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Introduction: Donald Rumsfeld causes problems  

 
Members of the Bush administration played a significant part in British public debate between 

the 9/11 attacks and the 2003 invasion of Iraq. President Bush himself, Vice President Cheney, 

Secretaries Rumsfeld and Powell, and National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice regularly made 

the news on the British side of the Atlantic. Their attitudes, opinions, and policy views, not to mention 

their internal differences, provided editors in London with a vast wealth of raw material for the 

seemingly endless round of speculative stories that marked the months of tense political, diplomatic 

and military build-up. If the news appeal of Washington’s all-too-public policy arguments proved a 

boon to journalists, however, it threatened disaster for Prime Minister Tony Blair as he sought to 

persuade his reluctant nation of the merits of war with Saddam Hussein. The arguments that won the 

day in the United States had little appeal in Britain. Unlike in the US, the British people never saw 

Saddam’s hand in the events of 11 September 2001. Unlike the US public, the British did not regard 

the subsequent invasion as an act of self-defence. Tony Blair had to do more than just direct his 

country to war. He had to make the case, repeatedly, urgently, in public forums and in parliament, 

over an extended and exhausting period. Britain ultimately went along with the war, and by the time 

the troops went in a majority of poll respondents supported the use of force. But the debate was finely 

balanced, and Blair gambled his premiership by granting parliament the right to veto his decision to 

join the coalition of the willing. His position was greatly undermined by the constant repetition in the 

British press of the neoconservative case for war; determinedly unilateral, dismissive of allies’ 

qualms, contemptuous of international law and the UN, unconcerned about possible civilian casualties 

and, as events showed, ultimately deeply hubristic.  
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Just days before the crucial parliamentary vote, with Blair scrambling to shore up Labour 

Party support and fearful for his job, Rumsfeld told a press conference that the US could (and would) 

proceed to war without Britain, if it had to. It was a throwaway remark. It was also true. But it trapped 

Blair in a deeply difficult domestic position. He insisted repeatedly during the months before war that 

the US not only wanted, but also needed British support, and that Britain had a duty to respond to its 

closest ally’s call. When Rumsfeld suggested Britain was not really an important part of the war 

planning, Blair’s evangelical insistence on the necessity of taking part began to look decidedly odd. 

Pondering the effect of Rumsfeld’s words, Blair’s top media adviser Alastair Campbell wrote “it was 

not immediately clear whether it was deliberate – i.e. a warning shot that they could and would do it 

without us – or a fuck-up. We all assumed the latter. He just didn’t get other people’s politics at all” 

(Campbell and Stott 2007, 676). Donald Rumsfeld, so Campbell thought, simply didn’t ‘get’ British 

politics. He didn’t understand the impact his words might have. He lacked the diplomatic sensitivity 

to hold his tongue, to recognise that his statement, however accurate, might jeopardise unnecessarily 

the nascent coalition of the willing. In one short soundbite Rumsfeld simultaneously rallied the rock-

solid right-wing Republican base and nearly detonated the administration’s closest international ally’s 

desperate efforts to hold his fractious domestic polity together.  

 What accounted for this diplomatic insensitivity on Rumsfeld’s part? Was he simply, 

individually, insensitive? Or were there broader structural forces at work? Clearly international 

diplomacy was not his personal forte. Domestic diplomacy hardly was, either. Rumsfeld set exacting 

standards in office, craved precision, and detested the sort of executive constraint Britain’s 

parliamentary vote entailed, let alone the very notion that US priorities might be subordinated to an 

ally’s political needs (Woodward 2004, 16). Yet blaming Rumsfeld seems too simple. Was his 

apparent ignorance, I wondered, a product of more than just personal insularity? Was it a symptom of 

a broader, structural cause? Was he a product of the communication environment in which he 

operated? 

Exploring the political communications literature, I was struck by its almost exclusive focus 

on experiences within the United States, as if the US model could be generalised unproblematically 

around the world. From a British perspective that proposition sounded immediately odd. While US 
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media audiences learn about politics and foreign affairs from venerable but somewhat staid 

newspapers, and bawdy and deeply partisan television networks, in Britain the picture is reversed. In 

Britain, the dominance of the (constitutionally neutral) BBC and strict regulation of the television 

sector keeps news broadcasts avowedly centrist and detached. The unruly British press, by contrast, 

exceeds the typical circulation figures of its transatlantic counterparts by offering audiences a 

relentless diet of biased, slanted, unrepresentative reporting. All the interesting media activity in the 

US takes place on television. In Britain the most dramatic exchanges remain reserved to newsprint. So 

treating the two states as identical is problematic at even the most basic level of comparison. The 

communications literature, furthermore, lacks political insight, particularly insight into the 

international politics of foreign policy debates. No account of how a state like Britain goes to war can 

be complete without considering its place in the international order, even if its focus is on questions of 

communication.  

If the British and US media markets are different, and if Britain and the US are different in 

international power terms, then the way their domestic publics debate foreign policy should be 

different too. Could Rumsfeld’s apparent ignorance about the impact his words would have in London 

reflect that difference to some degree? Is there some structural reason he might not have anticipated 

his own international reach? Is there something about how foreign affairs get reported on different 

sides of the Atlantic that explains why any US leader might fail to recognise his or her global 

rhetorical significance? It seems possible. More than fifty years ago, Bernard Cohen observed that 

“the world looks different to different people, depending not only on their personal interests, but also 

on the map that is drawn for them by the writers, editors, and publishers of the papers they read” 

(Cohen 1963, 13). Could it be that Rumsfeld, and others like him, failed to understand that foreign 

media listened to what they had to say because US media pay little attention to leaders’ statements 

from overseas?  

