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Introduction 
 

 

 Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black, weighing in on the Pentagon Papers case that 

came before the Court in 1969, wrote, “Paramount among the responsibilities of a free 

press is the duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people and 

sending them off to distant lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and shell”
1
.  

Justice Black is correct that the press assumes heightened responsibility in the run up to 

wars and while they are being executed.  Decisions about whether to go to war, how to 

conduct it, and how to end it are some of the most important choices that citizens in a 

democracy must make, and they require an active media to communicate the necessary 

information.   

 To make a prudent decision, the American public must have an accurate 

understanding of the benefits and drawbacks of a war.  During the Vietnam War, the 

Pentagon Papers revealed crucial information to the public about the strategic failures of 

the United States military.  The press’ decision to publish this material was in large part 

responsible for the increase in anti-war fervor that helped bring the war to an end.   

 In the latter years of the 2000s, America’s focus on the Iraq War, begun in 2003, 

seemed to fade.  With the War in Afghanistan competing for headlines along with a 

massive recession caused by a near-collapse of the world’s banking system, it seemed at 

times that America had forgotten about the War in Iraq. 
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 Collecting data from the start of 2008 to the end of the Iraq War in August of 

2010, this study examines the extent to which two well-known television news programs 

continued to report on the ongoing war.  Specifically, this study seeks to fill in gaps in 

literature on war coverage by American media by analyzing what images are aired during 

stories about violence, which have the most potential to impact viewers.  In addition, this 

study will analyze the extent to which each station prioritizes war stories within its 

broadcast and the frequency with which the two stations air stories depicting war 

violence.   

 When America goes to war, the media is the only window through which the 

public can objectively determine the success of the mission.  In the unconventional and 

loosely defined War in Iraq, the media’s duty to communicate news to the public is all 

the more important.  This study will assess, in part, whether television media provided 

the necessary reality-based coverage. 
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Recent History of U.S. War Reporting 

  

The Vietnam War was the first to receive widespread television coverage in the 

U.S., and is a good starting place for my history of U.S. war reporting.  The media’s 

coverage of the Vietnam is incorrectly remembered by many as accurately depicting the 

harsh realities of wartime, unlike coverage of the wars that followed it.  However, 

television news showed little of the violence taking place in Vietnam, and even when 

public opinion turned against the war after the Tet Offensive, news programs aired almost 

no footage of casualties from the war
2
.  

 Comparing the media’s depiction of injury, death, explicitness and graphicness of 

violence, and amount of time violence appears in a story, Vanderbilt University Ph.D. 

candidate Jennifer Ogg Anderson found that television news coverage of the Iraq War 

has been consistently more explicit in its portrayal of violence and death than television 

news coverage of Vietnam
3
.  Surveying ABC, CBS, and NBC Nightly News by randomly 

sampling more than 400 days of coverage from each war, Anderson found that only 16 

percent of stories covering the Vietnam War showed any visual presentation of injury, 

while 56 percent of stories on Iraq contain some depiction of injury
4
.  Stories from both 

wars were “lead stories” (one of the first two stories on the news broadcast) 48 percent of 

the time, proving that it is the content, not the amount of coverage, that has changed over 
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time
5
.  Anderson noted that as each war continued over several years, the number of lead 

stories declined.  

 Vietnam was similar to the War in Iraq in that it was not a battle over land, as was 

the situation in World War II or the Persian Gulf War.  Instead, both wars were battles to 

win  “hearts and minds,” in contemporary parlance
6
.  With geographic gains and losses 

no longer a significant indicator of success, casualties on both sides become one of the 

primary ways for the public to gauge the war’s success
7
.   

 The next major conflict, the Persian Gulf War, was handled much differently by 

the military.  Reacting to what it perceived as overly negative media coverage of the 

Vietnam War, which some military leaders blamed for the failure of that war, the military 

instituted new guidelines for coverage of the Persian Gulf.  Widely limiting the freedom 

of war correspondents, the guidelines forced journalists to use a “pool reporting” system 

in which a limited group of reporters was selected by the military to cover events in 

progress, and then allowed to report their findings back to other members of the media
8
.  

Reporters without escort who attempted to report on their own were detained or told to 

leave if found by the U.S. military, and there were several reports of non-accredited 

journalists being roughed up by military members
9
.  This move bluntly restricted the 

media’s ability to cover the war from different angles, a problem that was compounded 

by further restrictions placed on the reporters chosen for the pool.   
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 The U.S. military offered to the media numerous demonstrations of the “technical 

wizardry and precision” of its weaponry, content which was regularly broadcasted on 

television
10

.  Much of what the military presented was later found to have been 

exaggerated or fabricated, meaning news programs not only spent time covering weapons 

when more substantive stories about the war could have been aired, but also that viewers 

were given a false confidence in the ability of U.S. weapons to work precisely and avoid 

causing unintended casualties.  Generally, television coverage of the Persian Gulf War 

closely followed White House and Pentagon talking points, right down to the pre-made 

visuals distributed to media outlets that often found their way on air
11

. 

 Military rules forced reporters to submit all reports to a Joint Information Bureau 

for security review before they could be filed with media organizations
12

.  In addition, the 

military exercised favoritism in granting privileges to journalists in the Persian Gulf.  

Reporters who had written positive stories about the war in the past were much more 

likely to receive interviews with military leadership than those who had been critical at 

any point
13

.  Though less obvious, the phenomenon of favoritism has manifested itself 

again in the military’s selection of reporters to be embedded in the Iraq War, as will be 

discussed later.  

  Lastly, the military was deliberately tight-lipped about matters relating to 

violence and casualties.  The military refused to disclose estimates of civilian and Iraqi 

military casualties, and the media was not aggressive in seeking the disclosure of these 
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figures
14

.  The military never disclosed a running tally of U.S. soldiers who died in the 

Persian Gulf War to the media, only sporadically noting individual deaths.  Furthermore, 

the military did not inform the press of any U.S. casualties that took place in accidents, 

covert missions, or prior to the war, even though there were hundreds of casualties 

encompassed by these three categories
15

.  For its part, the media did not pursue accurate 

coverage of casualties either, largely ignoring the jarringly accessible scenes of U.S. 

troops burying Iraqi civilian and military casualties in mass graves
16

.  A Freedom of 

Information Act request after the war revealed an estimate from the Defense Intelligence 

Agency of approximately 100,000 deaths resulting from the Persian Gulf War
17

.  In news 

coverage during the war, the mainstream media never intimated that casualties might 

have approached that level. Generally speaking, the military deliberately attempted to 

present the war as bloodless both by restricting the press from seeing or learning about 

violence and through inaccurate presentations that falsely touted the precision of military 

weaponry. 

 After the Persian Gulf War, the military encountered significant backlash from the 

media and the public over the restrictive reporting guidelines.  Likely seeking to avoid 

further criticism, the military rolled back the Persian Gulf rules for the contemporary War 

in Iraq.  Seeking to build a more cooperative relationship with the media and secure 

positive coverage of the war at the same time, the military introduced a program in which 

reporters were embedded with military units. Some members of the media were 
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optimistic that the program would change the way Americans interacted with war.  

