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Abstract 

In a press conference on July 24, 2014, the director of the Norwegian Police Security Service 

(PST) and the Minister of Justice unexpectedly broke the news that Norway was facing an 

unspecific, but credible threat that terrorists from an “extreme Islamic group” would shortly 

attack the country. A national terror alert was issued for the first time, followed immediately by 

exceptional security measures, such as the arming of the usually unarmed police. In the 

anticipation of an attack, the public was for the first time involved in the counterterrorism efforts 

by being asked to be vigilant and to report any suspicious behavior. However, there was no 

attack on Norway, and the alert was called off a few days later without any explicit explanation. 

As part of the larger context of how risks and threats have been communicated in the past 

decades, this article describes the materialization of the event and discusses how the 

announcement and the content of the communications by the authorities were framed in the 

media coverage of it. Concretely, based on the concept of framing theory, the media coverage 

surrounding the announcement is considered, and the announcement is discussed via three 

identified frames emerging from the empirical data. These are discussed against the backdrop of 
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the recent history of Norwegian counterterrorism practices, focusing on the effects and impacts 

of making such an announcement 
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The number of terrorist attacks in Europe has increased in the past years, and fueled by all the 

possibilities for rapid communication that the digitalized society represents, the information 

about attacks, or the threat of an attack, reaches the population faster than ever before. The 

media—both in terms of rapid media coverage and in terms of the use of social digital media—

plays a major role in this development. The media decides on which stories to convey, but they 

also play a role in constructing and framing the news stories. Obviously, this makes the media a 

powerful actor, and especially vis-à-vis the kind of event that have significant impact, in the 

sense that they evoke negative emotions and thus might influence and potentially change the way 

people live their lives.1 News about terrorist attacks or threats are examples of stories with this 

potential, and the way such events are communicated influences the impacts they have on the 

public. In a press conference on July 24, 2014, the director of the Norwegian Police Security 

Service (PST) and the Minister of Justice unexpectedly broke the news that Norway was facing 

an unspecific, but credible threat that terrorists from an “extreme Islamic group” would shortly 

attack the country.2 A national terror alert was issued for the first time, followed immediately by 

exceptional security measures such as the arming of the usually unarmed police. In the 

anticipation of an attack, the public was for the first time involved in the counterterrorism efforts 

by being asked to be vigilant and to report any suspicious behavior. However, there was no 

attack on Norway, and the alert was called off a few days later without any explicit explanation. 

As part of the larger context of how risks and threats have been communicated in the past 

decades, this article describes the materialization of the event and discusses how the 

announcement and the content of the communications by the authorities were framed in the 

media coverage of it. Concretely, based on the concept of framing theory, the media coverage 

surrounding the announcement is considered, and the announcement is discussed via three 

identified frames emerging from the empirical data. These are discussed against the backdrop of 

the recent history of Norwegian counterterrorism practices, focusing on the effects and impacts 

of making such an announcement. 



 

The article starts with a brief description of relevant previous research and an introduction to the 

case study via some key concepts. It then outlines briefly the methodology, before presenting and 

discussing the empirical case study: the 2014 terror alert. 

 

Previous Research and Key Concepts 

The terror alert was widely announced and discussed in both traditional and social media, and 

while this article focuses on traditional media (newspapers online and off-line, television [TV] 

news, etc.), others have looked in particular at how the public reacted to this event in social 

media.3 The academic literature on the topic of threat communication is often about the media 

coverage of specific attacks or how terrorists use media channels or social media for various 

purposes.4 Less is written about the communication of threats in general, and especially when it 

comes to situations with a high degree of uncertainty, such as an expected attack, and on cases 

where an attack did not happen. There is a strand of research on the communication and 

dissemination of already occurred terrorist acts, for example, by comparing the processes of 

understanding and responding to different kinds of risks, such as terrorism, criminal violence, 

and natural disasters.5 Another strand discusses the public reactions, the authorities’ and the 

media’s representation of news in the aftermaths of an actual terror attack.6 In the field of 

research on mediated risk communication and rhetoric, there are examples of valuable 

contributions, which study the theme of media representations of identity conflicts connected to 

imagined dangers and risks in late modernity.7 However, there are fewer studies of the 

communication of a specific terror threat or terror threats in general,8 as most seem to discuss 

either general strategies for communicating risk or the communication during or after a concrete 

terrorist attack has happened. It is this basis that this article aims to contribute to the discussion 

about the shapes the communication of threats can take. 

