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ABSTRACT. When a mass murder occurs in the United States, people may
assume the crime is an act of terror or an act of a person with mental illness.
Given the way that Muslims are presented in the media, the availability
heuristic may cause people to assume that a Muslim perpetrator is a terrorist
(Ciftci, 2012; Nagar, 2010; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Furthermore, if a
Muslim uses a bomb, the representativeness heuristic may cause people to
assume the Muslim is a terrorist rather than a mentally ill person. In the
present study, participants read a mock news story about a mass murder
committed by a perpetrator described as either Christian or Muslim who
used either a bomb or a gun. Three hundred twenty college students
participated (224 women, 92 men, 4 other). For the same crime, participants
thought the Muslim perpetrator was more likely to be in an extremist group
and more religious than the Christian, and they thought the Christian was
more likely to be mentally unstable and depressed than the Muslim.
Furthermore, when a bomb was used, participants thought the Muslim
perpetrator was more typical for the crime than the Christian. These
findings suggest that mass murder is perceived differently depending upon
perpetrator religion and weapon in ways that are consistent with stereotypes.
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n December 2015, three days after a husband
and wife, Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen
Malik, shot and killed 14 people and injured 21
at the Inland Regional Center in San Bernardino,
California, a CNN headline read, “San Bernardino
shooting investigated as act of terrorism.” The
article stated that Federal Bureau of Investigation
official, David Bowdich, said the FBI “uncovered
evidence…of extreme planning” (para. 3) and
found a Facebook post written by Malik pledging
allegiance to the Islamic State. This evidence
warranted the FBI to begin investigating the
shooting as an act of terrorism (Botelho & Ellis,
2015). On October 5, 2017, four days after Stephen
Paddock shot and killed 58 people in Las Vegas,
injuring another 500 in the deadliest mass shooting
in U.S. history, a CNN headline read, “The Mystery
of Stephen Paddock’s Brain.” The article delved
into the various diagnoses that could explain
Paddock’s behavior (psychopathy, schizophrenia,

a tumor) and the author wondered, “if it’s possible
to gain insight into his actions at a biological level,
we might be in a better position to fend off such
tragedies in the future” (Eagleman, 2017, para.
4). The article did not mention that terrorism
was another explanation of why Paddock killed
so many people, despite the fact that the Islamic
State claimed the attack within 24 hours of its
occurrence (Moore, 2017). Both incidents of
mass murder had high death tolls due to the use
of semiautomatic weapons and both were claimed
by the Islamic State, but only the San Bernardino
shooters, who identified as Islamic, were linked to
terrorism in these CNN articles. It is possible that
there is a religion-based double-standard regarding
which mass murder incidents are perceived as acts
of terror and which are perceived as acts of people
with mental illness.
According to Title 18 Chapter 113B of the
Code of Laws of the United States, the term domestic
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terrorism includes the following specific qualifications to warrant its legal use: activities must (a)
involve acts that endanger human life or break
U.S. civilian laws; (b) appear to be intended either
to intimidate the civilian population, influence
government policy by means of intimidation, or
influence government conduct through the use
of mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping;
and (c) occur within U.S. territory (18 U.S.C. §
2331). One could argue that the mass shooting in
Las Vegas was driven by a desire to intimidate the
civilian population and would classify as domestic
terrorism by this definition (even if the Islamic
State’s claim to the incident had been false).
However, prosecutors may not choose to add
domestic terrorism charges to capital murder cases
because the label may not increase the punishment
(Brown, 2015). Although domestic terrorism
charges may not influence punishment in mass
murder cases, labelling a perpetrator as “mentally
ill” certainly can. A mental illness label can lead to
a not guilty by reason of insanity (NGRI) ruling,
and thus result in time in a mental institution
rather than prison time or a death sentence as a
potential consequence. NGRI patients may end
up with longer sentences than those who are given
prison time, and in most states, are automatically
committed to a psychiatric facility for an indefinite
period of time (McClelland, M. 2017). In a study in
which participants were given various descriptions
of violent attacks, 80% of participants believed the
perpetrator was mostly or entirely responsible for
the attack when he was described as a “political
fanatic,” and only 58% believed the perpetrator was
mostly or entirely responsible when described as a
“possibly schizophrenic crazy man.” Participants
were also more likely to label the attack as terrorism
when it was committed by the political fanatic than
by the man with mental illness (Simmons & Mitch,
1985). People hold terrorists responsible for their
actions but are less likely to hold people with mental
illness responsible for their actions.
Islam in the Media
News articles refer to Muslim mass murderers as terrorists more frequently than their Judeo-Christian
counterparts (Nagar, 2010). A content analysis
conducted by Hoewe (2012) found that, out of
the 144 Washington Post and New York Times articles
published between 2005 and 2010 which both
had the word terrorism in the title and mentioned
religion, 93.8% mentioned Islam. It is possible that
the prevalence of news articles linking terrorism

