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ABSTRACT
There is limited empirical research examining cultiva-
tion theory’s proposition that first-order estimates 
influence second-order attitudes. In two studies, we 
examine how Middle Easterners are portrayed on 
entertainment television and how these portrayals 
cultivate stereotypical beliefs and policy support. 
A content analysis in Study 1 finds that nearly half of 
Middle Eastern characters on entertainment television 
are portrayed as supporting terrorism. A survey in 
Study 2 finds that watching television programs aver-
aging two or more Middle Eastern terrorist characters 
per episode is associated with individuals’ estimations 
that a higher percentage of Middle Easterners are 
associated with terrorism in the real world. This first- 
order cultivation effect was found to be a mediating 
mechanism between entertainment media exposure 
and support for restrictive immigration and naturali-
zation policies. We discuss the importance of examin-
ing entertainment television representations of racial/ 
ethnic minorities and their implications for attitudes 
and policy support relevant to the depicted groups.

Americans’ attitudes toward Middle Easterners, Arabs, and Muslims have 
consistently been unfavorable since 9/11. Indeed, on a recent feeling ther-
mometer measuring warmth toward various social groups, Muslims scored 
the lowest (Pew Research Center, 2017b). Other data show that Americans 
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support the surveillance of Arabs (Panagopoulos, 2006) and are unsuppor-
tive of accepting Middle Eastern refugees (The Middle East Institute, 2017). 
These negative attitudes further manifest themselves in public policy deci-
sions relevant to members of these groups. For instance, in 2017 then- 
President Trump implemented executive order 13769, widely known as the 
“Muslim ban,” which restricted travel from several Middle Eastern and 
predominantly Muslim countries (Hurley, 2018).

Much of what Americans know about Arabs, Middle Easterners, and 
Muslims is not based on direct contact but rather through how these groups 
are depicted in the media (Smith, 2013). The majority of these depictions 
are negative and are in the context of terrorism and violence (Ahmed & 
Matthes, 2017; Dixon & Williams, 2015). However, media depictions are 
clearly at odds with real-world data, which reveals that in the U.S., only 6% 
of terrorism suspects are Muslim (FBI, 2006). Yet, Muslim terrorist attacks 
in the U.S. received 357% more news coverage than other terrorist attacks 
(Kearns et al., 2019). The current research examines this inter-reality 
divergence and how it influences stereotypical beliefs and policy support 
relevant to Middle Easterners.

Using the theoretical framework of cultivation theory, the present studies 
contribute to this investigation through a quantitative content analysis 
(Study 1) focused on portrayals of Middle Eastern characters in television 
entertainment. In Study 2, we directly test propositions of cultivation theory 
by pairing our content analysis with survey results to examine how these 
portrayals cultivate both stereotypical beliefs and policy support. The cur-
rent research provides a theoretical extension of past work in two important 
ways. First, the current project explores entertainment portrayals rather 
than news media, which has been the focus of most existing content 
analyses on Muslims and Middle Easterners (Dixon & Williams, 2015; 
Trevino et al., 2010). In the context of this research, cultivation theory 
can be used to explain how long-term viewing of Middle Easterners as 
terrorists on entertainment television is likely to influence stereotypical 
beliefs specific to this group.

Second, the present research examines how first-order-cultivated beliefs 
related to Middle Easterners mediate the relationship between entertain-
ment television exposure and second-order attitudes pertinent to this group 
(e.g., policy support). Cultivation effects are thought to come as first-order, 
which are viewer estimates of the prevalence of specific constructs, 
and second-order, which are viewer attitudes and beliefs (Shrum et al., 
2004). Existing research has specified the need for data that further exam-
ines the conceptual relationship between first- and second-order effects 
(Coenen & Van den Bulck, 2016a; Morgan et al., 2014). In specific situa-
tions, real-world estimates (first-order effects) that are prevalent or com-
monly held might be influential at affecting related beliefs (second-order 
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effects). Study 2 provides a theoretical test of the connection between first- 
and second-order effects by investigating how entertainment television 
exposure might not only be cultivating group-based estimates related to 
Middle Easterners but also how these estimates might have implications as 
an underlying mechanism for harmful policy support.

Arabs, Middle Easterners, and Muslims

Much of the existing social science research on Arabs, Middle Easterners, 
and Muslims suffers from conflating these groups (Amer & Bagasra, 2013). 
Middle Easterners are defined as people who originate from the Middle East 
geographic region, Arabs as those from countries whose primary language 
is Arabic, and Muslims as followers of Islam (Abi-Hashem, 2013). Despite 
these differences, and although some research suggests that people may 
evaluate Muslim targets more negatively than Arab ones in certain contexts 
(Calfano et al., 2020), Americans’ attitudes toward these groups are found 
to be similar and unfavorable (Kteily et al., 2015). One commonality is how 
all three are represented in media and the effects of these depictions on 
individuals’ attitudes toward these groups, as discussed in detail below. For 
our purposes, we will examine relevant research on all three of these 
groups; however, our focus is on Middle Easterners.

How media representations influence attitudes toward depicted 
groups

A recent meta-analysis spanning 345 studies involving Muslims since 2000 
found that research most commonly examines themes such as terrorism 
and violence (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017). This association is pervasive across 
media genres and platforms, as Arabs, Middle Easterners, and Muslims are 
often stereotyped in the news (Dixon & Williams, 2015), reality television 
(Alsultany, 2016), and movies (Shaheen, 2003). For example, in 
a quantitative content analysis of television cable and network news, 
Dixon and Williams (2015) find that Muslims are significantly overrepre-
sented as terrorists (81%) on television news compared to real-life occur-
rences (6%) in the U.S. The events of 9/11, as well as the framing of media 
coverage, arguably played a significant role in how the public thinks about 
this group. Indeed, Muslims became much more visible in the news and the 
media generally in the months after 9/11 (Nacos & Torres-Reyna, 2003). In 
addition to increased visibility, other research found that Muslims were 
portrayed more negatively in newspapers after the events of 9/11 as com-
pared to before (Trevino et al., 2010). To evaluate the long-term effects of 9/ 
11 on representations of this group and to extend the comparison of 
portrayals to entertainment television, we make the following hypothesis. 
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H1: Middle Eastern characters in entertainment television will be portrayed 
more often in the context of terrorism in the five years after 2001 as 
compared to the five years before 2001.