 

Being key concepts in this article, the distinction between “risks” and “threats” should be 

recognized. In Norway, the PST quite explicitly uses the term “threat assessment” rather than 

“risk assessment,” which is not merely a semantic difference, as the use of “threat” presupposes 

an active subject.9 In comparison, the Swedish Commission on “threat and risks” defines the 

threat concept as a change in relation to a risk: “The latent risk has become acute, i.e. 



transformed to a threat.”10 While the concept of the “risk society” is still used to theorize a 

modern society defined by “a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced 

and introduced by modernization itself”11 and is, thus, according to Beck,12 directly bound to the 

concept of reflexive modernization, some scholars suggest expanding the concept of the risk 

society by taking into account also the so-called culture of fear. Nohrstedt suggests rather talking 

of a threat society.13 He states, “it is important to try to understand the ways in which interaction 

and social integration are influenced in the culture of fear.”14 The reason for this is that “the 

notion that threat, but not a risk, implies an agent who deliberately exposes another to a danger—

is fundamental”15 and, furthermore, that “this also has implications for the discursive identity 

constructions that emerge when anxiety and uncertainty are communicated through the media 

and other channels.”16 Inevitably, conveying threats can lead to fear. David Altheide has, via 

several contributions, discussed the importance of the media in the culture of fear (referring to 

Furedi’s Culture of Fear17) and threat politics,18 and he goes far in warning against a form of 

lawlessness that might develop if the discourse of fear becomes the dominant in society.19 At the 

same time, the insecurity that leads to fear is often symbolic, in the sense that we fear the threat 

of something as much as the undesirable act itself.20 

 

Risk communication comprises a range of processes from collecting, processing, and analyzing 

information about risks to the dissemination of risk information to different audiences.21 The 

digitalization of risk communication in general, which has become more immediate and 

widespread, underlines the warning by Altheide. This is also relevant because a one-way threat 

communication by the media can lead to the general idea that it is the experts and the media who 

possess the “objective” truth about risk.22 On the other hand, as basic framing theory uncovers, 

the media is not only a “neutral” messenger but an actor itself as it actively frames the news in 

different and sometimes in deliberate ways. In sum, the communication of terror threats 

concretely is also important because it evokes emotions such as fear and anger in the 

population.23 Inflicting fear in the population is often the main goal for the terrorists,24 and thus, 

an important task for the authorities, but also the media, is to prevent and limit the level of fear in 

the population, for example, by managing the information they receive. Experiences from 

Denmark show that fear is easier to create than to reduce, and that the media can indeed increase 

fear in the population via their dissemination of risk information.25 



 

Also related to fear is the concept of trust. In Norway, the level of trust in state institutions such 

as the police is very high, also compared to other Scandinavian countries.26 Many contributions 

to the field of risk communication underline the importance of “trust” in the process of 

successful communication from the authorities to the public and stress that we should recognize 

the genuine dilemmas that citizens face in trying to figure out who and what to believe, in 

making sensible decisions among the range of risks, benefits, and trade-offs that confront us.27 

Research about securitization—policies and politics aimed at increasing security—emphasize the 

importance of security authorities and governments in gaining trust and public support for the 

way they handle and represent security measures and threats.28 Trust can also be important 

because security measures (such as a terror alert) require some sort of direct public 

participation29 or because trust is a core element in the way individuals experience safety.30 

Furthermore, some scholars show how the representation by the media of terror threats has 

served to further embed discourses on responsibilization.31 Such processes can be studied from 

several angles, for example, Rasmussen discusses the attitudes (as expressed on Twitter) toward 

the responsibilization of the public, after the police called the public to be watchful during the 

terror alarm in Norway in 2014.32 Furthermore, Glik emphasize the importance of providing 

accurate information to the public, but also providing such information in an effective way, as 

the perception of risk is strongly related to how people respond to hazards,33 and thus, the 

communication of risk can also play a direct role with regard to how effective such measures are. 

In sum, how the media contributes to this process via agenda setting and the framing of the event 

then becomes an important factor in the overall understanding of a phenomenon such as a public 

terror alert. 