and Islam is correlated with anti-Muslim beliefs
given that 45% of people in the United States
believe that Muslims are violent, 46% believe
that Muslims are fanatical, and 54% believe that
Muslims in the United States support terrorist
organizations like Al-Qaeda (Ciftci, 2012). People
in the United States perceive Muslims as violent
and untrustworthy and often do not differentiate
between their attitudes toward American Muslims
and Muslims in general (Sides & Gross, 2013).
Commercials, television shows, and movies also
continue to give Judeo-Christian characters the
most important and complex roles, while negatively
portraying Muslims as violent terrorists, sexists,
and homophobes (Entman & Rojecki, 2000; Jhally,
Earp, & Shaheen, 2006). Whether U.S. media
influences attitudes toward Islam, or vice versa,
research has documented that the term Islam is
strongly associated with terrorism (Smalarz, Madon,
Yang, Guyll, & Buck, 2016).
Crime Stereotypicality by Race
Research shows that people not only develop
group stereotypes, but develop stereotypes about
which groups of people are most likely to commit a
specific type of crime (Gordon, Michels, & Nelson,
1996; Skorinko & Spellman, 2013). The stereotypes
of White European Americans include an association with crimes such as arson, credit fraud, and
driving under the influence, whereas the stereotypes of African Americans include an association
with crimes such as assault, auto theft, and burglary
(Skorinko & Spellman, 2013). Another study found
people associate European Americans with white
collar crime, but they associate Black Americans and
Hispanic Americans with violent crime (Esqueda,
1997). People are more likely to misidentify a suspect as Black when they read about a violent crime
than a nonviolent crime (Oliver & Fonash, 2002).
When selecting a murder suspect from a line-up,
people are more likely to misidentify a suspect as a
Black person than misidentify a suspect as a White
person (Oliver, 1999). These patterns are likely due
to the perceived typicality of a Black suspect for
the violent crime of murder. There is not a great
deal of research about the associations between
religion and various types of crime unlike research
about the associations between race and crime
types. However, people often perceive Muslims as
a racial group and hold negative attitudes toward
Muslims as they would toward ethnic minorities
(Kalkan, Layman, & Uslaner, 2009). Thus, crime
stereotypicality for Muslims may mirror the pattern
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of crime stereotypicality for race. This may account
for why people associate Islam with terrorism
(Smalarz et al., 2016).
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Crime Stereotypicality by Weapon
People may also associate certain weapons with
certain crimes. For example, on April 19, 1995, an
explosion destroyed the Murrah Federal Office
Building in Oklahoma City and the event was
quickly dubbed the “Oklahoma City Bombing.”
As reporters awaited results from investigators
regarding who committed such a horrible act, columnist Georgie Anne Geyer of the Chicago Tribune
wrote, “It has every single earmark of the Islamic
car-bombers of the Middle East” (Geyer, 1995,
para. 4). Geyer was not alone in her assumption
that Islamic terrorists from the Middle East were
responsible for the bombing solely based upon the
fact that it was a bombing. The culprits, Timothy
McVeigh and Terry Nichols, were neither Muslims
nor foreigners (Naureckas, 1995). Not only does
the media associate Muslims with the use of bombs,
but also the use of bombs with the act of terrorism.
A 2013 Daily News headline about the terror attack
committed by the Tsarnaev brothers read, “Boston
Marathon Terror Blast Kills 3, Injures Over 144
Including 8 Kids” (Ford, Goldstein, Adams Otis, &
Coffey, 2013). A 2016 New York Times headline about
the terror attack committed by Omar Mateen read,
“Orlando Gunman Attacks Gay Nightclub, Leaving
50 Dead” (Alvarez & Pérez-Peña, 2016). In both
attacks, the terrorists had connections to the Islamic
State in some manner and identified as Muslim.
However, only the attack that used a bomb had the
word terror directly in the headline. It is possible that
people associate bombs with terrorist attacks more
so than guns, especially when the perpetrators are
Muslim. One study found that negative attitudes
toward people with serious mental health issues
increased in participants who read a news story
about a mass shooting (McGinty, Webster, & Barry,
2013). This supports an association between mass
shootings and mental illness. Unfortunately, there is
little other research available regarding how people
perceive perpetrators based upon weapon choice
alone. One study found that people with negative
attitudes toward Muslims believe Muslim mass
shooters are less mentally ill and more motivated
by religion than non-Muslim shooters (Mercier,
Norris, & Shariff, 2018). The above media examples
indicate possible associations between weapon-type,
perpetrator religion, and terrorism labels for acts
of mass murder.

Xenophobia
Xenophobia is defined as the fear of people from
other countries (Xenophobia, n.d.). In general,
people in the United States are more xenophobic
toward immigrants from Islamic countries than
immigrants from Asian, European, or sub-Saharan
countries (Braun, Behr, & Kacmirek, 2013).
Xenophobia may influence sentencing of immigrant offenders; data from the U.S. Sentencing
Commission from 1992 to 2009 indicates that
non-U.S. citizens are over three times more
likely to be incarcerated compared to similarly
charged U.S. citizens and that noncitizens’ prison
terms are 8.5 percent longer on average than
prison terms for U.S. citizens (Light, 2014). When
people view images of terrorist attacks and experience death-related thoughts, they increase their
prejudice toward immigrants of all backgrounds
(Kastenmüller, Greitemeyer, Ai, Winter, & Fischer,
2011). Prejudice toward Muslims could be two
forms of outgroup prejudice combined: outgroup
prejudice based on religion and outgroup prejudice
based on country of origin.
Cognitive Heuristics
Two cognitive heurists can explain stereotype
development and may explain prejudiced attitudes
toward immigrants, especially Muslims: the availability heuristic and the representative heuristic.
According to the availability heuristic, people assess
the frequency of a class or probability of an object
based on how readily available examples of the class
or object can be drawn from their memory. For
example, people may overestimate the frequency
of heart attacks in middle-aged people by recalling
instances of heart attack in their acquaintances.
People perceive things as being more common if
they can retrieve instances more easily from memory (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). The availability
heuristic is partially due to the “egocentric bias,” a
bias in which people do not take into account their
limited knowledge of the world outside of their
experiences. People remember vivid, interesting
information more easily than credible, but boring,
information. Thus, people may be more likely to
recall instances in which immigrants were on the
news for breaking the law, rather than instances
in which immigrants were not on the news for
breaking the law. This recall may lead to stereotype
development about immigrants and the formation
of negative attitudes toward the group as a whole
(Rydgren, 2004). With regard to the stereotype
that Muslim people are terrorists, it is likely that
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exposure to just a few news articles about Muslim
terrorists could lead to the availability heuristic that
would make people think that Muslim terrorists are
more common than they actually are.
According to the representative heuristic, the
assumed likelihood that Object A belongs to Class
B is determined by the degree to which Object A
appears representative of Class B or is similar to
Class B. Stereotypes may assist in determining similarity between an object and a class. For example, if
a man is described as quiet and shy and others are
asked to guess whether he is a librarian, their guess
may be determined by the perceived stereotype
of librarians and whether the man’s personality
fits that stereotype (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).
The representativeness heuristic may relate to
the assumption that Muslim people are terrorists
because being Muslim may be part of the stereotype
of a terrorist. If that is the case, then when a Muslim
person commits a mass murder, people will be more
likely to assume it is due to terrorist motives rather
than mental illness.
The Current Study
The research experiment tested whether there
is a bias in the way people perceive mass murder
depending upon the depicted religion of the
perpetrator. Three independent variables were
manipulated: perpetrator religion, weapon-type,
and perpetrator country of origin. The dependent
variables included several items assessing whether
the crime was perceived as a terrorist attack, several
items assessing whether the crime was perceived as
being due to mental illness, and a question assessing how typical participants thought the crime was
for that perpetrator. A main effect of perpetrator
religion was expected such that people would be
more likely to perceive the same description of a
mass murder as a terrorist attack if the perpetrator was Muslim than Christian and more likely to
perceive it as an act of a person with mental illness
if the perpetrator was Christian than Muslim.
An interaction between perpetrator religion
and weapon-type on typicality was expected such
that people would perceive a Muslim perpetrator as
being more typical when a bomb is used than a gun,
and a Christian perpetrator as more typical when
a gun is used than a bomb. In the current study, a
semiautomatic pistol (specifically a Glock-22) was
selected because Glocks have been used in at least
five mass shootings in the United States in the
last nine years, including the infamous 2015 mass
murder conducted by Dylann Roof in Charleston,

