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It is not a given that national
authorities choose to inform the
public about looming terror threats,
but when they do, the intentions
behind this decision can be manifold.
By studying the media coverage and
the public debate surrounding the
announced terror alert in Norway
in 2014, three key intentions can
be identified: deterring the alleged
terrorists, instructing the public in
how to behave, and explaining the
subsequent security measures to
them.
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The national terror alert in July 2014
was the first of its kind in Norway.
Communicating this risk had three
intentions: to deter, to instruct and to
explain. These were only partly fulfilled.
The communication from the
authorities was vague, but conveyed the
message that the threat was real.
The threat was described as “unspecific,
but credible”, and because the citizens
were asked to be “vigilant”, despite an
incomplete perception of the risk, the
announcement also had unintended
consequences.
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The Communication of Terror Threats
in Norway

Over the last years, several European
countries have alerted the public about
imminent terror threats to their territories.
However, it is not a given that national
authorities choose to announce such
threats to the public. In Norway, the
Norwegian Police Security Service (PST)
has generally informed the public via
annual threat assessments. PST publishes
several kinds of threat assessments: general
assessments, periodic assessments, and
special assessments linked to concrete
events, incidents or official visits. One
kind of periodic assessment is issued
annually, and these assessments are aimed
at describing to the public the state of
affairs within the areas that the PST are
responsible for (namely threats to national
security). These annual assessments do
not include immediate warnings. No
extraordinary national alerts, based on
concrete, anticipated events have been
raised in the past. However, in July 2014,
PST received information that individuals
affiliated with an extremist Islamist group
in Syria were supposedly on their way
to Norway to carry out an attack. PST
reportedly receives this kind of information
from partner services in other countries
from time to time, but in this case the
credibility of the information could
not be dismissed after the preliminary
investigations, as it often can. Rather,
its credibility was strengthened. The
PST, responsible for preventing and
investigating threats to national security,
decided to inform the public about the
threat through a press conference on the
24th of July 2014. All the main newspapers
and TV channels were present to report
on the event, and the media coverage in
traditional and digital media, as well as
in social media channels, was massive.
The announcement also made headlines
internationally, for example at BBC News1
and CNN2 . Three days later, the alert was
called off, without any specific reason being
communicated to the public.
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The Public Announcement & Media
Coverage

At the press conference where the threat
was announced to the public, Norwegian
Minister of Justice at the time, Anders
Anundsen, could not convey concrete
information about the threat, but he
encouraged Norwegians to listen to the
advice that would later be given by the police,
and to “maybe also, as citizens, be a bit extra
careful and vigilant”. He also addressed
the importance of not judging or reacting
against certain social groups. In the same
press conference, the Director General of the
PST, Marie Benedicte Bjørnland, underlined
that the current specific threat was serious,
but expected, based on their latest annual
threat assessment from March 2014. Most of
the threats that the PST manages annually
are “neither right nor possible” to take to
the public, according to Bjørnland, but in
this particular case, the assessment was that
it was right for the PST to inform broadly.
Concretely, the information received by the
PST consisted of intelligence information
indicating that a terrorist attack was planned
shortly and probably within a couple of days.
The PST stated that they had no information
about who the terrorists might be, which

Anders Anundsen, Norwegian Minister of
Justice. Photo: Politidirektoratet @ Flickr

target(s) they would attack, or in what way
such a potential attack would be carried out.
In terms of the anticipated time frame for
the threat, the messages were unclear, and
ranged from “a few days”, “within a limited
period of time”, to “we don’t know if this is
two days or seven days, but this is nothing
that will go on until Christmas, to put it that
way”.
Bjørnland contextualized the decision to
inform the public by stating that several
European countries had chosen to alert the
public to potential threats in their countries,
but that the decision will always be a
difficult one. Bjørnland declared at the press
conference:

“When we nonetheless choose to
share this information with the public,
it is because we assume that it can
have a preventive and deterring effect
on those who eventually want to carry
out an attack” [author’s translation].
The information received by the PST was
described as “unspecific, but credible”. For
this reason, it was difficult for the authorities
to give advice to the public on how to
relate to the situation, although several
journalists asked this question at the press
conference. No specific foreseeable scenarios
were shared with the public, but the PST
stated that they kept all options open. The
National Police Commissioner, Odd Reidar
Humlegård, explained that the implications
of the situation for the general public
would mainly be that they would encounter
extraordinary security measures in the
form of increased police visibility at border
crossings, main roads, international airports
and train stations. Humlegård reminded
the public that to create fear and unease in
the population is often a motive in itself for
terrorists, and acknowledged that certain
people may have been made anxious by the
information received at the press conference.
However, for the time being, the authorities
assumed there to be no reason to ask the
population to take particular precautions,
but to be “alert”, “vigilant” and to report if
they saw “anything suspicious”. The Chief of
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Police in Karl Johans gate, Oslo. Photo: Egil Fujikawa Nes @ Flickr

Staff for the Oslo Police, Johan Fredriksen,
also called on the public to be “awake”, and to
contact the police should they see anything
“suspicious”.
Intentions and Consequences