Seattle Times columnist Verne Gay wrote, “embeds potentially could give millions of 

viewers a front-row seat to the war, live and uncut”
18

. 

Despite hopes that the embedding program and other advances in technology 

would result in a more realistic portrayal of war, research has shown that media coverage 

of Iraq is still largely antiseptic.  Sean Aday’s study of 200 hours of nightly news footage 

aired in the first 21 days of the Iraq War revealed more than five times as many shots of 

firefights as casualties
19

.  Casualties that were shown most often depicted civilians, and 

usually were shot from far enough away that the victim’s face was obscured
20

.  Aday also 

found that the casualty shots that did appear on television often came from Arab-

language media.  Television news media largely avoided covering violence, especially 

casualties, during the first and arguably most critical stage of the war. 

 Aday posits that the lack of violent images being broadcast from a violent 

warzone may be a byproduct of television news’ reliance on elite sources.  Though all 

television networks had correspondents based in Baghdad, where most of the casualties 

took place, Aday believes that the Pentagon and the White House still set cues as to what 

kind of content is appropriate.  Aday notes that not all broadcasters support showing 

more violence from U.S. wars, such as Fox News anchor Brit Hume.  Hume defended his 

network’s reticence to show images of casualties, saying: “Look, neutrality as a general 

principle is an appropriate concept for journalists who are covering institutions of some 
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comparable quality.  This is a conflict between the United States and murdering 

barbarians”
21

.  

However, anecdotes from reporters suggest that a majority of journalists support 

airing more provocative footage from warzones. Regarding the Iraq War, CNN’s Martin 

Savidge said, “I believe you should show every single aspect of [war], because otherwise 

you give people the misimpression that war is a very clean, relatively painless type of 

campaign and it’s not”
22

.  British war correspondent Lindsey Hilsum said that the U.S. 

military was the only one pulling reporters from Baghdad during some bombings due to 

purported safety concerns.  She wrote, “There were a lot of journalists in Baghdad, 

probably two hundred…everybody was there, apart from the Americans.  Only the 

Americans could not see what was happening in Baghdad”
23

.   

 The U.S. military did begin revealing enemy casualty data again in 2005, nearly 

two years into the Iraq War.  Boettcher hypothesizes that “the public may be more likely 

to view American casualties as ‘acceptable’ if they are compared to (reasonably) large 

numbers of enemy dead”
24

.  Given that U.S. casualty numbers in Iraq and Afghanistan 

were readily available and reported, this may have been the military’s rationale for the 

abrupt change.  The military has not offered estimates of Iraqi civilian casualties resulting 

from the war. 

 Despite the rollback of the Persian Gulf guidelines and a new reporter embedding 

program, television coverage of the start of the War in Iraq has once again failed to show 
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most of the consequences of the war’s violence.  Describing the gap between reality and 

media coverage, Aday wrote, “Television transformed a war with hundreds of coalition 

and tens of thousands of Iraqi civilian and military casualties into something closer to a 

defense contractor’s training video: a lot of action, but no consequences, as if shells 

simply disappeared into the air and an invisible enemy magically ceased to exist”
25

.   

 

The CNN Effect 

 

One of the reasons that the debate over violence and casualties on television news 

is so contentious is the assumption by government and military officials that negative 

news will affect public opinion of the war.  In his article, “Be Careful What You Wish 

For: An analysis of 2005 Iraq War coverage on NBC and Fox News Channel,” Sean 

Aday writes that, “the popular, lay opinion among policymakers and pundits is that media 

exert a powerful influence over public attitudes about use of force, usually suppressing 

support through the reporting of casualties.  This belief has been shown to have an 

important impact on force policy, especially in leading decision makers to avoid 

committing ground troops”
26

.  The media’s supposed influence on public opinion is 

popularly referred to as the CNN effect. 

The term “CNN effect” first appeared in newspapers during the Gulf War, 

describing the allegedly adverse effects of CNN’s coverage on public opinion of the 
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war
27

.  However, the definition of the phrase has become muddled in the ensuing two 

decades.   Scholar Steve Livingston defines the CNN effect as elite decision makers’ loss 

of control over the media’s support or opposition to policies.  Georgetown law professor 

Samuel Feist, however, defines the CNN effect as a theory that compelling television 

images cause U.S. policymakers to intervene in situations where intervention may not be 

in the U.S. interest
28

.   

Sean Aday’s definition of the CNN effect as, “the belief that vivid news coverage 

of casualties and ‘bad news,’ especially on television, will negatively affect public 

support” accurately represents the major debate that is still taking place
29

.  References to 

the CNN effect in this paper will assume this definition.  

Research on the CNN effect has generally reflected the conclusions of Aday’s 

study.  The idea that media regularly produce overly negative, casualty-ridden coverage 

of war is rebuffed by research showing that mainstream media tend to air “uncritical, 

patriotic, casualty-free war coverage, especially early in a conflict
30

.   

Over the course of the Iraq War, the Bush administration complained regularly 

that the media was too focused on negative stories in Iraq and that the negative coverage 

was shaping public opinion on the war
31

.  With these allegations of bias in mind, Aday 

conducted a content analysis of one year of nightly television news coverage of the Iraq 

War on NBC and Fox News Channel (FNC), coding for who was quoted, the tone of 

quotes, and the events that were covered.  He found that contrary to the claims of the 
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Bush administration, both networks actually underplayed the negative news coming out 

of Iraq
32

.  Both NBC and FNC significantly undercounted the number of U.S. military 

personnel killed in almost every month of the year, and both failed to give monthly 

counts of the dead, despite the information being readily available
33

.  The networks 

showed a similar disregard for civilian casualties, reporting occasionally on specific 

attacks but never on the total number of civilians killed.   

Additionally, Aday found that the Bush administration was quoted far more than 

any other source, making the administration’s view more than available to the public
34

.  

Lastly, Aday found no relationship between how many stories concerned violence or 

casualties and public approval of the President’s handling of the war
35

.  These findings 

strongly refute the theory that media were somehow responsible for falling public 

opinion. 

Aday posits that western rules of journalistic objectivity might be responsible for 

the media’s reliance on official sources
36

.  Official sources tend to privilege the status 

quo.  This is especially true in matters of war for which there are few people outside of 

the White House with intimate knowledge of events.  Relying on official sources allows 

the media to cede control of the tone of reporting, a desirable maneuver in terms of norms 

of journalistic objectivity. George Washington University political scientist Jarol 

Manheim agrees, saying, “As a practical matter, news organizations routinely leave 
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policy framing and issue emphasis to political elites”
37

.  However, allowing official 

government sources to dominate the news leaves viewers with only one opinion on the 

war, which can create a misleading impression of unanimous support. 