South Carolina (Alvarado, 2016).
Finally, the potential main effect of country of
origin was also predicted such that people would
be more likely to perceive the same description of a
mass murder as a terrorist attack if the perpetrator
is a dual citizen than U.S. citizen and as an act of
a person with mental illness if the perpetrator is a
U.S. citizen than dual citizen. Foreign citizenship
status of criminal offenders is associated with antiMuslim prejudice and harsher punishment (Braun
et al., 2013; Light, 2014). In the current study, the
perpetrator of the mass murder is described as
either a U. S. citizen or a dual citizen originally
from Turkey. Turkey was selected as the country of
origin because its population is majority Muslim.
However, the country itself was assumed to be
less strongly associated with terrorism than other
majority-Islamic nations such as Iraq or Iran, which
were temporarily banned from entering the United
States by President Donald Trump in 2017. By
selecting an Islamic country that is not as strongly
associated with terrorism, this study tested the main
effects of country of origin (and thus immigrant
status and xenophobia) rather than conflating
immigrant status with a country known to have
active terrorist groups.

Method
Participants
Three hundred twenty-five people began the study
and 320 people completed it. The 320 participants
were undergraduate students from a small midAtlantic college (92 men, 224 women, and 4 who
identified as other). In the sample of participants,
76.6% identified as European American, 5.48%
as Hispanic/Latino, 4.41% as African American,
4.03% as Asian, 0.58% as Middle Eastern or
Northern African, 0.86% as American Indian or
Alaskan Native, 1.73% as biracial, and 0.86% as
other. Participants heard about the study through
their Introduction to Psychology course or through
weekly campus e-mail announcements. Students
taking Introduction to Psychology received credit
toward a course requirement for completing the
study, and all participants were eligible to enter a
lottery to win a $100 gift prize.
Design
Participants read a mock news story about an
attempted mass murder. The religion of the perpetrator, his weapon, and his citizenship status were
manipulated in a 2 x 2 x 2 between-participants
factorial design. The perpetrator religion was
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either Christian or Muslim, the weapon was either
a semiautomatic pistol or homemade bomb, and
the perpetrator was either a United States citizen
or dual citizen originally from Turkey. Participants
were randomly assigned to read one of the eight
possible news stories. After reading the news
story, participants answered questions about their
perceptions of the perpetrator and the crime. The
dependent variables were perceptions that the
perpetrator was a terrorist (4 items), perceptions
of the perpetrator’s mental health (3 items), the
perceived typicality of the crime, and whether
participants would label the crime an act of terror
or an act of a person with mental illness.
Materials and Procedure
The institutional review board of McDaniel College
approved this study. Participants accessed the
online experiment through a link provided by the
researchers. After providing consent to participate
in the study, participants answered demographic
questions about their gender, ethnicity, citizenship status, level of religiousness, and religion.
Participants then read the following trigger
warning: “On the next page of this survey, you will
read a hypothetical news story about a violent mass
shooting. If you would prefer to opt out of this study
at this point, please do so now.” Five participants
opted out of the study.
Participants were randomly assigned to read
one of the eight possible mock news stories. Below
is an example news story in which the italicized font
represents the manipulated text:
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BREAKING NEWS: 17 reported dead and
another 9 wounded following a violent
incident at a nearby mall. Here is what we
know: Around approximately 3pm this
afternoon, David Anderson/Ibrahim Abboud
entered the mall. He walked steadily
toward the center of the food court on the
second floor before he pulled out a Glock22 and opened fire on the crowd/homemade
bomb and threw it into the crowd. Masses of
people ran toward the front doors of the
mall, blocking the exit. Anderson/Abboud
had ammunition hidden under his clothes and
was able to fire dozens of rounds/Anderson/
Abboud had another bomb hidden in his pocket
and was able to throw it before being tackled
by mall security. It has been reported by
a family member that he is a practicing
Christian/Muslim and has frequented a