 

Method 

In the larger Norwegian counterterrorism context, there are no similar empirical examples to the 

2014 case, which is likely to continue to be a reference case for future discussions about the 

communication about threats. From this, this article contributes to the discussion about how 

terror threats are communicated to the public, in situations characterized by a large degree of 

uncertainty. Given that the author of this article was part of the “target population” of the threat, 

and thus of the communication from the authorities, the observations below are illustrative of the 



researcher’s experiences and do not claim to reflect the experiences of the Norwegian population 

as such. Thus, the methodological approach to the case study can be said to simulate the 

perspective of a “layperson” exposed to, and attempting to make sense of, the communication 

from various authorities in a specific threat situation. Nevertheless, the approach aims at 

emphasizing the framing of the event as it emerged in the media, and it permits a qualitative 

analysis of the communication from the authorities via three emerging frames, which are 

identified in the media coverage of the event. 

 

Concretely, the article uses news data from Norway’s largest newspapers (printed and online),34 

as well as the video recording of the press conference where the announcement was made, as its 

main focus. The news articles and the media content (such as short interviews with citizens or 

experts) were collected and stored by the author during the real-time unfolding of the events, up 

until the point where the alert was called off, and while the media coverage and the impressions 

derived from the collected data does not claim to be exhaustive, they constitute a fair 

representation of the kind of news the population were presented during the event. In addition, 

searches on Google for “terrortrussel Norge 2014” (“terror threat Norway 2014”) result in about 

13,800 hits and for “terrortrussel Norge sommer 2014” (“terror threat Norway summer 2014”) 

result in about 9,970 hits, and the selection of information was based on the most relevant hits in 

both search results. By following the press conference and the media coverage, some recurring 

themes could be identified, and it is these themes or contexts that structure the discussion in the 

following. The framing of the key messages in the range of news items, interviews, press 

releases, and so on, which make up the empirical foundation, was categorized in three main 

categories according to a preliminary analysis of the event.35 The article describes how these 

three categories or frames manifested and also depicts some concrete implications of these. 

 

The Announcement: An “Unspecific, But Credible” Threat against Norway 

In July 2014, the Norwegian PST received information that individuals affiliated with an extreme 

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 they often can. In fact, according to the PST, its credibility was 



rather strengthened. The PST, responsible for preventing and investigating threats to national 

security, decided to inform the public through a press conference on July 24, 2014.36 All of the 

main newspapers and TV channels were there to report on the announced threat, and the media 

coverage afterward was massive. 

At the press conference when the threat was first announced, Norwegian Minister of Justice, 

Anders Anundsen, could not be very specific in his information but 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. The director general of the PST, Benedicte Bjørnland, described 

the latest threat assessment for Norway, which the PST issues each year. Bjørnland underlined 

that the current specific threat was serious, but expected, based on latest threat assessment 

released in March 2014. Most of the threats that the PST receives 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 the public. Concretely, the information 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, how, which target(s), 

or in which way such a potential attack would take place. Bjørnland contextualized the decision 

of informing the public by stating that several European countries had chosen to inform the 

public about potential threats in their countries, but that the decision will always be a difficult 

one. Bjørnland declared: 

 
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 wants to carry out an attack. [Author’s 

translation] 

 

The information received by the PST was described as unspecific, but credible, and for this 

reason, it was difficult for the authorities to give advice to the public on how to relate to the 

situation. Bjørnland carried on by stating that: 
 

Regardless, I mean that it is right to inform about the situation, and ensure [the public] that the Norwegian 

Police Security Service, the Intelligence Service, the Ministry of Justice, the National Police Directorate, 



and other national and international cooperating partners, that we do what we can do clarify if the threat is 

real or not so that we can prevent it. [Author’s translation] 

 

No particular scenarios were shared with the public, but the PST stated that they kept all options 

open. The National Police Commissioner, Odd Reidar Humlegård, followed by reiterating that 

there was no information about where an attack is foreseen or even if the information is correct. 

