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Worried in Sweden: the effects of terrorism abroad and news
media at home on terror-related worry

Saman Rashid and Anna Olofsson

Risk and Crisis Research Center, Mid Sweden University, Oestersund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
We investigate whether terrorist activity abroad affects worry regarding
terrorism in Sweden, and the possible mediating effect of news media.
Terrorism uses violence to obtain political or social objectives: in add-
ition to the impact on the immediate victims, terrorism affects a much
wider audience emotionally by spreading fear and insecurity. Previous
research shows that terrorist attacks in a country cause worry for the
people in that country; however, little is known about the relationship
between public worry and terrorist attacks abroad. This study draws
from the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), the Norwegian Defence
Research Establishment (FFI), the Swedish press archive Mediearkivet,
and the Swedish National Annual Survey (SOM), producing a theoretical
model using Generalized Structural Equation Modelling (GSEM). The
results show that public worry about terrorism co-varies with the fre-
quency of terrorist activity occurring in the wider geo-cultural region,
even if outside of the country of residence. It also shows that public
worry is affected not only by single, impactful attacks – so-called ‘one-
off’ attacks – but also by an increase in the number of total (even if less
individually impactful) attacks in the region. Notably, media coverage
ameliorates the impact of terrorism on public worry to some degree.
For policy makers these results are particularly important since they
show that even in countries free of terrorist events, public fear needs to
be managed.
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Introduction

Terrorism is characterized by uncertainty and normative ambiguity, creating dread by employing
violence to obtain political or social objectives (Aven and Renn, 2009a). The word terror means
‘fear,’ and terrorism is constituted by not only the physical attack but also the psychosocial
impact of intimidation on a society (Christensen and Aars, 2019). This intimidation is generated
for political ends, so a better understanding of the political implications of terrorism requires
investigating emotional responses to terrorism. Terrorism can be seen as a communicative polit-
ical strategy and as a signalling device to governments and public audiences (Braithwaite 2013).
Furthermore, the risk of terrorism has become part of national and international politics, particu-
larly related to security, mobility, and nationalism (Amoore and de Goede, 2008). Thus, politicians
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and various other stakeholders have an interest in influencing public worry about terrorism: they
need public support for counterterrorist policies, and can also benefit from threat perceptions
(Getmansky and Zeitzoff, 2014).

Terrorist incidents impact public perceptions of the risk of terrorism and can have an
immense effect on public policy and risk governance (Lee, Lemyre and Krewski, 2010). There are
reasons to believe that this poses a challenge for policymakers, who are expected to take action
to deal with public fear: worry about terrorism might be an important component in risk govern-
ance (Renn, 2008). However, overestimation of the risk of terrorism might create public demand
for excessive measures or play into the hands of authoritarian and populist political movements
(Hetherington and Suhay, 2011). Thus, the trade-off between security measures on the one hand,
and civil liberties and human rights standards on the other, is relevant now more than ever. It is,
therefore, important to understand the dynamics of public worry about terrorism. Previous
research shows that terrorist attacks in a country (i.e. ‘first-hand’ experiences of terrorism) impact
public worry in that country (Silver et al., 2002). Little is known, however, about the relationship
between public worry about terrorism and terrorist attacks abroad. The aim of this paper is
therefore to investigate whether terrorist attacks abroad affect public worry about terrorism in
Sweden – a country not affected by terrorism. Earlier studies show that attacks in the same geo-
cultural region are more impactful than others (e.g. Avdan and Webb, 2019), so we will consider
the effect only of attacks in Western Europe. Further, information about terrorist attacks abroad
is made available to people through various mediators: news media is one key actor involved in
actively framing the information. Thus, a further aim is to investigate possible mediating effects
of news media on public worry about terrorism.

In the next section, we provide a brief background history of terrorist activity in Sweden and
its wider geo-cultural context (i.e. Western Europe), followed by an overview of previous
research, both theoretical and empirical. From this overview we formulate hypotheses, which, in
the methodology section, are illustrated as a theoretical model. After the presentation of data,
descriptive results are first presented followed by the analysis of the theoretical model. Last, con-
clusions of the study and implications for risk governance are presented.

Background

The number of terrorist attacks in Western Europe has increased from 60 attacks in 2004 to 321
in 2015, and Europe has also witnessed the major one-off attacks in Madrid (2004), London
(2005), Oslo and Ut€oya (2011), and Paris (2015 and 2017). Before 2017, Sweden had since the
1970s been spared the direct experience of fatal terrorism. In 1971 the Yugoslavian ambassador
was killed in Stockholm by a Croatian fascist organization. The next year, following the arrest
and conviction of the perpetrators, a Swedish domestic airplane was hijacked, forcing the release
of the imprisoned assassins. In 1975, the West German embassy in Stockholm was occupied by
the German terrorist organization Rote Armee Fraktion; two of the hostages and one of the per-
petrators were killed. The next attack did not occur until 2010,1 when a car bomb detonated in
central Stockholm, followed by a suicide bomb. No one but the perpetrator was hurt or killed,
and the incident was regarded as a failure. Then in 2017, a man stole a lorry and used it to kill
five pedestrians on Stockholm’s major shopping street. Many more were injured. Since this study
focus on populations without experiences of major acts of terrorism, 2017 was excluded, and the
time investigated is from the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack in New York City (i.e. 9/11) to
the Stockholm lorry event: thus 2002–2016.