Qualitative research finds that Arabs are described as a cultural “other” 
and that Hollywood often distorts Arab portrayals by making them look 
threatening (Shaheen, 2003). Shaheen found that across more than 900 
films, Arabs were overwhelmingly portrayed stereotypically (e.g., evil, vil-
lains, enemies), and only 5% of portrayals depicted them as more fully 
realized, humanized characters. Still, no quantitative research has examined 
Middle Eastern portrayals in fictional entertainment television (for a data 
brief, see Yuen et al., 2018). These portrayals are not inconsequential, as 
viewers tend to rely on the information provided by media depictions to 
form attitudes. Dependence on media, as opposed to in-person social 
contact, is associated with increasing levels of anti-Muslim prejudice 
(Ahmed, 2017). Reliance on the media for information about Muslims (as 
opposed to contact) can also increase negative attitudes and support for 
harmful policies toward this group in the long term (Saleem et al., 2016). 
How media, specifically entertainment media, affect our perceptions and 
attitudes is outlined in detail within the cultivation theory framework.

The majority of quantitative research examining how Muslims are por-
trayed in American media has focused on news, not entertainment. The 
imbalance in research between fictional entertainment and news has not 
gone unnoticed by media effects and political communication scholars 
alike. Researchers have argued that the distinction between news and 
entertainment media in terms of political relevance is not only artificial 
and without merit but also unhelpful in determining what types of media 
are relevant to political beliefs and behaviors (Delli Carpini, 2014). One 
such perspective underlying the relevance of fictional entertainment media 
to political attitudes is cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1978). This theory 
posits that consuming fictional entertainment television is uniquely power-
ful and instrumental in informing social reality judgments (Potter, 2014).

Cultivation theory comprises three sites of analysis: institutional process 
analysis, which examines how media institutions function to produce con-
tent; message system analysis, which examines the content of media mes-
sages; and cultivation analysis, which examines how those messages 
influence judgments of social reality (Gerbner et al., 2002). In the context 
of racial or ethnic minorities, reliance on stereotyped television content for 
information about these groups can be problematic and lead to biased 
attitudes (Tukachinsky et al., 2015). Indeed, for heavy television viewers, 
cultivation theory proposes that these portrayals might be particularly 
influential at cultivating long-term and cumulative attitudes that adversely 
bleed into real life.
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To summarize, Middle Easterners are commonly depicted as terrorists in 
the media (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017). Based on the propositions of cultiva-
tion theory, regular exposure to these stereotyped portrayals is likely to 
influence related attitudes. However, little quantitative information is avail-
able on the scope of Middle Eastern depictions in entertainment television. 
To inform our cultivation analysis in study 2, we first conduct a message 
system analysis to understand how this group is depicted concerning 
terrorism. We propose the following research question for Study 1:

RQ: How often will Middle Eastern characters be portrayed in the context of 
terrorism in entertainment television? 

Study 1 method

Sample criteria and selection

This analysis focuses on characters who are perceived to originate from the 
Middle Eastern geographic region. All coded variables and definitions and 
the decision to focus on Middle Eastern characters rather than Arab or 
Muslim characters were based on consultation with an expert on the topic 
of Middle Eastern media portrayals as well as concerns about the accuracy 
of coding the latter categories (see information A1 in the appendix for 
further details). For instance, visual categorization solely based on religious 
affiliation (i.e., Muslim) is likely to lead to inaccuracies. Muslims belong to 
various racial and ethnic groups (Shaheen, 2003), live in countries all over 
the world (Pew Research Center, 2017a), speak different languages (Pew 
Research Center, 2017a), and may or may not choose to display visual cues 
reflecting their religious identities publicly (e.g., hijab/kufi).

Second, using Arabs as a category would yield characters that speak in 
Arabic. This categorization would exclude individuals and countries where 
the most common language is not Arabic (e.g., Afghanistan, Iran). Though 
these individuals and countries would not be categorized as Arabs, they are 
strongly associated with stereotypes pertaining to Muslims and have to face 
the political consequences of such stereotypes. By focusing on Middle 
Eastern characters, we attempted to overcome many of the limitations 
described above while still capturing the mediated themes associated with 
individuals in this region.

We drew the sample for this study from the top 19 fictional entertainment 
shows airing on broadcast television in a given year, according to Nielsen 
across 19 years between 1996 and 2014 (roughly 320 television shows). For 
further information on the decision to analyze broadcast television see infor-
mation A2 in the appendix. We chose the 1996–2014 period to provide five 
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years of data from before 9/11. Our 19-year time span ended in 2014, as when 
we started to plan and acquire the media (e.g., DVDs and streaming services) 
used in this content analysis, this was the latest Nielsen data available to the 
authors. As we were only interested in fictional television, we excluded non- 
fictional television that made Nielsen ratings. A small number of shows were 
commercially unavailable for some years and were thus not coded.

Once a list of shows was compiled, approximately three hours from each 
show in each year was randomly selected using the equal probability of 
selection method (EPSEM). This resulted in a total corpus of approximately 
960 hours. This equates to roughly four episodes for shows that are gen-
erally one hour long on television and eight episodes for shows that are 
generally 30 minutes long on television. As no commercials were included 
in these television shows, run times for 30-minute shows ranged from 22– 
24 minutes, and run times for 60-minute shows ranged from 40 to 
44 minutes.

