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Abstract: This was a semester-long research project for my Research Methods class. The paper discusses the idea of the so-called “CNN Effect”, i.e., the idea that the media shapes foreign policy. The overall conclusion is that while the media has a little bit of an impact on the government’s decision-making regarding foreign policy, the opposite is true: the government impacts what the media covers. 

 I. Introduction


There has been much discussion and debate about the role of the media, particularly television, in the American government’s decision to intervene in a crisis. The term most used in this discussion is the so-called “CNN Effect,” which is defined as “… the capability of the news media (television in particular) to ‘shape the policy agenda.’”
 It has been claimed that the CNN Effect is responsible for shaping American foreign policymaking, and that the media can push the American government into entering a crisis in which it did not want to intervene.  However, many scholars and analysts argue the opposite: the impact the media has on governmental policymaking is not very strong.  They believe that the American government influences what the media chooses to cover, and if government decision makers do not want to intervene in a crisis, no amount of media pressure will persuade them to change their minds. This paper will analyze the arguments made against the CNN Effect, and apply it to three international crises, two that received humanitarian intervention by the US, and one that did not. The three crises are: Somalia in 1992, Rwanda in 1994, and Kosovo in the late 1990s. Several scholars have analyzed these three crises and use them to argue against the CNN Effect, particularly in the case of Somalia. While the media can sometimes have a limited influence on American foreign policy decision-making, the CNN Effect is exaggerated, and there are other factors that have greater influence on the government’s decision to intervene in a humanitarian crisis. 

II. Literature Review

There has been much discussion and debate about the role of the media, particularly television, in the American government’s decision to intervene in a crisis. The term most used in this discussion is the so-called “CNN effect”, which is defined as “… the capability of the news media (television in particular) to ‘shape the policy agenda’”.
 It has been claimed that the CNN effect is responsible for shaping American foreign policymaking, and that the media can push the American government into intervening in a crisis it did not want to intervene in.  However, many scholars and analysts argue the opposite: the impact the media has on governmental policymaking is not very strong, the American government influences what the media chooses to cover, and if government decision makers do not want to intervene in a crisis, no amount of media pressure will persuade them to change their minds. 

The CNN Effect is Exaggerated 


The first argument made by scholars against the CNN effect is that the CNN effect on the government is exaggerated. One scholar making this argument is Peter Viggo Jakobsen, who claims that the role of the media in influencing governments to intervene in a crisis is more invisible and indirect.
 Jakobsen explains that this is because the decision to intervene is decided by factors other than media pressure, such as the crisis being of strategic interest to the American government. One example Jakobsen uses is that of the Clinton administration’s decision to intervene in Haiti in 1994 to prevent the influx of Haitian refugees into the United States.
 


The other primary example is that of the Bush administration’s decision to go to war with Iraq in 1991 because of fears that Saddam Hussein might also invade Saudi Arabia and take over its oil fields.
 The other factor mentioned is the level of casualty risk and the exit strategy for intervening in a conflict. Jakobsen argues that if the level of casualty risk is high, and there is no perceived exit strategy, then the American government is unlikely to intervene in a conflict.
 An example of this is the US government’s refusal to intervene in the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, despite high media coverage of the massacres.
  

The Role of the Government in Media Coverage


The second argument made against the CNN effect is that most of the time, the American government chooses what crises the media should cover. One scholar making this argument is Jonathan Mermin, who cites US intervention into the crisis in Somalia in the early 1990s as an example of the government influencing media coverage of a crisis. Mermin claims that when the media chooses to cover a crisis, it is not usually because independent journalists choose to cover the crisis; rather, it is because journalists working in Washington, DC are directed by government officials interested in the crisis to include it in their reporting.
 Mermin rejects claims by senior Bush officials that television coverage of starving Somalis forced the government to intervene in the crisis, contending that “… If television inspired American intervention in Somalia, it did so under the influence of governmental actors… who made considerable efforts to publicize events in Somalia, interpret them as constituting a crisis, and encourage a U.S. response.”
 (More of Mermin’s article will be discussed in the Analysis and Assessment part of this paper.) 


Another scholar making this argument is Steven Livingston, who also cites Somalia as an example of government influence over media coverage. Like Jakobsen, Livingston sees the “CNN effect” as minimal, arguing that most of the humanitarian interventions undertaken by the government are ignored by the media, such as when the United States Agency for International Development’s Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance and Food for Peace Program shipped around 12,000 tons of grain to Somalia in 1991, a year before the media began covering the crisis there.
 Livingston also states that media coverage of a crisis will greatly increase following statements about the crisis or decisions regarding the crisis by the government. An example he cites is that after the White House announced on August 14, 1992 that it would use US aircraft to send relief supplies to Somalia, media attention to the crisis increased to about five times what it previously was almost immediately.
 Livingston claims that media coverage of humanitarian crises is very low, because “… journalists tend to dismiss humanitarian crises because they are so much a part of the landscape in some regions of the world.” An example he gives of this is the US media ignoring the deaths of 50,000 people in Burundi in 1993 in political fighting between Hutus and Tutsis.
 (More of Livingston’s essay will be discussed in the Analysis and Assessment part of this paper.)