A study by Sean Aday, Steve Livingston, and Maeve Hebert focused on the 

content and visuals in nightly news stories on the Iraq War on ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, 

FNC, and Arab television news network Al Jazeera over one month.  The study found 

that while stories about battle dominated coverage across all networks, coverage of 

casualties was conspicuously absent.  Casualties were covered in only ten percent of 

stories on ABC, CBS, and NBC, and in less than five percent of the stories on CNN and 

FNC
38

.  The study also found that, contrary to popular belief, Al Jazeera did not air more 

casualty footage that U.S. news networks.  Al Jazeera showed casualties less often than 

ABC and CBS, and at a rate similar to NBC.  However, the coders noted that the casualty 

footage on Al Jazeera regularly contained lurid visuals that would not aired on 

mainstream U.S. news programs.  The fact that Al Jazeera has gained notoriety because 

of the content, not the quantity, of their casualty footage speaks to the different norms 

and possibly different agendas of U.S. and Arab news networks. 

Other research has cast doubt upon the idea that the public formulates its opinion 

of the war based on media viewing.  In a study conducted by William A. Boettcher III, 

only 40 percent of respondents could estimate the number of U.S. military casualties in 
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the Iraq War within 20 percent on either side of the actual amount
39

.  This further 

weakens the claim of CNN effect advocates that the public’s approval of a war hinges on 

specific information provided by media outlets.   

Boettcher III also argues that even if a news outlet did air consistently negative 

content from a warzone, there is no guarantee that it would have a corresponding 

negative impact on public opinion.  He notes that when a frame is generally accepted in a 

competitive elite environment, “even credible or ‘trusted’ sources may have difficulty 

selling frames that run counter to their public image”
40

.  These findings suggest that a 

hypothetical CNN effect caused by a news station diverging from the norm and 

producing negative content is unlikely, because the existing frame of positive war 

coverage and deliberate suppression of violence and casualties on television is too 

prevalent to be changed.  

 Despite the wealth of evidence opposing the existence of a CNN effect, some 

studies have found less grandiose linkages between the media, policymaking, and public 

opinion.  In his article, “Clarifying The CNN Effect: An Examination of Media Effects 

According to Type of Military Intervention,” Steve Livingston argues that the media’s 

influence on the public depends on the type of foreign policy situation at hand.  In Iraq, 

which has characteristics of both conventional warfare and a counterterrorism mission, 

Livingston believes the media acts as an accelerant, impediment, and possible security 

risk
41

.   
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Livingston argues that media coverage may accelerate government decision 

making because 21
st
 century global media operates largely in real-time, with stories or 

even blogs being posted to news websites very shortly after events occur.  With the 

public learning about news faster, government officials are often forced to respond to 

events before they would like to.  Former Secretary of State James Baker was referring to 

this phenomenon when he said, “All too often, television is what determines what is a 

crisis”
42

. 

 The second effect posited by Livingston is media as an impediment.  By this, he 

means that television news sometimes airs striking footage that affects viewers 

emotionally.  The emotional response of the public may be an outcry over a specific 

event or a decline in morale about the mission as a whole
43

. One example of the 

impediment effect is the pictures of dead U.S. soldiers being dragged through the streets 

of Mogadishu, which aired in 1993.  After some news outlets chose to air the pictures, the 

public suddenly became active in opposition to the U.S. mission there, leading to a 

withdrawal of troops less than six months later. While images like the pictures from 

Mogadishu do make it on television from time to time, studies referenced above illustrate 

that television news programs rarely air the most emotionally affecting footage available. 

 Lastly, Livingston posits that media coverage may pose a security threat in 

situations of conventional warfare
44

.  While there are anecdotal cases of news stories that 

gave away troop numbers or movements in the Vietnam War, military guidelines for 
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journalists instituted in the Persian Gulf and refined for the Iraq War have prevented any 

significant security lapses by the media.  

 In sum, research denies the existence of the two main components of the CNN 

effect: overly negative media coverage and increased negativity in public opinion as a 

result.  However, some research suggests that media may force the government to 

respond faster or prioritize differently under certain circumstances.  Colin Powell walked 

this middle ground when he said, “Live television coverage does not change the policy, 

but it does create the environment in which the policy is made”
45

. 

 

The Impact of Visuals 

 

The deep body of research around the CNN effect has led to extensive study of 

the verbal content of television news.  The visuals accompanying the words have 

received less attention.  Research by Rubin and Perse shows that a television viewer’s 

natural state is somewhat disengaged from the content being viewed (Haridakis, 209).  

However, when a viewer sees particularly compelling or horrific images, she engages 

with the story on an emotionally reactive level. Newhagen has found that, “emotionally 

impactful images and news stories have been found to elicit physiological responses such 

as increased heart rate and respiration (Haridakis, 209).  Scholars Rick Buselle and 

Bradley Greenberg conclude, “individuals who judge the television they watch as more 

realistic are more likely to be influenced by that content.”  Tel Aviv University professor 

Nitzan Ben-Shaul points out that visuals need no help from words to transmit ideological 
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bent to the viewer. Events are not inherently telegenic, writes Ben-Shaul, but made 

compelling or not compelling by the way they are shown on television
46

. All of this 

research points to the significant impact of casualty imagery when it is shown on 

television. 

 Communications scholar George Gerbner said that violence on television, “is not 

violence but messages about violence”
47

.  Anderson agrees in her assumption that 

“violent images in television news will gradually shape the norms and attitudes of the 

American public”
48

.  In her study of television coverage of Iraq and Vietnam, Anderson 

coded for who perpetrated the violence shown on television and whether the violence was 

framed as justified or unjustified.  She found that in stories on Iraq, 53 percent of the 

violence shown was perpetrated by enemy forces, while 24 percent was perpetrated by 

U.S. forces
49

. Americans were the sole target of violence in fewer than nine percent of 

Anderson’s coded stories, with Iraqi civilians being the most targeted at 25 percent (a 

majority of the victims of violence were impossible to identify)
50

.  These results reveal 

war coverage that practically removes Americans from the scene as perpetrators of 

violence.  In a war that America initiated, its soldiers are shown as the target of violence 

only one in ten times and the perpetrator of violence only a quarter of the time.  It is hard 

to believe that this is an accurate reflection of the reality of the Iraq War. 

 Anderson also coded for whether violence was framed as justified based on 

whether the story framed the violence as promoting equality or freedom.  She found that 
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66 percent of the violence shown was framed as unjustified, with only 22 percent framed 

as justified
51

.  However, Anderson did not code for which group perpetrated the justified 

and unjustified violence, so we are not able to discern how this framing may have 

affected viewers’ favorability toward the war.  Anderson posits that when American 

soldiers are shown involved in justified violence, whether they are firing weapons or 

killed during necessary missions, the violence could theoretically increase public support 

for the war, contradicting preconceptions that all televised war violence decreases public 

support for wars
52

.  This research demonstrates that both the quantity and the context of 

the violence shown on television have important effects on viewers. 

