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In April 2013, two bombs exploded near the finish line of the 117th annual Boston 
Marathon. Following the incident, the media portrayed a devastating attack, while 
simultaneously exemplifying the city of Boston as triumphant and unified. In the current 
study, we examined not only how in-lab framings of terrorist activity influenced threat 
perception, but also how the effects of the in-lab framings changed over time, as actual 
media coverage of the event fluctuated around its anniversary. To test this, participants 
repeated the same experiment three times surrounding the anniversary as news coverage 
of the incident predictably rose and fell. Participants were randomly assigned to watch 
one of three videos: a negative bombing video that contained photos of the bombings 
accompanied by negative news headlines and affectively negative music, a positive 
bombing video that contained the same photos but accompanied by positive news 
headlines and affectively positive music, or a control video that did not contain images of 
the bombings. Following the video, a Shooter Bias Task was completed in which 
participants decided whether to “shoot” or “not shoot” a series of armed and unarmed 
individuals. Results revealed that participants in the negative bombing condition had a 
significantly greater tendency to favor the “shoot” response compared to participants in 
the positive bombing condition, but only at the waves of data collection furthest from the 
anniversary. These findings have important implications for how the media frames 
incidents of mass violence. Future research could explore individual differences that drive 
susceptibility to framing effects
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•In today's world, the near constant media coverage of violence and 
terrorism can have a detrimental impact on an individual's well-being 
and perception of threat.
•Previous research has shown that watching a significant amount of 
media coverage of an incident of mass violence is related to experiencing 
greater stress than even those present at the actual event (Holman et al., 
2014).
•Exposure to media coverage of mass violence has also been associated 
with a poorer ability to distinguish armed and unarmed targets in a 
videogame-like shooting task (Wormwood et al., 2016).
•However, research has yet to explore how to alleviate these detrimental 
effects of exposure to media coverage of mass violence.
•In this study, we wanted to examine a possible solution to this problem 
by investigating whether these effects depend on the affective tone or 
framing of media coverage of mass violence a person is exposed to, as 
opposed to just the amount of media coverage.
•We predicted that participants who received a negative framing of a 
mass violence incident would exhibit a more liberal bias (i.e., a greater 
tendency to shoot at targets regardless of whether they were armed or 
not) compared to participants who received a positive framing, even 
when both conditions involved participants viewing the same images of 
the Boston Marathon bombings. 
•Moreover, we examined how the impact of these in-lab framings might 
interact with naturally occurring changes in the amount of media 
coverage of mass violence to impact threat perception. To do so, we had 
participants complete the same experiment at three times surrounding the 
anniversary of the Boston Marathon bombings, when we expected news 
coverage of the incident to predictably rise and then fall again.  

Participants (N=183) from the Boston community 
completed the same tasks at three time points 
surrounding the anniversary of the bombings: 
Wave 1: ~2 months before the anniversary
Wave 2: Within 3 weeks of the anniversary
Wave 3: ~2 months after the anniversary

Threat Framing Conditions:
Participants were randomly assigned to watch 1 of 
3 induction videos:
“Negative” Threat Video: Photos of the Boston 
Marathon bombings accompanied by negative news 
headlines (e.g., “Terror Strikes Boston”) and music 
designed to elicit negative affect (See Fig 2).
“Positive” Threat Video: The SAME photos of the 
Boston Marathon bombings accompanied by 
optimistic news headlines (e.g., “Boston Strong”) 
and music designed to elicit more positive affect 
(See Fig 1).
Control Video: Photos containing neutral content 
from the International Affective Picture System 
accompanied by music designed to not have any 
impact on emotions. 
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Figure 3 Figure 4
Shooter Bias Task
• Participants were shown a random series of images 

of background scenes (e.g. a park) and then a target 
person would appear in one of the background 
images holding either a weapon (e.g. a gun; Fig 3) 
or an everyday object (e.g. a wallet; Fig 4). 

• The target person was displayed for 1000 ms
• Participants then had unlimited time to decide 

whether to “shoot” or “not shoot” the individual 
depicted.

Data were analyzed in a 3X3 repeated-measures ANOVA with wave as a 
within-subjects variable and framing condition as a between-subjects variable.
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• There was no main effect of 
wave, F(2, 114)=0.01, p=.99

• There was no main effect of 
framing condition, 
F(2,114)=.80, p=.45

• There was a significant 
interaction between wave and 
framing condition, 
F(4,114)=3.76, p=.006.

• Exposure to naturally occurring media coverage of an incident of mass violence and exposure 
to in-lab framings of the same incident that differ in terms of their emotional tone can interact 
to influence the way people perceive and respond to potential threats. 

• This solves the problem of the detrimental effects of the media’s portrayal of mass violence.
• A unique feature about our innovation is that it leverages both rigorous in-lab manipulations 

and ecologically valid real-world contexts.
• In future research, we will examine individual differences that may drive susceptibility to 

framing effects (e.g., pre-existing anxiety disorders). This could allow for a better 
understanding of individualized responses to traumatic events and could also help in the 
development of clinical interventions for the treatment of trauma- related disorders. 

• Both in-lab framing and the amount of naturally occurring media coverage of the Boston 
Marathon bombings outside of the lab interacted to impact threat perception bias in the 
Shooter Bias task. 

• In partial support of our prediction, we did find that participants who received the negative 
framing exhibited a more liberal bias (i.e., favored the “shoot” response more) compared to 
participants who received the positive framing, despite both groups viewing the same images 
of the bombings. However, this was only true at Waves 1 and 3, the waves furthest from the 
anniversary when media coverage was lowest.

• Contrary to predictions, the in-lab framings had the least pronounced effect at Wave 2, where 
none of the framing conditions differed in their threat perception bias. We believe that this 
may be because the in-lab primes are not as impactful at Wave 2  when there was greater real-
world media coverage of the bombings in participants’ everyday lives. The constant media 
coverage in the real world may have caused participants to be sensitized to images of the 
bombings and thus made them less impactful when presented in the lab.
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