An imbalance of this sort would have significant political implications for foreign policy 

leaders on both sides of the Atlantic, indeed for decision-makers everywhere. Most are aware to some 

extent that they play a “two-level game” every time they speak publicly about world affairs (Putnam 

1988). Rhetoric directed at domestic audiences reverberates in the international arena, and 
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international interventions have political consequences at home. Few, however, recognise the dual 

dimension to the two level game, the feedback effect that arises when their statements influence other 

states’ domestic public debates, or when foreign leaders’ comments penetrate their own domestic 

sphere. In this paper, I investigate this feedback effect through a comparative analysis of British and 

US newspaper reports during the weeks immediately preceding and following the commencement of 

military action against the Taliban in October 2001. By focusing on both pre-conflict and conflict 

periods I was able to compare between the two, to understand the significance of actual fighting as 

well as the more day-to-day factors at play (Murray, et al. 2008, 14). This study is intended as a first 

stage of a broader piece to bring in debates over the war in Iraq, the 2011 intervention in Libya, and 

the 2013 debate over intervention in Syria, despite the fact the latter did not lead in practice to military 

action. For each state, I gathered a sample of newspaper stories published during the relevant period 

containing at least three references to Afghanistan, at least one of which arose in the headline, first 

paragraph, or indexing (what the Nexis database terms a “major mention”). For each state I focused 

on two leading newspapers. Britain is represented by the Times and the Guardian, the highest-selling 

daily broadsheets from each side of the political divide, as well as their sister Sunday papers, the 

Sunday Times and Observer. From the United States, I gathered articles featured in the New York 

Times and the Washington Post, both papers of record widely read by the governing class, and 

produced seven days a week. Having eliminated a small residue of irrelevant articles (including 

stories that mentioned Afghanistan merely as background to some domestic concern, sporting, 

business or entertainment news, and coverage of aspects of the ‘war on terrorism’ other than the 

attack on Afghanistan, I was left with 720 news stories across the two weeks. I then subjected each 

story to a systematic content analysis, recording the identity of every source cited to support a 

particular factual statement. Often this meant attributed quotations, but I also included less direct 

references, where a source was indicated but no precise quotation made.  
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Theoretical model: the international dimension of indexing 
 
All this activity had a straightforward purpose. Although foreign policy analysts have been 

slow to make use of their insights, political communication scholars have quite well-developed 

theories about where news comes from, and about how individual actors influence the content of daily 

news reports. They have identified the crucial role that journalists play in shaping their readers’ 

understandings of political reality through source selection, issue framing, and agenda setting 

(McCombs and Shaw 1972, 176, Altheide 1987, 163, Entman 2004, 18, Baum and Potter 2008, 40, 

Baum and Groeling 2009, 437, 2010, 9). W. Lance Bennett first coined the term “indexing” to 

describe how “mass media news professionals, from the boardroom to the beat, tend to ‘index’ the 

range of voices and viewpoints in both news and editorials according to the range of views expressed 

in mainstream government debate about a given topic” (Bennett 1990, 106). The news, in other 

words, reflects the statements of the powerful, and in particular those with power over a particular 

policy or series of events (Entman and Page 1994, 97, Bennett 1996, 377, Entman 2003, 422, Bennett, 

Lawrence and Livingston 2007, 468). This is not a static model. Different actors will appear 

influential over different issues at different times, and journalists will respond (Althaus, et al. 1996, 

412). Once Congress granted President Bush authority to invade Iraq, for example, the US media lost 

interest in what congressional representatives had to say about the issue, for their power to affect it 

was gone (Entman 2004, 112, S. Murray 2013, 6-7). Naturally, the President of the United States 

holds more power over US foreign policy than any other actor, so naturally the President dominates 

US news coverage of foreign affairs (Baum 2012, 444). 

Indexing can work in the government’s favour, especially in the absence of powerful 

opposition to its preferred line, by allowing it to dominate domestic public debate (Norris, Kern and 

Just 2003, 296-297, Kaufmann 2004, 44, Baum and Potter 2008, 51). It can also serve to amplify 

divisions amongst ruling elites (Robinson 1999, 308, Everts and Isernia 2001, 268, Baum 2002, 269, 

Entman 2003, 429, Robinson, et al. 2010). Typically the model has been applied solely within US 

domestic media debates, but scholars have on occasion pointed out that this is unsatisfactory, and that 

comparative research of the sort proposed here “can improve our knowledge about the universal and 

local features of press-state relationships in different countries, thus moderating the tendencies toward 
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both ‘naive universalism’ and ‘unwitting parochialism’ in media theory” (Alexseev and Bennett 1995, 

397).  

While my primary goal is not so much to understand media relations as to investigate their 

impact upon foreign policy, I clearly am interested in the comparison, in seeing what similarities and 

differences there are across different media markets, in the hope of combating the “unwitting 

parochialism” warned of here. But I am interested, also, in looking at the international dimension of 

indexing. If journalists listen to actors they consider influential, in rough proportion to how influential 

they think those actors are, journalists interested in international affairs should report the statements of 

foreign leaders where those leaders appear to have power over the issues or events being covered. 

That is where the foreign policy analyst’s concern with political power comes in. While some studies 

have noted scepticism about the willingness of US news audiences to listen to foreigners without 

some sort of domestic interpretation (Page, Shapiro and Dempsey 1987, 32, Hayes and Guardino 

2011, 847), others recognise the way journalists’ desire to write balanced stories can lead them to seek 

out alternative views from abroad when the domestic public debate becomes dominated by a single 

point of view (Althaus, et al. 1996, 412, Horvit 2004, 75-76, Hayes and Guardino 2013, 22-23, S. 