He explained that the general public would mainly encounter security measures in the form of 

increased police visibility by border crossings, main roads, international airports, and train 

stations. In contrast to the normal situation, the police would also now be armed, and the 

announcement of the terror threat was also meant to explain the heightened visible security to the 

population. Humlegård reminded the population that to create fear and unease in the population 

is often a motive in itself for the terrorists and acknowledged that certain people can feel uneasy 

by the information they are receiving. 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 staff for the Oslo Police, Johan Fredriksen, encouraged the public to use the city as 

normal. He also claimed that giving concrete information about operational security could mean 

feeding the terrorists with valuable information, and the message that the police were hoping to 

get across to the potential perpetrators was that the police are prepared. Nonetheless, Fredriksen 

called on the public to be “awake” and to contact the police should they see anything 

“suspicious.”37 The police also reminded that the sources of intelligence information are usually 

very sensitive in terms of protection needs, making it even more difficult to give details. 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.”38 

 

After the announcement on July 24, 2014, the terror alert was covered in several national and 

international newspapers. The extensive media coverage can be explained by a number of 

factors, such as the rarity of this kind of dissemination in the Norwegian context, and the contrast 

between the seminal peaceful image of Norway and the abrupt enforcement of hard security 



measures. In addition, it seems likely that July 22, 2011 (often referred to as “22/7”), attacks had 

already put Norway on the map. BBC News uses the headline “Norway boosts security in Syria-

linked terror alert,”39 while CNN covered the events similarly, highlighting the credibility of the 

information.40 The media sources were of different characters, came from different countries, 

and can be placed in various places on a scale of political affiliation or standpoint. For the 

national media, which is the focus of this article, the coverage seemed to focus on concretizing 

the situation and the threat and to make more graspable the risks and the advice that could be 

given to the population. Three days later, the alert was called off without any specific reason 

being communicated publicly.41 

 

The Terror Alert in Context 

To understand better the three different framings of the announcement, some background about 

terrorism and the communication about threats and risks in the Norwegian context should be 

provided. Norway does not have a long history of politically motivated violence or terrorism, 

with the notable exception of the 22/7 terror attacks. This was the first time that Norway was hit 

by a large-scale terrorist attack, although smaller politically motivated attacks especially from 

right-wing extremists had happened before.42 After the initial attack on 22/7, both Prime Minister 

Stoltenberg and the police encouraged people in Oslo to “follow instructions, and go home,”43 

but these instructions came only after the attack was a fact and are thus not particularly 

comparable to the case study in this article. However, as Rasmussen states, when the Norwegian 

government, police, and PST issued a terror alert in July 2014, they did it with the 22/7 attacks as 

a back story that had already triggered a national securitization process.44 Although there was no 

direct threat posed prior to the 22/7 attacks, it was for a while unclear if there would be 

subsequent attacks. In fact, Breivik claimed that he was only one of several cells, and that more 

attacks would follow,45 leaving it up to the government and authorities to decide how to manage 

and communicate this state of insecurity. 

 

For the last ten years, the PST has assessed the threat level and the risk of terror attacks in 

Norway as increasing.46 This is mainly explained by the development in the field of international 

terrorism, where the number of international attacks carried out by extreme Islamic groups has 

increased.47 Both the PST and the media had already stated that Norway was indeed in the 



spotlight of Muslim extremists, sparked by the mentioning of Norway by Al Quaeda leader 

Ayman Zawahiri in a recording from 2003, urging his followers to “light a fire under the feet” of 

several countries, among them Norway.48 PST assesses the threat level in Norway as “low” in 

the decade following 9/11, with a few exceptions.49 Both in research and in white papers from 

the Norwegian government to the parliament, the broader trends are that the counterterrorism 

measures—in particular in the domain of law and law enforcement—are increasingly proactive,50 

that the threats are seen as realistic rather than potential,51 and that the threats are international 

rather than national.52 The reasons for these trends are, for example, an increasing number of 

foreign fighters leaving from Norway (around forty Norwegians were in Syria and Iraq in the 

beginning of 2016)53 and that Norway has been more clearly conceptualized as part of the 

“enemy,” in particular by extreme Islamists. Considering a growing awareness that Norway is 

not excluded from the consequences of being a player in the field of international politics and 

obligations, also with regard to its solidarity and efforts in fighting the so-called ISIL (The 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), the terror alert in 2014 illustrates how the threats against 

Norway have become more realistic. “Realistic” here means that the threats are described as 

concrete rather than potential, for example, seen in the grammatical shift from future tense to 

present in government white papers.54 Furthermore, the widespread and rapid development and 

use of social media networks, such as Facebook and Twitter, has made both the spreading of 

propaganda and the recruitment of supporters a lot easier,55 and ISIL (The Islamic State of Iraq 

and the Levant) continues to encourage terrorist attack in all countries taking part in the coalition 

determined to fight them, defining Norway as a target. However, none of the threats posed prior 

to 2014 resulted in exceptional measures but were handled within the common established 

frames. Neither had any concrete threats been shared with the public before. Although the PST 

issues annual national threat assessments that are shared to the public, there is no tradition in 