The CNN Effect on Set Foreign Policy


The third argument made against the CNN effect is that while the media may sometimes pressure the American government into intervening in a crisis, if the policymakers do not want to intervene, then no amount of media pressure will convince them to change their policy. Piers Robinson argues that when the government has decided on a particular course of action with regards to a crisis, and there is no uncertainty about this course of action, then media coverage of the crisis is unlikely to influence or change the policy.
 Robinson admits that the media can have a significant role in influencing policymakers to decide to intervene in a crisis. Robinson analyzes the methods used by the media to bring about the changes in policy. He states that the most important tool used by the media to influence change is how the media frames the issue. One type of framing is called empathy framing, in which the media coverage of a conflict can be framed as to solicit empathy for the victims of the conflict. Some terms used by the media using this type of framing include “human tragedy, human suffering, murder, rape, huddling, without shelter”, and many others.
 The media may also use the type of framing known as critical descriptors, which are used to criticize a lack of action taken by the government or the problems an international force might be having in stopping the conflict. Some of the terms used in this type of framing include “spinelessness, lack of authority, inaction, absence of will, impotence,” and many others.
 


Robinson concedes that there are tools the media can use to influence policymakers to agree to intervene in a crisis, but maintains that they are only effective if the government has not decided with absolute certainty not to intervene in a crisis or has not finalized its policy with regards to a crisis. The example he uses of the failure of the media to persuade the government to change its policy is that of Operation Allied Force in Kosovo in the late 1990s. Operation Allied Force was a bombing campaign carried out by the US and NATO aimed at preventing ethnic cleansing of Albanian Kosovars and allow them to return safely to Kosovo.
 However, it soon became clear that the bombing campaign was not working to help return the Albanian Kosovars, and some policymakers in Washington, DC began to wonder if the campaign was actually making the situation worse for the Albanian Kosovars. 


The media heavily criticized the Clinton administration’s policy of only using a bombing campaign. Between April 1 and May 26 1999, there were over 1,000 articles in the New York Times and the Washington Post, which was about nine articles per day on Kosovo in the papers.
 In addition, NATO commander Wesley Clark expressed his skepticism that the air campaign would work on CBS news in April 1999, and Senator John McCain tried to force an escalation to a ground war by a congressional vote, but failed.
 Despite pressure from the media and members of Congress, the Clinton administration reiterated its position that there would be no ground troops sent to Kosovo, claiming that the air campaign was working.
 The Clinton administration feared that if they sent ground troops to Kosovo, then the casualty rate would be very high. Despite continued criticism from the media in the newspapers and on television, the Clinton administration did not send in ground troops and continued to use air strikes in the hope that they would pressure Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic into ending his campaign of ethnic cleansing against the Albanian Kosovars.
  


The arguments made against the CNN effect have their strengths and weaknesses. The strongest arguments come from Jonathan Mermin and Steven Livingston, who use clear-cut evidence to prove that claims by Bush administration officials and other members of the government that the government was forced to intervene in Somalia are false, and that the media can force the government to decide to intervene in a crisis. Robinson provides a good background on both sides of the argument for the CNN effect. He shows how media framing can be very useful in persuading the government to change its policy regarding a certain crisis. At the same time, he provides a very good example of how media pressure can fail to persuade the government to intervene in a crisis. Jakobsen provides good evidence as to why the CNN effect may not be as great as it is expected to be, but he barely covers the arguments of the opposition. His argument, though strong with regards to showing why the CNN effect might be exaggerated, is weak when it comes to providing the opposite view of his argument.


There has been much discussion about the so-called CNN effect. Some scholars claim that it is responsible for forcing the government to intervene in a crisis, while others say that the media may have little or no influence on the policymakers’ decision to intervene or not to intervene. The scholars mentioned in this paper conclude that the CNN effect is not as strong as it is perceived to be, and that while the media may sometimes play a part in persuading the government to intervene in a crisis, it is usually the opposite that is true: the government will choose to get involved in a certain crisis and the media will cover the decision making process of the government. 

III. Research Design 


There is much discussion about the role of the media in US foreign policy decision-making, particularly with regards to humanitarian intervention. The term that is used the most is the “CNN effect,” but what exactly is the “CNN effect?” This part of the paper will start out by providing definitions for terms such as “CNN effect,” “national interests,” and “humanitarian intervention.” Then, it will explain how these terms can be measured, provide three cases of study on the “CNN effect,” and then discuss the sources and material used to explain this phenomenon. 