Previous studies show that immediately after 9/11, the European public’s threat perceptions
converged, but soon afterward they started diverging, and in Sweden we find comparatively low
judgments of the risk of terrorist events (Meyer, 2009). For example, already in 2007 only 3 per-
cent of the Swedish public believed that the risk of a terrorist attack was ‘very high,’ compared
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to 54 percent in France, 31 percent in Germany, and 30 percent in the UK (PEW, 2007). Ten years
later, in 2016, more Swedes estimated the risk as lower than others in Western Europe: 27 per-
cent of poll respondents saw the risk as ‘high,’ compared to 64 percent in France, 55 percent in
the UK, and 45 percent in Germany (EP/EB85.1, 2016; see also Poushter and Manevich, 2017).

Previous research and theory

Since 2001, research on terrorism has grown considerably, and today it is studied in a wide var-
iety of disciplines (Lee and Lemyre 2009). Seeking out only the research on affective reactions to
and perceptions of terrorism yields numerous in-depth studies (e.g. Dillon, Tinsley and Burns,
2016) and survey studies (e.g. Sj€oberg, 2005; Meyer, 2009). It is well-documented that risk per-
ception can have little – or paradoxical – effects on behaviour (Wachinger et al., 2013), while
emotional responses can help predict behavioural responses above and beyond cognitive and
social-contextual factors (Lee and Lemyre, 2009, see also Ekholm and Olofsson, 2017; Slovic et al.,
2004; Sj€oberg 1998). Risk,2 and in particular the kind of risk that is uncertain and ambiguous, like
terrorism (Aven and Renn, 2009a), invokes feelings; these are also influenced by previous experi-
ences and how we value what is at stake (Aven and Renn, 2009b). Thus, emotion and risk are
inevitably configured within socio-normative beliefs and processes and in interaction with others
in time- and place-specific contexts (Lupton, 2013). However, efforts to develop an understand-
ing of the relationship between the geographical location of terrorist events and people’s worry
about terrorism have so far been limited.

The question, then, is this: what influences people’s responses to terrorism? Psychometric
research has shown that the characteristics of the risk object influence people’s responses to
that object, and what characterizes terrorism is dread and lack of control (Sj€oberg 2005), as well
as uncertainty (Aven and Renn, 2009a). Uncertainty intensifies people’s fear and feelings of vul-
nerability (Mueller 2005). The kind of attack is also important: for example, a one-off attack per-
petrated by an organization already known for terrorist actions (e.g. al-Qaeda or ISIS) is likely to
receive significant attention. The same is true of repeated domestic attacks (Sj€oberg, 2005), coor-
dinated attacks (Avdan and Webb, 2019), and attacks that had a high number of casualties
(Landau et al. 2004). However, responses vary across individuals based on personal experiences,
gender, age, and other demographic factors (Fischhoff et al. 2003; Lerner et al. 2003). As with
other risk objects, women and with higher age people tend to be more concerned about terror-
ism while people with higher levels of educational attainment tend to be less concerned (Br€uck
and M€uller 2010). These effects are context-dependent, and the impact of (for example) gender
is less pronounced in countries like Sweden, which has a high level of gender equality (Olofsson
and Rashid, 2011; Olofsson and €Ohman, 2015). Furthermore, there is also a complex interplay
between individual characteristics, such as gender, age and experiences (€Ohman, Olofsson, and
Nygre 2018).

For our study, the location of terrorist events is of particular interest, and existing research
shows that an individual’s proximity to sites of terrorist attack heightens fear, stress and the
sense of vulnerability (Silver et al. 2002; Fischhoff et al. 2003; Huddy et al. 2005; Lerner et al.
2003). Further, domestic terrorist events elicit responses different from those elicited by events
that transpire abroad: people care more about attacks in their own country than attacks abroad,
particularly if the attack happens in a place that is culturally distant from their own country
(Avdan and Webb, 2019). However, the emotional effects of trauma are not limited to those who
are directly exposed to terrorism; people exposed to terrorism only through media coverage
may nonetheless have an emotional reaction to terrorist events (Ben-Zur et al., 2012; Cohen-
Louck, 2019).