Security intelligence largely consists of
information about insecurities, the future,
and various potentialities. Since it is not
possible for the general public to get access
to the complete threat picture, they therefore
have to rely on information from the
media and from relevant authorities. The
extensive media coverage of this event can be
explained by a number of factors, including
the rarity of this kind of dissemination in the
Norwegian context, and the contrast between
the seminal image of a peaceful Norway
and the abrupt enforcement of hard security
measures.
By summarizing the statements and
the information presented at the press
conference and in later interviews,
the intentions behind making the
announcement can be divided into three:
to deter, to instruct and to explain. In other
words, the announcement can be said to
have three main functions. While some
of these functions are rather clear, others
w w w. p r i o.o r g

remain more vague, and some unintended
consequences and broader societal
implications can be identified.
Deter, Instruct, Explain

Since no attack occurred and no definitive
information on the events has been made
public, it is hard to assess whether the
announcement actually succeeded with its
objective of deterrence. However, signalling
that the police and intelligence services
are on the alert can have a deterring
effect – if only in the respect of postponing
or redirecting the attack. It may also have a
longer term deterring effect by signalling
that Norway is taking terrorist threats
seriously.
As an instructional effort, following the
communication principle of the PST, the
announcement was meant to provide the
public with useful information. However,
when the Minister of Justice encouraged
Norwegians to “maybe also, as citizens,
be a bit extra careful and vigilant”, this
is not necessarily useful information,
beyond being a reminder of the severity
of the situation. This is because the
announcement did not come with any
concrete instructions that the public could

follow in their everyday life. When the
authorities ask the public to be “vigilant”
and to “look for anything suspicious”,
it seems fair to assume that the public
might associate these instructions with
the only specific information that the
press conference, and the following media
coverage, gave: namely that the suspected
individuals came from Syria. Without
additional information, if these two
messages are linked together, there is a risk
of creating a sense of heightened suspicion
and a climate for potential discrimination
against a large majority in the population
of Middle-Eastern heritage or appearance.
For example, in Oslo, a young man wearing
a backpack went jogging past the Oslo
Central Station, when he was pulled aside
by armed police, and put up against the
wall. The police explained the situation
as heightened alertness due to the terror
threat. “People must reckon that they can
be subject to controls”, stated the Chief of
Police in Vestfold Police District, Petter
Aronsen. Also, a 24-year old man was taken
off an airplane destined for Amsterdam
at Torp Airport in Norway by armed
police officers, because one of his fellow
passengers thought he looked suspicious
with his darker skin colour and his many
visible tattoos.3
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As an explanatory measure, the
announcement was meant to provide the
population with a necessary explanation
for the heightened security level, especially
of the visible hard security measures as
described below. The announcement was
clearly an exception from the normal way
of dealing with threats, and the effects of
the announcement were also exceptional.
For example, Norwegians are not used to
seeing armed policemen in the streets, as the
police is generally unarmed. Enforcing the
hard security measures that the terror threat
implied would be challenging without also
communicating the reasons for it. It is fair
to assume that the public would have asked
questions, and that they would have been less
likely to follow up on advice and instructions
(if needed), if nothing was communicated
about the reasons for the heightened security.
Norwegian authorities, such as the police,
enjoy a high level of trust from the citizens,
compared to other countries. A survey from
2015 by the Norwegian National Police
Directorate (Politiets nasjonale innbyggerundersøkelse 2015), which was the first annual
survey after the 2014 alert, concludes that
80% of the population has “very or rather
high” trust in the police. According to
these numbers, the overall trust in the
police is still very high, despite also isolated
events such as the 22/7 attacks. Somewhat
paradoxically, the fact that trust in the police
is consistently high, even after extraordinary
events, makes their decisions and strategies
when it comes to counter-terrorism efforts
and communication even more important.
When the trust is high, the potential decline
in trust is also high, and since the public is
likely to be more willing to accept the actions
of someone they trust, the institutional
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responsibility for these actions under the
given circumstances becomes particularly
important to govern.
In the Norwegian context, trust seems
particularly relevant for risk communication,
but there also seems to be a dynamic
relationship between risk communication
and values such as state accountability,
social cohesion, and transparency. For
example, social media quickly picked up
the terror alert, and the opportunities
inherent in these digital channels clearly
increases the chances that misinformation
and rumours can also be spread. A question
can then be asked about where this leaves
the authorities in terms of actively limiting
the spread of rumours and exaggerations in
these channels, as well as the institutional
responsibilities for communication, and
the governing of this communication by the
authorities. The public perceptions of this
announcement, as they were expressed and
as they emerged in the media coverage of the
event, can potentially take different shapes.
One hypothesis is that public support for
the government might increase, since no
attack effectively took place. Alternatively, to
the contrary, we can ask whether the public
might rather question the veracity of the
announcement, exactly because no attack
occurred.

THE PROJECT
DIGICOM studies digitalisation in order to
better grasp how new forms of risk communication affect societal security. It explores
risk communication in different environments,
such as authorities, news media and social media, as well as in relation to specific types of
risk events that are of relevance for preparedness in Norway and beyond.
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