There are some key terms that have to be defined in order to understand the “CNN effect” and its role in American foreign policy decision-making. The first term that must be defined is, of course, “CNN effect.” Although there are variations on the definition, the basic definition is “… the capability of the news media (television in particular) to ‘shape the policy agenda.”
 The second term that must be defined is “humanitarian intervention.” The most traditional explanation is, “Activity undertaken by a state, a group within a state, a group of states or an international organization which interferes coercively in the domestic affairs of another state.”
 Humanitarian intervention (which is limited to military intervention only- not economic sanctions or other actions) is usually done to protect civilians in an area that are at risk from genocide or mass killings, but it is seen as a violation of a state’s sovereignty if a country or countries choose to intervene militarily to end the crisis.
  “Level of interests among members of the government” is the idea of how much interest the members of the government have in intervening. If there is little or no interest, then the members may decide against intervention, but if there is a high level of interest, then the government might choose to intervene. “The costs of intervention” can be defined as the expected expenditures the government would have to use to intervene. They may be economic, such as the costs of providing humanitarian aid and the military equipment costs, or they may be political, such as the loss of political capital such as losing the next election or losing political support of the citizens. The last term that must be defined is “national interests,” because this term is used in many arguments about the “CNN effect” and US foreign policy decision-making when discussing how great of an impact the media has on the government and the reasons why the government chooses to intervene. The simplest definition is that it is a term used by state leaders to “… signify that which is most important to the state…”
 In other words, national interests are the issues that the government sees as the most important to the country, such as the economy, etc.


How can these terms be measured? The best way to measure the “CNN effect” is to examine the correlation between the amount of attention the media pays to a crisis and the amount of attention being paid to the crisis by members of the government. In the assessment and analysis part of the paper, it will be shown that the more the government pays attention to a crisis, the more the amount of media focus on the crisis, such as Somalia in 1992. The top way to measure humanitarian intervention is to look at the response of the US (and more generally, the international community) to a crisis. Examples of humanitarian intervention include the US airlifting food to starving Somalis in 1992, or US-led NATO forces bombing Kosovo in the late 1990s in response to the fighting that was occurring there. The primary way to measure national interests in the context of American foreign policy is to analyze what issues the government was concerned with at the time of the crisis. Examples include the state of the US economy, whether or not the US had economic interests in the country it was intervening in, and, if applicable, national elections. 


There will be three cases of humanitarian crises that will be discussed in the assessment and analysis part of the paper. These cases will be used to argue that the “CNN effect” is weaker than it is perceived to be. The first case is the civil war and famine in Somalia in the early 1990s. This case will be used to explain the argument against the “CNN effect” that the government influences what the media chooses to cover, not vice-versa. The second case that will be examined is the genocide in Rwanda in 1994. This case will be used to explain the argument that if government decision-makers do not want to intervene in a crisis, then no amount of media pressure will convince them to change their minds, and will also explain how national interests play a part in the decision to intervene or not intervene in a crisis.  The third case that will be examined is the war in Kosovo in the late 1990s. Like the case of Somalia, this case will be used to argue that the government influences what the media covers. It will also be used to argue that the media cannot force the government to choose to intervene in a crisis or change its policy towards a crisis no matter how much pressure is put on it. 


There are several sources that will be used to prove why the “CNN effect” is minimal and to prove that the government influences media attention to a crisis, and the media does not push the government into paying attention to a crisis. One scholar arguing that the “CNN effect” is minimal is Peter Viggo Jakobsen, who analyzes national interests of the government in crises such as Haiti, Iraq, and Rwanda, and concludes that the media influence is more indirect because national interests play a larger part. The national interests he mentions include geographical proximity (which was of importance in the Haitian crisis, since it is very close to the US and the US had a large influx of refugees from Haiti), economic interests (which was the case in Iraq, when the US was afraid that Saddam Hussein would take over Saudi Arabia and its oil fields), and the level of casualty risk (which was the case in Rwanda, when there did not appear to be a clear exit strategy and there were fears of a high casualty risk and a repeat of the disastrous intervention in Somalia).
 


For the argument that the government influences the media, there are several scholars who apply this argument to the crises in Somalia and Kosovo. In the case of Somalia, there are two main scholars who argue this point. The first is Jonathan Mermin, who analyzed the number of news stories about Somalia in 1992, and the changes in the number of stories after members of the government drew attention to the crisis. For example, he includes tables that show media coverage before Congress drew attention to the crisis in July 1992, and after, showing a great increase in the number of new stories after Congress drew attention to Somalia.
 (These tables will be discussed in more detail in the assessment and analysis part of the paper.) Some of the same types of evidence show up in an essay by Steven Livingston, whose argument will be discussed in the assessment and analysis part of the paper. 


