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Media Analysis

     
Over the past year, the top fifteen newspapers in the 
United States have discussed and debated the issue of US 
terrorism preparedness, offering perspective on the 
federal government’s domestic security initiatives.  
CARMA analyzed a total of four-hundred and forty-eight 
articles to judge how journalists reported on the 
government’s efforts to combat terror within the borders 
of the United States during a fifteen month period, 
October 2006-December 2007. Overall, fifty-one percent 
of the articles received an unfavorable rating, while forty-
one percent of coverage was favorable, leaving eight 
percent of the coverage neutral.   

The CARMA favorability rating system starts at a 50 
(neutral) rating, and goes up or down based on factors 
such as positive or negative messages and the tone of the 
coverage (see appendix for detailed methodology). Of the 
coverage researched, unfavorable reporting  was larger in 
volume and more intensely  unfavorable than the volume 
and intensity of the favorable coverage, resulting in an 
average rating of forty-eight or slightly unfavorable 
overall.   

In analyzing the coverage, CARMA established two key 
areas of negative reporting that contributed most 
significantly to the overall rating, those being the GAO 
Report on the state of Homeland Security and the National 
Intelligence Estimate reporting of the ongoing Al-Qaeda 
threat. Conversely, positive reporting for the period analyzed focused on improvements in airport and seaport 
security.  

 

The federal government’s ability to manage the country’s security since September 11, as outlined in reports 
published by the US Government Accountability Office, drew opportunity for newspaper commentary. Some saw the 
report as offering encouraging assessments of where the U.S. is on protecting its borders, while many were quick to 
criticize steps the federal government has taken since 2001.  

 

The National Intelligence Estimate’s message, Al-Qaeda is still an ongoing threat at home and abroad, created 
unfavorable coverage throughout the period.  Based on the National Intelligence Estimate, publications agreed that 
Al-Qaeda was still, in fact, a threat to Americans at home.  The debate on this core message focused on whether or not 
the threat indicates that the steps the federal government has taken are necessary and effective in fighting the war on 
terror.    

Overview & key findings 
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Media Analysis

   
The security of the nation’s airports and seaports drew mixed reports throughout the period, albeit positively 

focused overall.  While reports generally praised Homeland Security’s efforts to protect air travel, occasional lapses 
raised questions over the effectiveness of those efforts. Overall, media coverage commented that airport security has 
improved since September 11, though holes still exist in airport defenses. Meanwhile, reports on seaport security were 
primarily content that the federal government was making a serious effort to tighten security around U.S. seaports.                                       
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Media Analysis

        
A report released by the U.S. Government Accountability Office noted that while the U.S. is, in fact, safer than it was 
on September 11, the Department of Homeland Security has not effectively managed its mission since the attacks six 
years ago. The assessment, covered by leading media outlets across the country, stated the agency could not take 
credit for the absence of a terrorist attack on American soil since 9/11.  (Chicago Tribune, September 7). The GAO’s 
highly critical audit served to undermine upbeat assessments by the Bush administration after it signaled that 
Homeland Security had failed to make even moderate progress towards eight of fourteen internal government 
benchmarks.    

 

Media reports tended to note both the successes and failures outlined by the GAO report. The 
Philadelphia Inquirer wrote that while Homeland Security made substantial progress in the area of maritime 
security, other areas, including emergency preparedness and response and aviation security, the agency’s 
performance has been poor. The article, along with several others, blamed the U.S.’s involvement in Iraq as 
one reason the administration lost focus at home. “Six years after 9/11, it is a shame that Bush’s misguided 
invasion of Iraq is upstaging the discussion the nation ought to have and the actions the nation’s leaders 
ought to be taking.” Overall, articles discussing the GAO report brought untoward attention to domestic 
terrorism preparedness.  

Overall, articles focused on the report released by the U.S. Government Accountability Office received one of the most 
negative ratings of any issue tracked by CARMA, generating thirty-seven reports interspersed throughout the period. 
Of the thirty-seven reports, the average favorability rating across articles was a 30 on the CARMA favorability scale, 
which depicts strongly unfavorable coverage.   

The release of the National Intelligence Estimate by the Office of the Director of National Intelligence confirmed for 
the media that Al-Qaeda was still a serious threat, and allowed reporters to voice their opinions of the administrations 
direction on national security and U.S. terrorism preparedness. Some media outlets used the NIE to question the 
administration’s focus on Iraq. A handful of articles 
agreed that the government neglected homeland 
security by focusing too much energy and resources on 
Iraq.    

