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Preface

Concern in U.S. military and policymaking circles about civilian casu-
alties and collateral damage in U.S. military operations appears to have 
increased since the end of the Cold War. In part, this concern appears 
to be based upon beliefs about the reactions of U.S. and foreign press 
and publics in response to these incidents, especially the belief that 
incidents of civilian deaths reduce public support for military opera-
tions. There has not, however, been any sort of empirical analysis of 
press and public reactions to these incidents or of the effect of these 
incidents on public support.

To improve policymakers’ and senior military leaders’ understand-
ing of this topic, this monograph provides the results of a mixed quan-
titative and qualitative analysis of U.S. and foreign media and public 
opinion reactions to incidents of collateral damage involving civilian 
deaths in recent U.S. wars and military operations. It is part of a larger 
RAND Project AIR FORCE fiscal year 2004 study titled “Controlling 
Collateral Damage in Air Operations.” The research reported here was 
sponsored by Maj Gen Teresa M. Peterson (AF/XOO) and conducted 
within the Aerospace Force Development Program of RAND Project 
AIR FORCE.

RAND Project AIR FORCE

RAND Project AIR FORCE (PAF), a division of the RAND Corpo-
ration, is the U.S. Air Force’s federally funded research and develop-
ment center for studies and analyses. PAF provides the Air Force with 



iv    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

independent analyses of policy alternatives affecting the development, 
employment, combat readiness, and support of current and future aero-
space forces. Research is conducted in four programs: Aerospace Force 
Development; Manpower, Personnel, and Training; Resource Manage-
ment; and Strategy and Doctrine.

Additional information about PAF is available at our Web site at 
http://www.rand.org/paf.

http://www.rand.org/paf
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Summary

Although the number of armed conflicts worldwide has declined since 
the spasm of violence that followed the breakup of the Soviet Union 
and the Balkans, war has continued to wreak havoc, albeit in a dimin-
ishing number of locations. Western nations, such as the United States, 
have, through the development of international law, military strategy, 
doctrine, tactics, technologies, and procedures, sought to alleviate some 
of the burdens that war imposes on innocents.

Nevertheless, U.S. adversaries have just as creatively found ways 
to place innocents at risk and thereby increase the human and moral 
costs of the nation’s wars, evidently in the hope of deterring the United 
States from taking military action in the first place or of imposing 
political costs and constraints on the conduct of military operations if 
their deterrent efforts fail.

Judging both by their statements and the evident energy they 
expend on the matter, national political and military leaders appear 
to attach a great deal of importance to avoiding collateral damage and 
civilian casualties during U.S. military operations.1 In part, this simply 
reflects a desire to reduce the inhumanity of warfare for innocent civil-
ians. But it also seems to be attributable to beliefs they have about how 
the media and public react to incidents of civilian casualties. Indeed, 

1 Collateral damage is defined in Joint Publication 1-02 (JP 1-02) as
[u]nintentional or incidental injury or damage to persons or objects that would not be 
lawful military targets in the circumstances ruling at the time. Such damage is not 
unlawful so long as it is not excessive in light of the overall military advantage antici-
pated from the attack. (DoD, 2005, p. 93)
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there is some reason to believe that concern about casualties shapes the 
constraints that are imposed on military operations.2 To date, however, 
there has been no systematic analysis of media and public reactions to 
civilian casualty incidents, whether these incidents affect media report-
ing or public support for military operations, and if so, how.

This monograph, part of a larger study of collateral damage under-
taken for the United States Air Force, aims to fill this gap. It accom-
plishes this through an analysis of case studies of incidents of civilian 
deaths in recent U.S. wars and military operations that describe and 
explain how the U.S. and foreign media and publics have responded to 
these incidents:

• the February 1991 bombing of the Al Firdos bunker, which was 
also being used as a shelter by noncombatants, in the Gulf War

• the April and May 1999 attacks on the Djakovica convoy and 
Chinese embassy during the war in Kosovo

• the late June 2002 attack involving an Afghan wedding party 
during operations in Afghanistan

• the late March 2003 incident involving a large explosion in a 
crowded Baghdad marketplace.

For each case study, the study team examined press, public, and 
leadership responses to these incidents:

• To understand press reactions, we first performed quantitative 
content analyses of media reporting. Specifically, we counted the 
frequency that a common set of phrases (e.g., “Iraq” and “civilian 
casualties” or “collateral damage” or “civilian deaths”) occurred in 
a fixed set of elite U.S. and foreign newspapers or television news 
sources.3 We also qualitatively reviewed selected reports from 

2 For a discussion of the interaction between public opinion and the media and constraints 
imposed on military operations, see “Domestic Constraints on Coercion,” in Byman, 
Waxman, and Larson (1999, pp. 59–85).
3 “Elite papers” are those that generally regarded as having national (as opposed to local) 
influence. For the elite U.S. newspapers, we performed keyword searches on the full text of 
The New York Times, The Washington Post, The Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, and 
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these sources to get a better sense of how the collateral damage 
incidents were being reported.

• To understand public reactions to civilian casualty incidents, we 
examined the top-line (marginal) results of public opinion polling 
conducted over the course of the operation and before and after 
the incidents of interest. We also analyzed respondent-level public 
opinion data to understand the relationship between various atti-
tudes about civilian casualties and individuals’ decisions to sup-
port or oppose U.S. military operations. To assess the association 
between public support for each military operation and various 
civilian casualty–related attitudes, we conducted analyses both at 
a bivariate level (using the Chi-square test of association), and 
using multivariate statistical regression techniques (using ordered 
probit regression techniques). We also examined media report-
ing on antiwar demonstration activities to try to understand the 
extent to which civilian casualty incidents might have increased 
the frequency or scale of social protest activity against the war.

• To understand leadership responses to civilian casualty incidents, 
we reviewed the transcripts of public statements, press confer-
ences, testimony, and other official sources.

Findings

Our analysis of these cases leads to seven main findings:

• First, while avoiding civilian casualties is important to the 
American public, they have much more realistic expectations 
about the actual possibilities for avoiding casualties than most 
understand. Large majorities of the American public consistently 
say that efforts to avoid civilian casualties should be given a high 

The Christian Science Monitor, as represented in the ProQuest Newspapers database. For U.S. 
television, we searched the full text of the Lexis-Nexis service’s television abstracts for ABC 
News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC News. For foreign press reporting, we searched the full 
text of the Lexis-Nexis service’s files for Agence France Presse (AFP) (France), The Guardian
(London), Xinhua (People’s Republic of China [PRC]), and TASS (Russia).
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priority and have indicated that their prospective support for U.S. 
military operations is at least in part contingent on minimizing 
civilian deaths. Very large majorities, however, consistently stated 
their belief that civilian casualties in these wars were unavoidable 
accidents of war. This finding suggests that most Americans have few 
illusions about the U.S. military’s ability to prevent all civilian deaths 
in wartime. The argument that the American public has unreason-
ably high expectations for zero-casualty warfare is not supported; in 
fact, most Americans appear to have a fairly realistic view of the possi-
bilities for eliminating civilian casualties entirely from modern war-
fare. (See pp. 50, 82–84, 103–104, 121–122, and 136.)

• Second, the press report heavily on civilian casualty incidents. 
Civilian casualty incidents are highly “mediagenic” events that 
tend to receive high levels of reporting by the press, and making 
the issue of civilian casualties more salient can lead the public to 
weigh the morality of wars against the importance of their aims. 
(See pp. 27, 76–78, 129–131, and 163–167.)

• Third, adversaries understand the public’s sensitivities to civil-
ian deaths and have sought to exploit civilian casualty inci-
dents to erode the support of domestic publics; drive wedges 
in coalitions; and affect campaign strategy, targeting, and 
rules of engagement. The cases of Iraq (1991) and Kosovo (1999) 
in particular suggested how adversaries have sought to use human 
shields, provide press access to sites of alleged civilian deaths, and 
otherwise trumpet these incidents in the press to affect warfight-
ing strategy, not without some success. (See pp. 43–46, 71–76, 
125–128, and 161–162.)

• Fourth, while the prospect of civilian casualties can affect 
support prior to the onset of a military operation, during 
armed conflict it is not so much beliefs about the numbers of 
civilian casualties that affect support for U.S. military oper-
ations as the belief that the United States and its allies are 
making enough effort to avoid casualties. Substantial majori-
ties of Americans typically subscribe to this view. Our multi-
variate statistical models, which have a good record of predicting
individual-level support and opposition in past military opera-



Summary    xxi

tions, showed that beliefs about the number of civilian casualties 
typically did not attain statistical significance. Importantly, how-
ever, when variables for beliefs about the adequacy of the U.S. 
military’s efforts to avoid civilian deaths were included in our 
models, the variables for civilian casualties frequently attained 
statistical significance. An analysis of aggregate data on foreign 
attitudes and a cross-tabulation of Iraqi attitudes suggested a sim-
ilar relationship in foreign publics as well. (See pp. 29–33, 81–84, 
131–139, and 167–185.)

• Fifth, while strong majorities of Americans typically give 
U.S. military and political leaders the benefit of the doubt 
when civilian casualty incidents occur, this does not necessar-
ily extend to foreign audiences. In the U.S. case, this derives in 
large measure from the credibility of military leaders and the high 
levels of trust in the military as an institution in U.S. society. It 
generally does not appear to extend to foreign audiences, however, 
which are far less inclined to believe that the United States makes 
enough of an effort to avoid civilian casualties and are far more 
likely to view incidents involving civilian deaths as resulting from 
careless or callous disregard for human life, or even something far 
more malign. (See pp. 36–41, 85–99, 140–150, and 188–202.)

• Sixth, when civilian casualty incidents occur, it is at least 
as important to get the story right as to get the story out.
Notwithstanding the view that is sometimes heard that it is criti-
cal to get one’s story out first, to operate within the media’s news 
cycle, and to dominate an adversary’s own efforts to influence 
U.S. and foreign audiences, it is at least as important—and pos-
sibly more important—that the information that is put out is in 
fact correct. While it would be best to provide timely, complete, 
and accurate information about the specific circumstances of civil-
ian casualty incidents—providing inaccurate information that 
later needs to be amended can erode the credibility of the United 
States and its coalition. As observed in Kosovo after the Djakovica 
convoy incident, a constant stream of partial and errant infor-
mation and subsequent corrections issued by the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) about the incident—many of 
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which also soon proved to be in error themselves—seem to have 
hurt NATO’s credibility with the press and also may have eroded 
its credibility in some NATO publics. (See pp. 92–106.)

• Seventh and finally, attention to and concern about civilian 
casualties both at home and abroad have increased in recent 
years and may continue to do so, suggesting that they are 
likely to be a recurring—and perhaps even more salient—
concern in the conduct of future military operations. Our 
content analyses suggest that the issue of civilian casualties has 
become increasingly prominent in media reporting, as have 
humanitarian organizations’ commentary on wars and military 
operations. It thus seems likely not only that U.S. military action 
will continue to be judged by domestic and foreign audiences on 
the basis of its conduct but that the focus on civilian casualties 
may increase in the future. If, as we suspect, the belief that the 
U.S. military is doing everything it can to minimize civilian casu-
alties is the key to public support for U.S. military operations, 
this suggests that a serious public commitment to further reduc-
ing civilian casualties by the U.S. military will be necessary to 
preserve Americans’ faith that their military is seeking to reduce 
harm to innocents during its wars and military operations. (See 
pp. 2–4 and 205–208.)