Norway for the police or PST to “stir up” these kinds of events. In contrast, the US tradition is to 

inform more broadly about threats, placing “public alerts” in the preparedness phase of a crisis, 

and assuming that the public can handle and act upon this information.56 

 

Framing of the Event by the Media: Deter, Instruct, and Explain 

When conveying or presenting news, several choices have already been taken before a story 

reaches the public. News about a crisis follows when an actor defines it as a crisis, and the media 



has a special definition power on crises and emergencies.57 The basis of framing theory is that 

the media focuses attention on certain events and then places them within a field of meaning. In 

other words, framing theory proposes that the various ways a story or a piece of information is 

conveyed to the public (what is called “the frame”) influence the choices people make about how 

to process that information.58 As a way of giving context to a message, “Frames are abstractions 

that work to organize or structure message meaning,” and the most common use of such frames 

is in terms of the frame the news or media place on the information they convey. Furthermore, 

frames “are thought to influence the perception of the news by the audience, in this way it could 

be construed as a form of second level agenda-setting—they not only tell the audience what to 

think about (agenda-setting theory), but also how to think about that issue (second level agenda 

setting, framing theory).”59 Framing recognizes the ability of a news story to define a situation 

and the issues and to set the terms for the discourse. It also reflects the richness of media 

discourse and the subtle differences that are possible when a topic is presented in a particular 

way.60 

 

In the context of this article, this means that the media not only presented the public with a 

neutral message that there was a threat against Norway, but the framing and focus of the 

messages in various forms already suggested ways that the public could grasp this message and 

put it into context. In the following, the three “framings” or contexts identified for this case study 

will be discussed. By looking at the media coverage and the statements and the information 

presented at the press conference and in later interviews, we can identify (for this purpose) three 

different framings, or contexts, of the event. All the news data analyzed in this article can be 

interpreted in one of these contexts. First, in the counterterrorism context, the announcement can 

be interpreted as deterring, as the announcement was partly aimed at deterring terrorists from 

attacking by demonstrating responsiveness and alertness. Second, in the context of 

responsibilization, as an instructive effort, following the communication principle of the PST that 

all information conveyed to the public needs to have a purpose, be useful, and not just inform to 

inform,61 the announcement was meant to provide useful information for the public. Third, in the 

context of risk management, as an explanatory measure, the announcement was meant to provide 

the population with a necessary explanation of the heightened security level that was assumed 

necessary to counter the threat. The next sections will illustrate these three contexts more closely. 



When looking at the announcement as a deterring measure, there are a few issues to take into 

account. Communication of insecurity should not be misunderstood as being purposely vague, 

according to the PST.62 This acknowledges that intelligence always implies uncertainty. “Good” 

intelligence, in the sense that the efforts provide the relevant decision makers with relevant 

information, will in most cases only lead to more questions. That is, when a terrorist attack 

doesn’t happen, despite a threat being posed, it is very hard to decipher exactly why,63 and it will 

most likely never be clear if the announcement had a deterring effect on the assumed terrorists. 

As Bjørnland declared during 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 wants to carry out an attack. [Author’s 

translation] 

 

While this message is rather clear, the framing of the alert as a deterring measure might result in 

a higher acceptance or positive attitude against of the subsequent security measures by the 

public. If the aim is to deter a concrete attack, almost no cost would seem too high. The 

definition of the alert as a deterring counterterrorism measure was later underlined in a formal 

evaluation of the event.64 In this sense, the warning became a security measure in a securitization 

process in itself, where more security measures are implemented with the aim of making society 

more secure. 

 

The responsibilization of the public can be seen as a form of extension of government 

authorities, where individuals who are in a position to contribute to, for example, crime-reducing 

ends come to see it as their interest to contribute. In the context of crime control, David Garland 

writes that the government “is thus extended and enhanced by the creation of ‘governors’ and 

‘guardians’ in the space between the state and the offender.”65 The media framed a number of 

news stories and questions after and during the press conference in terms of how people should 

behave and what precautions to take. However, when Minister of Justice 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,” this is not necessarily useful information beyond being a reminder 

of the severity of the situation. While the public was asked to report anything suspicious, part of 



the responsibility of handling the situation was shifted to them. Without any concrete 

information regarding what to look for, the appeal to the public to take an active part in 

countering the threat led to confusion due to the vagueness of the alleged threat. Rasmussen 

describes this as “the diffusion of responsibility to lay people for monitoring suspicious events 

and actors,” in an article where he demonstrate how Twitter users were reacting to the 2014 

terror alert. Responding to the authorities’ answers to media queries during and after the press 

conference, the advice to be watchful and vigilant was met with some resistance in social media. 