With regards to Kosovo, there are two essays that explain how the government influenced US media coverage of the crisis. The first essay explores the changes that journalists made in their reporting of the crisis, which included removing reference to Albanian rebel groups in Kosovo to make the Albanians appear to be innocent victims of horrible atrocities, and no longer reporting on atrocities against the Serbs living in Kosovo to make them appear to be the “bad guys.”
 The other essay focuses on CNN’s coverage of the war in Kosovo, and criticizes it for only presenting the information the US government and NATO forces wanted it to present. For example, NATO officials and government officials supporting the war effort made up 61 percent of CNN’s news coverage of the crisis, and opponents of the war only made five appearances on CNN during the war.
 There are also authors who discuss how Kosovo fits into the argument that the government cannot be persuaded to change its foreign policy towards a crisis despite media crisis, and they will be discussed in the assessment and analysis part of the paper. 


The main author discussing national interests and Rwanda is Samantha Power, who wrote the essay, “Why the United States Let the Rwandan Tragedy Happen” after interviewing Clinton administration officials over a period of three years. Most of her argument will be discussed in the assessment and analysis part of the paper, but her main conclusions are that while the Clinton administration knew exactly what was happening in Rwanda, they refused to intervene in the crisis-or call it genocide- because of certain national interests such as fear of high casualty risks, a lack of outcry by the American public about the genocide, and Clinton’s impression that the Republican-controlled Congress would oppose any attempts to intervene in Rwanda.


This research design has defined the terms that are important to the paper, the methods that will be used to measure these concepts, the cases for study, and some sources that will be used. The rest of the paper will show why it is that the CNN effect is not as strong as it s perceived to be.

IV. Analysis and Assessment 

 The first two parts of this paper provided the background of the arguments against the CNN effect; this part of the paper will go into detail about the arguments made against the CNN effect. There are three primary arguments made against the impact of the CNN Effect. The first argument is that the CNN Effect on the government is exaggerated. One scholar making this argument is Peter Viggo Jakobsen, who claims the role of the media in a crisis is indirect, or “negligible.”
 Jakobsen explains that this is the case because the decision to intervene is determined by factors other than media pressure, such as the crisis being of strategic importance to the American government. One example he provides is the American intervention into Haiti in 1994. President Clinton chose to intervene despite significant opposition from the American people and most of Congress, because he believed that intervention would prevent a massive flood of Haitian refugees from entering the country.
  The other major example he uses is the Bush administration’s decision to go to war with Iraq in 1991 because of fears that Saddam Hussein might also invade Saudi Arabia and take over its oil fields, which produces 40 percent of the world’s oil.
 


Another factor that Jakobsen mentions is the level of casualty risk and the exit strategy for intervening in a conflict. Simply put, if the level of casualty risk is high, and there is no perceived exit strategy, then the American government is unlikely to intervene in a conflict. Jakobsen contends that Western countries have withstood strong media pressure to enter crises in which they have no interest in intervening. Some examples he mentions are Bosnia from 1992-1995, Chechnya in 1994, Burundi in 1996, and Kosovo in 1998. His strongest example, however, is the refusal of the US and other Western powers to intervene in the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, despite high media coverage of the crisis and repeated calls by the media to “do something.”
 Jakobsen also claims that media coverage of a crisis is limited and indirect due to factors that influence media coverage, such as the country’s geographic proximity to Western countries, costs, logistics, legal impediments (such as visa requirements), the risk to journalists, and relevance to national interests.
 An example of media coverage being limited is the genocide in Darfur, Sudan: the government will only allow a certain number of journalists to cover the situation in Darfur, and some journalists are still in Khartoum, waiting to get government permission to travel into Darfur to report on the crisis. 


The second argument made against the CNN Effect is that while the media may pressure the American government into intervening in a crisis, if policymakers do not want to intervene, then no amount of media pressure will convince them to change their policy. Piers Robinson contends that when the government has decided on a particular course of action regarding a crisis, and there is no uncertainty about this course of action, then media coverage of the crisis is unlikely to influence or change the policy.
 Robinson concedes that the media can sometimes have a significant role in influencing policymakers to decide to intervene in a crisis. Robinson devised the policy-media interaction model to analyze the methods used by the media to bring about changes in policy. He concludes that the most important tool used by the media to influence change is how the media frames the issue. One type of framing is called empathy framing, in which the media coverage of a conflict can be framed to solicit empathy for the victims of the conflict. Some terms used by the media when using this type of framing include “human tragedy”, “human suffering”, “murder”, “rape”, “huddling, without shelter,” and many other terms designed to make the viewer sympathetic.
 The media may also use the type of framing known as critical descriptors, which are used to criticize a lack of action taken by the government or the problems an international force might have in stopping the conflict. Some of the terms used in this type of framing include “spinelessness”, “lack of authority”, “inaction”, “absence of will”, and “impotence”.
 