Implications and Recommendations

Incidents of civilian deaths are, by definition, tragedies, and there are 
no “silver bullets” that can diminish the media attention and emo-
tion—ranging from hopelessness and sorrow to anger—they can gen-
erate. There are, however, some things that the USAF and the U.S. 
Department of Defense (DoD) profitably can do in this area:

• As in the 1991 Gulf War and the 1999 war in Kosovo, there is 
a good chance that future U.S. adversaries also will seek to use 
human shields. Enhancing capabilities to screen mobile targets 
such as the Djakovica convoy for a civilian presence prior to strike 
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could help to avoid such incidents in the future. This may be a 
good role for unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). (See pp. 43–46, 
71–74, 125–128, and 161–162.)

• Until timely and accurate combat assessment capabilities are 
available, the ability to counter an adversary’s claims of civilian 
damage incidents promptly will be quite limited. More timely 
and accurate combat assessment capabilities could improve com-
manders’ ability to reconstruct more quickly and reliably the facts 
surrounding civilian casualty incidents and to communicate more 
timely and accurate explanations of these incidents to the media 
and public. Such improvements also would have the benefit of 
reducing the likelihood of issuing constantly changing (or con-
tradictory) explanations that can erode credibility. It also could 
open the possibility of putting these incidents to rest much more 
quickly, rather than drawing out speculation over days—or even 
weeks—while the necessary facts are being collected and assessed. 
(See pp. 92–99.)

• Public affairs personnel can and should prepare for possible inci-
dents even before they actually happen. For example, public 
affairs officers can brief the press and public on measures that are 
being taken to minimize casualties to better sensitize these audi-
ences to the importance the military attaches to avoiding civil-
ian casualties, and the sophisticated—if by no means foolproof— 
processes and procedures that have been developed to minimize 
their likelihood. They also can develop in advance overall guid-
ance and procedures for dealing with civilian casualty incidents. 
In a similar vein, even before missions are flown, Judge Advocate 
General (JAG) personnel can document their judgments about 
the legal justifications for the highest-risk missions, thereby better 
positioning commanders to respond in an informed and timely 
manner should an incident occur. Some of these efforts already 
are under way within the combatant commands and DoD. (See 
pp. 92–99.)

• Public affairs guidance used to explain specific incidents should 
touch upon all the issues likely to be of concern to key audi-
ences. The provisions of Article 57 (2) of Protocol I to the Geneva 
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Conventions offer a very useful framework for discussing incidents 
in such terms as military value, military necessity, discrimination, 
and other constructs that are likely to be of greatest concern to, 
and resonate with, various audiences (“Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949,” 1977). (See pp. 92–99.)

• Finally, over the longer term, by emphasizing the efforts that are 
being made to reduce civilian casualties (e.g., improved target 
verification, increased precision, focused weapon effects, and so 
on), the USAF and DoD can help ensure that the U.S. Congress 
and public have continued reason to trust that the U.S. military 
is seeking new ways to reduce the prospects for civilian deaths 
in future military operations. A demonstrated commitment to a 
philosophy of continuous improvement may be what is needed to 
ensure this trust in the future and, in the case of foreign audiences, 
to build trust in the first place. (See pp. 2–4 and 205–208.)

While efforts to further reduce the likelihood of these incidents 
and their impacts are laudable, policymakers and military leaders 
should, however, be very careful to avoid giving the impression that 
civilian deaths ultimately can be eliminated from warfare; such a belief 
is unwarranted. Indeed, there is good reason to believe that future U.S. 
adversaries may increasingly rely on human shields and other tech-
niques to increase the possibility of innocent deaths at U.S. hands.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Although the number of armed conflicts worldwide has declined since 
the spasm of violence that followed the breakup of the Soviet Union 
and the Balkans, war, one of civilization’s most reviled and durable 
institutions, has continued to wreak havoc against innocent civilians.1

Western nations, such as the United States, have, through inter-
national law, military strategy, doctrine, tactics, and technology sought 
to alleviate some of the burdens that war imposes on innocents. Nev-
ertheless, U.S. adversaries—apparently in the hope of deterring the 
United States from taking military action in the first place or of impos-
ing political costs if their deterrent efforts fail—have just as creatively 
found ways to place innocents at risk and thereby increase the human 
and moral costs of the nation’s wars. The result has been that noncom-
batants have continued to become caught in the crossfire of U.S. mili-
tary operations, even as civilian casualties and collateral damage have 
become a more prominent topic of media reporting.

Like imagery of starving children or displaced refugees, civilian 
casualty incidents tend to draw the attention of the United States and 
international media, especially during U.S. military operations (Fig-
ures 1.1 and 1.2).2

1 According to Dwan and Gustavsson (2004), “In 2003 there were 19 major armed con-
flicts in 18 locations worldwide, the lowest number for the post–Cold War period with the 
exception of 1997, when 18 such conflicts were registered.”
2 Throughout this study, we refer to “civilian casualties,” which we define primarily to 
mean deaths, but also injuries, to civilian noncombatants in wars and military operations.
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Figure 1.1
U.S. Major Television and Newspaper Reporting on Civilian Casualties, 
1990–2003
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SOURCE: Search for “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral damage” in
The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Wall
Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC, CBS, CNN, and NBC.

Year

Not terribly surprisingly given the interplay between media report-
ing and public interest, Americans have said that they attach great 
importance to avoiding civilian casualties in U.S. military operations. 
Table 1.1, which presents data from a 1998 survey, shows that avoid-
ing civilian casualties was the second most prominent consideration in 
Americans’ prospective support for a military operation, second only to 
the number of American lives that might be lost.3

Because of the mediagenic quality of incidents and the high level 
of public interest, our analysis focuses on incidents involving civilian 
casualties rather than damage to civilian infrastructure.

3 For detailed analysis of the factors that are associated with support and opposition to U.S. 
military operations, with an emphasis on U.S. casualties, see Larson (1996a).
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Figure 1.2
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties, 1990–2003
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SOURCE: Search for “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “civilian damage”
in Agence France Presse (AFP), The Guardian (London), TASS (Russia), and Xinhua
(People‘s Republic of China [PRC]).
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Although it is sometimes argued that large numbers of civilian 
casualties could reverse public support for U.S. military operations,4 this 
monograph will show that Americans generally have not responded to 
high-profile incidents of civilian casualties during U.S. military opera-
tions by withdrawing their support for the operation. In most cases, it 
is difficult to find much evidence of any change in basic attitudes at all 
as a result of these incidents. In fact, when variables for civilian casu-
alties are added to our multivariate regression models (which include 
other variables that have been shown to be important predictors of 
support for military operations), they generally fail to attain statistical 
significance.

The reason for this paradox is not indifference or callousness 
on the part of the American public. Rather, it is the resilience of the 
belief—notwithstanding any civilian casualty incidents that may

4 See the comments of James Burk in Stein (2003).



4    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Table 1.1
Importance to Americans of Civilian Deaths in Using the American Military

“No one wants our nation to get into any conflicts in the future, but 
as in the past, our leaders might someday decide to use our armed 
forces in hostilities because our interests are jeopardized. I know that 
this is a tough question, but if you had to make a decision about using 
the American military, how important would each of the following 
factors be to you?”

Affirmative 
Responses 

(%)

Number of American lives that might be lost 86

Number of civilians who might be killed 79

Whether American people will support 71

Involvement by major power (e.g., USSR, PRC) 69

Length of time of fighting 61

Possibility of failure 56

Whether allies/other nations will support 56

Fact that we might break international laws or treaties 55

Cost in dollars 45

SOURCE: Americans Talk Security #9 poll conducted September 7–18, 1999, N = 1,005.

have taken place—that the U.S. military is making its best effort to 
avoid civilian casualties. When variables for beliefs about the suffi-
ciency of U.S. military efforts to avoid civilian casualties were included 
in our multivariate respondent-level models alongside other known 
predictors of support and opposition, they routinely attained statistical 
significance. An analysis of foreign public opinion data suggests that 
this belief also is an important predictor of support and opposition in 
foreign publics.

Literature Review

As will be described in this section, much of the scholarly literature on 
American public opinion and war seeks to explain how U.S. military 
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casualties affect support for wars and military operations.5 Although 
there are some exceptions, scant attention generally has been devoted 
to the role of civilian casualties in support and opposition to U.S. mili-
tary operations. It typically has been a subject of only passing interest 
to most scholars.

Moreover, the academic literature on public opinion toward U.S. 
military operations is somewhat ad hoc, contradictory, and noncumu-
lative in nature. This work has focused primarily on the analysis of 
marginals (aggregate data) to the exclusion of respondent-level data, 
and has not demonstrated much robustness in predicting support in 
new cases. A brief review of some of this literature follows.

John E. Mueller

John E. Mueller uses a case study–based approach in which he relates 
differences in polling results to cues in the wording of public opinion 
questions, and seeks to interpret public opinion trend data through the 
lens of a larger chronological narrative (Mueller, 1971, 1973, 1994). 
Mueller’s main contribution to the understanding of public opinion on 
military operations was his identification and analysis of the two key 
phenomena of principal interest to policymakers and military leaders: 
(1) approval and disapproval for military operations, and (2) escala-
tion and withdrawal preferences.6 In many respects, Mueller’s work 
on American public opinion of military operations is a model of good 
practice, and one that provides useful insights into the sorts of factors 
that can move public opinion. Other than making the case that Ameri-
can casualties are a (or rather, the) key predictor of support for U.S. 
military operations, however, most of this work has not benefited from 
statistical analyses that would foster an empirical understanding of the 
relative importance of various predictors of support or opposition for 
U.S. military operations, and a general model of support and opposi-

5 For a review of this literature, see Eichenberg (2005).
6 Mueller analyzed support and escalation and withdrawal preferences during the Korean 
and Vietnam Wars.
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tion.7 Mueller has nonetheless identified several factors that he believes 
drive public support for military operations, and he has addressed reac-
tions to civilian casualties in wartime during the first Gulf War.8

The Principal Policy Objective (PPO) Approach

The approach that appears to have generated the most interest, at least 
among international-relations scholars, focuses on the PPO of military 
operations. In the view of practitioners who use this approach, Ameri-
cans have consistent preferences regarding how the military should be 
used: For example, they prefer the use of the military in restraining 
threatening adversaries and conducting humanitarian operations over 
employment to effect internal political change or in support of peace-
keeping operations. A review of the work of two authors who promote 
the use of the PPO approach follows.