Rasmussen describes a recurring theme in his analysis of tweets: “They call on readers to adopt a 

critical attitude to this advice using distancing, reported speech, rhetorical questions that assume 

a shared attitude towards peer surveillance and humorous exaggerations that portray ordinary 

people as unfit for such security work.”66 Interviews by news media with travelers at Oslo 

Airport at the day of the announcement support this confusion.67 After the press conference 

where the alert was called off, Minster of Justice repeated that the authorities knew that some 

people would be scared by the alert, but that there was also a good reason to be scared. He also 

underlined that the population must be considered a resource because they can raise alerts on 

abnormal or suspicious issues and claimed that many people contributed with a lot in this 

situation.68 

 

Reflecting the context of risk management, the media coverage of the terror threat focused on 

informing the public about the heightened visible security measures that were implemented to 

protect against the threat. It is obvious that intelligence largely consists of information about 

insecurities, the future, and various potentialities. Naturally, it is not possible for the general 

public to get access to the complete threat picture, and they will have to rely on information from 

the media and from relevant authorities. The intention of explaining why the population suddenly 

would be confronted with exceptional security measures in private and public spaces across 

Norway was expressed explicitly during the press conference, when the National Police 

Commissioner mentioned the forthcoming increased police visibility in border crossings, main 

roads, international airports, and train stations. 

 



In the following, acknowledging the exceptionality of the event in the Norwegian context, some 

of the concrete effects and impacts of framing the announcement in the specific ways will be 

discussed. 

 

Heightened Security Levels and the Arming of the National Police Forces 

As a counterterrorism measure, the framing of the announcement as a deterring effort was 

perhaps most clearly expressed through the exceptional heightening of “hard” security measures, 

such as the arming of the police, which was a clear breach with the counterterrorism tradition in 

Norway. This was the first time since the Second World War that armed police had patrolled the 

streets without anything happening.69 Police and police vehicles were very visible in central 

areas and, without having advised the public to avoid large crowds, several events in Oslo and 

elsewhere heightened their security. In Oslo, a young man wearing a backpack went jogging past 

the Central Station, when he was pulled aside by armed police, and put up against the wall. 

“People must reckon that they can be subject to controls,” stated the Chief of Police in Vestfold 

Police District, Petter Aronsen.70 The air space over the city of Bergen closed, Oslo City Hall 

closed its doors, and 600 Norwegian harbors upgraded their security efforts. Despite recurring 

statements from the police that one should live life like one normally would, several soccer 

teams chose to cancel their participation in the world’s largest soccer tournament for kids, 

Norway Cup. A soccer coach was expelled from Oslo Airport, after making jokes in the security 

check that his lip balm “could be a bomb.”71 

 

In the media coverage of the event, the majority of images and photos used to illustrate articles 

or news stories pictured the armed police forces. The arming signaled a clear breach with the 

normal civil traits of the police and became a visual and practical symbol for the general public 

that the risk of terror was higher at that point than ever before. Trust was a central factor when a 

newspaper interviewed travelers at Oslo Airport on the day of the terror alert. Some expressed a 

trustful attitude toward the security measures taken, by stating that they think the situation is 

under control and that they will not let themselves be stressed about it. Others interpreted the 

security level as something that “makes one think” and that “one gets scared.”72 While some 

surveys measuring attitudes toward armed police show that most people feel safer knowing that 

the police is armed,73 others warn not to normalize a state of exception.74 Furthermore, the role 



of the police in deterring terror attacks is not a given,75 and studies suggest that only a few 

known terror plots could presumably be averted by armed police forces.76 The Norwegian police 

issues regular surveys aimed at mapping the trust from the general population, and the level of 

trust is consistently high (in 2015, 80 percent has “high” or “very high” trust in the police).77 

Somewhat paradoxically, that the trust in the police is consistently high makes their decisions 

and strategies when it comes to counterterrorism efforts even more significant. When the trust is 

high, the potential decline in trust is also high, and institutional responsibility for these actions 

becomes particularly important to govern. 