This suggests that media treatments of terrorism are important. Although it is difficult to
prove a direct link between media coverage and public opinion, media can influence the public
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agenda and amplify some issues over others (Renn et al., 1992). Put simply: mass media outlets
describe events (An and Gower, 2009). In so doing, journalists and other media figures help to
frame and define how risks and crises could be understood (Ploughman, 1995). These framings
are based on particular norms and exist in specific cultural contexts (Nevalsky, 2015). There are
also situations in which the impact of media is larger than at other times, including emergency
situations when information is scarce. During crises, the news becomes more biased, and more
likely to employ stereotypes. For example, Shoshani and Slone (2008) found, in an experimental
setting, a significant relation between watching news about terrorist attacks and more stereo-
typed and negative views of the nationality to which the terrorists belonged. Furthermore,
Nevalsky (2015) shows how American media presented terrorist attacks in Paris, France, and
Borno, Nigeria, both occurring in January 2015, very differently: France was positively and sympa-
thetically framed while Nigeria was negatively framed and blamed for the events. In addition,
news media in the USA and in Europe tend to focus more attention on terrorist attacks carried
out by Muslim perpetrators than on those committed by terrorists of other religions or no reli-
gion; this might have an impact on people’s understanding of terrorism as primarily an act of
Islamic organizations (Kearns et al., 2019).

Theoretical frame

Given our aim to investigate whether people’s worry about terrorism is affected by terrorist activ-
ities abroad – and the role of news media in this process – we find inspiration from the work of
Ortwin Renn (e.g. 2008), who insists on seeing risk in terms of complexity, uncertainty, and ambi-
guity. In Renn’s view, public reaction to a risk that is both uncertain and ambiguous, like terror-
ism, must be understood in terms of local contexts, experiences, and knowledge about similar
events and developments in the past (Renn, Klinke and van Asselt, 2011). Similarly, Sj€oberg
(2005) argues that the availability of information about threat of terrorism, individual expecta-
tions of possible attacks, and the individual’s existing belief structures all have an impact on pub-
lic reactions to terrorism. For example, if people expect terrorist attacks but nothing happens,
they revise their view of the risk and might become less worried. New terrorist events provide
information that leads to further revisions; it is therefore not only a question of availability proc-
esses, but one of expectations and the integration of new information into existing understand-
ings. These understandings are influenced by the uncertainty of possible attacks (Aven and
Renn, 2009a) and the association between terrorism and (negatively framed) Islamic organiza-
tions (Kearns et al., 2019). Following Sj€oberg (2005), we assume that people integrate new infor-
mation with existing belief structures, and that worry reflects this phenomenon. In line with this
view, we may assume that ‘unexpected’ terrorist attacks lead to an increase in worry, while a
lack of ‘expected’ attacks causes worry to decrease. We may also assume that this is true even
for terrorist attacks committed outside the country of residence, but within the same geo-cul-
tural region (see also Avdan and Webb, 2018).

Furthermore, both major one-off attacks by known international terrorist organizations and
the smaller attacks launched on a near-daily basis by a wide range of organizations, groups, and
individuals are expected to affect peoples’ worry. However, and in line with Sj€oberg, it is reason-
able to believe that the two affect peoples’ worry differently depending on their expectations.
Over time, repeated attacks might lead to both heightened expectations and a kind of numbing
effect, because once attacks are expected, worry might decline. If the relative number of attacks
increases beyond a certain frequency, worry might increase again since new information must
be integrated with existing understandings. One-off major terrorist attacks, however, are by
nature unexpected, and when the expected follow-up attacks are realized, worry might increase.
Expectations associated with transnational terrorist organizations might therefore have a more
linear relationship with worry.
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Hypotheses and research model
The theory discussed above has several implications. First, we may expect that the relationship
between worry about terrorism and the number of repeated terrorist attacks is positive but non-
linear: that is, worry is expected to be high given relatively few attacks and to decline when the
number of attacks increases – but only up to a certain number of attacks per year. Once the
number of attacks passes this threshold, worry is likely to increase. Second, we may expect that
the relation between worry about terrorism and the number of one-off terrorist attacks by inter-
nationally known terrorist groups is both positive and stronger than the relation between public
worry and repeated terrorist acts. Third, we may expect that terrorist attacks, in general, affect
worry indirectly, through traditional media. This means that the relation between worry about
terrorism and the number of one-off terrorist attacks is expected to be partially mediated by
traditional media. Moreover, based on existing literature, worry is expected to be affected by
individual characteristics such as gender, age and education (Lerner et al. 2003). It is also reason-
able to expect that both worry and media reporting change due to variations in the way society
in general approaches terrorism. We may, therefore, expect that the effect of time on worry
about terrorism is mediated by traditional media.

The hypothesized or expected relationships are presented in a path diagram (see Figure 1).
The figure shows that worry about terrorism is affected by repeated terrorist attacks, one-off

terrorist attacks, and a set of individual characteristics (employed as control variables). In order
to capture the possible non-linear relationship between worry and repeated attacks, we include
the quadratic form of repeated attacks in the regression. As mentioned above, media coverage is
expected to serve as a mediator. Hence, terrorist attacks, both repeated and one-off, are
expected to have a direct effect on worry and also an indirect effect, mediated through media
coverage. The direct effect may be understandable given the prevalence of social media (and
other non-traditional media) access and use. Since media coverage is expected to be affected
over time, we insert a variable (period-specific factor) to control for this.