local church/mosque for years. Government
sources confirm that Anderson is a U.S.
citizen/dual citizen originally from Turkey.
Jennifer, age 33, was at the mall when the
incident occurred. She told us that “people
were running in all directions” and added
that she was terrified for her and her
children’s lives.
After reading the news story, participants
responded to the first part of the survey, which
included statements about the likelihood that the
perpetrator was a terrorist and the perpetrator’s
mental health. Statements about terrorism included
“This crime was an act of terror,” “It is likely that
the perpetrator is part of an extremist group,” “It
is likely that the crime was premeditated,” and
“The perpetrator is religious.” Statements about
mental health included “The perpetrator is likely
depressed,” “The perpetrator is mentally stable,”
and “The perpetrator is schizophrenic.”
The order of these statements was randomized and the statements were rated using a 7-point
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree). The second part of the survey
included statements about the perceived typicality
of the crime (7-point scale) and whether the violent
incident should be labeled an act of terrorism or
an act of a person with mental illness (participants
had to choose one of two options).
Filler items not related to mental health or
terrorism were included in an attempt to distract
participants from the true purpose of the study; the
following statements were not analyzed: “It is likely
the perpetrator is employed,” “The perpetrator is
intelligent,” “It is likely the perpetrator is married,”
and “This crime is severe.” The following filler
questions were also not analyzed because they were
not about perceptions that lay people would immediately consider upon reading a newspaper article
and the purpose of the research was to measure
immediate perceptions: “If the perpetrator is sent
to prison, how long should his sentence be?” “If the
perpetrator is sent to a mental institution, how long
should he spend there?” “Should the perpetrator
go to prison or a mental institution?”

Results
Perceptions of Terrorism
A three-way Multivariate Analysis of Variance
(MANOVA) tested the effects of perpetrator religion, weapon type, and citizenship status on perceptions of terrorism as measured by four dependent
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variables. The dependent variables were perceptions of terrorism, extremism, premeditation,
and religiosity (see Table 1). Because a reliability
analysis of these variables indicated low reliability
(α = .49), these variables were not averaged
together. The MANOVA found a significant
main effect of religion, F(4, 308) = 4.05, p = .003,
h² = .05, and a significant main effect of weapon,
F(4, 308) = 4.95, p = .001, h² = .06, but no main
effect of citizenship status, F(4, 308) = 0.66,
p = .62, h² = .008. There were no significant two-way
or three-way interactions.
The univariate analyses showed a main effect
of religion on perceptions of extremism, F(1, 312)
= 11.85, p = .001, η² = .037, and perception of religiosity, F(1, 312) = 5.38, p = .02, η² = .017. Muslim
perpetrators (M = 4.38, SD = 1.40) were perceived
as more likely to be part of an extremist group than
were Christian perpetrators (M = 3.88, SD = 1.21),
and Muslim perpetrators (M = 5.12, SD = 1.23)
were perceived to be more religious than Christian
perpetrators (M = 4.78, SD = 1.38). See Table 2.
A main effect of weapon was found to influence
perception of terrorism, F(1, 311) = 6.63, p = .01,
η² = .021, and perception of extremism, F(1, 311) =
10.44, p = .001, η² = .032. Participants agreed more
strongly that the crime was an act of terror when a
bomb was used (M = 5.45, SD = 1.43) than when a
gun was used (M = 5.03, SD = 1.52), and participants
were more likely to perceive the perpetrator to be
part of an extremist group when a bomb was used
(M = 4.36, SD = 1.33) than when a gun was used
(M = 3.89, SD = 1.29). See Table 3.
Perceptions of Mental Health
A three-way MANOVA tested the effects perpetrator religion, weapon type, and citizenship status
on perceptions of mental health as measured by 3
dependent variables. The dependent variables were
perceptions of depression, mental stability, and
schizophrenia (see Table 1). Because a reliability
analysis of these variables indicated low reliability (α
= .50), these variables were not averaged together.
The MANOVA found a significant main effect of
religion, F(3, 310 ) = 5.06, p = .002, h² = .05, but no
effect of weapon, F(3, 310 ) = 1.25, p = .29, h² = .01,
or citizenship status, F(3, 310 ) = .58, p = .63, h² =
.006. There were no significant two-way or three-way
interactions.
The univariate analyses found a main effect
of religion on perception of mental stability, F(1,
312) = 6.13, p = .01, η² = .019, as well as perception
of depression, F(1, 312) = 11.15, p = .001, h² = .035.

Christian perpetrators (M = 2.46, SD = 1.33) were
thought to be less mentally stable than Muslim
perpetrators (M = 2.85, SD = 1.45), and Christian
perpetrators (M = 4.57, SD = 1.15) were thought
to be more depressed than Muslim perpetrators
(M = 4.17, SD = 1.05). See Table 2.
TABLE 1
Correlations Between Dependent Variables
Extremism

Act of Terror

Act of Terror

0.29

Premeditation

0.21**

0.14*

Religiosity

0.17

0.15**

Premeditation

**

**

Depression
Mental Stability

-0.24

Schizophrenia

0.40**

0.23**

Mental Stability

**

-0.16**

Note. p < .05. p < .01.
*

**

TABLE 2
Main Effect of Religion
Christian

Muslim

diff.

F

p

η²

Extremism

3.88

4.38

0.58

11.85

.001**

.037

Act of terror

5.16

5.31

0.15

0.83

.361

.003

Premeditation

5.93

5.93

0.00

0.00

.969

.000

Religiosity

4.78

5.12

0.34

5.38

.021*

.017

Depression

4.57

4.17

-0.40

11.15

.001**

.035

Mental stability

2.46

2.85

0.39

6.13

.014

.019

Schizophrenia

3.61

3.54

-0.07

0.29

.592

.001

Terrorism

Mental health
*

Note. p < .05. p < .001. “diff.” represents difference of Christian minus Muslim.
*

**

TABLE 3
Main Effect of Weapon
Gun

Bomb

diff.

