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‘NEWS’ ANALYSIS RESEARCH PRESENTATION PROPOSAL 
(Best completed electronically, expanding text boxes if necessary) 

 

Student Name 

Lewis Lesbirel 
 

Research Project Title [should not be too long, suggest max 15 words]: 

 

How do British tabloids report terrorist attacks post 9/11?  

 

 

Research Aims and Objectives  [specific realistic goals/ends or intended outcomes & how to achieve them]: 

 

To identify any differences between the way that terrorist attacks conducted by Muslims and those 

conducted by other religions are reported in British tabloids. 

 

To identify whether British tabloids use language to frame reports of terrorist attacks and whether this 

in turn contributes to the ever-increasing Islamophobia. 

 

 

Research Question [Definitive focus: Identifies object of study to realise objectives]:  

 

How do British tabloids report terrorist attacks post 9/11? 

 

Context/Background & Rationale [link with society & similar work, past & current; why project is important now]:  

 

It is often argued that when a terrorist attack is conducted by someone of a different religious faith to 

Islam, the word terrorist is used less frequently and people seek to blame an underlying cause for the 

act (Often mental health, quality of life and upbringing). There is much research into the portrayal of 

Muslims in Western media (Poole 2002; Sian et al 2012; Poorebrahim and Zarei 2013), upon which 

this study will aim to build on in order to provide a more comparative focus with terrorist attacks 

conducted by non-Muslims. 

 

Since 9/11, 7/7 and other terrorist attacks in America and across Europe, there has been an 

exponential increase in Islamophobic rhetoric and agendas (Lambert and Githens-Maser 2010). This 

increased attention provides academics with an opportunity to examine how the discourses of social 

theory play out in the press. It also provides an opportunity to discover and evaluate how press outlets 

perform their role as information providers during times of crisis and unrest (Allen 2014). 

 

Previous research argues that the origins of anti-muslim stereotyping are not personal experience and 

academic study, but rather the “omnipotent media” (Akhtar 2011). In an article written for the 

Independent, Nishaat Ismail highlights how several media outlets refrained from using the word 

‘terrorist’ to describe Anders Breivik and opted instead for labels such as ‘murderer’. She goes on to 

talk of the rarity in which Muslim extremists are given an open trial to explore motives and childhood  

experiences, with those who do offer this exploration being labelled as ‘Terrorist Sympathisers’. This 

inconsistency is exactly what the proposed research will endeavour to explore. 

 

 

http://www.editage.com/insights/3-basic-tips-on-writing-a-good-research-paper-title
http://www.erm.ecs.soton.ac.uk/theme4/aims_and_objectives.html
https://writepass.com/journal/2012/10/dissertation-topics-in-mass-media-and-journalism/
http://library.buffalo.edu/help/research-tips/background/
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Methodology and Sources [Tools/techniques to be employed in the gathering and analysis of data; methods of 

accessing/acquiring data or evidence or information; sources of the data]: 

 

The two terrorist attacks chosen for this study are the Paris attacks in 2015 and the Anders Breivik 

attack in 2011.  

 

These have been selected as they provide the most scope for research into Islamophobic trends (Allen 

2012) and reporting irregularities between attacks conducted by Muslims and non-Muslims post 9/11. 

In order to provide a detailed and thorough analysis of the way in which terrorist attacks are reported 

by the British tabloids post 9/11, a combination of two research methods will be employed for this 

study. 

 

Using Krippendorff (2012) to formulate the process, content analysis will provide this study with 

Literature Review [theories to be employed in making sense of, or analysing, the chosen topic, citing theorists, most common 

theories in literature]: 

 

This study will build on the work of Papacharissi and Fatima Oliveira (2008), who compared cultural 

differences in terrorist frames between UK and US media, and will focus specifically on the 

differences in terrorist frames amongst the British Tabloids.  Like in the above study, Entman’s 

(1993) definition of framing will be used in the proposed discourse analysis, as it relates to the 

analysis of textual messages with a particular emphasis on news coverage. 