Bruce W. Jentleson. Bruce W. Jentleson’s work on American public 
opinion has sought to develop a general model of support for mili-
tary operations, and his general approach has been widely embraced 
by international-relations scholars. He has not, however, addressed the 
impact of civilian casualties in wartime. Jentleson compiled marginal
(aggregate-level) data on Americans’ approval of past U.S. military 
operations, and concluded that support for U.S. military operations 
was best explained in terms of the PPOs of the operation. In Jentle-
son’s view, operations that had the objective of restraining a threaten-
ing adversary realized a higher level of support than operations that 
aimed at internal political change (Jentleson, 1992). Because the two 
PPOs in his 1992 study did not explain the high level of support for 

7 Larson (1996a, 1996b) confirmed the importance of U.S. military casualties in declining 
support for Vietnam, but also suggested that erosion in the belief that Vietnam was strategi-
cally important and the war was in fact winnable; increasing divisions among national politi-
cal leaders also contributed to declining support. Mueller’s analysis also has been criticized 
on statistical grounds because, in relating cumulative casualties, which do tend to grow over 
time, to support, which does tend to decline over time, the observed relationship might be a 
statistical artifact. See Kostroski (1977) and Gartner and Segura (1998).
8 Mueller’s 1994 book on public opinion during the Gulf War examines the impact of 
the bombing of the Al Firdos bunker, one of the case studies examined in this monograph. 
Mueller’s argument will be described in greater detail later in this monograph.
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the humanitarian operation in Somalia, in his 1996 analysis, Jentleson 
added a third PPO for humanitarian operations and tested this theory 
by regressing support on variables for PPOs and other factors. He was 
able to account for slightly less than 60 percent of the variance in sup-
port; aversion to casualties was not among the variables that attained 
statistical significance.9

Richard Eichenberg. Richard Eichenberg has also examined 
American public opinion on U.S. military operations and has consid-
ered the role of civilian casualties in public support.10 Like Jentleson, 
Eichenberg analyzes marginal data from public opinion questions that 
asked about approval for a wide number of past military operations, 
and relies on a modified version of the PPO-based approach.11

Because Jentleson’s theory did not account for the low level of 
support for the 1990s peacekeeping operations, Eichenberg added a 
fourth category of PPO (peacekeeping), and introduced control vari-
ables for type of military operation, the nature of multilateral partici-
pation, the effect of mentioning military or civilian casualties in ques-
tions, and other factors. Using ordinary least squares, he concluded 
that the PPOs, casualty cues, type of military operation, and many 
other factors affect support. According to his regression analysis, men-
tioning military casualties in a question typically reduces support by 
about 8 percent, whereas mentioning civilian casualties reduces sup-
port by 9.75 percent. Thus, Eichenberg’s result on the importance of 
casualties in public support for military operations refutes Jentleson’s 
conclusions.

Using marginal data from 1,685 questions asked in 81 countries 
from August 1990 to October 2004, Eichenberg also has explored 

9 The variables Jentleson explored were PPO; presidential cues and congressional opposi-
tion; risk, as operationalized by questions that explicitly mentioned the use of ground troops; 
multilateralism; and vital interests. Only the first three categories of variables made statisti-
cally significant contributions to the overall prediction. See Jentleson and Britton (1998).
10 On American public opinion, see Eichenberg (2005). Eichenberg’s analysis of foreign 
public opinion on the U.S. war in Iraq is “Global Public Opinion from the First Gulf War to 
the Invasion and Occupation of Iraq,” in Eichenberg (forthcoming).
11 Eichenberg used a total of 1,092 questions asked about 22 military operations conducted 
from 1980 to 2005.
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“universal logics” in cross-national support for using force and found 
that the PPO, perceived legitimacy of the action, and the risk aversion 
and sensitivity to military and civilian casualties all made a statisti-
cally significant contribution: According to this work, the mention of 
either military or civilian casualties resulted in a drop of 17 percentage 
points in support for military action. Despite the more comprehensive 
approach, Eichenberg has not provided cross-validation of his model 
using respondent-level data.

As should be clear from the preceding discussion, the failure of 
the PPO-based theory to account for new cases satisfactorily has led 
to a number of essentially ad hoc exceptions and adjustments to the 
theory.12 First, Jentleson included a “halo effect” in his 1992 piece to 
account for the high level of support for the U.S. intervention to effect 
internal political change in Panama, attributing the high support to 
the fact that the operation, essentially a coup d’état, was successfully 
concluded fairly rapidly. Next, humanitarian, peacekeeping, and coun-
terterrorism operations were added to the taxonomy of PPOs to better 
account for these “new” cases.13 Finally, Eichenberg added two ad hoc 
variables (“Removing Saddam Hussein from power” and “Retaliating 
for attack on the United States”) to account for the exceedingly high 
levels of support given the operations to effect internal political change 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, operations that the PPO approach would 
have predicted to receive much lower support.14

The principal attraction of the PPO approach seems to be its evi-
dent flexibility and utility as a simple framework for ad hoc theorizing. 
However, the approach is neither derived from nor builds upon deduc-

12 And when his 1992 taxonomy of PPOs was challenged by the initial high level of support 
for the intervention in Somalia (about 75 percent typically supported), he added a third cat-
egory of PPO to his taxonomy: “humanitarian intervention.” More recently, the high levels 
of support for internal political change in Afghanistan (more than eight in ten typically sup-
ported) and Iraq (support began in the 70–75-percent range) would seem to pose additional 
challenges to the robustness of his theory.
13 Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2005) added counterterrorism as a PPO.
14 These variables, moreover, had larger coefficients than did any of the PPO variables, sug-
gesting the greater importance of factors other than PPO—such as the perceived importance 
of the stakes and outcome.
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tive theory so much as ad hoc efforts to detect and try to account for 
observed statistical regularities; it does not lend itself to operationaliza-
tion in terms of ordinal or continuous variables; and as it has grown to 
accommodate new cases, the theory has lost any claim to parsimony 
it might once have had.15 Moreover, it does not account very well for 
change over time in core beliefs about the operation and their effect 
on support, and as witnessed by the need to revise the taxonomy con-
tinuously, it seems to have little or no demonstrated predictive power. 
The strong likelihood that the taxonomy of objectives is masking or 
conflating the effects of other variables,16 its implausible predictions 
in easily imagined cases,17 the ready availability of conflicting results 
using the same basic data and approach,18 and the absence of cross-
validation of the theory at the respondent level raise additional ques-
tions about the robustness of the PPO theory.

Eric Larson

Earlier work by one of the authors of the present monograph laid out 
a model grounded in microeconomic theory that identified the factors 
that influence support for military operations and preferences regard-
ing escalation and withdrawal, and embedded that model in a social 
process model that considered the role of leadership and the diffusion 
of mass attitudes (Larson, 1996a, 1996b).19

15 For example, Eichenberg lists 18 variables that make a statistically significant contribu-
tion to support (Eichenberg, 2005, p. 173, Table 8).
16 For example, the high level of support Jentleson finds for humanitarian operations may in 
part be be due to the fact that nearly all these operations are conducted in a relatively benign 
environment, posing little risk to U.S. forces. Thus, the objective of humanitarian aims could 
well be masking Americans’ risk aversion.
17 For example, the PPO approach would seem to predict that higher percentages of Ameri-
cans would support a U.S. effort to restrain Burundi from attacking Rwanda than continu-
ing a peacekeeping operation in the Sinai.
18 For example, using an analytic approach and data similar to Jentleson’s, Klarevas con-
cluded that casualties (risk aversion) were the most important variable in determining sup-
port. (See Klarevas, 1999.)
19 The theoretical work drew heavily on Milstein (1974) and George and Smoke (1974). 
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The deductive model suggested that Americans’ support or oppo-
sition to U.S. military operations—and their preferences regarding 
escalation and withdrawal—were tied to beliefs about the nature and 
importance of the stakes (both moral positions such as the “goodness” 
or “rightness” of the war and traditionally conceived national secu-
rity interests such as protection of vital interests and self-defense from 
attack); the perceived prospects for success; the expected and actual 
costs incurred (especially in terms of U.S. military deaths); and agree-
ment or disagreement about the merits of a military operation among 
national political leaders, primarily the President and Congress. Casu-
alty tolerance, in turn, was related to beliefs about the stakes, pros-
pects, and leadership.

Using trend data and bivariate analyses of respondent-level data, 
Larson assessed this model through a review of American public opin-
ion on a wide range of past U.S. wars and military operations, includ-
ing the Second World War, the Korean and Vietnam Wars, U.S. opera-
tions in Panama, the 1991 Gulf War, and operations in Somalia. This 
work suggested significant resonance with the deductive theory at both 
the aggregate and individual levels of analysis, suggesting a high degree 
of robustness (Larson, 1996a, 1996b). It also demonstrated that support 
was quite context-sensitive and that changes in any of the independent 
variables could, in some circumstances, affect public support.20

In a recent reanalysis of American public opinion toward U.S. 
military operations in Somalia, as well as subsequent U.S. opera-
tions in Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, the present 
authors tested the multivariate model developed in the earlier work 
using respondent-level data from polling conducted contemporane-

20 For example, support for World War II was largely unaffected by declining optimism 
about the progress being made, and seems generally to have been buoyed by beliefs about the 
importance of the United States’ stakes in the war. And most of the decline in support for 
Somalia was not accountable to U.S. casualties, but seems to have occurred as a result of a 
change in objective from humanitarian to peace-enforcement operations and the deteriora-
tion of the situation (and declining beliefs about the prospects for success) over the summer 
of 1993 (Larson, 1996a, 1996b).
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ously during each operation.21 The authors again found resonance for 
the model in aggregate trend data and at the respondent level, and 
found that their individual-level models correctly predicted support or 
opposition for 60–85 percent of the respondents in the new cases ana-
lyzed. The accurate prediction of support in cases that were not used 
to develop the original model provided additional empirical evidence 
of the robustness of the model across cases and levels of analysis. The 
authors also tracked a wide range of public opinion questions related to 
the key predictors of support and opposition in each case, to provide a 
coherent explanation of the factors affecting support and opposition for 
these operations and the likely sources of changes over time.

Peter D. Feaver and Christopher Gelpi

As part of a larger study, Peter D. Feaver and Christopher Gelpi of 
the Triangle Institute for Security Studies conducted a unique, special-
purpose survey about civil-military issues that asked a number of ques-
tions about respondents’ willingness to support the use of force in a 
number of hypothetical U.S. military operations. They first released 
their findings in an op-ed piece in which they concluded that Ameri-
cans are willing to accept much higher casualties than the conventional 
wisdom would allow, and that the perceived prospects for success in 
military operations were the key variables in predicting casualty toler-
ance.22 They also asserted that most Americans would have supported 
continued military action to pacify Somalia following the October 
1993 firefight in Mogadishu. None of these findings have proved to be 
particularly robust:

On casualties, the authors predicted that the average American 
would accept nearly 30,000 U.S. military deaths in a future war 
to prevent Iraq from developing weapons of mass destruction, and 
nearly 7,000 deaths to promote democracy in the Congo, num-

21 Larson and Savych (2005a, 2005b). These models also included variables for gender and 
race, which also have been shown to be related to support for military operations.
22 Specifically, they claimed that Americans were more “defeat-phobic” than “casualty-
phobic” (Feaver and Gelpi, 1999, 2004; Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler, 2005; Hyde, 2000).