F

p

η²

Extremism

3.89

4.36

0.47

10.44

.001**

.032

Act of terror

5.03

5.45

0.42

6.63

.011*

.021

Premeditation

5.81

6.05

0.24

3.31

.070

.011

Religiosity

5.04

4.86

-0.18

1.49

.224

.005

Depression

4.47

4.27

-0.20

2.86

.092

.009

Mental stability

2.55

2.75

0.20

1.66

.200

.005

Schizophrenia

3.62

3.53

-0.09

0.46

.500

.001

Terrorism

Mental health

Note. *p < .05. **p < .01. “diff.” represents difference of Christian minus Muslim.
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Judgements of Terrorism vs. Mental Illness
A chi-square test for independence indicated that
when a bomb was used, participants were far more
likely to label the incident an act of terror (77.1%)
than an act of a person with mental illness (28.9%),
χ2(1, N = 321) = 7.09, p = .008. On the other hand,
when a gun was used, there was a smaller difference
between the percentages of people labeling the
incident an act of terror (56.8%) and those who
labeled it an act of a person with mental illness
(43.2%). Labeling the crime as an act of terror or
an act of a person with a mental illness did not vary
with the religion of the perpetrator though, χ2(1, N
= 321) = 2.51, p = .11, nor did it vary with the citizenship status of the perpetrator, χ2(1, N = 321) = .03,
p = .86.
Typicality
The analysis of a three-way ANOVA, which studied
the effect perpetrator religion, weapon, and
citizenship status had on perceptions of typicality,
found a two-way interaction between perpetrator
religion and type of weapon, F(1, 314) = 10.60,
p = .001, η² = .033. When a bomb was used, Muslims
were perceived to be more typical than Christians
(p < .001), but when a gun was used, there was
no statistically significant difference in perceived
typicality between Christians and Muslims (p > .10).
There were no other significant main effects, twoway interactions, or three-way interactions.

Discussion
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The goal of this study was to investigate the potential
biasing effects of perpetrator religion, weapon-type,
and perpetrator country of origin on perceptions
of mass murder. Results indicated that people were
more likely to perceive Muslim perpetrators than
Christian perpetrators of the same mass murder as
extremists and more religious, two characteristics
related to terrorism. These findings are consistent
with other research which has found that people
view Muslims as violent and untrustworthy (Sides &
Gross, 2013), believe Islam is associated with terrorism (Smalarz et al., 2016), and assume that Muslim
mass shooters are more motivated by religion than
Christian mass shooters (Mercier et al., 2018). Contrary to the hypothesis, participants were not more
likely to view or label the crime as an act of terror
if the perpetrator was Muslim than Christian. This
is somewhat surprising given that, in the media,
mass murderers who are identified as Muslim are
more often referred to as terrorists than those who
are identified as Judeo-Christian (Nagar, 2010). It

is possible, however, that participants might have
wanted to appear unprejudiced and so avoided
labeling the Muslim as a terrorist, but ascribed
terrorist-related qualities to the Muslim which were
less explicitly prejudiced. Also, contrary to the
hypothesis, participants did not think the crime was
more premeditated if the perpetrator was Muslim
than Christian. It is possible that participants might
not have associated "premeditation" with terrorism
as strongly as expected given that premeditation is
frequently used to describe other types of crime
such as assault or burglary.
As hypothesized, results indicated that people
were more likely to perceive Christian perpetrators
than Muslim perpetrators of the same murder
as more mentally unstable and more depressed,
two characteristics of mental illness. This result is
consistent with other research, which has found
that Muslim perpetrators of mass shootings are
perceived as less mentally ill than Christian perpetrators of the same crime by people who harbor
negative attitudes toward Muslims (Mercier et al.,
2018). Although perpetrator religion influenced
the degree to which participants thought the
perpetrator was mentally unstable and depressed,
it did not influence the likelihood of perceiving
the perpetrator as schizophrenic. This may be
because mental instability fits the narrative of the
perpetrator “snapping” and committing a heinous
crime and depression could indicate a level of
suicidality which might allow someone to commit
a crime that is likely to get themselves killed by law
enforcement; schizophrenia may not be considered
as stereotypical of mass murderers.
Participants rated the crime as more typical for
Muslim perpetrators than Christian perpetrators
only when the weapon was a bomb. The hypothesis
that the crime would be rated as more typical for
Christian perpetrators than Muslim perpetrators
when the weapon was a gun was not supported. This
seemingly inconsistent result could be explained
by the availability heuristic (Tversky & Kahneman,
1974); participants might have thought Muslim
perpetrators were more typical for the crime when
a bomb was used because there are numerous
examples of this scenario in the media. Outside of
these examples in the media, participants may not
be exposed to many Muslims in their daily interactions or positive news stories about Muslims which
can lead to an easily retrievable image of a Muslim
bomber. The same is not true for Christians who
are portrayed in more complex and varied ways
in entertainment media than Muslims (Entman
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& Rojecki, 2000; Jhally, Earp, & Shaheen, 2006).
Therefore, the image of a Christian shooter might
have been less easily retrievable and thus perceived
as less typical for the crime.
There were a few other unhypothesized results
related to weapon-type: participants were more
likely to view and label a mass murder performed
by bomb as an example of terrorism and extremism
than mass murder performed by gun. However, the
crime was not more likely to be labeled an act of
mental illness than an act of terror when a gun was
used. This is surprising given that McGinty, Webster,
and Barry’s (2013) research found an association
between mass shootings and mental illness. Notably
though, their research did not compare mass
shootings to other forms of mass murder such as
bombings. There is little other research regarding
weapon-type and typicality by demographic, and so
these results may call for future research.
The results did not support the hypothesis that
people would be more likely to label the murder an
act of terror when the perpetrator was a dual citizen,
but an act of a person with mental illness when the
perpetrator was a U.S. citizen. It is possible that the
hypothesis might have been supported had the independent variable manipulation of citizenship been
more extreme. Instead of comparing a U.S. citizen
to a dual citizen of the United States and another
country, future research could compare a U.S.
citizen to a person who is only a citizen of a foreign
country. Future research should further explore how
country of origin influences associations between
terrorism, immigration, and xenophobia.
Implications
The results of the present study indicate that the
religion of a perpetrator and type of weapon used
may influence how mass murder is labeled and
perceived. However, because many of these effect
sizes are small, these associations are not particularly
strong. Even though the majority of American Muslims do not partake in any terrorist activity (Smalarz
et al., 2016), Islam is associated with characteristics
of terrorism. The perceptual differences between
Muslim and Christian perpetrators of mass murder
may be influenced by how mass murder is reported
in the media. There is a correlation between
news exposure and greater anger toward Muslims
(Shaver, Sibley, Osborne, & Bulbulia, 2017). This
anger and stereotyping of Muslims as terrorists may
be perpetuated by the media when early breaking
headlines assume Muslim mass murderers are terrorists and Christian mass murderers are mentally