Murray 2013, 7). Matt Hayes and Danny Guardino have done interesting recent work on the Iraq war, 

demonstrating the penetration of the US media sphere by foreign leaders in response to “professional 

norms that define source legitimacy through notions of institutional power” (Hayes and Guardino 

2013, 14). Shoon Murray has equally demonstrated a degree of international power indexing ensuring 

coverage of Iraqi, UN, British and French leaders alongside US counterparts in US news coverage of 

the same period (S. Murray 2013, 10). Yet neither study combines the international and the 

comparative aspects of the study of indexing, and this for me is a crucial point. I suggest that there is a 

common tendency on the part of journalists writing on international affairs in every state to cite 

foreign sources in proportion to their perceived power to influence events, but also that this tendency 

manifests itself very differently in different locations. US-based coverage of world affairs may 

introduce foreign actors as they gain a degree of power, but for the most part the actor with the 

greatest influence over international affairs, and the actor with the greatest influence over the US 

response to international affairs, will be the same individual, the President of the United States. In 
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other states, the head of government will hold the greatest influence over their respective responses to 

international affairs, but the President of the United States will still be the most powerful international 

actor, warranting serious attention. I expect, therefore, to find that non-US media cite US sources 

disproportionately frequently compared to how often US media cite non-US sources when writing 

about foreign affairs. If this hypothesis is proven right in practice, it will suggest that even the most 

enlightened US foreign policy leader is likely to struggle to appreciate the impact of his or her rhetoric 

on domestic audiences overseas. It will suggest that US leaders are far better placed to influence 

public debate over international affairs in foreign states than foreign leaders are to influence US 

public debate.  

 
Rationale: Why international indexing matters 
 

The implications of international indexing go far beyond the narrow confines of 

communication studies. They are of great importance for foreign policy analysts in particular, and 

students of international relations more generally. Drawing on the US experience, most models 

investigating the influence of domestic factors over foreign policy ignore the intervening role of 

media transmission in linking what leaders say to what the public thinks (Chapman 2007, Grieco, et 

al. 2011). We know that publics tend to follow what leaders are reported in the press as saying, and so 

that public views on foreign policy reflect in some regard the tenor of elite debate (Mueller 1973, 116, 

Hilsman 1987, 252, Page and Shapiro 1992, 284, Everts and Isernia 2001, 17). This knowledge makes 

the media’s intervening role seem trivial. Where elites are divided, public opinion divides too 

(Powlick and Katz 1998, 29). Where they are united, governments are more easily able to rely on 

public support (Zaller 1994, 188, Baker and O'Neal 2001, 682). If media debate is dominated by 

domestic sources, then governments will enjoy considerable power to lead public opinion, maybe not 

so far as to imply total control, but certainly at a valuable level of influence (Knecht and Weatherford 

2006, 705, Berinsky 2007, 975). If media debate is dominated by domestic sources. Not under all 

circumstances, but under that specific condition. This is problematic. Domestic sources rarely 

dominate media debates over foreign policy. Even in the US, it is becoming clear that official 

dominance can start to slip as foreign sources enter the media fray (Chapman 2009, 733, Hayes and 
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Guardino 2010, 64). Presidents remain powerful, but their power is contested, and it is contested by 

sources based beyond their jurisdiction, sources they have little capacity to control. If I am right, if 

domestic leaders outside of the US are even more constrained in terms of their ability to influence 

media coverage of international affairs, their power to lead public opinion will be significantly 

structurally limited. Both Murray and Hayes and Guardino have already found some evidence of this 

effect in the US debate over Iraq (Hayes and Guardino 2013, 3, S. Murray 2013, 15). If, as I expect, 

the effect both occurs outside of the US, and occurs with far greater intensity, established theories 

about the ability of democratic governments to lead their populations to war will need adjustment to 

reflect the weaker international position of leaders of states other than the US.  

Foreign policy analysts are interested, too, in how leaders legitimise their decisions in the 

eyes of fellow political elites, and public opinion. In practical terms, a concern for legitimacy has led 

in recent decades to the growing importance of news management activities as central components not 

just of the policy implementation phase, but of the policymaking process (Bennett 1994, 12). With no 

overarching threat to face in the manner of the Cold War-era Soviet Union, democratic leaders are 

forced each time they launch major foreign policy initiatives to justify themselves rhetorically (Krebs 

and Jackson 2007, 36). The effect goes beyond justification. It extends to battles over the very notion 

of victory, in an era when “winning is about narrative, not sheer brute force” (Michalski and Gow 

2007, 198). If foreign policy leaders are restricted in their ability to lead the popular narrative 

surrounding their decisions, they will struggle to win legitimacy in the eyes of domestic constituents, 

and may struggle even to declare victory in the sort of contested conflicts characteristic of the early 

twenty-first century. That is why communication matters.  

For International Relations scholars, finally, this study offers an interesting possibility. If I 

can show that political elites in different states, in the form of leading journalists, view international 

power dynamics differently, I should also be able to reverse the observation, and to use media 

coverage to construct an international power index, showing on the basis of media source selection 

which world leaders elites in different states think are important. Part of the rationale for the broader 

project, of which this paper is only the preliminary part, is to study the variation in coverage over 

time. I am interested, for example, in whether Russian and Chinese leaders are more prominently 
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cited in 2013 than in 2001. There is scope, too, I believe to build upon my initial comparison of two 

states to look at media from other locations, including the remaining permanent members of the UN 

Security Council. International power calculations, after all, work in just the same way in states under 

authoritarian rule as they do in democracies, and it would be interesting to observe the differences in 

views of the world across cultures. As a British scholar, for instance, I would be interested to see if 

Russian and Chinese views of Britain’s global role match those held in the US and Europe. I suspect 

they do not.  

 
Hypotheses 
 
 I expect to find that British and US-based journalists made very different use of foreign 

sources when writing about the prospect and outbreak of military action in Afghanistan. In line with 

the domestic dynamic predicted by the indexing hypothesis, I expect that news stories in both states 

will rely heavily on leaders, ministers, and officials of their respective governments. This makes 

intuitive sense. The indexing hypothesis predicts that journalists will prefer to report the views of 

authoritative actors. Governments are the most authoritative actors when it comes to the consideration 

of foreign policy. British journalists interested in British foreign policy will look to British foreign 

policy-makers for information. US journalists interested in US foreign policy will similarly look to 

US foreign policy-makers for their information.  