Robinson admits that there are tools the media can use to influence policy makers to agree to intervene in a crisis, but he maintains that they are only effective if the government has not decided with absolute certainty not to intervene in a crisis, or has not finalized its policy with regards to a crisis. The example he uses of a failure of the media to persuade the government to change its policy is that of Operation Allied Force in Kosovo in the late 1990s. Operation Allied Force was a bombing campaign carried out by the US and NATO aimed at preventing ethnic cleansing of Albanian Kosovars and allowing them to return safely to Kosovo.
 However, it soon became clear that the bombing campaign was not actually achieving these goals, and some policymakers in Washington DC began to wonder if the campaign was actually making the situation worse for the Albanian Kosovars.


The media heavily criticized the Clinton administration’s policy to only use a bombing campaign. Between April 1 and May 26, 1999, there were over 1,000 articles in the New York Times and the Washington Post, which averaged about nine articles per day on Kosovo.
 In addition, NATO commander Wesley Clark expressed his skepticism that the air campaign would work on CBS news in April 1999, and Senator John McCain tried to force an escalation to a ground war by a congressional vote, but failed.
 Despite pressure from the media and members of Congress, the Clinton administration reiterated its position that there would be no ground troops sent to Kosovo, claiming that the air campaign was working.
 The Clinton administration feared that if they sent ground troops to Kosovo, the casualty rate would be very high. Despite continued pressure from the media in the newspapers and on television, the Clinton administration did not send in ground troops and continued to use air strikes in the hope that they would pressure Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic into ending his campaign of ethnic cleansing against the Albanian Kosovars.
 


The other primary example of this argument is the Rwandan genocide in 1994. Despite intense media pressure, the Clinton administration refused to intervene to end the genocide. The genocide in Rwanda started in April 1994, when President Juvénal Habyarimana was killed after his plane was shot down while returning to the capital. The Hutu extremists in his government blamed the Tutsis for the assassination, and the genocide began that night.
 After the genocide ended, the US government claimed that it did not know what was going to happen in Rwanda, and that they did not realize that the death toll would be so high. However, while it is true that the government could not know how many people would die, it is not true that they had no warning about what might happen. In January 1994, General Romeo Dallaire, head of the United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda (UNAMIR) sent a message to the UN in New York, saying that he had an informant who claimed that Hutu extremists had been told to register all the Tutsis in Kigali, that militias had been trained to rapidly kill Tutsis, and that the Hutu militia planned to murder Belgian peacekeepers to guarantee that Belgium (and after that, the UN) would leave, allowing them to carry out the massacres unopposed.
 The UN’s response was to tell Dallaire to talk to President Habyarimana, and was told that despite the information provided by the informant, the United States and other Western countries would not support aggressive peacekeeping.
 


When the genocide began in Rwanda, the American government at first did not know how to respond. There were very few people who knew anything about Rwanda in the government, because it had not been a priority.  Examples include General Wesley Clark’s staff at the Pentagon asking him regarding the ethnic groups in Rwanda “… Is it Hutu and Tutsi, or Tutu and Hutsi?” and Secretary of State Warren Christopher pulling an atlas off his shelf to help him identify the location of Rwanda.
 However, it soon became clear that members of the Clinton administration opposed US intervention in Rwanda for two main reasons. The first reason is that those members of the government familiar with Rwanda knew about it due to their work with the Rwandan government.  Consequently, they were predisposed to trust the Rwandan government, and reluctant to intervene because they believed it would disrupt the peace process started by the Arusha Accords in 1993.
 The second reason was that the US was reluctant to get involved in another peacekeeping mission in Africa less than a year after eighteen American rangers were killed in Somalia. When ten Belgian peacekeepers were killed in Rwanda, the US called for the complete withdrawal of UN troops, but settled for leaving behind a force of 270 soldiers. Congress believed that intervening in Rwanda would not serve national interests. Policymakers believed that there would be heavy casualties if the US intervened, that the Republican-controlled Congress would never approve US troops being sent to Rwanda as part of the UN mission, and one Congressman voiced concerns that failure in Rwanda might have an effect on the US elections in November.
 