Coding and reliability

Four trained student research assistants worked as coders in this study: two 
White women, one Black woman, and one White man. After roughly 
25 hours of training, 10% of our total sample was randomly assigned to 
all coders for reliability purposes. These shows were included in the final 
sample and analyses. Krippendorf’s α calculated using the ReCal program 
(Freelon, 2013) was used as a measure of reliability for this study. 
Krippendorf’s α coefficients reached acceptable levels of reliability, ranging 
from .70 to .76.

Characters
Only characters that were determined by coders to be Middle Eastern were 
included in these analyses (see details below); thus, only episodes with 
Middle Eastern characters were coded for character information. 
Additionally, reoccurring characters were coded uniquely in each episode 
they were portrayed.

Middle Eastern characters. The first characters were coded on whether 
they were Middle Eastern. We define this as follows: “ . . . Does the 
character themselves or another character state they are from the Middle 
East or is the character apparently Middle Eastern based on physical 
features (e.g., clothing, skin tone), name (e.g., Ahmad, Ali, Muhammad, 
etc.), or treatment by others (character feels like others treat them stereo-
typically)” (see information A3 in the appendix for further details). The 
reliability of this variable was α = .70, which corresponds to a similar level 
of agreement for this group found in other research (Dixon & Williams, 
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2015). In the episodes coded, Middle Eastern characters were found to be 
depicted in both terrorism and non-terrorism related roles.

Relationship with terrorism. We drew from previous terrorism research 
(Merari, 1993) and tried to differentiate it from other forms of violence. We 
defined terrorism as having three elements: “(1) the use of violence; (2) 
political objectives and; (3) the intention of sowing fear in a target popula-
tion” (Merari, 1993, para. 9). Examples included: character explicitly stated 
they are a terrorist, it is implied character is a terrorist based on actions or 
designation as a terrorist by a government agency, commits some type of 
terrorist act, or engages in some type of sympathizing with terrorists. 
Notably, this coding of terrorism captures both explicit and more implied 
portrayals of terrorism. Reliability was α = .76, which is consistent with 
ratings achieved for this concept in other work (Dixon & Williams, 2015).

Study 1 results

Middle Eastern characters

During our 19-year time span (1996–2014), 153 characters were identified 
and coded as being Middle Eastern. This included Middle Eastern char-
acters present in 73 television episodes across 22 different shows. These 
characters were found in every year except 1996, 1998–2000, and 2003. 
Characters were unlikely to be found before 2001, with only three char-
acters out of the 153 total characters depicted earlier this year.

Terrorism across timeline and pre/post-9/11

Our research question asked how often Middle Eastern characters would be 
portrayed in the context of terrorism. Of the 153 Middle Eastern characters 
we found across our 19-year span, 70 characters (45.8%) were shown 
connected to terrorism in some way. This highlights that many, but not 
a majority of, Middle Eastern characters were depicted in the context of 
terrorism. These 70 terrorist characters were found across 13 unique shows 
of various genres on all the major broadcast networks (ABC, CBS, NBC, 
and FOX); see Tables A1–A3 in the appendix.

To ensure an equal comparison in the number of years for each time 
period, H1 posited that Middle Eastern characters would be more likely to 
be portrayed in the context of terrorism in the five years after 2001 as 
compared to the five years before 2001. Although not significant, Middle 
Easterners were more likely to be depicted in relation to terrorism in the 
five years after 9/11 (27 terrorist portrayals:48 total portrayals) compared to 
the five years before 9/11 (0:3), χ2 (1, N = 51) = 3.59, p = .058. This results 
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in an average of 5.40 Middle Eastern terrorist characters per year between 
2002 and 2006 and an average of 0 from 1996 to 2000. For a comparison of 
the five years before 9/11 to all the years after 9/11, see analysis A1 in the 
appendix. The fact that no terrorist portrayals were found in any year 
before 2001 and that only three total Middle Eastern portrayals were visible 
in these five years (compared to 48 from 2002 to 2006) reflects how this 
group was underrepresented within American entertainment media. To 
further examine terrorism portrayals after 2001, we examined how many 
characters were present in the context of terrorism by year (see Figure A1 in 
the appendix). Results showed that 2005 was the year with the most 
terrorist characters (N = 21) and that years 2002, 2003, and 2008 had the 
lowest (N = 0). Altogether, this finding points to a lack of both terrorist 
portrayals pre-2001 and Middle Eastern portrayals generally.

Study 1 discussion and Study 2 overview

Little quantitative evidence exists about the scope of Middle Eastern por-
trayals on entertainment television. Consequently, Study 1 provides 
a message system analysis of how often Middle Easterners are portrayed 
in the context of terrorism on entertainment television. Compared to real- 
world statistics (FBI, 2006) our results show that the association between 
terrorism and Middle Easterners on entertainment television is grossly 
distorted. However, the findings of Study 1 do not allow us to draw any 
conclusions about how this misrepresentation might influence viewer atti-
tudes. Study 2 addresses this by examining how participant exposure to 
various shows identified in Study 1 cultivates both first- and second-order 
outcomes. To increase the likelihood that participants were familiar with 
the television shows in question, Study 2 examines shows we identified 
from the last five years of Study 1 (2010–2014) that depict Middle Eastern 
characters. These criteria yielded a total of 11 television shows, all of which 
naturally fit into one of the four exposure categories based on the average 
number of Middle Eastern terrorists per episode: 0, between 0 and 1, 1, or 2 
+ terrorists per episode. Informed by the results of Study 1 and these 
exposure categories, we discuss the following literature and hypotheses for 
Study 2.