 My first hypothesis is therefore: 

H1:     For both states, news stories about the attack on Afghanistan will draw heavily on domestic 
official sources. 

 
 While it is true that no account of foreign affairs can be complete without some discussion of 

foreign sources, it is not necessarily the case that every news story needs to, or in practice actually 

will, feature “voices from abroad” (Hayes and Guardino 2013). I anticipate variation between UK and 

US news stories in terms of how regularly they feature non-domestic sources. Specifically, I expect 

that journalists in both states will regard the US as the most powerful global influence on the prospect 

of war in Afghanistan, and will accordingly report statements from US-based actors (especially US-

based official actors) prominently.  



10 
	  

 This expectation leads to two further hypotheses: 

H2: For both states, news stories about the attack on Afghanistan will draw heavily on US official 
sources. 

 
H3: The interaction between H1 and H2 will lead to a degree of balance between UK and US 

sources in UK news stories, but to a particularly heavy reliance on US official sources in US 
news stories.  

 
 Clearly H3 is the critical one for this study. In theory, the tendency of journalists to reflect the 

perceived power of actors to influence events when selecting news sources should result in a marked 

imbalance between UK and US news stories about international affairs in terms of the attention they 

pay to their respective domestic governments. UK policymakers make UK foreign policy and US 

policymakers make US foreign policy, but they do not have equal influence over the broader 

international context, and no news story about foreign policy makes sense divorced from that context. 

If I can demonstrate a significant difference in terms of how heavily UK and US journalists rely on 

their respective governments for information about the attack on Afghanistan, it will suggest that there 

is indeed an international dimension to indexing. Equally, if I find no difference between UK and US 

news stories along this axis, it will undermine the idea that indexing operates across borders. This 

should, after all, be a ‘most likely’ case for international indexing. If the theory does not work here, it 

will not work anywhere. Conversely, if this initial analysis does support the theory, there will be 

considerable grounds to develop it into a broader study, taking in additional states and multiple 

conflicts.    

 
Descriptive statistics 

 Guardian Times New York Times Washington Post Total 
Total articles 198 168 202 152 720 
Total sources 590 431 869 724 2614 

Source per article 2.98 2.57 4.30 4.76 3.63 
Figure 1: descriptive statistics, showing total articles and sources identified, and sources cited per article. 

In total I gathered 720 news stories from the four publications across the two weeks either 

side of the initial US-led air attacks on Afghanistan, which took place on the night of 7 October 2001. 

Within this corpus of texts I identified 2,614 source citations. The distribution of articles and citations 

across the four publications is illustrated by figure 1. Interestingly, the US-based publications tended 
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to include significantly more citations per article than their UK equivalents, possibly indicating 

greater individual story lengths (though I gathered no data to test that hypothesis), or possibly simply 

a greater tendency to attribute statements to authoritative actors.  

I was able to categorise these citations into the following mutually exclusive categories, 

depending on the exact status of the individual or organisation referenced: government, civilian, 

media, rebel, elected representative, NGO, ex-government, academic, religious, terrorist. The 

‘government’ category includes leaders, ministers, and all officials of a government, such as military 

officers, regional and local administrators, publicly-named spokespersons, and off-the-record 

anonymous official sources. A significant number of news stories quoted individual private citizens, 

primarily from Afghanistan itself, as well as neighbouring Pakistan. Some also made use of opinion 

polls. Both types of source fit within the ‘civilian’ category. Journalists frequently cite each other, or 

make use of second-hand reports where primary sources are unavailable, especially across borders. 

Hence the ‘media’ category. Afghanistan was already in a state of civil war before the US-led 

intervention, with the ruling Taliban regime engaged in sporadic combat with a loose affiliation of 

warlords known as the Northern Alliance. The Alliance’s willingness to accommodate western 

journalists (in contrast to the Taliban itself) ensured its leaders, spokesmen, and ordinary foot-soldiers 

made the western news, under the ‘rebel’ heading. While not every state draws such a sharp 

distinction between the executive and legislative branches of government as the United States, it is 

nevertheless usually possible to distinguish between elected officials who serve directly as members 

of an administration, and those whose role is primarily legislative. The ‘elected representative’ 

category includes British Members of Parliament, US Senators and Congressmen, and their 

counterparts from a number of other states. The ‘NGO’ category is perhaps the most problematic, 

thanks to a peculiarity of the political environment of Washington DC. US-based journalists are able 

to draw on the expertise of a large number of ‘think tanks’ in order to inform their reports, with 

venerable institutions such as the Brookings Institute hosting large numbers of media-savvy scholars. 

Their UK counterparts have fewer opportunities, given Britain’s smaller think tank sector, and show 

less willingness to do so in any event. So this category includes a number of think tank experts, 

alongside representatives of the more ‘traditional’ NGOs, primarily those dedicated to supporting 
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refugees and alleviating the human suffering associated with conflict. It is problematic because these 

actors are qualitatively quite diverse, and also because of the quantitative imbalance in terms of their 

availability in the two states. Overall I believe think tanks and other NGOs operate in a similar 

fashion with regard both to news about international affairs and foreign policy specifically. They are 

informed observers, they sit outside the formal mechanism of government, and they typically have 

access to independent source material not otherwise available to either policymakers or journalists. 

The ‘ex-government’, academic, religious, and terrorist categories are more straightforward, referring 

to (usually retired) former officials and policymakers, commentators based primarily in an academic 

institution, religious leaders, and members of the Al Qaeda organisation respectively.  

 
Source distribution: geography 

 Although there was considerable variation between individual publications, and a number of 

locations appeared only once, overall I identified sources from 48 different states, territories 

(including those administered by the Palestinian Authority), inter-governmental organisations such as 

the UN or NATO, and broad geographic regions including ‘international’, ‘the West’ and ‘Arab 

states’.  