 While the potential impact of violent imagery is rarely questioned, some 

television news reporters and executives argue that restraint in selecting visuals is often 

necessary.  In the first few nights of the Iraq War, network television news programs 

devoted much of their time to rooftop cameras in Baghdad that showed distant, almost 

romantic images of explosions and fires
53

.  These images were buttressed with slick 

graphics of U.S. bombs and missiles, similar to the video game-like content aired widely 

during the Persian Gulf War.  Missing from initial war footage were any shots of the 

human impact of U.S. weaponry.  Lester Crystal, executive producer of The NewsHour 

with Jim Lehrer, defended the show’s coverage, saying, “For taste purposes, you don’t 

show people in agony on air.  You don’t show a lot of dead bodies”
54

.   

                                                        
51

 Anderson, 15. 
52

 Anderson, 13. 
53

 Sharkey, Jacqueline E. "The Television War." American Journalism Review (2003): 

21. 
54

 Sharkey, 23. 



 18

 Cheryl Diaz Meyer, a photographer for the Dallas Morning News, attempted to 

find a balance, saying, “I know many a photograph will not probably run if it’s too gory, 

so I try to give my editors options… I don’t want a theme to be overlooked…just 

because, you know, there’s one bloody leg sticking out”
55

.  David Gelber, producer of 60 

Minutes, feels U.S. media have become more sensitive to violent imagery since the 

Mogadishu pictures aired in 1993, saying, “There was something about [that situation] 

and the reaction it provoked that got the media to be more cautious”
56

.  Indeed, in a Pew 

Research Center study, 70 percent of Americans surveyed supported the media’s decision 

not to air pictures of the charred remains of four U.S. contractors killed in Fallujah in 

2004
57

.   

 Still, University of Pennsylvania communications professor Penn Zelizer argues 

that it is the role of journalists, not the public, to decide what makes the news
58

.  In their 

article, “Secret Casualties,” William Silcock and Carol Schwalbe discuss a story by a 

CBS videographer about a mortar attack in a primary school in Sarajevo during the 

Persian Gulf War.  Explaining to the reporters why the story would not be aired, then-

CBS News Executive Producer Eric Sorensen said, “The piece was fine, it really was, a 

pretty good piece—solid, moving.  But you know, I just find that whole war over there 

very depressing”
59

.  While Sorensen certainly should have shown better judgment as a 

professional journalist, his explanation is telling of the opinions of many citizens about 
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America’s wars.  Regardless of pushback from the public over the taste and sensitivity of 

graphic images, part of the media’s duty is to show the public what it needs to see in 

order to make informed decisions.  Photojournalist Mike Zerby was embedded in Iraq by 

the Minneapolis Star Tribune for the first three months of the war.  Zerby took a picture 

of a badly wounded child, which he sent back to the Star Tribune.  He described the 

ensuing conversation with his editors, saying, “[My editor] told me…’We thought about 

it a lot, but the shock value was too great.’ She may well be right, but I think it’s high 

time we shock people.  This is a complete innocent who had its legs taken and its life 

taken.” 

 Pete Hamill, former editor-in-chief of the New York Post and New York Daily 

News, described the war visuals that are the norm in mainstream American news, saying, 

“We see wrecked helicopters.  We see almost no wrecked human beings… There are no 

photographs of dead young soldiers.  There are very few photographs of the wounded.  In 

short, we are seeing a war without blood”
60

.   

 

 

Impact of Embedded Reporters 

 

 In the Persian Gulf War, the U.S. military mandated that military personnel be 

present for all media interviews with soldiers.  Reacting to the policy, Eric Ober, 

president of CBS News, wrote in the Wall Street Journal, “If we interview a soldier, we 

want to obtain frank, unpackaged responses that give people a better feel for the story at 

the front.  But if Bob Simon, CBS News’ veteran war correspondent, interviews the 
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soldier with a military escort by his side, will the soldier really tell the truth?”
61

.  The 

criticism that the military drew over policies like this in the Persian Gulf is in large part 

responsible for the creation of the military’s new program of embedding reporters with 

troops in the Iraq War. 

 The military maintains that the initial purpose of the embedding program was to 

counter disinformation from the Iraqi government, going so far as to call it “information 

warfare” against Saddam Hussein
62

. It is likely, though, that the Pentagon had other goals 

in mind for the program, including defusing criticisms of censorship stemming from the 

Persian Gulf and encouraging the reporting of positive news about the war
63

.  By placing 

reporters side by side with the military for extended periods, the military provides news 

programs with a nearly constant stream of soldier-centric stories.  Media scholar Marvin 

Kalb called the program an attempt by the military to ensure “proud, positive, patriotic 

coverage” of the war
64

.   

By essentially hand feeding stories to the media, the military reduced the chance 

of a news vacuum into which more analytical and critical stories often appear.  Another 

benefit of the program to the military is that these stories are likely to focus on individual 

soldiers and narratives
65

.  This personalizes the war, presenting establishment military 

opinions through individual soldiers with whom viewers are more likely to empathize.  

Stories focusing on individual soldiers also fill time that might otherwise be occupied by 

larger policy implications and war progress that could negatively affect public opinion.   
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 Despite the unprecedented access granted to reporters in Iraq, some problems 

have emerged, many of which work in the military’s favor.  Embedded reporters have 

had a difficult time trying to determine the number of dead and wounded in the wake of 

attacks, often arriving with their military units after bodies have been transferred to a 

hospital or immediately buried, following Islamic custom
66

.  Some journalists have 

expressed suspicion at what they have seen at the scene of an attack even when they are 

allowed access.  Both the U.S. and the Iraqi governments, and later, terrorist groups 

fighting against the U.S., have an interest in manipulating the scene of attacks to appear 

favorable to their side before media arrive.  Former Iraqi Vice President Tariz Aziz went 

as far as to say, “We reserve the right to cheat the enemy.  They’re invading our 

country”
67

.  Some reporters also noted that most U.S. attacks in Iraq took place at long 

range, giving them no more opportunity for coverage as embedded reporters than they 

would have had otherwise
68

. 

 The Pentagon has conducted isolated investigations into specific attacks in 

response to outside pressure, but casualty counts and other conclusions are issued weeks 

or months later, sometimes with heavy excisions
69

.  Scholars and independent web sites 

such as iraqbodycount.org and have attempted to track and estimate Iraqi civilian 

casualties, but their work is rarely picked up by the mainstream media.  With regard to 

producing more accurate and realistic coverage of the casualties of war, the embedding 

program has been a failure. 
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 The embedding program also raises the issue of journalistic objectivity.  As 

Newsweek reporter Jonathan Alter said, “if you travel with a group over a period of 

weeks, especially one that is providing you protection from chemical or biological attack, 

you’re more likely to stay loyal to the people you’re with”
70

.  Communications scholar 

Mark Finney conducted a study of Washington Post articles written by embedded 

reporters to determine if reporters in the embedding program suffered from the “fog of 

war,” a term popularly used to describe the level of ambiguity in situational awareness 

experienced by people involved in military operations.  Finney hypothesized that 

embedded reporters, “isolated and dependent on limited resources, will sometimes report 

skewed and inconsistent information”
71

.  The study was designed to determine if there are 

quantifiable differences in war coverage depending on whether the reporter was 

embedded in Iraq, stationed in Iraq, or stationed in the U.S.  It is worth noting that the 

subject of this study was newspaper articles.  This paper focuses on violence and casualty 

coverage on television news, so Finney’s results are not perfectly applicable. 