ill. If early breaking headlines were to use the term
mass murder equally across all cases and explore
terrorism ties and mental health history with
caution, the stereotyping of Muslims as terrorists
and Christians as mentally ill could possibly be
attenuated. Similarly, if media representations of
Muslims were more varied, this could decrease the
strength of the availability heuristic.
Limitations
Given the results indicating different perceptions
of Muslim and Christian perpetrators of mass
murder, it is important to address one confounding
variable that may influence how these results are
interpreted. The name of the perpetrator differed
depending upon his identified religion; the
Muslim perpetrator was always named Ibrahim
Abboud and the Christian perpetrator was always
named David Anderson. Although the purpose of
including a name along with an identified religion
was to increase the strength and noticeability of the
religion manipulation by making the perpetrator
appear stereotypical for his religion, instead it
might have influenced participants to associate a
race or ethnicity with the name. Thus, the perceptions of the Christian perpetrator may be associated
with participants’ stereotypes of White individuals,
and the perceptions of the Muslim perpetrator
may be associated with participants’ stereotypes
of Arab individuals. Instead, perpetrator name
should have been controlled so that it was clear
that the perpetrator’s religion, not perpetrator
name, influenced participants’ perceptions. This
confounding variable is a limitation to this study
and should be remedied in future studies.
Another limitation included the sample
demographics. Most participants identified as
White, Christian, and women, and the sample
was recruited from one liberal arts college. This
likely limited the external validity of the study. Age
was not included as a demographic question, but
future studies should include this demographic
information as well. Finally, a manipulation check
for perpetrator religion was not conducted. It is
possible that, if a manipulation check had been
conducted and only the data from participants
who remembered the religion of the perpetrator
were analyzed, perhaps the effect sizes would have
been larger.
Future Directions
Although this study found evidence that people
associate Muslim perpetrators of mass murder
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with terrorism characteristics, this study did not
test why this association occurs. According to
terror-management theory (TMT), reminders of
death lead to reminders of mortality, which may
cause feelings of terror (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, &
Solomon, 1986). To combat this terror, people cling
to cultural worldviews that support their beliefs that
they are leading a good and moral life. Outgroups
that lead different lifestyles may threaten the
sanctity of these worldviews. Thus, according to
TMT, reminders of death may result in outgroup
prejudice as a way to protect a person’s worldview
(Greenberg et al., 1986). Not surprisingly, people
infer that terrorist groups are more opposed to their
personal values than the values of others (Combs &
Collisson, 2016). Various studies have supported the
argument that reminders of mortality are associated
with outgroup prejudice, even specifically prejudice
toward Arab-Muslims. Death-related thoughts
mediate the effect that reminders of terrorism
have on prejudice toward Muslims. Among White
Europeans, watching news stories about an act
of terror committed by an Arab man leads to
death-related thoughts, which are in turn associated
with anti-Arab prejudice (Das, Bushman, Bezemer,
Kerkhof, & Vermeulen, 2009). Even when terror
attacks are not committed by an Arab or Muslim,
exposure to reminders of such attacks are associated
with death-related thoughts, which are associated
with prejudice toward Muslims (Kastenmüller et al.,
2011). Furthermore, death anxiety in general, not
just due to terrorism, is associated with anti-Muslim
prejudice (Lopes & Jaspal, 2015). In accordance
with TMT, death-related thoughts most likely act
as a mediator between reminders of terrorism and
Islamic prejudice. By using a targeted questionnaire
developed by Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon,
Simon, and Breus (1994), future studies could
test the presence of death-related thoughts in
participants after reading the mock news story to
test that mediational explanation.
Alternatively, beliefs in pure evil (BPE) may
be another avenue to explore when researching
anti-Muslim prejudice in relation to perceptions of
terrorism. BPE is defined as having some or all of
the following beliefs: pure evil involves intentionally
inflicting harm for the purpose of pleasure, victims
of evil are always innocent, evil is the opposite of
order, and evil is brought by outsiders dissimilar
to the victims (Baumeister, 1999). People who
score higher in BPE score higher in measures of
aggression including anti-Black and anti-Muslim
prejudice (Webster & Saucier, 2013). People who

score higher in BPE are also more likely to give
harsh punishments to perpetrators of gun violence,
regardless of whether the perpetrator is portrayed
as having a brain tumor (mental illness) or as purely
evil (Vasturia, Webster, & Saucier, 2018). Future
research should assess participants’ BPE to see if
this variable moderates how the crime is labeled
as well as perceptions of typicality for the Muslim
perpetrator.
Conclusion
When the same mass murder is committed by a
Muslim and a Christian, people perceive it somewhat differently; they are more likely to ascribe
characteristics associated with terrorism to the
Muslim and characteristics associated with mental
illness to the Christian. These assumptions are most
likely based on the availability and representativeness heuristics. When the news media presents
a mass murder differently depending upon the
religion of the perpetrator, a probable consequence
is that the negative stereotypes about Muslims in
America are further strengthened.