Rank State Guardian Times New York Times Washington Post Total 
1 US 136 113 438 333 1020 
2 Afghanistan 127 104 116 156 503 
3 UK 182 135 49 25 391 
4 Pakistan 41 21 90 40 192 
5 UN 12 4 24 26 66 
6 Uzbekistan 3 3 9 23 38 

7= Russia 7 10 5 14 36 
7= Egypt 16 4 5 11 36 
9 Iran 5 5 12 9 31 

10 France 6 4 9 8 27 
 Others 55 28 112 77 272 

 Figure 2: top ten most cited nationalities, frequencies by publication.  

Interestingly, as figure 2 shows, there is a marked drop-off in the frequency of citations beyond the 

four most-represented states, the US, Afghanistan, the UK, and Pakistan. Overall the pattern at this 

top end of the scale is fairly clear: the greatest number of citations related to US-based sources, with 

Afghans also well-represented, and the UK (particularly in the British press). The rest of the list 
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includes a mixture of global powers (the UN, plus Security Council members Russia and France) and 

significant regional states (Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Egypt, and Iran). The final line includes the figures 

for all other states, territories, and organisations, of which there were thirty eight in total.  

In order to render this data comparable across publications, and across states, I converted it 

into proportions and calculated UK, US, and overall average distributions (figure 3). The raw data 

hints at variations between both publications and the two sides of the Atlantic, and a graphical 

representation (figure 4) renders this more clearly visible.  

Rank State Guardian Times UK avg. New York Times Washington Post US avg. Avg. 
1 US 0.23 0.26 0.25 0.50 0.46 0.48 0.36 
2 Afghanistan 0.22 0.24 0.23 0.13 0.22 0.17 0.20 
3 UK 0.31 0.31 0.31 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.18 
4 Pakistan 0.07 0.05 0.06 0.10 0.06 0.08 0.07 
5 UN 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.02 
6 Uzbekistan 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 
7 Egypt 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01 
8 Russia 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.01 
9 Iran 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 

10 France 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 
 Others 0.09 0.06 0.08 0.13 0.11 0.12 0.10 

Figure 3: top ten most cited nationalities, proportions by publication. 

 
Figure 4: Top ten most cited nationalities, average proportions by state, graphical representation. 
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Figure 4 depicts the average proportionate representation of the top ten most-cited nationalities in UK 

and US publications covered by this study. US sources make up a considerably greater proportion of 

those cited in US publications when compared to those cited in the UK. In addition, the average 

proportion of sources in US publications deriving from the US itself greatly outstrips the 

representation of UK sources in UK publications. There is some transatlantic variation in both the 

extent to which individual non-domestic sources are represented, and the overall number of 

nationalities represented. For example, sources from 42 different states, territories, organisations and 

categories appear in US news stories compared to 32 different locations in UK equivalents. This 

possibly reflects the greater geographical reach of US interests. But both UK and US journalists focus 

the bulk of their coverage on sources from just four states: the US, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the UK. 

84% of sources cited by UK publications derive from those four states, and 78% of sources cited by 

US publications.   

 
Source distribution: roles 

 Indexing theory, in its original form, deals with the roles played by individual sources in a 

political system. In order to consider whether differences in source citation by nationality resulted 

simply from variations in underlying journalistic logic on the two sides of the Atlantic, I also gathered 

data on the distribution of citations across the ten role categories outlined above.  
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1 Government 0.52 0.53 0.53 0.56 0.56 0.56 0.55 
2 Civilian 0.14 0.15 0.15 0.19 0.15 0.17 0.16 
3 Media 0.08 0.06 0.07 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.07 
4 Rebel 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.03 0.08 0.05 0.06 
5 Representative 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.05 
6 NGO 0.05 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.06 0.04 0.04 
7 Ex-government 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.03 
8 Academic 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.02 
9 Terrorist 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02 

10 Religious leader 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 
Figure 5: role of sources cited, proportions by publication with UK, US, and overall averages for comparison. 
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The resulting data appears in figure 5. Government sources dominate on both sides of the Atlantic, 

accounting for slightly over 50% of all citations in all four publications, suggesting journalists in each 

state preferred to use official source material when writing about foreign policy. The most substantial 

variation relates to the use of elected representatives as sources, a practice far more prevalent in the 

UK than the US. This probably reflects differences in the two political systems, which offer different 

access routes for outsiders to enter the policymaking process, and different relations between the 

public-facing and closed-door elements of the system. From a foreign policy analysis, variations in 

political structure make a significant difference to how domestic influences on policymaking work 

(Risse-Kappen 1991). In addition to serving in the administration of the day, British ministers are 

simultaneously Members of Parliament, meaning they interact directly and regularly with others 

within the legislative branch. Political journalists frequently make use of parliamentary debates as 

source material, and consequently reflect the contributions made by non-governmental as well as 

governmental MPs. In the US, by contrast, the separation between the executive and legislative 

branches means Congressional Representatives and Senators interact far less frequently with members 

of the administration in a formal setting. While congressional committees can (and do) compel 

testimony from senior officials, Congress as a whole does not benefit from the sort of regularised set-

piece ‘question time’ appearances by ministers before the House of Commons seen in the UK. It is 

consequently far less of an arena for executive action, and executive statements, than its UK 

equivalent.   