 Finney found that embedded journalists covered U.S. military leadership and 

operations significantly more favorably than non-embedded journalists
72

.  In fact, there 

was even a significant difference in favorability of reporting on U.S. leadership and 

operations between reporters embedded in Iraq and stationed in Iraq, suggesting that 

embedding, not geography, was responsible for the difference.  Finney found that 

favorability toward U.S. soldiers, Saddam Hussein, and George Bush was similar across 
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the three groups.  However, embedded reporters depicted Iraqi soldiers significantly less 

favorably than non-embedded reporters.   

 Though the study found that coverage of the war was not generally favorable 

from any of the three groups, the results show that the embedding program was a smart 

move by the U.S. military.  While war reporting from the U.S. is traditionally more 

favorable to the military than reporting from the country in which the war is taking place, 

embedded journalists produced significantly more favorable stories on the whole than 

non-embedded reporters stationed in Iraq
73

.   

Given that there is no objective way of determining whether favorability was 

warranted, these results do not conclusively answer the fog of war question.  It is possible 

that embedding allowed reporters to lift the fog of war, providing them with better access 

that led to more accurate stories.  However, given that embedded reporters reported more 

favorably on U.S. leadership and military operations and less favorably on Iraqi soldiers, 

all of which work to the benefit of the U.S. military, it is more likely that the embedding 

program served to bias reporting in the favor of the military.  This could be due to the 

emotional connections that develop between reporters and soldiers discussed above, or to 

the fact that embedded reporters have a much more difficult time finding non-U.S. 

military sources than non-embedded reporters.   

The Aday, Livingston, and Hebert study mentioned earlier also coded for 

differences in content and tone in stories produced by embedded and non-embedded 

reporters.  The study found that stories filed by embedded reporters quoted and pictured 

U.S. soldiers significantly more often than stories filed by non-embedded reporters, who 
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produced more stories picturing Iraqi soldiers
74

.  While embedded reporters were more 

likely to produce stories on battles, non-embedded reporters were more likely to file 

stories on civilian casualties and the physical damage of the war
75

. With regard to tone, 

the study found that while approximately 90 percent of stories filed by both embedded 

and non-embedded reporters were neutral, embedded reporters produced stories with a 

positive tone nine percent of the time, compared to 5.6 percent of the time for non-

embedded reporters, a statistically significant difference
76

. 

This study isolates the same trends that Finney found in his research.  Embedded 

reporters, perhaps predictably, give significantly more attention to the U.S. military than 

Iraqi soldiers or civilians, and depict the U.S. military in a more positive light than non-

embedded reporters.  The reporter embedding program has not only provided new kinds 

of stories; it has also altered the tone of media coverage in favor of the U.S. military. 

In contrast to the results of Finney’s study, many embedded journalists maintain 

that their work is not influenced by their proximity to U.S. troops. Photojournalist Mike 

Zerby asserts that being embedded did not factor into his work, saying, “I didn’t look for 

things that made anybody look positive or negative.  It was just there.”   

 Many stories have been filed by embedded reporters that would not have existed 

otherwise.  Nevertheless, journalists have not been entirely pleased with the program.  

New York Times photographer James Hill aired the grievances of many reporters when 

he described this situation: “You’re driving where they’re driving.  I was in my own 

Jeep…But if you’re in a convoy, you’re not saying, ‘Hey, that’s a good picture.  Let’s 
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stop and take it”
77

.  While the embedding program provided reporters unprecedented 

access, it also left them virtually powerless to report on things that the military did not 

want reported.   

 A study of the first 40.5 hours of major television networks’ coverage of the war 

conducted by the Project for Excellence in Journalism found that while nearly half of the 

reports from embedded journalists showed combat action, not one story showed the 

injuries or casualties resulting from the weapons
78

.  Trends of embedded reporters’ 

stories favoring the U.S. military accompanied by accounts of restricted access beg the 

question of whether the embedding program grants access only after restricting 

journalistic independence. 

 

  

 

                                                        
77 Robertson, 47. 
78 Sharkey, 21. 



 26

Methods 

 

Based on these topics, my research questions are the following: 

R1: To what extent did NBC Nightly News and Anderson Cooper 360 air stories from the 

Iraq War between January 1, 2008 and August 18, 2010? 

R2: What was the focus of Iraq War stories aired on NBC and CNN over this time 

period? (i.e. reporting from Iraq, political analysis, etc.) 

R3: To what extent were visuals of casualties included in these stories, and how were 

casualty visuals depicted? 

R4: How do these stories depict violent events in Iraq?  What visuals are most prevalent 

in stories covering violence?  

 

My experiment is a content analysis of the type of visuals used by NBC and CNN 

in their coverage of violent stories in the Iraq War.  I used the Vanderbilt Television 

News Archive, an archive of nightly news programs from all mainstream networks and 

major cable channels, to code stories from NBC Nightly News and CNN Evening News 

aired between January 1, 2008 and August 18, 2010.  I chose NBC and CNN because 

they were the only two networks for which the Vanderbilt Television News Archive 

provided free streaming video.  The coding period ends on August 18, 2010 because it is 

the date on which the last U.S. combat brigade left Iraq.  After that date, the number of 

stories about Iraq on both channels declined significantly, especially those dealing with 

violence.  I chose to begin coding on January 1, 2008 because it provided a clean starting 
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point, and at over 32 months until August 18, 2010, allowed for an extended period to 

collect data. 

The length of the study was necessary for two reasons.  First, the extended period 

of coding is one of the essential components of this study.  The study seeks to understand 

not only what kinds of visuals were being used, but also how the war was covered in its 

later years.  To empirically determine the differences between visuals in war coverage at 

different junctures of the war, an experiment coding for the entire war would be 

necessary.  However, lacking this data, some analysis is still possible.  This study 

presents the opportunity to compare coverage from three different calendar years.  Given 

that the War in Iraq was the longest war in America’s history, analysis of the frequency 

and content of media coverage at different points in the war is valuable.  Secondly, since 

neither NBC nor CNN covered Iraq as frequently in the latter years of the war as they did 

in the beginning, a period of at least two years was necessary to gather a sufficient 

number of stories for analysis.   

The unit of analysis in this study is a shot.  As defined by Aday, a shot is a 

television visual beginning and ending with an edit.  Each shot was counted each time it 

was shown, meaning the same shot could be counted multiple times if it was shown on 

both networks or multiple times on the same network.  The only drawback to using shots 

is that a network occasionally would air an extended single shot that lasted as long as 

several normal shots combined and may have been especially impactful on a viewer.  