Data and applied method

Information on public worry about terrorism and associated data on individual characteristics are
obtained from the Swedish National Annual Survey (SOM) for the years 2002–2016. The total
number of observations is 78,738. The dependent variable in our case is the question, Looking at
today’s situation, what worries you most? (as applied to case of terrorism). The response

Repeated 
Terrorist 
A�acks

Media 
Exposure

One-Off 
Terrorist 
A�acks

Period-
specific
Factor  

Worry 
about 

Terrorism

Explanatory 
Individual 
(Control) 
Variables

Figure 1. Path diagram showing the hypothesized relationships between worry about terrorism, repeated terrorist attacks,
one-off terrorist attacks, period-specific factors, a set of individual characteristics (control variables), and media coverage as
mediating factor (indicated by dotted lines).
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alternatives ranged from 1) Not at all worrying, to 4) Very worrying (see Table 1). The choice of
individual characteristics is based on previous research, and the aim in including these variables
is to control for the effect of already-known individual characteristics: age, gender, education,
marital status, having children, and living in a larger city.

The total number of terrorist activities in Western Europe per year, 2002–2016, is obtained
from the Global Terrorism Database (GTD). Figures on one-off attacks in Europe are obtained
from the Norwegian Defence Research Establishment (FFI), and they include only acts of terror-
ism committed by terror organizations such as al-Qaeda and ISIS (this means that the Norwegian
terrorist attack of 2011 is not included in the data, as it was carried out by a single perpetrator).

News alerts from the TT News Agency, a national wire service in Sweden, were collected via
an online search of the national digital press archive Mediearkivet. This wire service delivers text,
images, video, and graphics to Sweden’s media outlets, companies, and public authorities. We
searched for the following terms: terror act�, terrorist act�, terror attack�, and terrorist attack�.

All variables are presented in Table 1, which shows the number of observations and the min-
imum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation for each variable. The table shows that the total
number of terrorist attacks in Europe during the investigated time is 2,678, and the number of
attacks varies from 59 to 321 per year, with a mean of 167 (and a rather large standard deviation
of 80). Turning to one-off, high impact attacks, the total number is 40 attacks, and the number
varies from 1 to 11 attacks per year with a mean of 3.5.

Looking at the mediating variable, media coverage, we find that during the 15 years included
in the analyses a total of 15,826 articles were published. The lowest number of articles published
for one year is 373, and the largest is 2,082; the mean is 1,130. The dependent variable, worry
about terrorism, varies between 1 and 4, with a mean of 3.06, indicating that over the whole
period the respondents tend to be rather worried. Last, looking at the control variables we find

Table 1. Variable specification and descriptive statistics.

N Min Max Mean Std dev

Dependent variable
Worry about terrorism: Looking at today’s situation, what

worries you most? (responses relating to terrorism)
Four response alternatives:
1: Not at all worrying
2: Not particularly worrying
3. Somewhat worrying
4: Very worrying

37,909 1 4 3.06 0.88

Mediating variable
Media coverage per year 15,826 373 2,082 1,130 –
Explanatory variables
The number of terrorist attacks per year (in

Western Europe)
2,678 59 321 167 80

The number of major one-off terrorist attacks 40 1 11 3.5 3.2
Period-specific factor: Captures ‘unobserved’ potential

overall changes over the years 2002–2016.
15 0 14 – –

Explanatory individual characteristics (control variables)
Age 78,492 15 86 50 18
Gender (Female ¼ 1, ¼0 otherwise) 78,724 0 1 0.52 0.50
Education Low (¼1, ¼0 otherwise) (Max primary school

or equivalent)
76,816 0 1 0.20 0.40

Education Medium-Low (¼1, ¼0 otherwise) (Max high
school or equivalent)

76,816 0 1 0.31 0.46

Education Medium-High (¼1, ¼0 otherwise) (Postgraduate
degree but not graduation from college)

76,816 0 1 0.22 0.42

Education High (¼1, ¼0 otherwise) (Graduation with exam
from college)

76,816 0 1 0.26 0.44

Married/Cohabiting (¼ 1, ¼0 otherwise) 70,264 0 1 0.70 0.46
Having own children (¼1, ¼0 otherwise) 59,580 0 1 0.72 0.45
Residing in metropolitan regions of Stockholm,

Gothenburg or Malm€o (¼1, ¼0 otherwise)
73,285 0 1 0.38 0.48
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that the respondents to the survey are between 15 and 86 years old with a mean age of 50 years;
52 percent of the respondents are women. The education level is a little higher than that of the
general population: 20 percent have ‘low’ education (only primary school), 31 percent completed
high school, 22 percent attained postgraduate studies without exam, and 26 percent graduated
with exam from college. Also noted: 70 percent are cohabiting or married, 72 percent have chil-
dren, and 38 percent live in one of the three larger cities in Sweden (Stockholm, Gothenburg,
or Malm€o).