Otherwise the picture looks quite comparable. But this headline comparability disguises 

important variations within the data. Figure 6 cross-tabulates data on the average proportion of 

sources cited in the UK and US by role and by nationality for each of the top four most-cited states, 

plus aggregate data for other source nationalities. This reveals some important variations. US 

publications not only cited US-based sources more frequently than UK publications cited UK-based 

sources, they also paid particular attention to US-based government sources. The proportion of 

citations in US publications relating to US government sources approximately equals the proportion 

of citations in UK publications relating to US and UK government sources combined. 
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Newspaper nationality US   UK 

Source nationality US Afghanistan Pakistan UK Others US Afghanistan Pakistan UK Others 

Academic 1.76% - 0.07% 0.07% 0.74% 0.17% - 0.08% 0.57% 0.08% 

Civilian 3.88% 6.80% 3.33% - 2.81% 0.69% 8.26% 1.51% 3.08% 1.22% 

Ex-Government 3.11% 0.13% 0.36% - 0.30% 1.58% 0.32% 0.08% 0.34% 0.77% 

Government 32.03% 2.84% 3.82% 3.71% 14.04% 17.41% 5.70% 2.69% 16.98% 9.97% 

Media 3.45% 0.31% 0.24% 0.32% 1.83% 2.54% 0.51% 0.49% 2.23% 1.41% 

NGO 1.77% 0.14% 0.06% 0.39% 1.55% 0.80% 0.08% 0.89% 1.68% 1.23% 

Rebel - 5.29% - - - - 6.02% - - - 

Religious 0.20% - - - 0.12% - - 0.08% 0.70% 0.46% 

Representative 2.00% - - 0.06% 0.48% 1.46% - 0.08% 5.53% 0.25% 

Terrorist - 1.93% 0.07% - - - 1.96% - - 0.08% 
Figure 6: cross-tabulation, percentage of sources cited by category and nationality. 

UK publications paid roughly equal attention to US and UK government sources, while this 

balance of coverage was not reflected by their US peers. UK government sources accounted for just 

3.7% of citations in US publications, against a figure of 32% for US government sources. The figure 

for US government sources cited by UK publications, meanwhile, stands at 17.4%. Some other 

notable variations emerge. UK publications paid a little over twice as much attention to the Afghan 

Taliban as did those based in the US. US journalists were substantially more likely to cite Pakistani 

civilians than were their British counterparts. UK and US civilians are primarily of interest only to 

their journalistic compatriots. UK newspapers gave almost as much coverage to US elected 

representatives as did US newspapers, possibly a knock-on effect of the greater prominence of such 

figures in the UK compared to the US discussed above. Finally, US publications were only really 

interested in government sources from the UK. Half of the role categories did not feature at all in US 

coverage of UK sources, and four of those that did appear received only scant attention.  

 A number of relevant implications emerge from this brief analysis of the types of source that 

made the news on opposite sides of the Atlantic during this period. To begin with, the similarities 

between the two media markets outweigh the differences. US and UK government figures, Pakistani 

officials to a lesser extent, and civilians from both Afghanistan and Pakistan appear prominently 

across all four publications. While the US newspapers’ preference for US based sources finds 

reflection in the cross-tabulation set out in figure 6, the close relationship in the data across the two 

states described in figure 5 supports the notion underpinning this study that the two media markets 
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follow broadly similar approaches. At the level of what type of actors make the news, the US and UK 

appear comparable. The differences arise only when the element of source nationality is introduced.   

 
Variation across time periods 
 

The data cited so far relates to the full two week period covered by this study. I deliberately 

looked at one week either side of the commencement of actual hostilities, however, in order to 

compare whether any discrepancies emerge in the unadjusted figures set out above once the effect of 

the first actual shots being fired is taken into account. As figure 7 shows, the volume of coverage in 

every publication increased from the first to the second week, by an average proportion of 0.87 across 

the two states. This is to be expected. Wars are more interesting than preparations for wars. Stories 

can be written about actual military actions rather than simply manoeuvres, logistics, and capabilities. 

The effect was more pronounced in the US, where the average number of stories about the war almost 

doubled once military action commenced compared with the earlier period.  
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Total articles 0.87 0.63 0.75 1.06 0.92 0.99 0.87 
Total sources 0.88 1.12 1.00 1.18 1.26 1.22 1.11 
Source per article 0.00 0.31 0.16 0.06 0.18 0.12 0.14 
Home sources -0.32 0.30 -0.01 0.11 0.03 0.07 0.03 
Foreign sources 0.21 -0.10 0.05 -0.10 -0.02 -0.06 -0.01 
US 0.04 -0.11 -0.03 0.11 0.03 0.07 0.02 
Afghanistan 0.65 0.06 0.35 -0.22 -0.14 -0.18 0.09 
Pakistan -0.32 -0.37 -0.35 -0.25 0.17 -0.04 -0.19 
UK -0.32 0.30 -0.01 -0.34 -0.34 -0.34 -0.17 
Other states 0.31 -0.23 0.04 0.22 0.12 0.17 0.11 
Government -0.12 -0.16 -0.14 0.04 0.00 0.02 -0.06 
Civilian 0.52 0.54 0.53 0.53 0.02 0.28 0.40 
Media 0.33 -0.45 -0.06 -0.38 -0.26 -0.32 -0.19 
Rebel 1.05 0.35 0.70 -0.71 -0.09 -0.40 0.15 
Representative -0.56 2.18 0.81 1.40 -0.56 0.42 0.62 
NGO -0.08 -0.53 -0.30 0.07 0.52 0.30 -0.00 
Ex-government -0.47 -0.46 -0.46 -0.54 -0.32 -0.43 -0.45 
Academic 0.60 -0.53 0.03 -0.51 0.62 0.06 0.05 
Terrorist 1.00 3.71 2.35 6.79 1.00 3.89 3.12 
Religious 1.00 1.00 1.00 -0.77 -0.56 -0.66 0.17 

Figure 7: Proportionate change in newspaper coverage and source citation after the commencement of military 
action in Afghanistan. 0 = no change, -1 = 100% reduction, 1 – 100% increase.  
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Figure 7 reveals a number of further significant changes in newspaper coverage either side of the 

actual start of military action. Across all four publications there was a very slight reduction in the 

proportion of foreign news sources featured once the initial bombing campaign began. The change 

was not evenly distributed across publications. Britain’s Guardian greatly reduced its coverage of UK 

sources and increased its attention to those based overseas, while the Times did the opposite. The two 

US-based newspapers showed far smaller shifts in attention, in both cases away from foreign and 

towards home sources. The British publications, the Guardian in particular, paid greater attention to 

Afghan sources during the combat phase than in the build-up. Their US counterparts lost interest in 

Afghanistan, and also in Britain itself. Both British papers reduced their coverage of official sources, 

while the Washington Post maintained its pre-conflict level of interest in officials and the New York 

Times showed a slight increase. All four publications increased their use of civilian sources, though 

the Washington Post proved far slower than the others to move in this direction.  