For these reasons, and many others, the US government refused to change its policy of non-intervention in Rwanda, despite the large amount of media attention given to the crisis. The Washington Post ran stories on Rwanda that included: reports on Rwandan employees of international agencies being executed in front of their co-workers; printing an estimated death toll of 100,000 on its front page on April 19, 1994; publicizing Human Rights Watch’s call for the use of the term “genocide” to describe what was happening; and, on April 24, a story that described the killings as a scene that “… harked back to the Holocaust.” 
  The New York Times printed stories reporting that there were corpses piling up in houses and on the streets, that 1,200 men, women, and children seeking refuge in a church had been shot and hacked to death by machete, and quoted a Red Cross figure on April 10 that tens of thousands of people had died, including 8,000 in Kigali alone. The television media showed images of dead bodies in the streets and clogging the Kagera River.
 Despite this media attention, the government refused to do anything to intervene in the crisis. Not only did the US refuse to support UNAMIR, it also refused to offer safe haven to refugees and refused to jam the broadcasts of Radio Mille Collines on the grounds that it would violate free speech.  Radio Mille Collines was broadcasting hate radio and Hutu propaganda, as well as the names, addresses, and license plate numbers of Tutsis who were on government lists to be killed.”
 The government also forbid the use of the term “genocide” to describe the killings in Rwanda, but eventually allowed government officials to say that “acts of genocide were occurring.” The problems with this policy can be best illustrated by an exchange during a press conference on June 10 with Christine Shelley, a State Department spokeswoman: 


Alan Elsner: How would you describe the events taking place in Rwanda? 


Shelley: Based on evidence we have seen from observations on the ground, we have every reason to believe that acts of genocide have occurred in Rwanda. 


Elsner: What’s the difference between “acts of genocide” and “genocide?” 


Shelley: Well, I think the--- as you know, there’s a legal definition of this… clearly not all the killings that have taken place in Rwanda are killings to which you might apply the label… But as to the distinctions between the words, we’re trying to call what we have seen so far as best we can; and based, again, on the evidence, we have every reason to believe that acts of genocide have occurred. 


Elsner: How many acts of genocide does it take to make genocide? 


Shelley: Alan, that’s just not a question I’m in a position to answer.


Elsner: So you say genocide happens when certain acts happen, and you say those acts have happened in Rwanda. So why can’t you say that genocide has happened? 


Shelley: Because, Alan, there is a reason for the selection of the words we have made, and I have- perhaps I have- I’m not a lawyer. I don’t approach this from the international legal and scholarly point of view. We try, as best we can, to accurately reflect a description in particularly addressing that issue. It’s- the issue is out there. People have obviously looked into it.
 

While the media may sometimes influence the government to change its policy regarding intervention, the case of Rwanda shows that there are times when no amount of media attention and pressure will convince the government to change its policy. 


The final – and strongest – argument made against the CNN Effect is that most of the time the government chooses what the media should cover, not the other way around. One example of this is the media coverage of the crisis in Kosovo. Seth Ackerman and Jim Naureckas analyze the role of the media in describing the situation in Kosovo, and claim that the media changed its coverage of the story to reflect the interests of the American government. Before the US intervened, and early in the intervention, the media covered all aspects of the conflict. For example, newspapers such as The New York Times described atrocities committed against the Serbs by the Albanians, such as murdering young Serbian boys and raping Serbian girls. The newspapers would also describe the human rights abuses that were carried out by the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA), an Albanian rebel group that was trying to make Kosovo an “ethnically clean Albanian republic”, and then merge Kosovo with Albania.
 

This all changed, however, after Secretary of State Madeleine Albright presented her view of the Kosovo crisis in February 1999, in which she blamed the entire conflict on Slobodan Milosevic, claiming that his policies ushered in a decade of human rights abuses in Yugoslavia.  Albright also claimed that the Albanians in Kosovo were fighting a “… courageous, nonviolent campaign to regain the rights they had lost...” and that while the KLA’s methods were sometimes brutal, many Kosovars still supported their efforts to end the repression.
 After Albright presented her views on the situation, the media tailored its coverage to corroborate her statements, even if the new coverage directly contradicted their old coverage. For example, The New York Times ran an editorial in March 1999 endorsing NATO’s campaign in Kosovo, and did not once mention the KLA, although it made many references to the atrocities carried out by Serbian forces. On March 22, the Times ran an article describing Serbian attacks being carried out on Albanians in Kosovo, mentioning that tens of thousands of civilians were fleeing the violence, but only giving one reference to rebel forces towards the end of the article. Television coverage of Kosovo changed as well: the television stories focused mostly on images of suffering refugees and atrocity stories, rather than the political and military situation in Kosovo, and in the early days of the NATO bombing campaign, there were entire broadcasts that  did not mention the Kosovo guerillas or the civil war in Kosovo.
 