Study 2

Given that Middle Easterners are stereotypically associated with terrorism 
and violence, these depictions in fictional television entertainment may be 
as influential as news portrayals at cultivating political beliefs and behaviors 
that harm members of this group. Indeed, for some marginalized groups 
(Latinx and Black people) the number and valence of entertainment 
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television portrayals cultivates bias toward these groups among White 
Americans (Tukachinsky et al., 2015). Other research finds that an exposure 
“threshold” exists for how influential media stereotypes are at affecting 
explicit viewer attitudes about a depicted group (Arendt, 2013). Following 
a Gaussian distribution, this study showed that exposure to between 0–4 
and 8 stereotyped news articles did not influence attitudes, yet exposure to 
6 articles did. More recent studies propose that exposure to two stereotype 
primes activates implicit stereotypes and subsequent selection of biased 
news and prejudicial attitudes (Kroon et al., 2020). Of interest, no signifi-
cant results were found for exposure to four stereotype primes. Together, 
this research highlights that when individuals are exposed to a varying level 
of mediated racial/ethnic stereotypes, it is likely to influence attitudes in line 
with the negative portrayal. Germane to the present study, the quantity in 
which Middle Easterners are represented as terrorists on entertainment 
television (e.g., 0 characters per episode, 1 character, 2+ characters, etc.) 
is likely to affect whether individuals report reality estimates associated with 
depicted media stereotypes.

For Middle Easterners, it is difficult to ignore the commonalities in 
depictions found in previous quantitative analyses of news content 
(Dixon & Williams, 2015), our Study 1 message system analysis, and 
qualitative analyses of media content (Said, 1978; Shaheen, 2003). 
Gerbner et al. (2002) referred to such a pervasive signature consistent 
across media texts as “the ‘master text’ composed of the enduring, resilient, 
and residual core that is left over when all the particular individual and 
program-specific differences cancel each other out” (p. 48). Specific to this 
project, media may vary in the degree to which they narrowly portray 
Middle Eastern characters as terrorists and negatively in general. This is 
especially important to consider given the distortion (Dixon & Williams, 
2015; FBI, 2006) and extreme focus of Middle Easterners as terrorists in 
media (Kearns et al., 2019) compared to the real world. Indeed, such 
depictions may constitute a dominant and commonly recurring signature 
that could cultivate individuals to overestimate this groups’ association with 
terrorism.

Additionally, the cultivation effect of Middle Easterners as terrorists is 
also likely to influence other relevant beliefs. For example, anxiety toward 
immigration and refugee status for Middle Easterners is common in the 
U.S. (Hurley, 2018). In recent years, anxiety about refugees has been 
couched in a concern that terrorists could be hiding among them. 
Consequently, the concepts of “terrorism” and “Middle Eastern refugee” 
are often conflated and thought to be highly similar by the public (Abbas, 
2019). Because of this stereotype, individuals may associate an increase in 
refugees with a higher possibility of terrorism. In other words, exposure to 
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terrorism may activate related schemas such as immigrant or refugee and 
cause the public to overestimate their presence.

As previous research indicates (Arendt, 2013; Kroon et al., 2020; 
Tukachinsky et al., 2015), exposure to a varying number of negative 
racial/ethnic representations is likely to influence subsequent related atti-
tudes. Because the more television an individual consumes, the more 
theoretically likely they are to view portrayals that are distorted from reality; 
overall television consumption should have an influence as proposed by 
cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1978). We hypothesize that exposure to 
a greater number of depictions of Middle Easterners as terrorists will be 
more likely to cultivate beliefs. This is because watching television shows 
that have a higher number of Middle Eastern terrorists per episode raises 
the likelihood that individuals will be exposed to these biased depictions 
while watching the shows, and thus impacted by the stereotype. Altogether, 
reported exposure to a higher number of shows that also have more Middle 
Eastern terrorist portrayals on average is likely to be the most influential at 
cultivating attitudes related to this group. Based on our content analysis 
from TV shows in the last five years of Study 1, the highest exposure 
category we identified was 2+ terrorists on average per episode. 
Considering the literature and results of the Study 1 message system 
analysis, we make the following hypotheses for Study 2. 

H2: Overall television consumption will be positively associated with higher 
estimates of Middle Easterners as terrorists in real life and of total refugees 
who enter the U.S. each year.

H3: Informed by Study 1 results, we expect that participants who self-report 
greater exposure to shows that include two or more Middle Eastern terror-
ists per episode on average will estimate that a higher percentage of Middle 
Easterners are terrorists in real life.

H4: Participants who self-report greater exposure to shows that include two 
or more Middle Eastern terrorists per episode on average will estimate 
a higher number of total refugees who enter the U.S. every year.

In summary, when minorities are shown in stereotypical ways, this often 
results in harmful social reality judgments of the group. Although we argue 
that exposure to Middle Eastern terrorists in entertainment television will 
cultivate negative real-world estimates of this group, these first-order judg-
ments might also be a psychological mechanism that is influential at 
affecting relevant second-order attitudes (i.e., policy support). This is 
important, as recent cultivation research has highlighted the need to 
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understand the underlying mechanisms that might further explain this 
theory (Shrum et al., 2011; Tian & Yoo, 2020).