 

Suspicion and Rumors in Traditional and Social Media 

The lack of concrete information about potential scenarios, perpetrators, time frame, or methods 

in the communication from the authorities to the public led to rumors and suspicion spreading 

during the terror alert, and the media to a certain extent gave room for this to happen. The PST 

stated during the press conference that the likely senders of the threat were individuals with links 

to Islamic fighters in Syria. While the content of this short information is not very useful in 

practical terms by mere associations, it might lead our thoughts onto what Ferdinand Saussure, a 

defining figure in the field of semiotics, means when he states that “it is not ‘content’ that 

determines meaning, but ‘relations’ in some kind of system,” and that the “most precise 

characteristic” of a concept lies “in being what the others are not.”78 Applied to the context of 

this case study, we might say that the limitations and framing of the communicated “content” 

(what the public was told about the threat) stands in relative opposition to the characteristics of 

the general population, and thus, it runs the risk of fueling a polarization between Us and Them. 

Concretely, this framing of the situation resulted in a situation where the only way this limited 

information about the potential perpetrators could be translated into something graspable by the 

public was by making assumptions in terms of individuals’ appearance, likely to be based on 

media representations of terrorists in other countries. While it is not possible to prove the direct 

effect this had, we saw, for example, that a young man was taken off an airplane at Torp Airport 

in Norway destined for Amsterdam by armed police officers because one of his fellow 

passengers thought he looked suspicious with his darker skin color and his many visible 

tattoos.79 

 



When similar announcements have been made in other Scandinavian countries, the media have 

had more concrete information to base their coverage upon. In Sweden, in November 2015, the 

threat level was raised from three to four (out of five),80 and the police reported that they were 

looking for specific individuals.81 In the following days, a man was arrested,82 and Swedish 

Minister of Defense, Peter Hultqvist, could confirm to the public that they were looking for 

another suspect.83 The media soon identified the arrested suspect, later being subject to major 

criticism since he turned out innocent, and was later released from custody. In this case, the 

media coverage, for example, by the large newspapers Expressen84 and Aftonbladet85 revolved 

around the particular suspect(s). 

 

The largest online newspapers in Norway, in particular, Verdens gang (VG), Norsk 

rikskringkasting (NRK), and Aftenposten, did contribute with speculations during the 2014 terror 

alert. For example, the public broadcaster NRK speculated in one scenario with the headline: 

“Feared that extremists would kill random family in their home.”86 The newspaper Aftenposten 

claimed that this so-called family murder, which was supposed to be carried out using knives, 

would be filmed and published online and was the most likely and credible scenario that the 

government feared, based on the information they had.87 Aftenposten also suggested that it was 

unlikely that a planned large football tournament was the target because the scenario would be 

too similar to the 22/7 attacks at Utøya. Airports, concerts, public targets, or large crowds in 

general were rather listed as more likely targets.88 Another speculation posed online by 

newspaper VG was that terrorists were planning a knife attack on a crowd.89 Other commentators 

underlined that hitting the most people at once would be the aim and mentioned public 

transportation and traffic hubs as most relevant. Despite the authorities’ repeated statement that 

no target was known, observant inhabitants of Oslo would also notice that the streets around the 

prime minister’s residents were not visibly closed off or under any heightened security, indirectly 

nourishing the rumors by the media that large crowds or random families were more likely 

targets. After the announcement of the terror alert, rumors of potential scenarios for the terror 

attacks circulated also in social media and via “chain-SMSs.” Several of the messages that 

circulated on Facebook and via SMS supposedly came from people with family members or 

close friends working in the PST, and one message in particular described how the threat 



apparently was larger than the authorities claimed and listed specific targets in the Oslo area, 

such as a large shopping centers, the central station, and the national theater.90 

 

Although the PST claimed that they had no information about potential scenarios, they stated 

that as long as these kinds of speculations circulate in the public sphere, they turn into “facts.”91 