•
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bers that appear, even on a prima facie basis, absurd.23 As nearly 
all measures of support for the war in Iraq fell below 50 percent at 
some point between 1,000 and 1,500 war dead, it is now known 
that the authors overestimated casualty tolerance for a war in Iraq 
by a factor of 20 to 30; the estimate for the Congo is probably 
inflated by an even greater amount.24

Nor is their conclusion that beliefs about the prospects for suc-
cess or victory are the preeminent factor in support particularly 
robust. Rather, it seems to be an artifact of the artificiality of their 
one-off survey. Other work that has analyzed polling conducted 
contemporaneously during several recent military operations sug-
gests that beliefs about the nature and importance of the stakes 
or benefits of a military operation typically have been far more 
important predictors of support than beliefs about the prospects 
for success (Larson and Savych, 2005a, 2005b).
Finally, their assertion that Americans would have followed Presi-
dent Clinton’s lead if he had simply taken a more forceful position 
on Iraq lacks plausibility—and hinges upon a deux ex machina–
like expectation of a rally larger than that typically associated with 
presidents whose policies are under attack by members of both 

23 The authors asked,

When American troops are sent overseas, there are almost always casualties. For 
instance, 43 Americans were killed in Somalia, 383 in the Gulf War, roughly 54,000 in 
Korea, roughly 58,000 in Vietnam and roughly 400,000 in World War II. Imagine for 
a moment that a president decided to send military troops on one of the following mis-
sions. In your opinion, what would be the highest number of American military deaths 
that would be acceptable to achieve this goal?

They reported that their survey indicated that the average American would accept 6,861 
deaths “to stabilize a democratic government in Congo,” 29,853 deaths “to prevent Iraq from 
obtaining weapons of mass destruction,” and 20,172 deaths “to defend Taiwan against inva-
sion by China.” (See Feaver and Gelpi, 1999.)
24 In estimating the number of casualties that the average respondent would tolerate in 
each of their scenarios, Feaver and Gelpi used the mean rather than the median, an entirely 
inappropriate measure. Even after correcting for this error, the result for Iraq was orders of 
magnitude too high, suggesting a more fundamental problem with their survey instrument 
and data.

•

•
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parties.25 Moreover, newly discovered data show that most Ameri-
cans actually preferred withdrawal from Somalia even before the 
firefight in Mogadishu.

More recently, Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2005) addressed the 
question of sensitivity to casualties in the war in Iraq. They argued that 
“beliefs about the rightness or wrongness of the war in the first place, 
and beliefs about the war’s likely success,” determined the public’s tol-
erance for casualties (i.e., continued support in the face of casualties). 
More specifically, they argued that the interaction of beliefs about the 
importance of the stakes and the prospects for success determined the 
willingness to accept casualties, a view that is much closer to Larson’s 
original (1996b) position.26

Notably, in the present authors’ own respondent-level modeling of 
support for war in Iraq, the prospects for success failed to attain statis-
tical significance. Thus, Feaver and Gelpi’s finding may not be all that 
robust even for the case of Iraq; needless to say, without a much greater 
number of cases to validate the finding, one should not, as Feaver and 
Gelpi do, treat it as a general law that perforce applies to other cases.27

Scott S. Gartner and Gary M. Segura

Scott S. Gartner and Gary M. Segura have largely focused their atten-
tion on the role of casualties in public support for the war in Vietnam 
(Gartner and Segura, 1998, 2000; Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening, 

25 Brody (1991), for example, has shown that the size of a rally seems to be associated with 
the degree of bipartisan support for a president’s policy as conveyed by the media. In the 
Somalia case, President Clinton was under attack both by Republicans and Democrats. 
For a critical analysis of Feaver and Gelpi’s counterfactual assertion, see Larson and Savych 
(2005a, especially pp. 39–41).
26 Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2005). Larson suggested a general algebraic form in which sup-
port was a function of (p*b)/c (i.e., the probability of success times the benefits, divided by 
the costs), and that casualty tolerance (i.e., support given any level of casualties) was a func-
tion of p*b. See Larson (1996b, 2000) and Larson and Savych (2005a).
27 Partisanship (or leadership) also was quite important. Nevertheless, given that the pros-
pects for success dropped out of our model of support for Iraq due to their lack of statistical 
(and substantive) significance, the importance of the prospects for success may not have been 
as important as Feaver and Gelpi’s work suggests.
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1997). These authors appear to agree with Mueller that casualties are 
an important—if not the most important—determinant of support, 
and agree with Mueller’s conclusion that Americans were more sen-
sitive to casualties early in the war than later in the war. Thus, from 
a policy standpoint, their conclusions about the relationship between 
casualties and support are somewhat indistinguishable from Mueller’s.

Based largely upon polling of Californians during the Viet-
nam War, these authors argue that it is not cumulative casualties that 
affected support for the Vietnam War as Mueller argued, but rather the 
marginal casualties that were accumulated in each period, especially 
during the period when casualties were accumulating at an increasing 
rate (Gartner and Segura, 1998). According to these authors, moreover, 
we should anticipate that a point will be reached in any conflict that 
initially is popular and has an S-shaped cumulative casualty curve, 
when casualties cease to play a role in explaining opinion and other 
factors become more important (Gartner, Segura, and Wilkening, 
1997). At that point, other individual-level variables that had minimal 
explanatory power at the beginning of the conflict can be expected to 
grow in importance over time. In the end, however, given that the only 
dynamic variable in their model seems to be the number of marginal 
casualties incurred in each period, it should be of little surprise that 
this variable was found to be associated with changes in support during 
Vietnam.

Moreover, it is not clear how useful their main finding—that the 
principal driver of support is the proximate marginal casualties that 
have been incurred—actually is in predicting support in cases other 
than Vietnam. In the case of Somalia, for example, their theory would 
seem to predict that the greatest decline in support should have come 
after the firefight in Mogadishu, when the most casualties were taken. 
But support for Somalia tumbled from about 75 percent to about 50 
percent in the spring of 1993 during a time when there were rather few 
U.S. casualties but an important change in the nature of the mission 
had taken place. Moreover, support had pretty much bottomed out 
(at about four in ten) even before the firefight in Mogadishu, at a time 
when fewer than a dozen casualties had been accumulated but hope for 
a successful outcome had eroded (see Larson, 1996b). Thus, from the 
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very beginning, the decline in support for Somalia seems to have had 
more to do with factors other than casualties, something that would 
not be predicted from these authors’ work on Vietnam.

Although they include some demographic factors in their model-
ing, these authors do not appear to make any assumptions about the 
process by which Americans actually weigh ends, ways, and means in 
wars and military operations, which is presumably one of the issues of 
greatest concern to policymakers.

Approach

To assess the role of civilian deaths—or any other individual variable—
in support and opposition for military operations, one first needs a gen-
eral model that has demonstrated its robustness: an ability to predict 
support based upon known predictors across cases. One can use such a 
model as an anvil on which to hammer (i.e., assess the importance of) 
other variables while controlling for the main factors that are already 
included.28 The confidence one has in any given model should grow 
with demonstrations of its robustness, both across cases and in terms of 
cross-level validation from aggregate and individual levels of analysis.

The present effort builds upon the authors’ own long-term pro-
gram of research into the factors that drive public opinion on mili-
tary operations. As described previously, this earlier work provides an 
empirically supported framework for assessing the role of civilian casu-
alties while controlling for other factors that have been shown to be 
reliable predictors of support and opposition to U.S. military opera-
tions. The present monograph extends the authors’ earlier work in this 
area to assess the role of civilian casualties in support or opposition for 
U.S. wars and military operations while controlling for other impor-
tant influences.

To understand how civilian casualty incidents affect media report-
ing and public attitudes, we used a comparative case study approach. 

28 Such an approach also can be helpful in ascertaining whether previously identified factors 
wash out (lose their statistical significance) when new variables are included.
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We selected as case studies incidents that appeared to be prominently 
reported in the media and, we believed, would be relatively salient to 
members of the public:

the February 1991 bombing of the Al Firdos bunker, which also 
was being used as a shelter by noncombatants, in the Gulf War
the April and May 1999 attacks on the Djakovica convoy and 
Chinese embassy during the war in Kosovo
the early July 2002 attack involving an Afghan wedding party 
during operations in Afghanistan
the late March 2003 incident involving a large explosion in a 
crowded Baghdad marketplace.29

It is important to note that these incidents were selected solely 
because of their high profile as judged by the relatively high level of 
media attention and commentary they received. We do not mean to 
imply that U.S. forces failed in some way to take prudent measures 
to prevent them; indeed, in one case (the 2003 Baghdad marketplace 
incident), the best evidence suggests that the incident probably was the 
result of Iraqi air defense munitions falling back to earth.

The logic of focusing on media reporting, public opinion, and 
antiwar demonstration activity was simply as follows: Media report-
ing on military operations connects most individuals to events “on 
the ground,” and individuals’ reactions to media reports on a mili-
tary operation—including reports of civilian casualties—may be either 
attitudinal (in which case they might be assessed using public opinion 
data) or behavioral (in which case we need some measure of relevant 
behaviors). As data on antiwar letter-writing, fax, email, telephone, and 
other private protest activity generally are not available, we decided to 
focus on a crude measure of public protest activity: the reported fre-

29 In retrospect, the case of Fallujah in April 2004 also would have been an ideal case for 
study, since it appears that high levels of negative press reporting led to political pressures that 
resulted in a decision to halt the Marines’ operation before the operation was completed.

•
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quency and size of antiwar demonstrations both before and after major 
civilian casualty incidents.30

Media reporting on civilian casualties and other related topics 
were assessed both qualitatively and quantitatively: The qualitative 
analysis of media involved reviewing news reports related to the inci-
dents. The quantitative analysis involved a consistent set of content 
analyses that tabulated the frequency with which various themes (e.g., 
“civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths”) appeared in a consistent set of 
U.S. and foreign media sources in fixed time periods (e.g., year, month, 
or day).

For U.S. media reporting, we focused on the five major U.S. 
national newspapers (The New York Times, The Washington Post, Los 
Angeles Times, The Christian Science Monitor, and The Wall Street Jour-
nal), and four of the major television news networks (ABC News, CBS 
News, NBC News, and CNN). To assess foreign reporting, we focused 
on reporting by a set of foreign media organizations that we believed 
would be prone to reporting civilian casualty incidents in U.S. wars: 
AFP, The Guardian (London), TASS, and Xinhua.

To understand leadership responses to the incidents, we examined 
the transcripts of public statements, press conferences, and congressio-
nal testimony, as well as statements quoted in the press.

To assess public reactions to civilian casualty incidents, we exam-
ined U.S. and foreign public opinion data, as well as media report-
ing on antiwar demonstrations. For the U.S. public opinion data, we 
also adapted respondent-level multivariate statistical models that pre-
dict support or opposition for U.S. military operations based upon a 
small set of beliefs and demographic characteristics. These models have 
a good track record in predicting individuals’ support or opposition 
for past military operations based upon respondents’ beliefs about the 
nature and importance of the stakes involved; the operation’s prospects 
for success; the costs in casualties; membership in the President’s party; 
and race and gender (Larson and Savych, 2005a, 2005b). To assess 

30 We also sought to ascertain whether civilian casualties as an antiwar protest theme 
became more prevalent, but reporting on the content of protest activity generally was far too 
spotty to accomplish this.
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the importance of civilian casualties to support and opposition, we 
simply added variables for beliefs about civilian casualties to our exist-
ing models and assessed whether the civilian casualty variables were 
statistically significant, and yielded any additional explanatory power 
in the presence of these other variables.