However, this was a fairly rare occurrence, and nothing that disrupted the general trends 

established by the study.   
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 Because this study sought to examine television’s portrayal of violence in war, 

only stories about Iraq that contained “action shots” were coded.  I define action shots as 

those that depict some kind of war event.  They include, but are not limited to, shots of 

soldiers running or engaged in dangerous situations, shots of the dead or injured, and 

shots of vehicles involved in events (ambulances, tanks in battle, etc).  Things such as 

soldiers on patrol, vehicles in regular transit, or depictions of scenery were not coded as 

action shots.  Still photos, regardless of content, were not coded, as they do not convey 

the immediacy that this study seeks to examine.  Any story containing at least one action 

shot was coded, including stories containing action shots that had been previously aired. 

 Each story containing at least one action shot was coded for 12 items.  These 

items are: network, date, time, total number of shots, shots of soldiers not firing weapons, 

shots of soldiers firing weapons or being fired at, shots of recent wreckage, shots of 

vehicles in action, shots of civilians in action, shots of the enemy, shots of the wounded, 

and shots of casualties.  The first few – network, date, and time – are obvious and serve 

primarily to classify information.  Total number of shots means the number of shots a 

story contained, including duplicate shots, which sometimes appeared several times in 

one story.   

The next two categories separate soldiers using weapons from those not using 

weapons.  While any shot of a soldier firing a weapon qualified as an action shot, not all 

shots of soldiers without weapons qualified as action shots.  Qualifying non-weapon 

soldier shots usually depicted soldiers running, entering buildings, or evading gunfire.                 

The next two categories – shots of recent wreckage and shots of vehicles – usually 

came from footage depicting the aftermath of a bombing or violent event.  Shots of 
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wreckage qualified only when the wreckage was a direct result of a war event, almost 

always a bombing.  An action shot of a vehicle required the vehicle to be involved in a 

violent event, either as a respondent (e.g. ambulance) or a participant (e.g. tank).  For a 

shot of a civilian to qualify as an action shot, the civilian must be shown at the scene of a 

war event and being affected by it.  This includes fleeing the area, tending to an injured 

victim, and expressive grieving or anger. 

Admittedly, there is a degree of subjectivity in deciding whether shots of soldiers 

without weapons, wreckage, vehicles, and civilians are action shots.  While the relation 

of vehicles and wreckage to an accident was usually clear, the coding for soldiers and 

civilians often came down to how animated they were in the shots used in the story.  

While I feel confident about almost all of the shots that I included, there were a number 

of shots I did not include that I suspect may have depicted soldiers or civilians acting in 

relation to war events.  Ultimately though, the study of television war visuals is directed 

at understanding their impact on viewers, even if this study does not extend that far.  

Therefore, the aim of coding for action shots of civilians and soldiers is to capture shots 

that were more likely to have been particularly arresting to a viewer.  From this 

perspective, even if a soldier or civilian is affected by a war event in actuality, a shot that 

does not convey that does not contribute to the study. 

I also coded for shots of the enemy.  Though television stations were almost never 

able to capture live footage of enemy combatants, they did air pre-recorded footage 

during certain stories.  These shots are almost always action-oriented, and definitely 

provide a unique perspective to television viewers. 
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Lastly, I coded for shots depicting the wounded or dead.  Shots of casualties are 

particularly important, because many CNN effect proponents believe that showing 

casualties of war on television leads to decreasing public support.  In response to the 

emphasis in literature on casualties, I created three sub-categories to more closely 

examine what kinds of casualty images the public gets through television news.  In 

addition to coding the number of shots depicting casualties, I noted whether the casualty 

was shown in a coffin, and qualitatively, who had died (civilian, Iraqi soldier, or U.S. 

soldier) and the depth of the shot.  Dividing casualties into three categories and noting the 

depth of the shots allowed me to analyze of whether television stations attempt to frame 

casualties of war in a specific way. 
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Discussion 

 

 Over a period of 960 days from January 1, 2008 to August 18, 2010, there were 

143 stories aired on NBC Nightly News and Anderson Cooper 360 with at least one 

action shot, with 1079 total shots in these stories.  Analysis of these stories and shots 

reveals a significant difference in the way that NBC and CNN covered the war.  

 

Casualty shots 

 

One area that illustrates the difference between the two stations’ techniques is the 

frequency of shots of casualties and wounded people.  NBC showed 71 casualty shots 

over 30 stories, with at least one casualty shot appearing in 31.58 percent of its stories.  

CNN showed only 15 casualty shots in four stories, meaning casualties were shown in 

only 8.33 percent of CNN stories coded.  Over the 32-month period for which I coded, 

NBC showed over four times as many casualty shots as CNN and over seven times as 

many stories containing at least one casualty shot.  Similarly, though NBC showed only 

26 shots of wounded people, they appeared in 14 of their stories, or about 15 percent of 

the NBC stories that were coded.  CNN aired only three shots of wounded people in all of 

the stories I coded, totaling 6.25 percent of their stories.   



 

 

The gap between the total number of casualty and injury shots aired on NBC and 

CNN is partially due to the number of stories on each network that contained action shots 

and how many shots were in each of those stories.  Over the 960

1, 2008 to August 18, 2010, 95 stories on Iraq aired on NBC contained action shots, 

averaging 8.82 shots per story.  Over that same period, 48 stories on CNN contained 

action shots at an average of 4.81 shots per story.  Had CNN aired mo

shots as NBC did, they likely would have included more casualty shots.  On the other 

hand, the fact that CNN aired almost half as many stories with almost half as many shots 

per story despite Anderson Cooper 360 being twice as long as 

a significantly different set of priorities for what is newsworthy.

Several other factors indicate that CNN’s aversion to showing casualties and 

injuries was not incidental.  Of the 15 casualty shots that CNN aired, over half came 

one abnormal story.  On June 12, 2008, Anderson Cooper 360 aired a report called “Al 

Qaeda’s Secrets” featuring internal Al Qaeda documents concerning the group’s public 

executions.  In the highly unusual, long
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Ware detailed communications between Al Qaeda officials while footage of the public 

execution of an unfaithful Al Qaeda member was aired, totaling nine shots of the actual 

casualty.  The story was gripping and informative, but different from anything else CNN 

aired on Iraq over the coding period.  The story inflated the casualty shots shown on 

CNN, which otherwise would have shown only six shots over more than two and a half 

years.   

 Delving further into the ways in which casualties were covered, there are several 

important differences in the visuals used by each station in stories covering casualties 

versus stories that did not.  By “covering casualties,” I mean that the subject of the report 

was casualties, not that images of casualties were necessarily shown. On both networks, 

shots of wreckage were drastically higher in stories covering casualties than in those that 

did not.  Conversely, both networks had significantly less shots of soldiers, both 

involving gunfire and not, in stories covering casualties than in those that did not cover 

casualties.    