It is important to notice that the exogenous variables as well as the mediating variable are
measured on a yearly basis. This means that all individuals in the analysis have the same value
for any given year, compared to the dependent and control variables, which vary among individ-
uals. In addition, there is a relatively large number of missing observations for the dependent
variable: 37,909 of 78,738 answered the question about worry, and it is only these observations
that are included in the analyses.

Methodology

Considering the main features of the conceptual model, Generalized Structural Equation
Modelling (GSEM) has been chosen as the main empirical method to test the hypothetical
model. The reason is that GSEM enables us to answer a set of interrelated research questions in
a single, systematic, and comprehensive analysis by modelling the relationships among multiple
independent and dependent constructs simultaneously (Gefen, Straub and Boudreau, 2000). It
also allows us to simultaneously include both continuous and categorical observed variables
(Hoyle, 2012).

The conceptual model is estimated with Stata 15.1�s gsem command. The dependent variable,
‘worry about terrorism,’ is observed through four response categories which are ordered inher-
ently. We may assume that the error term has a logistic distribution, and it is therefore proper to
employ an ordered logit model. The choice of logit model is based on computational convenien-
ces. The mediator, media coverage, is specified as belonging to Gaussian family distribution with
an identity link. It is, however, plausible to believe that this is not always the case since the proc-
esses that control media reporting are often self-reinforcing. By using the logarithm of the media
coverage variable, we ensure that it is more normally distributed. In order to evaluate overall
model fit, we need to conduct a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). However, since few fit statis-
tics are available for GSEM, we also estimate a linear path model by using the sem command in
Stata 15.1. In doing so, we in fact consider the dependent variable as continuous and as such
belonging to Gaussian family distribution. This is incorrect, so the estimated relationships are
deceptive. However, by applying this approach, we will be able to obtain the results from the
CFA (model fit), as well as the results of the direct, indirect, and total effects of esti-
mated parameters.

Results

The results section is divided in two parts. The first is an illustration of the descriptive results
showing the number of terrorist attacks between 2002 and 2016 in relation to how people’s
worry about terrorism has developed, and how mass media has covered terrorism during the
same time period. The second part presents the results from the estimations of the theoretical
model derived from our hypotheses: thus, the relations among number and kind of terrorist
attacks, media exposure, various individual characteristics, and people’s worry. In this second sec-
tion we also analyse whether the relation between people’s worry about terrorism and the fre-
quency of repeated terrorist attacks is non-linear, as well as whether the relation between worry
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and one-off terrorist attacks is linear. Before we explain these results further, we will present the
descriptive results in three figures (see Figures 2-4; see also Figures A-B in the Appendix).

The first descriptive analysis (see Figure 2), illustrates the development of the average rating
of worry about terrorism, and the number of terrorist attacks in Western Europe between 2002
and 2016. As mentioned earlier, the average rating of worry is the mean of a scale ranging from
1) Not at all worrying to 4) Very worrying.

Figure 2 shows that the average worry rating has not varied greatly during the time studied
(note that the scale used to chart worry in Figures 2-4 shows only the sequence between 2.4
and 3.6). The average rating increases from 3.1 in 2002 to 3.3 in 2003-2004, and then decreases
until 2008-2009. It rises somewhat again in 2010, then drops again until 2012 – after which,
worry seems to increase, particularly in 2014. In 2016, average worry is at almost the same level
as in 2003. When it comes to the number of terrorist attacks, we find an increasing trend over
the time period, even though it has varied both up and down for single years. The relation
between worry and terrorist attacks does not indicate any association before 2008, but begin-
ning in that year, there seems to be an association in line with our hypothesis (Sj€oberg, 2005).

Figure 3 shows the development of public worry with the same frequency curve that
appeared in Figure 2, here compared to the number of one-off attacks. It looks as if the associ-
ation here is stronger, although not perfect. For example, worry seems to level off near the end
of the period, and at the same time, the frequency of one-off attacks steadily increases. This may
be a sign that terrorism had become more of a known risk as opposed to a dread-inducing and
unexpected risk, at least when it comes to the pure number of attacks (Slovic, 2000).