This monograph will show that public opinion data typically sug-
gest that only a small percentage of Americans participate in antiwar 
demonstrations. Concerned that the available public opinion data might 
not adequately capture the intensity of reactions to civilian casualty 
incidents in terms of the prevalence of social protest activity, therefore, 
we also sought evidence that civilian casualty incidents might have led 
to an increase in the frequency or size of antiwar demonstrations.31

As might be expected, relevant public opinion data on foreign 
attitudes toward past U.S. military operations and specific incidents of 
civilian casualties turned out to be far more difficult to obtain than U.S. 
data, which made assessments of foreign publics’ reactions somewhat 
more sketchy and impressionistic than reactions of the U.S. public. As 
a result, a multivariate understanding of how foreign publics’ concerns 
about civilian casualties relate to support for or opposition to U.S. mili-
tary operations remains somewhat opaque.

Organization of This Monograph

This monograph is organized around brief case studies of media and 
public responses to civilian casualty incidents in four U.S. military 
operations:

Chapter Two: the Al Firdos bunker incident during the 1991 Gulf 
War
Chapter Three: the Djakovica convoy and Chinese embassy inci-
dents during the 1999 war in Kosovo

31 Among the classic scholarly works on the mobilization of social protest movements, see 
Olson (1965), Gamson (1989, 1990), and Gurr (1970).

•
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Chapter Four: the Afghan wedding party incident during Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan in late June 2002
Chapter Five: the Baghdad marketplace incident during Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom in late March 2003.

Chapter Six details the implications of this research for the Air 
Force and the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD).

•

•
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CHAPTER TWO

Operation Desert Storm (Iraq, 1991)

The first case we examined was the 1991 Gulf War to eject Iraqi forces 
from Kuwait. Because the war presented the prospect of extremely high 
numbers of U.S. combat casualties,1 the war was conducted in two 
phases: an air war against strategic targets and fielded forces, followed 
by a ground offensive once Iraqi ground capabilities had been suffi-
ciently reduced. As the air war involved targeting Iraqi strategic and 
other targets in Baghdad and other populated areas, it was in the first 
phase of the war that civilian casualties figured most prominently. This 
monograph will show, however, that most Americans believed that the 
U.S. coalition was making every possible effort to avoid civilian casual-
ties, the result of which was that the preternaturally high support for 
the war among Americans appears to have been essentially unaffected 
by civilian casualty incidents.

Civilian Casualty Estimates

The U.S. Department of Defense never publicly estimated the number 
of Iraqi civilians killed in the air war. Taken together, however, the 
range of estimates of civilian deaths that resulted directly from the air 
war suggests that Iraqi civilian deaths were somewhere between fewer 

1 For example, prior to the Gulf War, General Edward Meyer, a former Chief of Staff of the 
U.S. Army, estimated that up to 30,000 U.S. casualties could be sustained in evicting Iraq 
from Kuwait. (See Fialka and Pasztor, 1990.)
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than 1,000 and approximately 3,500.2 This range also suggests that it is 
unlikely that the precise number of deaths that were directly account-
able to the air war will ever be known with any greater precision:

Although Iraq’s estimates of civilian deaths fluctuated during the 
war (as described later), Baghdad ultimately took the position that 
2,248 Iraqi civilians had been killed as a direct result of the war.
At the low end of the spectrum of independent estimates, former 
Defense Intelligence Agency analyst John Heidenrich and politi-
cal science professor John Mueller separately estimated that fewer 
than 1,000 Iraqi civilians were killed during the war (Kelly, 
2003).
The consensus view among military experts in early 2003 was 
said to be that the number of Iraqi civilians killed as a result of the 
air war lay somewhere between 1,000 and 2,000 (Kelly, 2003).
Using interviews and other sources, Middle East Watch conducted 
an analysis of civilian deaths in the Gulf War and reported that 
the likely number of civilians directly killed by air attacks had an 
“upper limit” in the 2,500–3,000 range, suggesting that the most 
likely number was something lower.3

A 1993 study funded by Greenpeace claimed that 3,500 civilians 
had been killed during the war.4

Although not the focus of the present work, it also bears mention-
ing that it was deliberate Iraqi policy to engage in a variety of activities 
that constituted war crimes. Prior to the war, for example, the Iraqis 

2 The estimates reported here do not include those who died in the uprisings following the 
Gulf War or as a result of postwar health effects.
3 It reported,

Middle East Watch concludes that the number of Iraqi civilians killed as a direct result 
of injury from allied bombs and missiles will ultimately be calculated in the thousands, 
not the hundreds. At the same time, we are reasonably confident that the total number 
of civilians killed directly by allied attacks did not exceed several thousand, with an 
upper limit of perhaps between 2,500 and 3,000 Iraqi dead. (Human Rights Watch, 
1991, p. 19)

4 Estimate cited in Kelly (2003). See also “Gulf War Casualties Continue” (undated).
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positioned military assets in or near densely populated civilian neigh-
borhoods so as to forestall attack or manipulate public opinion, and 
took more than 4,900 hostages, 106 of whom were used by the Iraqis 
as human shields prior to the war.5 During the war, the Iraqi regime 
also threatened to use U.S. prisoners of war as human shields (Central 
Intelligence Agency, 2003).

Moreover, all the U.S. prisoners of war taken by the Iraqis were 
said to have been the victims of war crimes, including physical beat-
ings and sexual assaults (Maier, 2003). And during their occupation of 
Kuwait, the Iraqis reportedly committed a vast number of war crimes 
against Kuwaiti civilians—including rape, torture, and murder. A 
November 1992 report to the Army’s Judge Advocate General docu-
mented the magnitude and severity of Iraq’s war crimes:

[F]or the period of the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait (2 August 
1990 to 3 March 1991), a total of 1,082 Kuwaiti civilian deaths 
could be directly attributed to Iraqi criminal conduct. The deaths 
include 120 babies left to die after being removed from incuba-
tors that were taken to Iraq; 153 children between the ages of 
one and thirteen killed for various reasons; and fifty-seven men-
tally ill individuals killed simply because of their handicap. All 
of these deaths constitute grave breaches of the Fourth Geneva 
Convention.6

Put another way, whereas the loss of life among civilian Iraqis as a 
result of the air war was an unintended consequence of the war, it was 
evidence of deliberate Iraqi policy to engage in war crimes.

5 For these statistics and a detailed review of Iraq’s use of human shields in the 1991 Gulf 
War, see Central Intelligence Agency (2003). All foreigners held hostage were released in 
early December 1990, more than a month before the beginning of the war.
6 McNeill (1992, p. 9). See also Scheffer (2000). Scheffer is former Ambassador-at-Large for 
War Crimes Issues.
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Handling of the Civilian Casualties Issue

Baghdad’s public treatment of the civilian casualties issue went through 
a fairly dramatic change just prior to the February 14, 1991, Al Firdos 
incident.

In the first days of the war, the Iraqi regime generally had sought 
to downplay the issue of civilian casualties and collateral damage, evi-
dently in the hope of encouraging Iraqis to support the regime and, pos-
sibly, to reduce the prospects that the civilian population would revolt 
against the regime at a time when it was facing its most severe chal-
lenge. By February 5, in a letter to Iraqi newspapers, Iraqi foreign min-
ister Tariq Aziz wrote that Iraq’s civilian casualties totaled more than 
1,000, including 428 killed and more than 650 wounded (AP, 1991d). 
On February 6, Iraq claimed 150 civilian deaths in the city of Nassari-
yah alone (Boustany, 1991), and on February 10, Iraq maintained that 
about 650 civilians had been killed and another 750 had been wounded 
(Simmons, 1991). At the same time, Masoud Barzani, the commander 
of Iraqi Kurdish guerrillas opposed to the Iraqi regime, estimated that 
allied bombing had killed or wounded “about 3,000 civilians” in the 
Kurdish districts of northern Iraq alone (Randal, 1991).

On February 11, Iraqi leaders stepped up their denunciations of 
the killing of innocent civilians and alleged war crimes when Iraqi 
Religious Affairs Minister Abdullah Fadel claimed there had been 
thousands of civilian casualties in the allied bombardment, and that 
bombs had destroyed several mosques and churches and 80 homes in 
the holy Shiite Muslim cities of Karbala, Samarra, and Najaf.7 And on 
February 12, Iraq’s Deputy Prime Minister Sa’dun Hammadi claimed 
that civilian casualties from the air war were running into the thou-
sands (Apple, 1991; BBC, 1991).

Following the attack on the Al Firdos bunker on February 13, 
Iraq’s ambassador to Japan estimated that 7,000 Iraqi civilians had 
been killed in the allies’ bombing raids to date, and Iraq’s first deputy 
minister of health claimed that there were “thousands of thousands” of 

7 One source reported that on February 11, Iraqi officials claimed 5,000–7,000 civilian 
deaths. (See Hiltermann, 1991; see also Nasrawi, 1991.)
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civilian casualties (Human Rights Watch, 1991, p. 18). A short time 
later, five weeks into the six-week air war, Baghdad Radio claimed only 
1,100 civilian deaths (“Calculating Casualties,” 2003). Following the 
war, the Iraqi government again revised its official estimate of civilian 
deaths due to the war, essentially doubling the earlier estimate reported 
on Baghdad Radio to 2,248 (“Calculating Casualties,” 2003).

Speculation regarding the specific reasons for the Iraqis’ increased 
emphasis on civilian casualties centered on the desirability from an 
Iraqi perspective of driving a wedge between the U.S. and Arab and 
European publics, encouraging nascent peace movements in the United 
States and elsewhere in an effort to bring pressure on governments par-
ticipating in the coalition, and possibly even to gain some relief from 
the coalition’s air attacks.8

The Iraqi leadership also may have been encouraged by others’ 
efforts to draw attention to the issue of Iraqi civilian casualties in 
the war: On February 9, Soviet President Gorbachev—an ally of
Baghdad—warned that civilian casualties were growing and added that 
“whole countries—first Kuwait, now Iraq, then perhaps other coun-
tries—are facing the threat of catastrophic destruction” (Diebel, 1991). 
And United Nations Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar warned 
on February 10 that “the lives of millions of civilians are endangered 
by a confrontation that, for the moment, shows no sign of abating,” 
that civilian casualties were mounting, and that “damage to residential 
areas throughout Iraq has been widespread” (Ward, 1991a). By Febru-
ary 19, nearly a week after the Al Firdos incident, Soviet envoy Yevgeni 
Primakov declared that “the slaughter must be stopped” (Atkinson and 
Devroy, 1991).