Underlying mechanisms and their effect on attitudes and policy 
support

Models of cultivation have established that first-order effects are memory- 
based and that second-order effects are online or formed when information 
is viewed (Shrum et al., 2011). Although, as Shrum (2004) notes, “On the 
other hand, the proposition that all second-order judgments are made on- 
line is clearly false” (p. 339). Importantly, if second-order attitudes are 
exclusively formed in an online process, they would not be influenced by 
memory-based estimates. As proposed by Shrum (1995, 2001, 2009) cogni-
tive processing plays an important role in cultivation theory and how 
viewers form social reality judgments. For example, Shrum (2009) notes 
that the use of heuristics when searching memory for information plays 
a key role in cultivation. Further, research examining second-order effects 
has found situations in which these attitudes are formed through memory 
rather than exclusively by online judgments. For example, Coenen and Van 
den Bulck (2016a) find that second-order attitudes are processed online 
when individuals are high in need to evaluate (NTE) intentions and 
through memory when they are low in NTE. This finding supports the 
argument that further theoretical consideration should be given to situa-
tions where second-order effects might be formed or influenced by mem-
ory. Although some research has examined the underlying mechanisms of 
cultivation (Schnauber & Meltzer, 2016; Shrum et al., 2011; Tian & Yoo, 
2020), an explanation of the psychological underpinnings that explain this 
theory is incomplete, especially for second-order cultivation effects (Coenen 
& Van den Bulck, 2016a).

Specifically, the assumption that memory-based estimates are entirely 
unrelated to second-order effects needs to be addressed further (Coenen & 
Van den Bulck, 2016a; Morgan et al., 2014). Although whether first-order 
estimates influence second-order attitudes might be situational depending 
on the topic, one area where this relationship could be especially important 
is media related to race/ethnicity. Because of how pervasive and influential 
media stereotypes are, second-order attitudes that are contextually related 
to bias might be more likely to have some levels or aspects of memory 
construction (e.g., the recalled stereotypes). Given that the use of heuristics 
is important in both the cognitive processing of cultivation effects (Shrum, 
2009), and in the topic of race/ethnicity, this could make the influence of 
memory especially critical for this context. In other words, racial/ethnic 
stereotypes are so ingrained both explicitly and implicitly in our conscious-
ness that some amount of memory recall or cognitive processing is 
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inevitable. This could exert an immense influence on second-order judg-
ments, especially when the judgments are related to a prevalent stereotype. 
Indeed, some evidence has found that first-order diversity perceptions are 
a mediator for second-order attitudes toward ethnic minorities (Hermann 
et al., 2020).

Applying this process to Middle Easterners, this group is regularly 
depicted and stereotyped in the context of terrorism by the media. 
Because of this, the association between Middle Eastern individuals and 
terrorism is common for many Americans (Pew Research Center, 2017b). 
Heavy exposure to this representation is likely to cultivate an overestima-
tion that Middle Easterners are associated with terrorism in real life. If 
people store this biased perception in their memory, then conceptually, they 
are likely to recall or cognitively process this stereotype when constructing 
judgments related to this group. For example, first-order estimates of 
associating terrorism with Middle Easterners might theoretically influence 
policy support relevant to this and other related groups for whom the same 
schema and associations are activated.

While most research examining politics and media tends to focus on the 
news, there is potential for fictional entertainment television to have 
a similar impact on attitudes and policy support (Mutz & Nir, 2010). As 
the average viewer most likely spends more hours a week watching fictional 
entertainment television than television news (TiVo, 2019), the socializing 
information they receive about specific minority groups is more likely to 
come from entertainment. The effects of entertainment television on atti-
tudes and policy support are not negligible: studies show that entertainment 
television can affect policy attitudes related to welfare spending (Gierzynski, 
2018), and reproductive rights (Swigger, 2017). In the context of the present 
research, if watching entertainment television influences negative estimates 
about Middle Easterners (e.g., association with terrorism), these estimates 
might subsequently affect support for policies (e.g., immigration and nat-
uralization) currently relevant to this group (Hurley, 2018). Considering 
this and informed by Study 1, we hypothesize the following for Study 2. 

H5a and b: Real-world terrorist estimates will mediate the relationship 
between exposure to entertainment television shows with two or more 
terrorist portrayals and support for policies relevant to Middle Easterners 
—immigration (H5a) and naturalization (H5b).

H6a and b: Refugee estimates will mediate the relationship between expo-
sure to entertainment television shows with two or more terrorist portrayals 
and support for policies relevant to Middle Easterners—immigration (H6a) 
and naturalization (H6b).
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By grounding our Study 2 survey measures in a message system 
analysis (Study 1), we have crucial information about the actual content 
participants watch (i.e., how often Middle Eastern terrorists were present 
on specific television programs). Additionally, our survey allows us to 
both measure actual media exposure and ask more nuanced, specific, 
and targeted attitude-based and policy questions that are not available 
with secondary data like the ANES (e.g., Tukachinsky et al., 2015). 
Together, these two factors provide a methodologically stronger and 
more direct test of cultivation in the context of race/ethnicity and enter-
tainment television.

Study 2 method

In this study, we asked participants about their exposure to shows 
selected from Study 1 that were coded as having Middle Eastern char-
acters present in the last 5 years of our timeline (2010–2014; 11 shows 
total). Cultivation is considered to be a long-term process; thus, we asked 
participants about their exposure to shows identified from over a five- 
year period. Additionally, selecting shows from this timeframe increases 
the chances that our participants, including the younger ones, might be 
familiar with or have seen the shows. This study was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board at the University of Michigan on 1/24/2019.

Participants

A sample of White U.S. adults was recruited through Qualtrics, excluding 
any participants who self-identified as Muslim, Arab, or Middle Eastern. 
Of the 305 participants analyzed, 153 self-identified as female and 152 as 
male, and the mean age was 47.01 (SD = 14.85). The majority of partici-
pants reported they identify as political independents (N = 132, 43.3%), 
followed by Republicans (N = 101, 29.6%) and Democrats (N = 
72, 23.6%).

Measures

See Table A4 in the appendix for descriptive statistics and correlations of 
key measures.