 

Research by Hall et al (1978) found that news organizations do not merely report events, but are 

active agents in constructing the socio-political environment that frames those events in the public 

imagination. Similarly Picard (1993) noted that public perception of terrorism may be affected by 

rhetorical biases in how terrorist acts are described by the press. Both these studies yield a valuable 

insight into the effect that media bias can have in their role as information providers. 

 

Research by Spencer (2010) provides insight into a constructivist approach to terrorism, in particular 

the idea that it can’t exist outside of discourse. A drawback of this research was its failure to fully 

define the truths behind the idea of ‘new terrorism’, despite exploring the concept in detail. 

A report by Ansari (2002) found that despite some efforts from British tabloids to deter Islamophobic 

trends, the widespread prefacing with ‘Muslim’ of words such as ‘extremists’, was rife amongst 

British newspapers, whilst Research by Whittaker (2002) explores the frequency of the use of the 

word ‘Muslim’ before and after 9/11, finding a comprehensive increase of up to 658% post-attack. 

These provide the proposed research study with clear evidence that there is a significant change in 

reporting towards the Muslims.  Moreover, Whittaker found the Sun and Mirror led the way in this 

increase, giving relevance to focusing on tabloids.   

 

Moore et al’s (2008) comprehensive study of the representation of British Muslims in the press uses 

discourse analysis in a way similar to that of the proposed research. Furthermore, its findings on the 

discourses relating to Islam adopted by British Tabloids gives further relevance to the chosen research 

question. The impact of 9/11 on the field of journalism is explored in great depth in Zelizer and Allan 

(2011) comprising of analysis from a number of respected scholars and media commentators to 

provide vital contextualisation. Jackson (2009) highlights the common pitfalls that weaken a large 

proportion of terrorism research, most notably a lack of primary research and the failure to develop 

rigorous theories, which will be avoided in the proposed research. 

 

 

http://www.socscidiss.bham.ac.uk/methodologies.html
http://library.bcu.ac.uk/learner/writingguides/1.04.htm
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quantitative data. Using a coding system, the number of times each tabloid article selected for analysis 

contains a specific word will be recorded. This will then be repeated for each of the chosen terrorist 

attacks, providing data that is easily comparable through the use of tables and graphs. 

 

Using the definition of Paltridge (2012) this research will also use discourse analysis, which allows 

for an in depth exploration into the language used in reports of terrorist attacks, a vitally important 

aspect given that language is laden with meaning. As Fowler (1991) states, “anything that is …written 

about the world is articulated from a particular position: language is not a clear window but a 

refracting, structuring medium”, highlighting the importance of exploring the discourse of language in 

detail. The analysis will identify any frames in the texts using the criteria for recognition and 

classification of frames employed in Capella and Jamieson’s (1997) study on media cynicism and 

framing. The qualitative analysis will also seek to verify, expand, and illuminate the quantitative 

findings of the content analysis (Papacharissi 2008). 

 
3 

 

 

Ethical Implications (if any) [briefly indicate whether/how there is an ethical implication for the researcher in this work. 

What do you need to consider as a researcher?]: 

 

As there are no face to face interviews in this research, the ethical implications from a humanitarian 

point of view are low. Both discourse and content analyses focus specifically on text, and it is not 

possible to hurt a newspaper. 

 
 

 

 

Strengths/Weaknesses of the Project [briefly indicate any strengths or weaknesses of the project across all areas]: 

 

The chosen combination of research methods allows for in depth research. 

The research topic is a contemporary issue which focuses on one of the main challenges facing 

newspapers today. 

The two case studies chosen occurred within the last decade, giving the study temporal validity.  

 

Every terrorist attack is unique, therefore each case study can only provide a snapshot of how terrorist 

attacks are reported in British tabloids. 

The immediacy of the Paris attacks means there is limited scholarly work. 

The nature of content and discourse analyses mean they are very time consuming and not free of 

human error.  
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