For its part, the United States frequently stressed its commitment 
to minimizing civilian casualties and collateral damage, its position that 

8 As early as February 10, increasingly frequent and noisy demonstrations in Morocco and 
other north African countries were taking place. (See Bulloch, 1991.) An example of Iraqi 
efforts to use the civilian casualties issue to their advantage is the February 13 letter from 
Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz to UN Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar decrying 
coalition “war crimes” against innocent civilians.
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the war was not being waged against the Iraqi people, and that mili-
tary—and not civilian—targets were being targeted and attacked.9

The Arc of Media and Public Concern

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. Because public knowledge about casualties would be 
expected to be a function of the level of media reporting on the subject 
and the public’s attention to the war, we now turn to some measures of 
media reporting and public interest in the war.

In a pattern that will soon become familiar to the reader, media 
and public interest in the war peaked early in the war and then declined. 
Figure 2.1 presents data on the monthly number of stories dealing with 
Iraq in major U.S. television and newspaper reporting from July 1990 
to June 1991. Figure 2.2 presents data on the number of newspaper and 
television news stories dealing with Iraq from just before the war in 
early January through the last week of the war, ending on March 4.

Figure 2.1 reports that there was a dramatic increase in major U.S. 
television news and newspaper reporting on Iraq following the inva-
sion of Kuwait in August 1990; a drop-off in reporting until Novem-
ber 1990, when the President announced the deployment of additional 
U.S. troops to create an offensive option; and then a peak in Janu-
ary 1991 when the war actually began. Following the peak in January 
1991, there was a steady decline in reporting levels.

The figure shows that both major newspaper and television report-
ing grew steadily over the first two weeks of January 1991 as the war 
approached (the war began on January 16), peaked the week the con-
flict began, then tapered off. There was then another surge in reporting 
as the ground war—which began on February 24 and concluded on 
February 28—approached.

9 For example, on January 18, General Norman Schwarzkopf stated, “[W]e are doing abso-
lutely everything we possibly can in this campaign to avoid injuring or hurting or destroying 
innocent people. We have said all along that this is not a war against the Iraqi people.” For 
a compilation of U.S. public statements on civilian deaths and collateral damage during the 
air war, see Human Rights Watch (1991, pp. 75–85).
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Figure 2.1
Monthly Major Television and Newspaper Reporting on Iraq, 
August 1990–June 1991

RAND MG441-2.1

SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The
New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News,
CNN, and NBC News.
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Figure 2.2
Major U.S. Television and Newspaper Weekly Reporting on Iraq During the 
Gulf War

RAND MG441-2.2

SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The
New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, 
CNN, and NBC News.

Date (1991) 

Jan
1–7

Jan
8–14

Jan
15–21

Jan
22–28

Jan 29– 
Feb 4 

Feb
5–11

Feb
12–18

Feb
19–25

Feb 26– 
Mar 4 

War begins 
1/16

War ends 
2/28

St
o

ri
es

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

1,400
Television
Newspapers



28    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

U.S. Public Opinion. The public opinion data in Table 2.1 suggest 
that, like the media coverage, public attention to the war peaked in the 
first week of the war and then fell off somewhat, but it still remained 
fairly high by historical standards.10

Statistical Results. Past research has shown that support and 
opposition for U.S. military operations are related to beliefs about the 
importance of the national security and moral stakes that are involved 
in a situation involving the use of force, progress in the campaign and 
its perceived prospects for success, and the actual and potential costs 
in U.S. military combat casualties. Support and opposition also are 
influenced by political party (members of the President’s political party 
are typically more supportive than are nonmembers), race (blacks are 
typically less supportive than others), and gender (men are more likely 
to support military operations than women).11 Finally, support is likely 
to be higher when there is bipartisan support for the military opera-
tion from political leaders, and lower when leaders are divided over its 
wisdom (Larson, 1996a, 2000; Larson and Savych, 2005a).

To better understand the importance of concerns about collat-
eral damage relative to other considerations that affected support for 
the Gulf War, we conducted bivariate and multivariate analyses of
respondent-level data from polling by the Los Angeles Times from Feb-
ruary 15–17, 1991. We first present the results of our bivariate analyses, 
and then the results of the multivariate analyses.

Bivariate Analyses. Table 2.2 presents the percentages approving 
of the war given respondents’ beliefs about the number of U.S. mili-
tary and civilian casualties. The table shows that support declined as 
the prospective number of casualties—whether military or civilian—

10 Past work has suggested that major wars frequently occasion majorities of Americans to 
report that they are watching developments very closely.
11 Eichenberg (2003a) suggests that women are less supportive of military operations than 
men because they are more sensitive to humanitarian concerns and the loss of human life, 
while Nincic and Nincic (2002) argue that a combination of political alienation and other 
factors were at play for both women and blacks during the Korean, Vietnam, and Gulf 
Wars.
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Table 2.1
How Closely Did Americans Follow Developments in the Gulf?

“How closely have you followed news 
about the situation in the Persian Gulf 
region? Would you say you have followed 
it very closely, fairly closely, not too 
closely, or not at all closely?” (N = 1,013)

January 17–
20, 1991 (%)

January 23–
26, 1991 (%)

February 7–
10, 1991 (%)

Very closely 70 59 55

Somewhat closely 27 34 38

Not too closely 3 6 6

Not at all 0 1 1

No opinion * 0 *

SOURCE: Gallup poll conducted January 17–20, 1991; January 23–26, 1991; and February 
7–10, 1991.

NOTE: * indicates less than 0.5 percent.

increased, and the result in both cases was statistically significant.12 An 
inverse relationship between beliefs about U.S. military casualties and 
support has been observed in a number of past U.S. operations.13

It is important to note that these data indicate that respondents 
were not highly sensitive to casualties of any kind: Support was high 
even among those who expected high U.S. military or civilian casual-
ties. The table also suggests that respondents were slightly more sensi-
tive to military than civilian deaths.

For example, 86 percent of those who expected hundreds of U.S. 
deaths and 83 percent of those who believed there had been hundreds 
of civilian deaths supported the war; 80 percent of those who expected 
thousands of U.S. deaths or believed thousands of civilians had died 
supported the war; and a little over six in ten of those who expected 
10,000 U.S. deaths or believed tens of thousands of civilians had 
died supported the war. This is very robust support, especially when

12 Chi-square tests of independence returned a p-value of less than 0.001 in both cases, sug-
gesting that support and beliefs about casualties were related on a bivariate basis.
13 See Larson (1996a, 1996b).
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Table 2.2
Approval of the Campaign by Expected Military and Civilian Casualties, 
February 15–17, 1991 

Approval: “Overall, you approve or disapprove of the United States 
carrying on the war against Iraq?”
Military Deaths: “Overall, how many U.S. soldiers do you expect will 
be killed in the war against Iraq: close to 100, close to 500, close to 
1,000, close to 2,500, close to 5,000, close to 20,000 or more than 
20,000?”
Civilian Deaths: “To the best of your knowledge, do you think Iraqi 
civilian deaths as a result of the war so far are in the dozens, in the 
hundreds, in the thousands or in the tens of thousands?”

Affirmative 
Responses 

(%)

Civilian casualties (percent)

 Dozens (5) 93

Hundreds (44) 83

 Thousands (37) 80

 Tens of thousands (4) 63

Not sure (10) 76

 Total (100) 81

Statistical significance in Chi-square test of association p < 0.001

Military casualties (percent)

 Close to 100 (7) 85

 Close to 500 (14) 86

 Close to 1,000 (19) 83

 Close to 2,500 (13) 90

 Close to 5,000 (12) 80

 Close to 10,000 (7) 62

 Close to 20,000 (2) 69

 More than 20,000 (4) 52

Not sure (19) 80
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Table 2.2—Continued

Approval: “Overall, you approve or disapprove of the United States 
carrying on the war against Iraq?”
Military Deaths: “Overall, how many U.S. soldiers do you expect will 
be killed in the war against Iraq: close to 100, close to 500, close to 
1,000, close to 2,500, close to 5,000, close to 20,000 or more than 
20,000?”
Civilian Deaths: “To the best of your knowledge, do you think Iraqi 
civilian deaths as a result of the war so far are in the dozens, in the 
hundreds, in the thousands or in the tens of thousands?”

Affirmative 
Responses 

(%)

Military casualties (percent) % Approving

 Refused (3) 94

 Total (100) 81

Statistical significance in Chi-square test of association p<0.001

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted 1991, N = 1,822.

compared to casualty sensitivity in support for the peace operations of 
the 1990s (e.g., Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo).14

Multivariate Statistical Modeling. Because these analyses do not 
take into account possible simultaneous effects of other variables that 
might be important to support for the campaign, we also performed 
a number of multivariate statistical analyses. Detailed results are pro-
vided in the Appendix and the Technical Appendixes, published sepa-
rately (Larson and Savych, 2005b).

To ascertain the importance of civilian casualties in judgments 
about approval and disapproval of the war, we estimated a number of 
multivariate probit regression models that included variables for civil-
ian casualties along with variables that past work has suggested are the 
key predictors of support or opposition for military operations.15

The civilian casualties variables were from questions that asked 
respondents whether they thought that the United States was doing all 
it could to keep down the number of civilian casualties and also asked 
respondents to estimate the number of civilian deaths. The other vari-

14 See Larson and Savych (2005a, 2005b).
15 Multivariate probit models are appropriate when one is predicting a binary outcome (e.g., 
support or oppose); ordinal probit models are appropriate when one is predicting an ordinal 
outcome (e.g., support strongly, support somewhat, oppose somewhat, oppose strongly). 
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ables that were included in our multivariate model were variables for 
respondents’ beliefs about whether vital national interests were at stake, 
whether U.S. actions were morally justified, how well the war was pro-
ceeding, how many U.S. casualties had been sustained, membership in 
the president’s party, and race and gender.16

The first model correctly predicted support or opposition for 86 
percent of the respondents, but neither of the civilian casualties vari-
ables were statistically or substantively significant. The most important 
predictors of support follow, in order of importance; note that a “(+)” 
means that the coefficient on the variable was positive and increased 
approval, whereas a “(–)” means that the coefficient was negative and 
reduced approval:

race (–): Blacks were less likely to approve than others.
the belief in a moral justification (+): Those who believed that the 
operation was morally justified were more likely to approve than 
those who did not.
self-identification as a Democrat (–) or Independent (–): Non-
Republicans were less likely to support the operation than Repub-
licans, probably because the President was the natural partisan 
leader for Republicans but not for the others.17

We also estimated two other models. The first predicted the belief 
that what the United States had accomplished in the war to date had 
been worth the number of U.S. military deaths and injuries. This model 
correctly predicted the responses of 78 percent of the responses. The 
second asked whether it had been worth the civilian deaths and injuries; 
this second model correctly predicted 71 percent of the responses.

16 Very briefly, the probability of approval would be expected to be higher for those with 
beliefs that vital interests were involved, that U.S. actions were morally justified, that the war 
was proceeding well, and that only a small number of U.S. casualties had been sustained, as 
well as those who were members of the president’s party, not black, or male (see Larson and 
Savych, 2005a).
17 Detailed coefficients and diagnostics for all regressions are found in Appendix A in this 
monograph.

