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THE ROLE OF JOURNALISTS IN SHAPING PUBLIC OPINION DURING
CRISIS SITUATIONS

Abstract: The article discusses the role of the media during global crises. The
example of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 shows how the media became
the main source of information, shaping the perception of the tragedy by millions of
viewers. It also analyzes the tragedy of the genocide in Rwanda, where the media, on
the contrary, incited violence, and the international press ignored the scale of the
tragedy. The text discusses the issue of uneven coverage of conflicts in the world,
which leads to selective media attention. Such situations raise doubts about the
objectivity and impartiality of the media in presenting information.

Keywords: uneven coverage, the September 11 attacks, the Rwandan genocide,
disinformation, international crises.

Problem statement: Modern media unevenly cover international conflicts,
paying excessive attention to individual events and almost ignoring others. This creates
a distorted picture of world tragedies, forms a biased attitude towards different peoples
and affects how much support or sympathy victims receive.

Purpose and objectives: The aim of the study is to analyze how media

selectively cover various conflicts and affects people around the world. The aim is to
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explore how such selectivity changes perceptions of global crises and influences
international responses and assistance.

Presentation of the main material: In a crisis period, communication between
the authorities and the population receives special attention. Journalists not only
transmit news, but also determine the framework of perception of events through which
citizens form an assessment of the government’s actions. During the attacks of
September 11, 2001, a series of four coordinated terrorist attacks by the Islamic terrorist
group Al-Qaeda killed 2,977 people, injured more than 6,000, and caused at least $10
billion in damage to infrastructure and property. Television coverage of the September
11 attacks and their aftermath became the longest continuous news event in the history
of American television, when the main American broadcast networks broadcast 93
hours continuously. Since broadcasting the news that the first plane crashed into the
North Tower of the World Trade Center, all programming and commercials have been
suspended, with all four networks broadcasting uninterrupted news coverage. It was
estimated that at least 80 million Americans watched the evening news during one day,
while the University of Georgia estimated that about two billion people watched the
attacks in real time or via the news. Media produced during and after the attacks were
used to identify the victims, to investigate the attacks, and to document the attacks for
history. Different media forms have been used, including photo and video footage from
passersby in the streets or surrounding areas, freelance photographers and film crews
throughout the city. The widespread distribution of images and videos, as well as the
lasting impact on the population, led to the fact that many images and videos were in
first place in the list of performances that received recognition in mid-2002.

At the same time, mass media may emphasize on the grievability of some vital
events and de-emphasize others. The Radio Télévision Libre des Mille Collines
(RTLM) in April 1994, played a key role in the commission of one of the deadliest
genocides in modern history, inciting violence, providing information about the
whereabouts of those in hiding and calling on listeners to kill. The radio station
broadcasted disseminated calls for violence, thereby contributed to the orchestration of

mass atrocities. More than 800,000 Tutsis were killed in just 100 days [4].
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During the Rwandan genocide, many Western media outlets either kept quiet or
downplayed the events, while the international community concentrated resources
elsewhere. While some 60,000 troops were deployed in the Balkans and billions of
dollars were spent, the tragedy in Rwanda remained virtually without proper attention
and intervention. This contrast shows a hidden hierarchy of global crises, in which
some conflicts are considered more urgent and worthy of international reaction than
others.

In 1994, the events in Rwanda were often presented in the media as a “ethnic
confrontation”, which only strengthened the simplified and distorted ideas about the
essence of the tragedy. A similar tendency continues: conflicts occurring outside the
Western world, are often depreciated and reduced to local tribal disputes. This approach
diminishes the significance of deeper historical causes, in particular colonial heritage,
and deprives victims of the right to full compassion and understanding. This reinforces
the false notion that some lives have less weight than others. Although the 2024 Global
Peace Index records 56 active armed conflicts, only a few receive ongoing media
coverage.

Conclusions: Selective coverage of conflicts in the media leads to unequal
perception of events and affects the international reaction and support of victims. This
creates a priority for some crises, while others remain unaddressed. This situation
reinforces stereotypes and prejudices about certain countries. An equitable response

requires equal coverage of all global events.
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