Real-world terrorist estimate
To test first-order cultivation effects, participants were asked to estimate 
“What percent of Middle Easterners do you think are involved with 
terrorism in some way” on a sliding scale ranging from 0% to 100%.
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Real-world refugee estimate
To test first-order cultivation effects, participants were asked to estimate 
“How many refugees enter the United States every year” on a sliding scale 
ranging from 0 to 100,000.

Attitudes toward immigration policy
Participants responded to 17 items (Bae, 2016; e.g., “People from foreign 
countries should be encouraged to live in the United States”) on a scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher scores 
indicating support for inclusive immigration policy (α = .87).

Attitudes toward naturalization policy
Participants responded to six items (Aydin et al., 2014; e.g., “I think it is 
all right that the requirements for naturalization are difficult”) on a scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with higher scores 
indicating support for a restrictive naturalization policy (α = .75).

Exposure to Middle Eastern terrorist characters in entertainment media
Considering Study 1, each of the 11 shows identified as having Middle Eastern 
characters in the last five years was found to clearly fit into one of the four 
categories. This decision was based on the average number of Middle Eastern 
terrorist characters per episode, having categories that had roughly the same 
number of television shows, and avoiding categories with a single show. These 
categories included 0 terrorist portrayals on average (3 shows), between 0 and 
1 terrorist portrayals per episode (3 shows), 1 terrorist portrayal per episode (2 
shows), and 2 or more terrorists per episode (3 shows) (see information A4 in 
the appendix for further details). Participants were asked if they watch 
(coded 1) or do not watch (coded 0) each of the shows. While not without 
its limitations, this measure of media exposure is similar to the program list 
technique, which is shown to be a more reliable and effective strategy than 
asking about exposure frequency or duration for measuring media exposure 
and how it affects attitudes (Dilliplane et al., 2013). Based on their self- 
reported exposure, they received a score of 0, 1, 2, or 3 (or 0, 1, 2 for the 1 
terrorist category) for each category. For example, if a participant reported 
watching all three shows in a category, they received a score of 3.

Overall television exposure
Participants reported an average number of hours per day they typically watch 
television across all platforms on a sliding scale ranging from 0 to 12 hours.

Control variables
As contact with outgroups influences attitudes toward them (Allport, 1954), 
contact was assessed with two items indexed together (r = .78). Respondent 
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sex, income, education, and conservatism were also controlled for, in line 
with prior work (Tukachinsky et al., 2015).

Study 2 results

All analyses below control for participant demographics and contact with 
Middle Easterners. For an analysis of common method variance (Coenen & 
Van den Bulck, 2016b), see analysis A2 in the appendix.

Overall television exposure

We first examined how overall television exposure affects attitudes and 
beliefs of Middle Easterners. Two linear regressions were used with overall 
television exposure as the predictor. Results showed a significant positive 
relationship between television exposure and real-world terrorist estimates, 
b = 1.75, SE = .46, p < .001. No significant results were found for real-world 
refugee estimates, p = .16; thus, H2 was partially supported.

First-order cultivation effects

H3 and H4 posited that greater exposure to shows that, on average, 
depicted more Middle Eastern terrorists (i.e., two or more terrorist por-
trayals per episode) would be related to higher percent estimates of Middle 
Easterners being associated with terrorism in real life (H3) and higher 
estimates of how many refugees enter the U.S. every year (H4). Using 
a linear regression in which the scores for all four show categories were 
entered as predictors, we find a significant positive relationship between 
watching shows depicting two or more terrorists and real-world terrorist 
estimates of Middle Easterners, b = 5.45, SE = 1.96, p = .006 (for the full 
model, see Table A5 in the appendix). This indicates that as participants 
reported greater exposure to shows that have two or more Middle Eastern 
terrorists, they estimate that a higher percentage of this group’s members 
are associated with terrorism in the real world, supporting H3. Indeed, 
a one-unit increase in the number of shows participants reported watching 
that have 2+ Middle Eastern terrorists is associated with an increase of 
5.45 percentage points in estimates that this group’s members are associated 
with terrorism in the real world. There was no effect of watching shows 
with fewer Middle Eastern terrorists, ps > .44.

For refugee estimates, we find a significant positive relationship between 
self-reported exposure to shows averaging two or more Middle Eastern 
terrorists and estimates of the number of refugees who enter the 
U.S. every year, b = 6349.32, SE = 2319.53, p = .007 (for the full model, 
see Table A6 in the appendix). This indicates that when participants watch 
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more shows with two or more terrorist portrayals, they estimate that more 
refugees are entering the U.S. every year, supporting H4. A one-unit 
increase in the number of shows participants reported watching that have 
2+ Middle Eastern characters involved in terrorism is associated with an 
estimated increase of 6,349 refugees entering the U.S. every year. There was 
no effect of watching shows with fewer Middle Eastern terrorists, ps > .38.

Tests of mediation

To this point, we have established that exposure to entertainment television 
shows with two or more Middle Eastern terrorists cultivates first-order effects. 
We were also interested in how these first-order estimates might act as 
a mediating mechanism between television exposure and second-order effects 
relevant to Middle Easterners. Using the PROCESS macro Model 4 (Hayes & 
Preacher, 2014), we conducted parallel mediation to test how real-world 
terrorist and refugee estimates mediate the relationship between watching 
entertainment shows that include two or more terrorists on policy support 
for immigration and naturalization (see Figure 1 (a) and (b), respectively).