References
Alvarado, F. (2016, June 21). Glock pistols are the overlooked weapon in
American mass shootings. Vice News. Retrieved from http://news.vice.
com/article/glock-pistol-omar-mateen-orlando-mass-shooting
Alvarez, L., & Pérez-Peña, R. (2016, June 12). Orlando gunman attacks gay
nightclub, leaving 50 dead. The New York Times. Retrieved from
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/06/13/us/orlando-nightclub-shooting.html
Baumeister, R. F. (1999). Evil: Inside human violence and cruelty. New York, NY:
Henry Holt and Co.
Botelho, G., & Ellis, R. (2015, December 5). San Bernardino shooting investigated
as ‘act of terrorism.’ CNN. Retrieved from
http://www.cnn.com/2015/12/04/us/san-bernardino-shooting/
Braun, M., Behr, D., & Kaczmirek, L. (2013). Assessing cross-national
equivalence of measures of xenophobia: Evidence from probing in web
surveys. International Journal of Public Opinion Research, 25, 383–395.
https://doi.org/10.1093/ijpor/eds034
Brown, T. (2015, June 20). Terrorism v hate crime: How U.S. courts decide.
BBC News. Retrieved from http://www.bbc.com/news/world-uscanada-33205339
Ciftci, S. (2012). Islamophobia and threat perceptions: Explaining anti-Muslim
sentiment in the West. Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 32, 293–309.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602004.2012.727291
Combs, N., & Collisson, B. (2016). Egocentric inferences about the values of
terrorist groups. Psi Chi Journal of Psychological Research, 21, 66–69.
https://doi.org/10.24839/2164-8204.JN21.2.66
Das, E., Bushman, B. J., Bezemer, M. D., Kerkhof, P., & Vermeulen, I. E. (2009). How
terrorism news reports increase prejudice against outgroups: A terror
management account. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 45,
453–459. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2008.12.001
Eagleman, D. (2017, October 5). The mystery of Steven Paddock’s brain. CNN.
Retrieved from http://www.cnn.com/2017/10/05/opinions/mystery-ofstephen-paddocks-brain-opinion-eagleman/index.html
Entman, R. M., & Rojecki, A. (2000). The Black image in the White mind: Media
and race in America. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Esqueda, C. W. (1997). European American students’ perceptions of crimes
committed by five racial groups. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 27,
1406–1420. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1997.tb01605.x
Ford, B., Goldstein, S., Adams Otis, G., & Coffey, W. (2013, April 16). Boston
Marathon terror blast kills 3, injures over 144 including 8 kids. Daily News.

COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

Keegan and Morris | Mass Murder in the News

Retrieved from http://www.nydailynews.com/news/national/explosionsdozen-injured-boston-marathon-article-1.1317296
Geyer, G. A. (1995, April 21). The ‘no questions asked’ country for terrorists.
Chicago Tribune. Retrieved from http://articles.chicagotribune.com/199504-21/news/9504210194_1_senseless-bombing-islamic
Gordon, R. A., Michels, J. L., & Nelson, C. L. (1996). Majority group perceptions of
criminal behavior: The accuracy of race-related crime stereotypes. Journal
of Applied Social Psychology, 26, 148–159.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.1996.tb01843.x
Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (1986). The causes and
consequences of a need for self-esteem: A terror management theory.
In R. F. Baumeister (Ed.), Public self and private self (pp. 189–212).
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4613-9564-5
Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., Solomon, S., Simon, L., & Breus, M. (1994). Role
of consciousness and accessibility of death-related thoughts in mortality
salience effects. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 627–637.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.67.4.627
Hoewe, J. (2012). The Othering of terrorists: Elite U.S. newspapers’ use of the
word terrorist and the subsequent mention of religion. In S. Reinke de
Buitrago (Ed.), Portraying the Other in international relations: Cases of
Othering, their dynamics, and the potential for transformation (pp. 91–106).
Newcastle upon Tyne, United Kingdom: Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
Jhally, S., Earp, J., & Shaheen, J. G. (2006). Reel bad Arabs—How Hollywood
vilifies a people [Video recording]. Northampton, MA: Media Education
Foundation, 2006.
Kalkan, K. O., Layman, G. C., & Uslaner, E. M. (2009). ‘Bands of others’? Attitudes
toward Muslims in contemporary American society. The Journal of Politics,
71, 847–862. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381609090756
Kastenmüller, A., Greitemeyer, T., Ai, A. L., Winter, G., & Fischer, P. (2011). In
the face of terrorism: Evidence that belief in literal immortality reduces
prejudice under terrorism threat. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion,
50, 604–616. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-5906.2011.01578.x
Light, M. T. (2014). The new face of legal inequality: Noncitizens and the longterm trends in sentencing disparities across U. S. district courts, 1992–
2009. Law and Society Review, 48, 447–478. https://doi.org/10.1111/lasr.12073
Lopes, B., & Jaspal, R. (2015). Paranoia predicts out-group prejudice:
Preliminary experimental data. Mental Health, Religion and Culture, 18,
380–395. https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2015.1065475
McClelland, M. (2017, September 27). When 'not guilty' is a life sentence. The
New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com
McGinty, E. E., Webster, D. W., & Barry C. L. (2013). Effects of news media
messages about mass shootings on attitudes toward persons with serious
mental illness and public support for gun control policies. The American
Journal of Psychiatry, 170, 494–501.
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2013.13010014
Mercier, B., Norris, A., & Shariff, A. F. (2018). Muslim mass shooters are perceived
as less mentally ill and more motivated by religion. Psychology of Violence,
8, 772–781. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/vio0000217
Moore, J. (2017, October 2). ISIS claims Las Vegas shooting, says Stephen
Paddock converted to Islam. Newsweek. Retrieved from
http://www.newsweek.com/isis-claims-las-vegas-shooting-says-stephenpaddock-converted-islam-675504
Nagar, N. (2010). Who is afraid of the T-word? Labeling terror in the media