•
•

•
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The most important predictors of the belief that the war had been 
worth the civilian casualties were, in declining order of importance 
(valence of coefficients in parentheses),

the belief that the war was morally justified (+)
self-identification as a woman (–): Women were less likely to sup-
port than men.
self-identification as a Democrat (–)
beliefs as to whether the argument that “the United States did not 
have a vital interest” was a good (–) or bad (+) reason for opposing 
the war: Those who believed that it was a bad reason to oppose the 
war were more likely to support than those who felt otherwise.

Importantly, the belief that the United States was doing all it 
could to minimize civilian casualties was a statistically significant pre-
dictor of beliefs about whether the war was worth the civilian deaths 
that had been incurred in both models (Table A.1 in the Appendix), 
roughly as important as beliefs regarding U.S. vital interests in Iraq 
and status as a self-identified political Independent, but not so impor-
tant as beliefs that the war was morally justified, or gender or Demo-
cratic party identification.

The modeling results suggest that beliefs about the number of 
civilian casualties were not an important factor in support for the war, 
at least in comparison to other factors that have been shown to be 
important in predicting support or opposition. The results also suggest 
that beliefs about whether the U.S. military was doing all it could to 
avoid civilian casualties were a substantively and statistically significant 
predictor of the belief that the war had been worth these casualties, 
which suggests that they also may be an important predictor of support 
and opposition. As the reader will learn from our analysis of the other 
cases, there is substantial evidence in support of this interpretation.

Antiwar Demonstrations. As was described in Chapter One, 
another measure of public attitudes toward wars and military opera-
tions is involvement in antiwar demonstration activity. The U.S. anti-

•
•

•
•
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war movement began forming as early as August 1990,18 well before 
the war began, and was comprised of a confederation of religious orga-
nizations and secular antiwar groups.19 Reporting suggests that these 
groups organized mass antiwar demonstrations and vigils that began 
in the fall of 1990 and picked up soon after the air war began, peaking 
perhaps on January 16 or January 26 and then tapering off.

Despite the rather high levels of media attention antiwar demon-
strations received, demonstrators, whether antiwar or prowar, consti-
tuted only a tiny fraction of the overall public: Ninety-eight percent 
of those polled by ABC News/The Washington Post on January 20 said 
that they had not attended any demonstrations, while those saying that 
they had were evenly split with 1 percent in each camp.20 By mid-
February, a total of 5 percent of those polled said they had attended 
some sort of demonstration related to the war.21 In other words, press 

18 An organization called the Coalition to Stop U.S. Intervention in the Middle East was 
formed in early August, for example, and another, called the National Campaign for Peace 
in the Middle East, was formed in September. Other antiwar organizations included the 
National African American Network Against U.S. Intervention in the Gulf, and four Latino 
organizations: the League of United Latin American Citizens, the Mexican American Polit-
ical Association, the Latino Issues Forum, and the American G.I. Forum. (See Elbaum, 
1991.)
19 For example, the National Council of Churches, which represented 42 million Christians 
of 32 denominations, and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, representing 54 
million Roman Catholics, condemned the threat of invasion. Of two of the major antiwar 
groups, the National Campaign for Peace condemned the Iraqi invasion, whereas the Coali-
tion to Stop U.S. Intervention did not (Landsberg, 1991). Eleven protesters from an orga-
nization called Pledge of Resistance, part of the Coalition to Stop U.S. Intervention in the 
Middle East, were arrested after disrupting Senate debate over Iraq on January 11 (Lawrence, 
1991). One source suggested that the antiwar movement included student activists, lesbian 
and gay activists, and members of the women’s movement (Elbaum, 1991, p. 147).
20 ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted January 20, 1991, N = 532. The Los Ange-
les Times’ polling in February found that only 1 percent of those polled supported neither the 
troops nor the administration’s policy. (See Los Angeles Times, 1991, N = 1,822.)
21 ABC News/The Washington Post polling on January 20 found that only 1 percent 
had attended antiwar demonstrations and another 1 percent had attended prowar dem-
onstrations. Gallup’s polling found that 5 percent said that they had participated in a
demonstration for or against the war (Gallup poll conducted February 14–17, 1991,
N = 1,009).
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reporting on demonstrators appears to have been out of proportion to 
their actual numbers.

Foreign Media and Public Opinion

Foreign Media. Judged by the reporting levels in The Guardian
(London) and TASS (Figure 2.3), foreign media reporting followed the 
same general pattern as that in the United States: a burst of coverage 
following the invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, followed by a decline 
in reporting, another peak once the war was under way in January 
1991, and a drop-off in reporting following the war.

The rapid increase in foreign media reporting on the war is even 
more apparent in Figure 2.4, which shows the weekly number of stories 
in The Guardian and TASS before and during the war.

 Figure 2.4 shows that media reporting increased dramatically in 
the week of January 15–21, trailed off, and then climbed again during 
the week of February 26–March 4, when the ground war occurred.

Figure 2.3
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Iraq, August 1990–June 1991
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in full text of The Guardian (London) and TASS.
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Figure 2.4
Selected Foreign Media Weekly Reporting on Iraq, January–February 1991

SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in full text of The Guardian (London) and TASS.
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Foreign Public Opinion. The Gulf War enjoyed the authorization 
of the United Nations Security Council and an international coalition 
that included 36 countries. Other nations such as Japan made financial 
contributions or provided other assistance. Given the broad interna-
tional support that the Gulf War received, it should be little surprise 
that, with some exceptions, the war received substantial public support 
abroad.22

22 According to one study of German media during the Gulf War,

virtually unanimous agreement existed in the characterization of Iraq . . . in a negative 
light—Saddam Hussein was a dictator, Iraq had committed clear aggression against 
Kuwait, Iraq had used chemical weapons against Iraq and the Kurds, etc. During the 
actual fighting in January 1991, there was also a flurry of mentions in der Spiegel and die 
Tageszeitung of the threat posed by Iraqi Scuds to Israel. On the other hand, the peace 
movement received more support than the government from Taz and Spiegel framing of 
the other components of the Gulf War debate. (Cooper, 2002, pp. 53–54)
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It was much more difficult to find data and analyses of foreign 
public opinion during the Gulf War than American public opinion.23

We summarize here results from the small amount of relevant polling 
and other analyses that we were able to find on European and Arab 
attitudes toward the war.

European Public Opinion. Although it is not entirely clear that 
antiwar sentiment predominated in Europe,24 according to one account 
of European public opinion just prior to the onset of the war,

All the polls showed that the predominate [sic] feeling was against 
the war; the central motto of demonstrations was “No to the war” 
with a demand for the withdrawal of Western troops. In France 
the proportion of people opposed remained high. . . . People [in 
France] saw things in a highly contradictory way. In the same 
public opinion polls a majority would express its support for U.S. 
policy, and for the intervention of French troops, while simulta-
neously supporting the proposal for renewed negotiations with 
Iraq, or expressing a favorable appreciation of the actions of the 
peace movement. (Cirera, 1991, pp. 283–284)

Rather than being outright antiwar, this suggests that some 
European publics seem to have hoped that a negotiated settlement 
was possible, even while supporting the tough U.S. and coalition 
policy. Although the writing had been on the wall since the United 
Nations Security Council (UNSC) set the January 16, 1991, deadline 
in November 1990, it is not clear at what point majorities of Europeans 
(or others) accepted the inevitability of the war.

Although they did not ask any direct questions about the matter 
of civilian casualties or collateral damage, the EU’s Eurobarometer sur-
veys conducted in fall 1990 and March 1991 asked questions about the 

23 The Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) online archive does not go back to 
1990–1991, for example, and whereas it typically is fairly easy to locate, on the Internet, 
surveys and survey analyses that have been conducted in recent years on the Internet, it is 
much more difficult to find surveys conducted before the Web became a primary means of 
disseminating information.
24 It is important to note that the author of the following quote participated in the European 
antiwar movement during the Gulf War, and his argument is a somewhat tendentious one.
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Gulf Crisis and other matters that provide some perspective on Euro-
peans’ overall attitudes toward the war.

In October 1990, the month before the United States announced 
its decision to increase force levels in the Persian Gulf to provide an 
offensive capability, most Europeans appear to have been somewhat 
optimistic that the situation in the gulf might be resolved without 
European military involvement. On the one hand, a bare major-
ity of Europeans EC-wide (52 percent) thought that a war involving 
European forces was unlikely in the next year (Commission of the
European Communities, 1990). Sentiment that war was likely was 
strongest among the British (62 percent), Danish (59 percent), and 
Dutch (55 percent), whereas the French, Luxembourgers, and Portu-
guese were undecided, and a majority of those in other EC member 
states were convinced that war would not happen (Commission of the 
European Communities, 1990, p. 43). Support for a European rapid-
deployment force was highest among the British (69 percent), French 
(65 percent), and Belgians (58 percent), and from the political right 
in Europe; the Germans (35 percent) and Spanish (33 percent) least 
favored one.25

Europeans also ventured retrospective assessments on the deci-
sion to go to war in the Eurobarometer poll of March 1991, fielded 
almost immediately after the conclusion of the war (Reif and Melich, 
1994). Although some reading between the lines is necessarily involved, 
according to this poll, most Europeans seem to have approved of the 
decision to go to war (Figure 2.5).

Figure 2.5 shows that at least 70 percent of those polled in nine 
of the 10 nations or regions polled (Germany was polled separately in 
the west and east), retroactively approved of the decision to use force 
against Iraq. Nevertheless, only a slight majority in the eastern part of 
Germany approved, and a majority of Greeks opposed the decision.

25 One explanation offered by the Eurobarometer study was that the Germans were con-
stitutionally forbidden to deploy military forces outside NATO territory, and the Spanish 
already were quite critical of Spain’s naval involvement in the Persian Gulf (Commission of 
the European Communities, 1990, p. 41).
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Figure 2.5
Europeans’ Approval of the Decision to Use Military Force Against Iraq, 
March 1991

SOURCE: European Commission (1991). 
NOTE: Question read, “Q12. Now a question on the Gulf War. All things considered, 
do you think the decision to use military force against Iraq in order to liberate Kuwait 
was a very good idea, a fairly good idea, a fairly bad or a very bad idea?” 
RAND MG441-2.5
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Given that this sort of net assessment would require respondents 
to weigh a wide range of considerations—including the ultimate suc-
cess of the war in ejecting Iraq from Kuwait, beliefs about the extent of 
civilian casualties and collateral damage, and coalition efforts to avoid 
them, and other factors—these data would seem to suggest something 
of an endorsement of both the outcome of the war and the way in 
which the war was conducted. Beyond the data cited thus far, we did 
not find any other readily available foreign public opinion data on the 
Gulf War.26

Finally, the belief that NATO was essential to their nations’
security—a crude indicator of the extent to which European publics 

26 Eichenberg (2003b) suggested to us that his compilation of foreign public opinion data 
shows no change in the average level of support in 23 countries polled before and after Al 
Firdos.
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shared important security interests with the United States—declined 
from March to May 1991 by three points in France, rose seven points 
in Germany and eight points in Italy, and fell six points in the United 
Kingdom (Eichenberg, 2003b, pp. 651–654).