 This suggests that coverage of casualties is the variable that divides the two types 

of stories mentioned above.  Stories covering casualties tend to be short updates, 

primarily using shots of wreckage, with some shots of soldiers, civilians, vehicles, and 

other things.  Stories not covering casualties tend to be political or big picture in nature, 

leading to a pronounced emphasis on shots of soldiers.  NBC’s non-casualty stories 

contained over 60 percent shots of soldiers on average, and CNN’s contained over 80 

percent shots of soldiers on average.  Importantly, neither casualty nor non-casualty 

stories regularly contain casualty shots.  NBC used at least one casualty shot in 44.07% 

of its casualty stories, by far the highest proportion of any grouping.  CNN used casualty 
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shots in only 11.43 percent of its stories on casualties.  Neither station ever used a 

casualty shot in a story that was not directly focused on casualties. 

CNN’s stories were also significantly more formulaic than NBC’s, focusing 

heavily on soldiers, with and without weapons, and wreckage from war events.  These 

three categories accounted for almost 80 percent of the shots aired on CNN.  Most of 

CNN’s stories with action shots were part of their “360 Bulletin” segment, in which a 

reporter sums up domestic and international current events in a series of stories lasting 

between ten and thirty seconds each.  Although CNN usually gave stories on Iraq the lead 

in the 360 Bulletin, they rarely lasted more than 20 seconds and almost always focused 

on a recent bombing.  In that time, the reporter would describe the number of people 

killed and the basic circumstances of the attack while pictures of soldiers and wreckage 

from the bombing aired.  Though shots of civilians and vehicles comprised about eight 

percent of CNN’s shots, most stories relied heavily on visuals of soldiers and damaged 

buildings and vehicles, and little else.   

 

Types of shots 

 

The most frequently used type of shot was that of soldiers in action, but not using 

weapons, comprised 26.69 percent of all shots.  At least one shot of this type was used in 

49.65 percent of stories.  Only shots of recent wreckage, which were shown at least once 

in 51.75 percent of stories, were aired in more stories. 

Shots of soldiers in action, but not using weapons, were employed in two 

contexts.  First, they were used in stories about recent attacks.  Despite being embedded 
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with the troops, reporters were unable to capture footage of most war events in real time.  

This is likely because the Iraq War was primarily fought at long range, with each side 

firing missiles and ammunition at targets that were usually not visible to the naked eye.  

While reporters did get some footage of soldiers using weapons (which was often reused 

frequently), a more practical kind of footage was soldiers interacting with the aftermath 

of a war event.   

The vast majority of the violent events that the media covered in Iraq were 

bombings.  The most common kind of story on both NBC and CNN was an update on 

recent casualties from a bombing, usually lasting between 15 seconds and one minute.  

While the anchor or correspondent described what had happened, visuals of the event 

were shown.  Lacking live footage of a bombing, both stations often used shots of 

soldiers sorting through the wreckage or conferring with civilians about what had 

happened.   

In fact, a significant portion of stories from both stations featured footage of 

wreckage and nothing else.  On NBC, 13 of the 95 stories coded contained only shots of 

wreckage.  On CNN, the number was even greater, at 27 of the 48 stories coded.  The fact 

that more than half of all stories coded on CNN used nothing else but shots of wreckage 

from a war event illustrates the myopic view of war that the station often relayed to its 

viewers. 

Shots of soldiers without weapons were also common in stories covering strategic 

developments or statements from politicians.  One common story format was a discussion 

between the news anchor and a correspondent on the topic of the president’s comments 

about Iraq or a new report that had been released.  The story would initially feature a live 
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interview with the correspondent, then cut to visuals from the war from one to three times 

during the story for 15-30 seconds while the correspondent continued talking.  Since 

these stories usually did not focus on any specific incident in the war, they often used 

stock footage.  This usually consisted of a combination of five things: soldiers firing 

weapons, soldiers engaging in battle without firing weapons, civilians responding to war 

events, vehicles responding to war events, and wreckage from war events.  It seems likely 

that shots of soldiers were used so often because they are a more obvious link to the war 

than visuals of civilians, vehicles, or wreckage. 

After shots of soldiers without weapons, the most common types of shots were 

those depicting recent wreckage (22.15 percent of all shots) and soldiers either firing 

weapons or being fired upon (18.81 percent of all shots).  As mentioned above, a majority 

of stories containing action shots were short reports on recent bombings.  The vast 

majority of these bombing check ups included shots of wreckage from the bombing.  This 

explains why at least one shot of recent wreckage was shown in just over half of all 

stories, more than any kind of shot.  Just as shots of wreckage accompanied almost all 

bombing updates, shots of soldiers shooting or receiving fire were a staple of strategic 

and political reports, the other dominant format for stories containing action shots.  These 

shots occurred at least once in over 45 percent of coded stories, most often as filler while 

analysts described developments in the war or audio of a politician speaking was aired.  

Following these were the other two common elements of stories covering recent 

bombings: shots of vehicles (9.82% of all shots) and shots of civilians (8.62 percent of all 

shots). 
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Interestingly, shots of casualties were shown more often overall than shots of the 

wounded.  Shots of casualties comprised 7.88 percent of all shots, appearing at least once 

in 23.78 percent of all stories.  Shots of the wounded comprised only 2.69 percent of all 

shots and appeared in only 11.89 percent of stories.  The rate of casualty shots to gunfire 

shots that Aday studied at the beginning of the war is significantly different at the end of 

the war.  In his study of television coverage of the first 21 days of the war, Aday found 

that that ratio of gunfire shots to casualty shots was more than 5:1.  In my coding period, 

there were 203 shots of gunfire and 85 shots of casualties, making the ratio less than 3:1.   

 

Prioritization of stories 

 

Attempting to capture trends of prioritization as Anderson did by coding for lead 

stories in her chapter, “Network Television News and Images of War: A Comparison of 

Vietnam and Iraq,” I divided the duration of each news program into thirds and coded for 

the time at which each story was aired.  NBC aired Iraq stories with action shots in the 

first third of NBC Nightly News 67 percent of the time, with 24 percent in the middle 

third of the program, and nine percent in the last third.  CNN aired only 24 percent of its 

Iraq stories including action shots in the first third of Anderson Cooper 360, with 43 

percent in the middle third and 28 percent in the final third.  These results show a marked 

difference in the prioritization of violent stories about Iraq between NBC and CNN, with 

NBC giving these stories priority more than 40 percent more often than CNN.  Anderson 

noted in her study that the prioritization of stories on both Vietnam and Iraq declined 



 

over time.  It is likely that both stations gave more priority to the stories earlier in the 

war. 

While useful, it is worth 

Cooper 360 is twice as long as NBC Nightly News and of a slightly different format.  

Where NBC Nightly News is a traditional network news broadcast featuring a few 

regular correspondents and rarely vary

correspondents, Anderson Cooper 360 employs more variation, likely due to its length.  