 The actual start of hostilities mattered, therefore, to the interaction between geographical 

location and source citation, though the actual effect varied across publications and states. This 

observation makes intuitive sense. The indexing hypothesis predicts that journalists will change their 

citation practices when the political realities of a situation change, so that the capacity of different 

actors to influence its outcome varies. What the discrepancies set out here suggest is that the way a 

publication defines the likely outcomes of a situation affects its source selection approach. The 

Guardian, for example, viewed the conflict primarily in terms of its human consequences for the 

people of Afghanistan. The Times and the US newspapers, by contrast, showed more interest in the 

Western leaders ordering military strikes, and the armed forces personnel carrying them out.  

 
Inferential statistics 

 I constructed a simple statistical model to assess the significance of the unadjusted variations 

in source citation between US and UK publications seen here. Given the hypotheses under 

investigation relate to the relative attention journalists give to domestic and non-domestic sources 

when writing about foreign policy, my response variable, ‘domsource’, summarises the proportion of 

sources from each publication drawn from their respective national jurisdictions. In order to account 
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for possible variations between publications, I treated each edition of each newspaper as a separate 

line of data rather than using the combined average figures described above. This produced a dataset 

with fifty-six lines. I then created a dummy variable, ‘uspub’, to indicate whether the publication was 

from the US (coded ‘1’) or the UK (coded ‘0’). I then added two control variables. The first, 

‘govrole’, describes the proportion of citations that derive from government publications. The purpose 

of this control variable is to eliminate spurious associations that might arise if, for example, US 

publications cited official sources more frequently than UK publications did, and a greater proportion 

of official source material was emanating from the US than from the UK. This might be the case if US 

and UK officials agreed to rely on joint spokespersons to provide information about combined 

military operations. Given government sources account for more than 50% of all sources, I believe 

this approach enables a degree of control in this area without over-complicating the model. The 

second control variable, ‘postwar’, indicates whether the entry relates to news stories published before 

(coded ‘0’) or after (coded ‘1’) the commencement of hostilities on the night of 7 October.  

 I used the resulting data set to run a series of OLS regression analyses in SPSS. The results 

are set out in figure 8. Model A simply tests for correlation between national origin of a publication 

and its propensity to cite domestic sources. Model B adds control for time period, model C includes 

the control variable for tendency to cite government sources, and model D includes both control 

variables.  

Variable A B C D 
Constant 30.217** 28.970** 25.616** 23.410** 
USpub 16.256** 16.265** 16.154** 16.136** 
Postwar - 2.494* - 2.851* 
Govrole - - 0.83 0.097* 
R2 0.242* 0.248* 0.247* 0.254* 

Figure 8: Ordinary Least Squares regression analysis, dependent variable: Domsource. *=significant at 95% 
confidence level, **=significant at 99% confidence level. 
 
For each model there is a statistically significant (at the 99% confidence level) association between 

USpub and Domsource. The introduction of the two control variables slightly increases the overall 

explanatory power of the model, raising the R2 from 0.242 to 0.254, but does not materially affect the 

correlation between the key dependent and independent variables. There is no significant association 

between either control variable and Domsource, indicating that neither time period nor propensity to 
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cite official sources explain in their own right the observed variation in the output variable. Model D, 

the most powerful of the four, indicates that an increase in the value of Uspub is associated with an 

increase in the value of Domsource of 16.136, controlling for Postwar and Govrole. In other words, 

the proportion of sources cited in the average edition of a US newspaper deriving from the US is 

16.136 percentage points higher than the proportion of sources cited in the average edition of a UK 

newspaper deriving from the UK during this period, controlling for the difference between the build-

up to conflict and the first week of actual military action, and for the propensity of individual 

publications to rely on government sources. The model is not especially powerful. That is probably to 

be expected. There are just 56 entries in the dataset, each representing one edition of one newspaper 

containing between five and thirty-five relevant stories. Each story contains, on average, just 3.63 

source citations. So the numbers involved are relatively low, raising the likelihood of random 

variation between individual stories and newspaper editions. The point of the model is not, in any 

even, to explain in its entirety the observed variation in the citation of domestic sources between US 

and UK publications. It is rather to demonstrate that that variation is statistically significant. It is not 

random. It is evidence that the hypotheses underpinning this study have some merit to them.  

 
Conclusion  

 I established three hypotheses for this study, drawing on the theory of indexing to predict that 

both UK and US publications would rely on domestic official and US official sources (in the US of 

course these are the same thing) to inform their news coverage of the start of the conflict in 

Afghanistan in October 2001. I further suggested that the combined effect of indexing in the two 

states was likely to lead US publications to favour US sources to a greater extent than UK 

publications favoured UK sources, and UK publications to cover US sources to a greater extent than 

US publications did UK sources. The results support each hypothesis. In the case of H1, all four 

publications made heavy use of domestic official sources. For the US newspapers, 32% of all sources 

cited across the period were members or officials of the Bush administration. The equivalent UK 

figure, for Blair government officials cited by British publications, was 17%. This is a much lower 

figure, albeit still one that made Blair government personnel the second most influential group 
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amongst UK newspaper sources. The most influential group, however, was Bush administration 

personnel, who made up 17.4% of citations on average across Guardian and Times coverage. In fact, 

the proportion of UK newspaper source citations drawn from the UK and US governments combined 

quite closely approximates the figure for US newspaper source citations drawn from the US 

government alone, roughly a third of the total. This imbalance is brought into sharper relief by the fact 

that UK publications, on average, cited US government sources nearly five times more frequently 

than US publications cited UK government sources. For every US newspaper citation of a UK 

government source, there were 4.7 UK newspaper citations of US government sources. The fact that 

Bush administration sources appeared more frequently, on average, than sources drawn from any 

other category in both US and UK publications supports H2, and the particularly heavy reliance of 

US-based journalists on US-based sources to the comparative exclusion of foreigners supports H3.  