 

An editorial in the Wall Street Journal used the 
NIE to bolster its position as a conservative 
publication, writing that “we read [the NIE] as a 
stark reminder that Al-Qaeda and other radical 
Islamist groups continue to pose an urgent threat to 
our security, and that 9/11 was not the terrorist 
one-off that some liberals wish it were so they can 
switch the subject to global warming and after-
school programs” (Wall Street Journal, July 12). 

Leading Messages
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The additional authority U.S. intelligence agencies have been
given has helped to analyze and identify terrorist threats.

Holes still exist in the U.S. terrorism defenses.

Homeland Security anti-terrorism grants have given priority to
state and local governments facing the greatest threat.

U.S. sea ports are safe/screening of containers is adequate/has
improved.

Homeland Security's performance has been poor.

U.S. Terrorism security/readiness at the state and local level has
improved/is being funded.

The U.S. needs to balance security concerns with civil liberties.

The U.S. has neglected U.S. homeland security by focusing too
much energy on Iraq and Afghanistan.

Homeland Security continues to improve and tighten security.

Homeland Security anti-terrorism grants have not given priority
to state and local governments facing the greatest threat/political

Al-Qaeda is still a threat to the U.S.

Volume

GAO Report and the  

National Intelligence Estimate 
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Media Analysis

   
By contrast, a report in the New York Times titled “Are We Safer,” wrote that the NIE offered an “implicit 

answer, and it was not encouraging.” The article indicated the NIE suggested that “the threat of terrorist 
violence against the United States is growing worse, fueled by the Iraq war and spreading Islamic 
extremism.” The paper used the opportunity to highlight a disconnect between the upbeat messages 
coming from the White House that Al-Qaeda leaders are being reduced while the NIE suggests that the 
threat of a terrorist attack against the U.S. is growing. The New York Times also ran a Letter-to-the-Editor, 
penned by Senator Kit Bond (R-Missouri) responding to the “Are We Safer” news analysis. The Senator’s 
letter offered a stinging assessment of the publication’s “twist” on the NIE, noting that efforts by the US to 
“combat terrorism worldwide have prevented Al-Qaeda from attacking the United States since Sept. 11, 
2001, and have disrupted known terrorist plots to carry out further attacks on American soil” (New York 
Times, July 22).  

Overall, articles focused on the National Intelligence Estimate received moderately negative coverage.  Unlike the GAO 
report, the NIE did not generate continuous reporting throughout the year. Of the forty reports attributed to the NIE, 
thirty-seven articles appeared in the month of July at the time the report was released.                        

http://www.carma.com
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Media Analysis

       

Of the coverage analyzed, publications appear to be the 
most concerned about the security of the nation’s 
airports.  As evidenced by the chart on the right, media 
outlets consider airports to be, by far, the most likely 
targets for a terrorist attack. Thus, Homeland Security’s 
efforts to establish an effective system for monitoring and 
securing air travel were a prominent topic in major 
newspapers over the course of the fifteen month period 
October 2006-December 2007.  

 

The generally positive image of U.S. airport security 
suffered a slight setback following the news that 
undercover investigators were able to smuggle decoy 
explosives past screeners at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport.  
Newspapers paid close attention to this information, 
and some, like USA Today, even pointed out that 
screeners at Los Angeles International Airport 
“missed about 75% of simulated explosives and bomb 
parts that Transportation Security Administration 
testers hid under their clothes or in carry-on bags at 
checkpoints” (USA Today, October 18).   

 

Despite this, some media praised airport security 
improvements. The Chicago Tribune noted that 
“airport screeners are now federalized and better trained.  Cockpit doors have been hardened.  Some pilots are 
armed. The number of air marshals has increased exponentially” (Chicago Tribune, June 14).   

 

In general, the coverage CARMA analyzed reported that overall that airport security has improved since September 
11, although holes still exist in defenses.   

U.S. port security avoided the same scrutiny as airport security.  Officials discussing implementation of tighter 
security measures were often seen as trying to balance security without hampering economic activity. One favorable 
report indicated that virtually all cargo containers entering the U.S. will be scanned by radiation detection equipment 
by the end of the year (Houston Chronicle, July 21).  

 

Homeland Security also benefited from coverage on port security. A report in USA Today featured port 
improvement, noting that the nation’s 17 million small boat operators must carry identification wherever they are 
on the water so that the Coast Guard can build a database of boaters found in restricted areas. This particular  

Airport/Port Security 