While Ackerman and Naureckas focus on the changes in media coverage of the crisis, Edward Herman and David Peterson focus specifically on CNN’s coverage of the war in Kosovo, and criticize it for basically being a “lapdog” of the government.  The authors claim that CNN only presented information the US government and NATO forces wanted it to present. Herman and Peterson bluntly claim, “CNN’s anchors and reporters almost without exception took the justice of the NATO war as obvious and were completely unaware of or unconcerned with their violation of the first principle of objectivity- that you can’t take sides and serve as a virtual promoter of ‘your’ side.” 
 An example they provide is that CNN reporter Christiane Amanpour would assert that NATO’s war was “for the first time, a war fought for human rights”, and never questioned NATO claims that “only a fraction of 1 percent of the [NATO] bombs went astray” and that Serbian brutalities and explosions that occurred after the bombings would have happened anyway. CNN anchors claimed that the Serbs were committing genocide, whereas NATO’s military operations were only doing what was necessary and proper, and doing so regretfully, and that NATO patiently sought a negotiated peace while Milosevic was a “wild card… who may be testing Western resolve.”
 

Herman and Peterson also claim that CNN served as “… salespersons and promoters of the NATO war.”
 For instance, Judy Woodruff repeatedly asked NATO officials about the threat to NATO’s credibility if there was no forceful action, Wolf Blitzer repeatedly called for an introduction of NATO ground forces, including calling for this twelve times in one broadcast, and Amanpour complaining that General Wesley Clark “… had to lobby hard to get his political masters to escalate the bombing.” Additionally, CNN anchors expressed obvious disappointment when NATO bombing was constrained due to bad weather and there were delays in the delivery of US Apache helicopters.
 CNN also failed to present views on the war other than pro-NATO views. For instance, when the authors studied a 38-day sample of CNN’s coverage of the war, they found that NATO officials and government officials supporting the war efforts comprised 61 percent of the coverage of the war, but 15 opponents of the war only made five appearances during the war. (See Table 1). Also, while some Serbian representation was allowed, the US/UK representation exceeded the Serbian representation by a 3.4 to 1 ratio, and US/UK officials were given almost triple the amount of time that Serbian officials were given to present their case.
  The way CNN treated the officials varied as well. NATO officials were treated deferentially, and the questions the anchors asked encouraged them to elaborate on the war plans, without many challenges to their claims and plans. Serbian officials, on the other hand, were treated politely, but their claims were challenged with counter-arguments, and the issues they raised were not often explored.
 

The other case demonstrating that the government influences media coverage is that of Somalia in the early 1990s. One author who studied Somalia as an example of this argument is Steven Livingston, who sees the CNN Effect as minimal in the case of Somalia, and argues that most of the humanitarian interventions undertaken by the government are ignored by the media. An example he provides is when the United States Agency for International Development’s Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance and Food for Peace Program shipped around 12,000 tons of grain to Somalia in 1991, a year before the media began covering the crisis there.
 Livingston also states that media coverage of a crisis will greatly increase following statements about the crisis or decisions regarding the crisis by the government. The example he gives is that after the White House announced on August 14, 1993 that it would use US aircraft to send relief supplies to Somalia, media attention to the crisis almost instantly increased to about five times previous levels.
 

Livingston argues that it was not the media attention that convinced the government to intervene in Somalia; in fact, it was one part of the foreign policy community (specifically, the Office of Foreign Assistance and its allies in Congress and the State Department) persuading other elements (in particular, the White House) to sign on to the policy changes.
 In addition, Livingston rejects the idea that the media’s coverage of a humanitarian intervention forces the government to change its policy, because media coverage of humanitarian intervention is very low, due to the fact that “… journalists tend to dismiss humanitarian crises because they are so much a part of the landscape in some regions of the world.” The primary example he gives is the US media ignoring the deaths of 50,000 people in Burundi in 1993 during political fighting between Hutus and Tutsis. Other examples he provides are Afghanistan, Sudan, Sierra Leone, and Ethiopia. Livingston argues that Afghanistan and Sudan had more people at risk than Bosnia, yet Bosnia received far more media attention than either Afghanistan or Sudan. In other words, the media and government largely ignore cases of mass starvation and fighting, because they are seen as “commonplace” in some areas of the world. Therefore, it would take more than media footage of starving or suffering people to convince the government to intervene.
 

The other author who studied Somalia as an example of the government’s influence on the media is Jonathan Mermin, who claims that when the media chooses to cover a crisis, it is not usually because independent journalists choose to cover the crisis; rather, it is because journalists working in Washington DC are directed by government officials interested in the crisis to include it in their reporting.
 Mermin rejects the claim by senior Bush officials that television coverage of starving Somalis forced the government to intervene in the crisis, contending that “…If television inspired American intervention in Somalia, it did so under the influence of governmental actors… who made considerable efforts to publicize events in Somalia, interpret them as constituting a crisis, and encourage a U.S. response.”
 In order to prove his point, Mermin analyzed the number of news stories about Somalia in 1992, and the changes in the number of stories after members of the government drew attention to the crisis. For example, he includes tables showing that up until July of 1992, when members of Congress who had visited Somalia held committee hearings and press conferences calling for US intervention in Somalia, the amount of time given to covering the situation in Somalia on the major news networks ranged from about half a minute to two minutes per month. In July, it jumped to over five minutes, and in August, when Congress passed resolutions on Somalia and then-Presidential candidate Bill Clinton criticized President Bush for not acting in Somalia, the amount of coverage skyrocketed to 48 minutes.
 (See Table 2).