Results show that the real-world terrorist estimate is a significant med-
iator for immigration policy, b = −.03, SE = .01, 95% CI [−.06, −.01] and 
naturalization policy, b = .03, SE = .01, 95% CI [.01, .05], finding support 
for H5a and H5b. However, we did not find that refugee estimates are 
a significant mediator for either immigration 95% CI [−.02, .00] or natur-
alization 95% CI [−.00, .02], failing to find support for H6a and H6b. 
Notably, for the terrorist estimates mediator, these results show a negative 
relationship (less support) for inclusive immigration policy and a positive 
relationship (more support) for a stricter naturalization policy. These results 
demonstrate that stereotypically cultivated real-world estimates of this 
group, while harmful on their own, can also work as mediating mechanisms 
and have implications for policy support.

Discussion

Previous content analyses and research on Middle Eastern and Muslim 
individuals in the media have overwhelmingly shown that this group is 
portrayed negatively (Dixon & Williams, 2015). This is significant, consid-
ering these representations, often concerning terrorism, have effects on 
individuals’ real-world attitudes and behaviors toward this group (Saleem 
et al., 2016). Accordingly, a message system analysis in Study 1 analyzed 
Middle Eastern portrayals in the context of terrorism across 19 years of 
fictional entertainment shows. Study 2 assessed the application of cultiva-
tion theory by investigating how self-reported exposure to television shows 
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Figure 1. Hypothesized model testing the indirect effect of exposure to shows with 2+ 
terrorists on immigration (Figure 1(a)) and naturalization (Figure 1(b)) policy support 
through real-world terrorist and real-world refugee estimates.
Note: Solid lines indicate significant and dotted lines indicate non-significant paths. For 

the effect of terrorist media exposure on the policy support variables, the direct effect 
is displayed. This analysis was run with 5,000 bootstrap samples for bias corrected 
confidence intervals. The entries are unstandardized b’s. Figure 1(a) (N = 299), 
Figure 1(b) (N = 301).
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identified in Study 1 is directly associated with first-order social reality 
estimates and indirectly with second-order support for relevant policies.

Undoubtedly, Middle Easterners made up a very small portion of total 
characters present on television within our Study 1 corpus. However, the 
fact that we still find cultivation relationships in Study 2 highlights how 
pervasive and harmful the terrorist stereotype is. Further, our content 
analysis revealed that only three Middle Eastern portrayals were found 
from 1996 to 2000, with none of these portrayals (i.e., 0/3) in relation to 
terrorism. From 2002 to 2006, 48 total Middle Eastern portrayals were 
observed, with 27 in the context of terrorism. Altogether, from 2001 to 
2014 (across 14 years), 70 characters (i.e., 70/150) were linked to terrorism. 
This highlights a few important points about how the events of 9/11 are 
related to depictions of Middle Easterners in entertainment media.

First, these results show that before the events of 9/11, Middle Eastern 
characters were not portrayed as often on fictional television. Thus, pre-9/ 
11, the low quantity of Middle Eastern media representation likely con-
tributed to the invisibility of this group within the larger American society. 
Post-9/11, however, there was a dramatic increase in the number of media 
depictions of Middle Eastern characters, a sizable portion of whom were 
concerned about terrorism. This increase in quantity, along with the nega-
tive valence of media representations, not only enhanced Americans’ reli-
ance on media as a source of information about this group but also has 
perpetuated hostile attitudes toward Middle Easterners.

Study 2 addressed this point by examining self-reported exposure to 
shows identified in Study 1. We found that exposure to programs with 
two or more terrorist portrayals was associated with higher estimates of 
Middle Easterners as terrorists and how many refugees enter the U.S. Given 
that cultivation research is typically correlational and uses cross-sectional 
methods, these results should not be mistaken for evidence of causation. 
However, as proposed by cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1978), our 
findings are suggestive of entertainment television directly influencing first- 
order effects.

As recent research has discussed the need to examine the underlying 
mechanisms that explain the cultivation process, we examined how first- 
order social reality estimates might mediate the relationship between self- 
reported media exposure and harmful policy support. Results revealed that 
a higher estimate of Middle Easterners as terrorists in real life is an 
apparent mediating mechanism between entertainment television exposure 
and prohibitive immigration and naturalization policy attitudes. Indeed, we 
found that participants reported less support for inclusive immigration 
policy and reported more support for the U.S. adopting a more restrictive 
naturalization policy. This finding is meaningful for Middle Easterners 
since policy decisions related to immigration and naturalization about 
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this group are commonplace (Hurley, 2018). However, we did not find that 
refugee estimates are a significant mediator. For this group, the association 
with refugee status is likely not as pervasive as terrorism, meaning refugee 
estimates might not be a powerful enough mechanism. We discuss the 
following theoretical implications of these results.

Implications

First, we find evidence of a mediating relationship between first-order 
and second-order outcomes. Past researchers have hypothesized this link 
(Hawkins & Pingree, 1990), but because the data did not provide confirma-
tion, it has led to an implicit assumption that second-order attitudes are 
formed exclusively online and not through memory (Coenen & Van den 
Bulck, 2016a). While we acknowledge that the relationship between first- 
and second-order variables might not occur in all cultivation situations, 
theoretically and evidently, our results suggest that it can exist in the 
context of race/ethnicity. The possible role of heuristics in cognitive pro-
cessing for both cultivation (L. J. Shrum, 1995; L. Shrum, 2001; L. J. Shrum, 
2009) and attitudes about race/ethnicity play an important role in this 
situation. This is critical as it provides an understudied and conceptual 
link between media and first-order/second-order variables. As Middle 
Easterners are not the only racial/ethnic group that experiences pervasive 
stereotyping in the media (Dixon & Williams, 2015), a similar relationship 
might exist for other groups. However, this is a question for future research 
to explore. Overall, this study provides needed information about the 
underlying mechanisms that affect the relationship between media con-
sumption, depictions, and how they cultivate negative attitudes toward 
racial/ethnic groups.