Figure 4 shows the publication frequency of articles about terrorism in the Swedish news
agency TT together with the development of public worry about terrorism (the latter represented
by the same curve that appeared in Figures 2 and 3). In the beginning of the period, the year
after 9/11, media attention is still high, but it declines over time until 2009. This is followed by a
new peak in 2011, probably associated with the December 2010 terror attacks in Stockholm and
those that occurred in Norway in the summer of 2011. Media attention then declines for a few
years, but in 2015–2016 it rises again to the highest level seen in the investigated period. This is
probably associated with the coordinated attacks on three targets in Paris in November 2015.
There are correlations with the development of public worry, particularly between 2003 and
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Number of Terrorist A�acks Worry (mean)

Figure 2. The development of the average feeling of worry about terrorism in Sweden and the number of repeated terrorist
attacks in Western Europe, 2002–2016. The number of attacks is shown on the left scale and mean worry on the right.
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2010, and from 2013 onwards. Interestingly, the 2011 terror events in Norway seem to have had
a great impact on media coverage, and then on public worry. We also looked at the distribution
of media coverage in relation to the numbers of repeated and one-off terrorist attacks (see
Figures A-B in the Appendix). In the first case, repeated attacks, the distribution compared to
media coverage is quite different, indicating that the absolute number of terrorist attacks in
other countries does not seem to have a strong influence on Swedish media coverage. The simi-
larity between media coverage and one-off attacks is greater: beginning in 2008, the develop-
ment of coverage and the frequency of attacks trace a similar path (the exception being 2011,
probably indicating that the failed December 2010 attack in Stockholm and the one-off attack in
Norway resonated extensively in Swedish media). This indicates that it is the one-off attacks that
receive media attention, and which therefore become widely known to the general public. One-
off attacks also seem to qualify as highly ‘newsworthy,’ given that they tend to be unexpected,
either in terms of location or fatal consequences, and therefore particularly dreadful (Renn et al.,
1992). Such events are especially likely to lead to widespread concern and further amplification
through mass media and various social actors (Kasperson et al., 1988).

We will now proceed to the analytic results to investigate whether these complex but some-
times seemingly associated factors are in fact associated in statistically significant ways, thus test-
ing our hypotheses.

Analytic results

As mentioned above, we employ Generalized Structural Equation Modelling (GSEM) to analyse
the associations among the various factors since it allows us to test hypotheses about relation-
ships among variables. However, we also estimate the same model using Structural Equation
Modelling (SEM), as it allows us to test the fitness of the model as well as how strong the direct,
indirect, and total effects are. The results of the fitness test, CFA (X2/df (9) ¼ 593; p¼ 0.000, X2/
df (5) ¼ 13 377; p¼ 0.000, RMSEA ¼ 0.05, CFI ¼ 0.95, TLI ¼ 0.88, SRMR ¼ 0.010), show that our
model meets the recommended values3 and indicates a good model fit.
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Figure 3. The development of the average feeling of worry about terrorism in Sweden and the number of one-off attacks in
Western Europe, 2002–2016. The number of attacks is shown on the left scale and mean worry on the right.
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The relationships presented in the path diagram (i.e. Figure 1) were estimated simultaneously
using GSEM. The model includes dependent, mediator, and explanatory variables. The explana-
tory variables include repeated terror attacks, the quadratic term of the number of repeated ter-
ror attacks (to capture the assumed non-linearity of the relationship), one-off terror attacks, and
the period-specific factor. The explanatory variables are a set of individual characteristics (control
variables), namely, age, gender, education, marital status, parenthood status, and area of resi-
dence. The dependent variable is worry about terrorism, and the mediating variable is media
coverage. The results of the model are presented in Table A (see Appendix), and the results in
terms of the path diagram are presented in Figure 5.

Figure 4 shows that the relationships among the variables are all statistically significant at
p< 0.001 (except living in a larger city/region). In line with our hypotheses, the analysis shows
that both the number of repeated terrorist attacks (b ¼ �.014) and that number’s quadratic
form (b ¼ .003/100) have a non-linear, i.e. negative and increasing, effect on worry. The effect of
the quadratic form is quite weak, which implies that the combined effect of repeated attacks on
worry is rather small. However, the direct effect of one-off attacks on people’s worry is linear and
positive (b ¼ .08), and it seems to have a stronger effect on worry than repeated attacks. The
analysis also shows that media coverage has a positive effect on worry (b ¼ .16).

Turning to the mediated effect, we find that the direct effect on media coverage of both the
number of repeated terrorist attacks (b ¼ �.014) and its quadratic form (b ¼ .004/100) is nega-
tive and increasing. As for worry, the effect of the quadratic form is quite weak, which implies
that the combined effect of repeated attacks on media coverage is small. However, the effect of
one-off attacks on media coverage is positive (b ¼ .13), and it is stronger than the effect of
repeated attacks. These results indicate that the relation between worry and media coverage has
features similar to the relation between worry and both repeated and one-off attacks.