  The existence of this over-arching distinction between US and UK journalistic behaviour 

disguises the considerable similarities between the way newspapers in each state approached the story 

of imminent and actual conflict in Afghanistan. In other words, this particular discrepancy is not 

evidence of fundamentally differing journalistic practices on the two opposite sides of the Atlantic. 

Both US and UK journalists agreed that the US, UK, Afghanistan, and Pakistan were the four most 

important states when it came to selecting source material, though the gap between fourth and fifth 

place is greater in the UK than the US. Both focused their attention on Western official sources and on 

a mixture of civilians, officials and rebels in the target state and its immediate neighbour. As 

hostilities commenced, the traditionally left-wing Guardian reduced its coverage of UK official views 

and focused on the plight of Afghan civilians and the hopes and expectations of the Northern 

Alliance. The Times, by contrast, shifted focus away from the US government, but towards UK 

official sources, and towards MPs – no doubt in the latter instance as a result of coverage of the 

parliamentary debate on 8 October that marked the outbreak of hostilities. The US publications, 

meanwhile, increased the overall volume of their coverage markedly, and focused to an even greater 

extent on domestic sources, but did not vary their level of attention to official sources to any 

substantial degree.  
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 This is not the place to argue that communication matters to foreign policy. That case has 

been made elsewhere (Strong 2012, 38). It is the place, however, to explain why this particular 

dimension of foreign policy communication matters. Stated in bald terms, I have shown in this paper 

that foreign policymakers in the US had more influence over US news coverage of the start of the war 

in Afghanistan than their UK counterparts enjoyed over their own domestic publications. Not only did 

the utterances of Bush administration sources appear more frequently in US news coverage than any 

other category of source, they also appeared more frequently in UK news coverage than any other 

category of source. Both UK and US journalists devoted more column inches to reporting official 

statements emerging from the Bush administration than they did to any other group of sources, 

including the Blair government. This discrepancy has important implications when it comes to the 

ability of each government to set the agenda for public debate within its respective domestic sphere. It 

suggests that officials in the world’s remaining superpower face a very different task when they seek 

to ‘sell’ foreign policy, at both levels of the ‘two-level game’, compared to counterparts elsewhere. 

Domestically they are dominant. Foreign voices definitely gain a hearing. The stereotype of the US 

media as an echo chamber, amplifying domestic ideas and concerns while ignoring the rest of the 

world, is not supported by my data. Hayes and Guardino have already made this point in their far 

larger study of the Iraq war (Hayes and Guardino 2013). At the same time, however, it is evident that 

no one group of foreign voices achieves anything like the prominence in US news coverage enjoyed 

by US leaders overseas. A British Prime Minister must contend simultaneously with his own inability 

to penetrate the US public sphere, and with his domestic constituents’ constant exposure to arguments 

emanating from Washington DC – exposure that on occasion, as in this case, even exceeds his own. 

This makes the communication relationship between the US and its principal ally distinctly 

unbalanced. US leaders make headlines in London. UK leaders warrant footnotes in the United States.  

 When Donald Rumsfeld demonstrated ignorance of the impact his words would have on 

British politics, then, he reflected not only his own personal prejudices, but also the structural position 

in which he found himself. His British counterpart, Geoff Hoon, appeared just three times in the 

Washington Post during this period, and not at all in the New York Times.  Rumsfeld, by contrast, was 

cited by an average of over one article per day in both the Guardian and the Times. He appeared more 
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frequently in UK newspapers (35 citations) than Tony Blair did in US newspapers (32 citations). 

While Blair was featured more prominently in UK news than any one US official (a total of 65 

citations to President Bush’s 47), he and his government could not collectively compete with the 

volume of attention paid to their US counterparts. Rumsfeld’s capacity to influence the UK public 

debate dwarfed the capacity of any non-US figure to affect the US domestic public sphere. It would 

hardly be surprising, in such circumstances, for Rumsfeld and for his administration colleagues to fail 

to recognise the implications of their public statements for their allies’ domestic political 

circumstances. Their allies’ public statements had very little impact on domestic politics in the US.  

 Putnam’s ‘two-level game’ model recognises the difficulty leaders face when they 

communicate publicly about their foreign policy plans. Every statement, signal, or manoeuvre 

influences audiences both at home and abroad. They must so structure their actions that neither 

audience is alienated, and select the least sub-optimal course of action in each arena. What this paper 

suggests, however, is that Putnam underplays the complexity of the two-level game, and by basing his 

discussion on an abstract version of the United States fails to recognise the important variations 

between the conditions different states’ leaders face. The more power they have to influence 

international events, the more likely they are to feature prominently in news coverage of those events, 

both at home and abroad. Journalists ‘index’ their citations according to their perceptions of how 

influential individual potential sources are. This ensures leaders will feature prominently in their own 

domestic media, but also that they will have to compete for attention with more powerful foreign 

actors, at least when more powerful foreign actors exist. Since the US has greater capacity to 

influence international affairs than any other state, US leaders enjoy a communication advantage both 

domestically and internationally compared to their counterparts overseas. Even if they do not 

recognise the global reach of signals they send and things they choose to say, it still exists, and it still 

matters.  

 

Word count: 8,858. 
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