In addition to stories featuring either an anchor or a correspondent, the show regularly 
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uses longer discussions with a panel of pundits and rapid fire news segments covering 

many news stories in a short period.  The greater variation in content as well as the length 

of Anderson Cooper 360 make its comparison to NBC Nightly News imperfect.  

However, the similarity in the purpose of the two programs and the content they cover 

allows reasonable comparisons to be made. 

Just as NBC devoted more of its prime viewing time to Iraq than CNN, it also 

kept airing stories on Iraq longer than CNN did.  Despite NBC Evening News being half 

as long as Anderson Cooper 360, it produced many more stories as the war stretched to 

its conclusion.  Of the stories I coded on NBC, 52 percent aired in 2008, 32 percent aired 

in 2009, and 16 percent aired in 2010.  On CNN, 52 percent of stories aired in 2008, 40 

percent aired in 2009, and only eight percent aired in 2010.  Not only did CNN air almost 

exclusively short, formulaic stories on the Iraq War, it also nearly abandoned the war 

completely in its final year.  While NBC aired 17 stories containing action shots from 

Iraq in the eight and a half months leading up to the war’s conclusion in 2010, CNN aired 

only five, less than one per month.   

 

Stories without visuals 

 

Lastly, both stations sometimes decided to forego visuals entirely when reporting 

casualties from the Iraq War.  In fact, in addition to the 59 casualty stories on NBC, there 

were another ten stories that covered bombings without using any visuals at all.  This 

means that approximately one in seven NBC stories about casualties in the Iraq War 

consisted only of an anchor or correspondent’s report, despite the station financing staff 
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to cover the war and capture video from Iraq.  This trend was even worse on CNN, where 

there were another ten casualty stories without any visuals to compare with the 35 stories 

that did.  This means CNN aired no visuals for almost a quarter of its casualty stories 

from Iraq.    
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Conclusions 

 

Perhaps the most significant finding of this study is the huge difference in how 

NBC Nightly News and Anderson Cooper 360 covered the Iraq War.  NBC aired 95 

stories with action shots to CNN’s 48, 8.22 shots a story to CNN’s 4.81, and 71 shots of 

casualties to CNN’s 15.  Plainly speaking, NBC covered violent events from the Iraq War 

much more often and in much greater depth than CNN did.  I observe this to be a result of 

the difference between network and cable news.  Nightly news programs on NBC, ABC, 

and CBS all assume a similar format.  An anchor either narrates or corresponds with 

reporters about a series of distinct stories, with each story usually accompanied by 

footage captured by video crews or graphics created by the news production staff.  Most 

stories are hard, serious news, with a few lighter stories mixed in, usually toward the end 

of the program. 

CNN varies from this format significantly.  Though Anderson Cooper 360 is 

billed as a straightforward news show in the same way that NBC Nightly News is, it 

employs several recurring features that are not found on any network news program.  

Most notably, a great deal of time is spent with Cooper discussing issues with pundits.  In 

fact, of the 270 total stories with any link to Iraq that CNN aired over the coding period, 

65 were listed as “discussions.”  I would classify many more segments as such.  Often, 

CNN would air a 15-30 second story on a bombing or a new remark by Obama, and then 

transition to a discussion with pundits lasting six to ten minutes.   

Unfortunately, these discussions rarely provided the viewer with further 

information about the event at hand.  Instead, they were almost always analyses (to be 
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charitable) of the political ramifications of an event or remark.  Discussions usually 

followed stories relating to politicians or broader strategic developments in the war.  

Pundits would then argue at length about whether a remark or event helped or hurt the 

popularity of a politician or political party.  These segments were very time consuming 

and represent a clear departure from NBC’s practices. 

These discussions are indicative of a larger cleavage between NBC and CNN: 

emphasis on politics.  For example, on CNN, 72 of the 162 stories related to Iraq that 

aired from January 1, 2008 to November 2, 2008, the date of the election, were listed 

under the headline “Campaign 2008.”  A cursory glance at other stories from this time 

period reveals that many more stories focused on politics, with Iraq as a secondary 

concern, likely putting the proportion of politically focused stories aired by CNN in this 

time period around 80-90 percent.  In contrast, of the 187 stories related to Iraq that NBC 

aired over the same period, only 34 were listed under the heading, “Decision 2008,” with 

few others focusing on politics.  This works out to a rate of about 20 percent of NBC’s 

Iraq stories.  To generalize, in the stories I looked at, CNN spent a lot of time covering 

the political ramifications of news and not very much time covering news.  NBC spent a 

majority of its time focusing on the issues and events of the day, resulting in much more 

coverage of Iraq by every metric. 

Not only did NBC provide more coverage of violence in Iraq, it also portrayed the 

war in a more realistic and varied manner than CNN.   On CNN, 77.6 percent of action 

shots depicted soldiers or wreckage, with wreckage as the most used category of all.  On 

NBC, 68.8 percent of all shots were of soldiers or wreckage, ceding room for coverage of 

casualties and injuries.  Except for CNN’s story, “Al Qaeda’s Secrets,” in which it aired 
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nine casualty shots, CNN aired only six casualties in three stories over my coding period.  

Over the same period, NBC aired 30 stories with a total of 71 casualty shots.  These 

numbers may speak the loudest of any.  Just as television news programs failed to show 

the American public the casualties that took place in Vietnam or the Persian Gulf in any 

substantial way, CNN failed to show the casualties resulting from the Iraq War.  NBC, 

while certainly leaving room to improve, exceeded rates of casualty coverage from 

previous wars by giving viewers a fairly realistic portrayal of the war as it progressed to 

its conclusion.   

This analysis did contain some limitations.  First, the definition of an “action 

shot” was largely subjective.  While the criteria of shots that depict some kind of war 

event is appropriate, defining the extent of a war event proved to be difficult.  An 

explosion from a bomb is certainly a war event, but does a conversation between a soldier 

and a citizen at the scene of the explosion qualify?  What about footage of a vehicle 

driving to or from the scene?  I decided that the civilian shot does not count and the 

vehicle shot did.  While I can and did present justifications for these decisions, they are 

certainly not indisputable.   

Additionally, the decision to count repeat airings of the same clip is one I 

struggled with.  In some cases, the same clip was aired more than 20 times by my 

estimation.  Does the repetition of a visual reduce the effect it has on viewers, 

differentiating its effects on viewers from other action shots coded in the analysis?  While 

I decided to count all repeat shots, I cannot fully discount this possibility.  Creating any 

kind of coding scheme to crystallize how well television news depicts the most intense 

and dangerous parts of war proved to be a difficult and imperfect pursuit. 
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The Vanderbilt Television News Archive also posed some problems.  All clips on 

the Archive were edited and categorized manually.  A few clips containing action shots 

were edited incorrectly, with footage cut off from either the beginning or end of a story.  

This likely prevented the coding of a small number of action shots.  Furthermore, I 

cannot be completely confident that all stories on the Iraq War were included, since I did 

not do the categorizing myself.  However, I did not find any examples of incorrect 

categorizations or absent stories. 

 

- Occasional cut offs of videos by the archives 
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