The analysis also shows that the direct effect of time, in terms of the period-specific factor,
affects media coverage in a negative way (b ¼ �.08). This indicates a decline, over the period of
investigation, in the number of terrorism-related news items per year in relation to the number
of terrorist attacks.
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Figure 4. The development of the average feeling of worry about terrorism in Sweden and media coverage, 2002-2016. The
number of articles is shown on the left scale and mean worry on the right.
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We also included a number of individual characteristics as control variables, and the effects of
these variables are all in line with previous studies (e.g. Br€uck and M€uller, 2010; Lerner et al.
2003). Older people are more worried than younger people (b ¼ .03), women are more worried
than men (b ¼ .7), people with higher education are less worried than people with lower educa-
tion (b ¼ �.21, �.41 and �.59, respectively), and married/cohabiting people (b ¼ .08), as well as
people having children (b ¼ .14), are more worried than people living alone and people with-
out children.

As mentioned earlier, an SEM analysis was also done to identify the power of the direct, indir-
ect, and total effects of the model. The results (see Table B in the Appendix) confirm that media
coverage serves as a mediating factor, as the indirect effect of terror attacks through media is
statistically significant, although the effect is rather weak (b ¼ �.08/100 for repeated and .6/100
for one-off attacks). One possible reason for this is the misspecification of the estimated model,
where the dependent variable, worry about terrorism, is taken to be continuous. Another pos-
sible explanation is widespread access to social media; this is, at least to some extent, supported
by the estimated results, as the direct effect of terrorist attacks is stronger than the indirect
effect, and information about terrorist attacks has to be mediated through some kind of channel
for people to know about them at all.

Conclusions

The main aim of this study was to investigate whether terrorist attacks abroad affect worry about
terrorism at home, and the role of news media coverage in increasing or decreasing worry. In
recent years, numbers of both repeated terrorist attacks and major one-off attacks have
increased dramatically in Western Europe, but for a long time, Sweden was spared from terror-
ism. For this reason, we elected to focus on Sweden in this study.

The point of departure is that worry about terrorism is related to people’s experiences, know-
ledge, and expectations (Renn, Klinke and van Asselt, 2011; Sj€oberg, 2005), and that unexpected
terrorist attacks as well as expected ‘follow-up’ attacks might increase worry – while expected
attacks might decrease worry or leave the level of worry unchanged. We hypothesized, therefore,
that a correlation might hold between worry about terrorism and number of terrorist attacks,
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Figure 5. Path diagram showing the relationships between worry about terrorism, repeated terrorist attacks, one-off terrorist
attacks, the period-specific factor, a set of individual characteristics (control variables), and media exposure as mediating
factor. All correlations are significant at p< 0.001 except ‘region,’ which is significant at p< 0.1.
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but that the correlation could vary with different kind of attacks as well as with people’s experi-
ences and knowledge. The latter at are least partly captured through individual characteristics
(Fischhoff et al., 2003). Based on this we expected that repeated terrorist attacks would affect
worry in a negative and increasing way (i.e. we anticipated that the correlation would be non-lin-
ear). The frequency of one-off terrorist attacks was expected to affect worry in a positive way
(i.e. we anticipated a linear correlation). Both effects were expected to affect worry both
indirectly, through traditional media, and directly. This means that traditional media coverage
was expected to play a mediating role (An and Gower, 2009).

The empirical analysis indicates that our results are in line with our predictions. It shows that
the effect on public worry of both repeated terrorist attacks and one-off attacks is significant in
expected ways. The analysis also shows that media coverage has a positive effect on worry, and
it plays a mediating role. Interestingly, one-off attacks seem to have a stronger effect on worry
than repeated attacks, which showed a rather small effect. Furthermore, our results indicate that
the relations between each of the two types of attacks and media coverage are similar to the
relations holding between attacks and worry: that is, the effect of repeated attacks on media
coverage seems to be rather small and relatively weak while the effect of one-off attacks is
significant and stronger.

The weak relationship between worry and repeated terrorist attacks could be explained by
the frequency of the attacks, which, at least up to a certain number per year, might be expected;
they would therefore not greatly affect levels of worry (Sj€oberg, 2005). Another possible explan-
ation is that worry is related to the kind of organization responsible for the attacks. Attacks car-
ried out by international terrorist groups like ISIS could be ‘transferred’ from an affected country
to geo-culturally similar countries; this might affect people’s worry much more than terrorist
attacks by groups that are more country-specific, like the Basque separatist organization Euskadi
Ta Askatasuna (ETA) or Irish Republican Army (IRA) (Avdan and Webb, 2019). The attacks carried
out by ISIS and similar groups since 2013 were in a sense unexpected; moreover, the groups
were less familiar, and the events in line with stereotypical images of transnational terrorism
(Nevalsky, 2015). An increased number of ‘follow-up’ terror attacks were to some degree
expected. Furthermore, news media tend to cover terrorist attacks by Muslim organizations more
extensively (Kearns et al., 2019), which might explain the rather strong heightening effect of
one-off attacks on levels of worry. Thus, risk governance of terrorism, an uncertain and ambigu-
ous risk (Renn, 2008), requires attention to public worry, notably including the rather complex
relation to news media.