Mermin looks at the number of news stories about Somalia before and after members of the government got involved in the situation in Somalia, and concludes that there is a direct correlation between the level of government attention and the media coverage. The main illustration that supports his claim is that from March to July 1992, there was not a full story on Somalia on the major news networks. The next full story that appeared was on ABC on July 22, and it showed images of starving children and called for more attention to be given to the crisis. However, Mermin argues that the media did not choose on its own to devote full stories to the crisis – it was influenced by government activity on the same day. On July 22, the House Select Committee on Hunger held hearing on Somalia, and at the hearings, Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS), who was chair of the Subcommittee on Africa of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, provided testimony about what she saw on her official visit to Somalia, calling the situation “desperate” and calling for a UN security force to be sent to Somalia, which clashed with the Bush administration’s position that a UN force should not be deployed until a cease-fire had been achieved. On that same day, Senator Paul Simon (D-IL) urged the White House to take action, stating, “I don’t want to wait to have a Democratic administration before we respond more adequately. I want to do it now.”

 In addition, between July 23 and August 12, there was only one story on Somalia that was over 20 seconds on the major news networks (ABC, NBC, CBS). This changed in August: on August 3, the Senate passed a resolution urging the deployment of a UN force to Somalia, and a similar one passed in the House on August 10, and from August 6 to August 13, four senators and a Presidential candidate made statements addressing the situation in Somalia. Senator Jay Rockefeller (D-WV) listed Somalia as one of four examples of the failure of President Bush’s foreign policy, and called for a plan for Somalia. After the Security Council authorized the use of force to deliver aid to Sarajevo, Bosnia, a couple of senators questioned why action was being taken in Bosnia, but not Somalia. Senator James Jeffords (R-VT) asked “How do you make the distinction between going into the former Yugoslavia… and Somalia?” and then presidential candidate Bill Clinton cited Somalia as an area where multilateral action “holds promise.”  (See Table 3). After these statements were made, the first stories on Somalia in August appeared, on ABC.
 Mermin insists that while some senior Bush administration officials chose to blame the decision to intervene on the media, this is completely false, because it was members of Congress who finally pushed the Bush administration into acting. Mermin concludes his argument by declaring “This study has found that governments also have the power to move television. Television is clearly a player in the foreign arena, but the evidence from Somalia is that journalists set the news agenda and frame the stories they report in close collaboration with actors in Washington.”
 

V. Conclusion

After evaluating the research, it can be concluded that national interests play a large part in deciding whether or not a country will choose to intervene. If the costs are seen as too high for the country, such as too many soldiers being killed, too much money being spent on intervention, or loss of political support if the intervention failed and if there is no incentive for the government to intervene- such as potential economic disruptions due to the war or problems with a massive refugee influx into the country- then the country will be unlikely to choose to intervene in the crisis. For example, there is no economic incentive for the US and other western countries to intervene in the genocide in Darfur, and none of them have to deal with refugee problems, unlike Chad and the Central African Republic. Therefore, it is fair to state that the American government’s decision to intervene in a crisis is based on many different factors, not just the attention the media gives the crisis. The media can sometimes have a role on deciding intervention, but this rarely happens, and the evidence has shown that overall, it is the government who decides whether or not the country will intervene in a crisis. There has been much discussion and debate about the influence the media has in persuading the government to change its foreign policy regarding a crisis. However, while the media may have some influence if the policy has not been firmly decided, the media has little or no influence on government decision-making otherwise. This was the case in Rwanda, when the government refused to intervene at all to stop the genocide, and in Kosovo, when the government refused to escalate the war to a ground war. The government has more influence in what the media decides to cover than the media does in setting foreign policy, as seen in both Kosovo and Somalia. Many human rights activists believe that if they can get the media involved in covering a crisis, then the media can persuade the government to get involved in the crisis. However, the evidence shows that it would be best for human rights groups to try directly pressuring the government, by trying to persuade members of the government, such as Senators and Congressmen, to get involved in the crisis. This may not always work – as shown by the Rwandan genocide in 1994 – but it is likely to have a better chance of succeeding than attempting to use the media to persuade the government, as shown by the evidence against the CNN Effect. 
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