The rumors were many, and the terror alert did lead to a discussion about the way in which the 

warnings caused fear in the population.92 On the other side, studies suggest that the pain and 

anger would have been even worse if the public would have felt that crucial information had 

been withheld from them, and that the public actually does have a strong desire for honest, 

accurate information, even if the information might worry them.93 Without a concrete similar 

case to compare the 2014 alert with, it is difficult to claim that the way the rumors were shared 

and created in the media in the aftermaths of the announcement represents an exception from the 

usual response to such a threat. Many feared that the terror alert would fuel xenophobia and lead 

to stigmatization of Norwegian Muslims.94 After the announcement, some reported that Muslims 

were scared of incidents of harassment of Muslims.95 Immediately after the bomb explosion on 

22/7, before it became clear that a white Norwegian man was the perpetrator,96 we saw a similar 

situation with stories about immigrants, in particular Muslims, being harassed, shouted at, and 

even attacked. A report by the Norwegian Centre against Racism97 showed that many people felt 

“a strong fear” in the hours after the explosion. In particular, those who clearly were Muslims, 

such as women with hijab and people with African appearance, were targeted, and there were 

reports about verbal harassment and limited incidents of violence, although none of these were 

reported to the police.98 In this sense, the situation after the announcement of the 2014 alert can 

be seen as an intensification of an already ongoing development from 2011. While stating that 

the public was regarded as a resource, the most concrete part of the authorities’ information 

about the known risk communicated to the public was that the time frame was limited and that 

the suspected terrorist would have links to extreme Islamism and Syria. Based on the discussion 

above, it is fair to claim that the media did contribute to speculations about ethnicity and fueled a 

potential polarization between Muslims and non-Muslims that could have had large negative 

consequences. The way the media reported on the rumors might not be particularly exceptional if 

we compare it to the immediate aftermaths of 22/7, but neither was the situation the same. A 

report, a tactical debrief, by the National Police Directorate about the experiences and lessons 



learned from the event did not include any information about the reason for the announcement or 

about the way the information was disseminated to the public, although it does mention that 

systematic use and surveillance of social media should be prioritized,99 an effort that could 

potentially limit the spreading of rumors creating suspicion and unease in the population, 

especially if certain groups are targeted. 

 

Conclusion 

This article contributes to the discussion about risk communication via the presentation and 

discussion of a concrete case of threat communication and the different shapes such 

communication can take. The announcement of the 2014 terror alert in Norway was in itself an 

exceptional event. We cannot know if similar, unspecific, but credible, terror threats against 

Norway have been known in the past, but the very act of choosing to inform the public about a 

threat nonetheless represents a clear exception from the usual modus operandi. This 

exceptionalism was covered also by the media. This was the first time that the authorities 

engaged the public in the response to a looming credible threat, and thus, it was also exceptional 

that the public could react to this kind of information. One of the many challenges in 

communicating a risk, and maybe particularly when it comes to terror threats, is the difficult 

balance between vigilance and having an accurate perception of the risk.100 When the 

information on which the risk assessment is based upon comes from sources that are, almost by 

default, uncertain (i.e., intelligence), and the risk at stake is a terror threat (i.e., by definition 

aimed at inflicting fear), the choice to go public with the information is not a given. By analyzing 

the media coverage of the event, three frames or contexts were identified. The media framed it as 

a counterterrorism measure by highlighting that the aim was to deter an attack. The event was 

also discussed in the media in terms of its instructive nature, however, it did not provide concrete 

information that the public could act upon. Rather, it to some extent evoked rumors and 

speculations to which the media contributed, and the framing of information in terms of the 

individual risks when shifting responsibilities from authorities to the public should be critically 

examined closer. In the media coverage of the announcement as an explanatory measure, the 

media coverage assisted the police in explaining to the population the heightened security level, 

most notably the arming of the police. 

 



In the larger historical context, as the case study have demonstrated, the communication and 

media framing of the terror alert can be seen both as an exceptional event and as a reflection of a 

continuation or intensification of several processes and trends that were part of the Norwegian 

counterterrorism practices already ongoing prior to 2014. It can also be understood as an 

expected development in the gradual intensification of the Norwegian threat picture. Although 

the media spectacle was relatively sober, with only few isolated negative consequences reported 

on, the 2014 case points to some crucial challenges when communicating such a threat. For 

example, by giving very little information to the public, but at the same time linking the threats 

to Syria, the alert discursively had the potential to construct an opposition between Us and Them. 

It is hard to conclude that the framing of the message from the government, via the media, had a 

direct influence on this, but the few examples that emerged in the newspapers express tendencies 

of discrimination and xenophobia, as well as a heightened sense of unease. 
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