We may conclude that worry about terrorism at home is affected by terrorist activities abroad,
especially when the terror activities are expected to be transferred to one’s own country (Ben-
Zur et al., 2012). Further, news media plays a mediating role, but so do other mediators such as
social media. Our results point out interesting challenges for risk managers and policy makers:
even in countries free of terrorist events, public fear needs to be managed; preventive work and
risk management, is therefore vitally important even when terrorist attacks take place abroad.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes

1. In 1986, the Swedish Prime Minister, Olof Palme, was killed on the street in Stockholm. Some suspected the
involvement of the Kurdish organization PKK but this suspicion was ruled out. The murder is still
today unsolved.
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2. Risk is defined as “uncertainty about and severity of the events and consequences (or outcomes) of an activity
with respect to something that humans value” (Aven and Renn, 2009b: 6). While risk is socially constructed, it
has real consequences (Renn, Klinke and van Asselt, 2011: 237).

3. The recommended values for fit indices are X2 p-value > 0.05, RMSEA <¼ 0.05, CFI ¼> 0.09, TLI ¼ 0.09, SRMR
<¼ 0.95 (for a summary, see Hooper et al., 2008).
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Appendix

Table A. Summary of the Generalized Structural Equation Model Estimation results. Endogenous variables are Media
Coverage (mediating variable) and Worry about Terrorism.

Exogenous Variables
Endogenous Variables

Media Coverage1 (Gaussian identity) Worry about Terrorism (Ordinal logit)

Number Terrorist Attacks �0.014��� (0.01/100) �0.014��� (0.1/100)
Number Terrorist Attacks (SQ) 0,004/100��� (0.00) 0.003/100��� (0.00)
Number of One-Off Terrorist Attacks 0.13��� (0.3/100) 0,08��� (0.1)
Period-Specific Factor �0.08��� (0.08/100) –
Media Coverage1 – 0.16��� (0.02)
Constant 8.0��� (0.01) –
Age – 0.03��� (0.08/100)
Gender (Female) – 0.7��� (0.02)
Education Low (reference) –
Education Medium-Low – �0.21��� (0.04)
Education Medium-High – �0.41��� (0.0.4)
Education High – �0.59��� (0.04)
Married/Cohabiting – 0.08��� (0.03)
Residing in Metropolitan Regions – �0.05� (0.03)
Having Own Children – 0.14��� (0.03)
Cut point 1 – �1.74
Cut point 2 – 0.51
Cut point 3 – 2.19
No. Obs 78 738 25 156

(���p� 0.001, ��p� 0.01, �p� 0.05). Robust standard errors in parentheses.
1The data is logarithmized.

Table B. Summary of the Structural Equation Model Estimation results of the direct, indirect, and total effects of
the mediator.

Exogenous variables
Endogenous variables

Media Coverage1

(Direct effect)

Worry about
Terrorism

(Direct effect)

Worry about
Terrorism

(Indirect effect)
Media Coverage1

(Total effect)

Worry about
Terrorism

(Total effect)

Number
Terrorist Attacks

�0.012���
(0.02/100)

�0.006���
(0.04/100)

�0.0008���
(0.01/100)

�0.012���
(0.02/100)

�0.006���
(0.04/100)

Number Terrorist
Attacks (SQ)

0,003/
100��� (0.00)

0.001/
100��� (0.00)

0.0003/
100��� (0.00)

0,003/
100��� (0.00)

0.001/
100��� (0.00)

Number of One-Off
Terrorist Attacks

0.093���
(0.2/100)

0,08��� (0.5/100) 0.006���
(0.1/100)

0.09��� (0.2/100) 0,04��� (0.5/100)

Period-Specific Factor �0.06���
(0.11/100)

– �0.004���
(0.6/100)

�0.06���
(0.11/100)

–

Media Coverage1 – 0.07��� (0.01) – – 0.07��� (0.01)
Constant 7.8��� (0.02) 2.3��� (0.1) – – –
Age – 0.01���

(0.03/100)
– – –

Gender (Female) – 0.3��� (0.01) – – –
Education

Low (reference)
– – – –

Education Medium-Low – �0.07��� (0.01) – – –
Education Medium-High – �0.15��� (0.0.02) – – –
Education High – �0.23��� (0.02) – – –
Married/Cohabiting – 0.04��� (0.01) – – –
Residing in

Metropolitan Regions
– �0.02� (0.01) – – –

Having Own Children – 0.07��� (0.01) – – –
No. Obs 25 156 25 156 – – –

(���p� 0.001, ��p� 0.01, �p� 0.05). Bootstrapped standard errors in parentheses.
1The data is logarithmized.
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Figure A. The number of terrorist attacks in Western Europe and media coverage in Sweden 2002-2016. The number of
attacks is shown on the left scale and the number of news items on the right.
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Figure B. The relationship between the number of one-off terrorist attacks in Western Europe and media exposure in Sweden
2002–2016. The number of attacks is shown on the left scale and the number of news items on the right.
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