coverage of political violence before and after 9/11. Studies in Conflict and
Terrorism, 33, 533–547. https://doi.org/10.1080/10576101003752655
Naureckas, J. (1995, July). The Oklahoma City Bombing: The Jihad that wasn’t.
FAIR. Retrieved from http://fair.org/extra/the-oklahoma-city-bombing/
Oliver, M. B. (1999). Caucasian viewers’ memory of Black and White criminal
suspects in the news. Journal of Communication, 49, 46–60.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.1999.tb02804.x
Oliver, M. B., & Fonash, D. (2002). Race and crime in the news: Whites’
identification and misidentification of violent and nonviolent criminal
suspects. Media Psychology, 4, 137–156.
https://doi.org/10.1207/S1532785XMEP0402_02
Rydgren, J. (2004). The logic of xenophobia. Rationality and Society, 16, 123–148.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463104043712
Shaver, J. H., Sibley, C. G., Osborne, D., & Bulbulia, J. (2017). News exposure
predicts anti-muslim prejudice. PLoS ONE, 12, 1–19.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0174606
Sides, J., & Gross, K. (2013). Stereotypes of Muslims and support for the war on
terror. The Journal of Politics, 75, 583–598.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022381613000388
Skorinko, J. L., & Spellman, B. A. (2013). Stereotypic crimes: How group-crime
associations affect memory and (sometimes) verdicts and sentencing.
Victims and Offenders, 8, 278–307.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2012.755140
Simmons, C. H., & Mitch, J. R. (1985). Labeling public aggression: When is it
terrorism? Journal of Social Psychology, 125, 245–251.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.1985.9922877
Smalarz, L., Madon, S., Yang, Y., Guyll, M., & Buck, S. (2016). The perfect match:
Do criminal stereotypes bias forensic evidence analysis? Law and Human
Behavior, 40, 420–429. https://doi.org/10.1037/lhb0000190
Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and
biases. Science, 185(4157), 1124–1131.
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.185.4157.1124
Vasturia, D., Webster, R. J., & Saucier, D. A. (2018). Demons with firepower: How
belief in pure evil relates to perceptions and punishments of gun violence
perpetrators. Personality and Individual Differences, 122, 13–18.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2017.09.037
Webster, R. J., & Saucier, D. A. (2013). Angels and demons are among us:
Assessing individual differences in belief in pure evil and belief in pure
good. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 39, 1455–1470.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213496282
Xenophobia. (n.d.). In Merriam-Webster online. Retrieved from
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/xenophobia
Author Note. Katie Keegan, https://orcid.org/0000-00015631-5958, Department of Psychology, McDaniel College;
Wendy Morris, Department of Psychology, McDaniel College.
This research was supported by a Student Research and
Creativity Grant from McDaniel College.
Special thanks to Psi Chi Journal reviewers for their support.
Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Katie Keegan, 800 Grand Champion Drive
APT#203 Rockville, Maryland 20850.
E-mail: kek012@mcdaniel.edu

WINTER 2018
PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH
COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

363

ADVERTISEMENT

WINTER 2018
PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH

396

COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

ADVERTISEMENT

WINTER 2018
PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH
COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

397

ADVERTISEMENT

Are All Eligible People
Encouraged to Join
Your Local Chapter?
Psi Chi values people with diverse
perspectives and a broad representation
of social identities and cultural
backgrounds! This year, we are launching
Our Diversity Matters Membership
Drive to help chapters identify potential
members who are sometimes overlooked.

"Experiencing the full range of human
diversity enhances individuals’ world
views, empathy, and skills. A powerful
way to grow from diversity is to seek it
in our daily lives."
Melanie M. Domenech Rodríguez, PhD
Psi Chi President

WINTER 2018
PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH

398

Learn more and how to get involved at
https://www.psichi.org/resource/resmgr/pdfs/2018_diversitymattersdrive.pdf
COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

WINTER 2018
PSI CHI
JOURNAL OF
PSYCHOLOGICAL
RESEARCH
COPYRIGHT 2018 BY PSI CHI, THE INTERNATIONAL HONOR SOCIETY IN PSYCHOLOGY (VOL. 23, NO. 5/ISSN 2325-7342)

399

Publish Your Research in Psi Chi Journal
Undergraduate, graduate, and faculty submissions are welcome year round. Only the
first author is required to be a Psi Chi member. All submissions are free. Reasons to
submit include
•
•
•
•

a unique, doctoral-level, peer-review process
indexing in PsycINFO, EBSCO, and Crossref databases
free access of all articles at psichi.org
our efficient online submissions portal

View Submission Guidelines and submit your research at www.psichi.org/?page=JN_Submissions

Become a Journal Reviewer
Doctoral-level faculty in psychology and related fields who are passionate about
educating others on conducting and reporting quality empirical research are invited
become reviewers for Psi Chi Journal. Our editorial team is uniquely dedicated to
mentorship and promoting professional development of our authors—Please join us!
To become a reviewer, visit www.psichi.org/page/JN_BecomeAReviewer

Resources for Student Research
Looking for solid examples of student manuscripts and educational editorials about
conducting psychological research? Download as many free articles to share in your
classrooms as you would like.
Search past issues, or articles by subject area or author at www.psichi.org/?journal_past

Add Our Journal to Your Library
Ask your librarian to store Psi Chi Journal issues in a database at your local institution.
Librarians may also e-mail to request notifications when new issues are released.
Contact PsiChiJournal@psichi.org for more information.

Register an account:
http://pcj.msubmit.net/cgi-bin/main.plex

®