Generally, in the context of cultivation, this data shows that continued 
further research examining the underlying mechanisms of this theory is 
needed. Rather than considering processing models of first-order 
and second-order variables to be mostly uniform, it might be beneficial to 
consider both situational and contextual factors that likely influence the 
relationship between these different outcomes. Future research should 
explore in what situations first-order effects mediate second-order effects 
and how this relationship translates to other topics and areas within 
cultivation outside of race/ethnicity.

Second, our results show that the number of terrorist portrayals in 
a television show might lead to different responses. For example, in the 
present research, results were found for shows that, on average, had two or 
more terrorist portrayals per episode. Consumption of television shows that 
had zero, less than one, or exactly one terrorist character on average was 
typically not enough self-reported exposure in our study to evidence 
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a significant relationship with negative attitudes. This is important as it 
indicates a level of exposure for entertainment media where viewer’s real- 
world attitudes start to be significantly affected by mediated portrayals of 
this group. Arendt (2013) argues that a media stereotype threshold exists 
and that exposure below and above the threshold might result in attitudes 
that do not reflect the stereotyped content. While the concept of a threshold 
has not previously been directly applied to cultivation theory, our findings 
provide an interesting starting point for future research to connect these 
two possibly interrelated applications of how to explain the influence of 
stereotypes in media.

Finally, our results have important practical implications for those who 
create media content. Indeed, the first site of cultivation theory (institu-
tional process analysis) is concerned with how media institutions produce 
content (Gerbner et al., 2002). While not the focus of this paper, our data 
are theoretically relevant to this macro-level approach. For content creators, 
these findings can provide practical knowledge of when the fictional enter-
tainment media they create might contribute to attitudes that are especially 
biased and detrimental, especially in the context of terrorism. While any 
depiction of a negative stereotype can be harmful, identifying situations and 
television shows that might be most harmful (e.g., more than two terrorists 
per episode) could provide applied guidance on the media that will likely 
impact the public most. This is not to suggest that Middle Easterners or 
other marginalized groups should never be portrayed negatively; however, 
attention should be paid to how pervasive certain negative depictions are 
and the potential harm to these groups.

Limitations

The present research has important limitations that warrant attention. First, 
the shows in this study provide just a small snapshot of television that 
might be cultivating attitudes. This excludes news programs such as the 
national news, 20/20, cable news such as CNN, and streaming services like 
HBO and Netflix. Future research should attempt to synthesize a variety of 
television genres and platforms to provide a more nuanced understanding. 
Additionally, this research only content analyzed and examined survey 
results about Middle Eastern terrorism. This approach was taken for 
a few reasons. First, Middle Easterners receive more media coverage in 
the context of terrorism as compared to other groups (Kearns et al., 2019). 
Second, because the main goal of this research was to examine how Middle 
Eastern terrorist portrayals would cultivate attitudes relevant to this group 
specifically, terrorist portrayals of other groups would be outside the scope 
of this study. Although Middle Easterners might be the group that is most 
regularly associated with terrorism in the media, they are by no means the 
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only ones. Some research has examined how exposure to non-Middle 
Eastern terrorists can influence attitudes (Saleem & Anderson, 2013). 
Future research should examine how other groups are portrayed concern-
ing terrorism and how these representations affect attitudes. As specified 
above, the focus of Study 1 was on terrorism. However, Middle Eastern 
characters might be depicted in various unfavorable ways (e.g., as a cultural 
other). These unfavorable characteristics could influence negative attitudes 
in similar ways as terrorism. An additional topic for future research is 
exploring inter-reality comparisons (Dixon & Williams, 2015) between 
terrorism in the real world and in entertainment television. However, 
making such inter-reality comparisons would require more frequent (i.e., 
yearly) and reliable information on the demographics of terrorism suspects.

In Study 2, we asked participants about their exposure to various televi-
sion shows using a binary yes or no viewing option. This decision was made 
because recall of media exposure (e.g., frequency and duration) is histori-
cally problematic (Dilliplane et al., 2013). As Dilliplane et al. (2013) discuss, 
the program list technique is a more reliable way to measure exposure to 
media. Additionally, as we included multiple shows in each Middle Eastern 
terrorist viewing category, it allows us to identify participants who have 
greater or lesser exposure to these portrayals. However, this strategy pro-
vides less information relevant to long-term viewing than more discrete 
measures of viewing frequency (e.g., how many times per week/month) or 
duration (e.g., number of hours). Since we did not measure an element of 
time viewing (e.g., viewing frequency or duration), this is a limitation of our 
study. Altogether, future research should explore ways to account for view-
ing habits more precisely and to investigate long-term viewing more con-
cretely. Finally, this research employed a cross-sectional design, commonly 
used in cultivation research, to examine our hypotheses in Study 2. Due to 
this design, we are unable to make long-term, causal claims about the 
relationship between these variables. For further discussion of the metho-
dological considerations of studying cultivation, see information A5 in the 
appendix.

Conclusion

Overall, this study makes significant theoretical contributions to research 
focused on media portrayals, cultivated attitudes, and policy support for 
one of the most stereotyped U.S. minority groups, Middle Easterners. 
A content analysis, paired with survey results, finds that when participants 
consume entertainment television shows that, on average, have a higher 
number of Middle Eastern terrorist portrayals (e.g., two or more), they 
report more negative real-world estimates of this group. Additionally, one 
of these estimates (real-world terrorist estimate) was found to be 
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a mediating mechanism between self-reported entertainment television 
exposure and policy support related to immigration and naturalization. 
Theoretically, our findings are necessary for understanding the different 
mechanisms that might explain how stereotypical Middle Eastern portrayals 
in the “reel world” might not only cultivate perceptions about this group 
but might have implications for potentially harmful and restrictive policies 
in the “real world.”
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