Arab Opinion. An analysis of Arab opinion on the Gulf War sug-
gested that Arab attitudes were filtered through their more general 
assessment of their own nation’s situation at the time:

Whatever the sources of Saddam Hussein’s ambitions toward 
Kuwait, his calculation of risk and his chances for success were 
linked to the prevailing mood in the region that afflicted the pop-
ulace and the elites alike—a mood related to the end of the Cold 
War and its perceived implications for the Arab-Israeli conflict. 
Most Arab leaders and elites did not see at the end of the Cold 
War a victory of democracy over dictatorship, or the victory of 
consensus politics over power politics. Instead, to Arabs, the end 
of the Cold War, which signaled the decline of the Soviet Union 
as a major superpower, ushered in an era of American hegemony 
that also entailed Israeli’s regional hegemony.27

According to this analysis, Palestinians and Jordanians (more 
than half of whom are Palestinian) cared most about the crisis and 
generally supported Iraq, whereas among Syrians and Egyptians,

the popular soul was more divided, although opinion tipped 
toward confronting Iraq only by strong government decisions. 
First, both Syria and Egypt feared Iraq’s regional dominance; 
second, neither thought that Iraq could stand up to the United 
States, and both thought that they would be on the losing side if 
they did not confront Iraq. Third, extensive U.S. lobbying played 
an important role in shaping opinion.28

27 Telhami (1993, p. 442). As public opinion polling is virtually unknown in Arab regions, 
Telhami based his analysis on interviews.
28 Telhami (1993, pp. 448–449). For a somewhat impressionistic analysis of Palestinian 
public opinion during the Gulf War, see Finkelstein (1992).
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Israeli public sentiment, meanwhile, was characterized largely by 
a basic tendency to carry on in the face of the Iraqi Scud attacks:

While many, perhaps most, Israelis were afraid and anxious 
during the Gulf War, they nevertheless carried on with their lives 
and did not become preoccupied with death. In fact, one could 
almost say that, overall, pathology was down in the country. 
Mental health clinics and private therapists reported a dramatic 
decline in the number of people who sought help. Psychologists 
were on duty at hospitals twenty-four hours a day—but almost no 
one came in. Israelis were busy coping.29

Unfortunately, the absence of public opinion data militates against 
a deeper and more far-reaching analysis of Middle Eastern attitudes 
toward the war.

Antiwar Demonstrations. It was somewhat easier to find report-
ing on demonstrations against the war than public opinion. Whatever 
their size and frequency, however, it is not at all clear what fraction 
of European and Arab populations might have participated in such 
activities.

The antiwar movement in Europe seems to have included many 
who had been involved in the nuclear disarmament campaign in the 
1980s, but it also evidenced diversity, both within and between coun-
tries.30 According to one account, from September 1990 to January 
1991, the movement grew stronger, culminating around January 12, 
just before the deadline set by the UNSC (Cirera, 1991, p. 283):

Demonstrations were organized as early as August in Spain, and 
they followed in most European countries, often coinciding with 
the departure of troops. Great surprise was expressed at the scale 
and scope of these demonstrations: 30,000 in Paris on October 

29 Arian and Gordon (1993) suggested that positive opinions of the United States and the 
beliefs that U.S.-Israeli relations were very good or good and that U.S. security commitments 
were reliable grew from 1990 (before the war) to 1991 (after the war). They did not document 
changing opinion during the war.
30 According to Cirera (1991, p. 281), “in every country in Western Europe, even in Turkey, 
there were anti-war actions and mobilizations.”
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20, on the same day as large demonstrations took place in New 
York and Tokyo. The movement kept developing from then on, 
until it included all European countries by mid-November. On 
January 12, 200,000 people marched in Paris; similar numbers 
were seen in capitals and major cities across Europe.31

Additional to the demonstrations cited above were the following:

Antiwar demonstrations took place in London, Ottawa, and 
Prague in early January (AP, 1991a; and “Demonstrator Arrested 
Outside U.S. Consulate,” 1991).
Antiwar protests took place worldwide in the days leading up to 
the January 16 deadline, involving protests in the United King-
dom, Germany, Japan, Canada, France, Spain, Italy, Austria, Bel-
gium, Sweden, Turkey, South Africa, and Mauritania (Beelman, 
1991a, 1999b; Cameron and Quinn, 1991).
On January 16, a worldwide rally of peace protesters occurred in 
Europe, Canada, and Asia, attracting tens of thousands of pro-
testers to such varied locales as London, Bonn, Berlin, Munich, 
Copenhagen, Oslo, Milan, Madrid, Barcelona, Ottawa, Tokyo, 
and New Delhi (Cormier, 1991; AP, 1991b).
Antiwar protests continued worldwide on January 17, with large 
anti-American marches in Pakistan and Algeria.
On January 20, large antiwar crowds marched in Germany and 
Libya.
On February 3, a large march in Morocco supported Iraq in the 
war.

In the Arab world,32 demonstrations in Jordan appear primar-
ily to have been related to the Arab-Israeli conflict, whereas in Alge-
ria, the Gulf crisis appears merely to have strengthened the ability of 
opposition groups to mobilize the masses and challenge the status quo. 

31 Cirera (1991, p. 284). In France, Italy, and Spain, workers also engaged in work stop-
pages.
32 The following characterization of demonstrations in the Arab world is from Telhami 
(1993, p. 449).
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No demonstrations were reported in the Gulf states, and only one was 
reported in Egypt. In Sudan and Yemen, by contrast, 14 demonstra-
tions reportedly took place in August, the primary grievance apparently 
being opposition to foreign intervention. A few popular demonstrations 
occurred in several Arab states, but those that occurred in states that 
had joined the U.S.-led coalition evidently posed little threat to the 
Arab governments there. The Iraqi regime also “stage-managed” dem-
onstrations supporting Saddam Hussein that reportedly were attended 
by hundreds of thousands of Iraqis (Beeston, 1991).

The Al Firdos Bunker Incident

Perhaps the most prominently reported collateral damage incident in 
the Gulf War, and the subject of our first case study, was the Al Firdos 
bunker incident on February 13, 1991.

At approximately 4:30 am on Monday, February 13, 1991, local 
Baghdad time, during some of the heaviest bombardment of Baghdad 
since the war began on January 16, two 2,000-pound bombs from 
an F-117A attack aircraft struck the Al Firdos bunker, a civil defense 
shelter that had been upgraded to, and was being used as, an Iraqi
command-and-control facility in the Al Ameriyyah section of Bagh-
dad. The incident resulted in the deaths of 200–300 civilians, includ-
ing over 100 children who were taking shelter there.33

The left side of Table 2.3 shows that news of the incident reached 
Cable News Network (CNN) a little more than six hours later, and was 
subsequently heavily reported by the other major television networks 
the next day.

The official reactions listed on the right side of the table show that 
the incident figured prominently in White House, DoD, and British 
press statements on February 13. Also shown, in the immediate after-
math of the attack, Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz sent a letter to

33 Human Rights Watch (1991). According to this source, several days before the bombing, 
local residents of the Ameriyah district of Baghdad had complained to local officials about 
their lack of access to what had, during the Iran-Iraq war, been a civilian air defense shelter. 
Iraqi officials reportedly relented and opened the upper level to civilians.
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Table 2.3
Postincident Timeline for Al Firdos Incident

Media Reporting Highlights Official Handling Highlights

2/12
1730: Incident occurs
(2/13 0430 local time)

2/13
0000: CNN
0630: CBS Morning News

Iraqi Ambassador to U.S. on 
Larry King Live

1258: CBS News Special Report
1543: CBS News Special Report

 Evening news programs
ABC World News Tonight
CBS Evening News
The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour

2230: Nightline (ABC)
2330: America Tonight (CBS)

2/13
1147: White House spokesperson 
Marlin Fitzwater statement
—White House/Fitzwater regular press 
briefing
—DoD regular briefing
—Cheney statement
—UK Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd 
questioned in Parliament
—Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz 
sends letter to UN Secretary-General

NOTE: All times are Eastern unless otherwise noted.

UN Secretary-General Javier Perez de Cuellar accusing the coalition 
of “war crimes,” and demanded that the Secretary-General and the 
Security Council condemn the bombing (Victoria Graham, 1991). The 
Security Council demurred.

Initial Iraqi estimates of civilian deaths in the Al Firdos incident 
were in the 400–500 range, but by February 15, the Iraqis had revised 
their estimate downward to the 288 bodies that had been brought out 
of the shelter by that time (Riddell, 1991). The final estimates of the 
civilian toll in the incident were in the 200–300 range.34

As described in the following section, this incident resulted in 
a spike in media reporting on Iraqi civilian casualties, but does not 
appear to have affected public attitudes toward the war.

34 Iraq’s June 1991 report to the United Nations Human Rights Committee stated that 
204 citizens were killed in the attack, whereas Middle East Watch’s final estimate of civil-
ian deaths in the shelter, based upon a source from the Baghdad Forensic Institute, was 310, 
some 130 of whom reportedly were children (Human Rights Watch, 1991, pp. 129–130).
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U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. Although the reporting levels do not capture viewer-
ship and cannot adequately convey public sensitivities worldwide to 
the issue of civilian casualties,35 the Iraqi leadership may have observed 
even before the Al Firdos incident that the issue of Iraqi civilian casual-
ties was gaining increasing media attention (Figure 2.6). The data on 
reporting levels on the issue of civilian casualties suggest that the Al 
Firdos incident occasioned a fairly substantial, if short-lived, increase in 
U.S. media reporting on civilian casualties in the war.36

Figure 2.6 reports an increase in U.S. television reporting on civil-
ian casualties beginning around February 7 that roughly corresponded 
with the growing Iraqi efforts to draw attention to the issue. The major 
U.S. newspapers did not show the same sort of response. Both U.S. 
newspaper and television reporting spiked after the incident.

Beyond the intrinsic newsworthiness of the subject, several other 
factors also may have contributed to the media’s substantial coverage of 
civilian casualties during the Gulf War.

First of all, foreign journalists faced strong Iraqi pressure to file 
stories about civilian casualties. In addition to the limited access and 
heavy censorship practiced since the beginning of the war,37 the Iraqi 
regime restricted foreign reporters to filing stories on civilian casual-
ties and collateral damage in civilian areas to better ensure that their

35 For example, on February 3, one journalist wrote,

Since early last week, when refugees in Jordan first reported seeing dead civilians and 
smoldering autos along a highway in western Iraq, claims of U.S. and allied bombing of 
Iraqi civilians have increasingly been reported in televised scenes approved by Iraqi gov-
ernment censors. Vivid images on Cable News Network of injured children, flattened 
homes, and weeping families in towns such as Diwaniyeh, south of Baghdad, have raised 
concerns in Jordan and elsewhere in the Arab world that the massive U.S. and allied 
aerial bombardment is harming noncombatants. (Smith, 1991)

36 No doubt this was in part due to the fact that reporters were taken to the Ameriyah area 
of Baghdad (Kellner, 1992, especially the discussion of the Al Firdos bunker bombing begin-
ning on p. 297).
37 On January 19, Iraq ordered foreign journalists out of the country, with the exception of 
one American correspondent in Baghdad—Peter Arnett of CNN—and another correspon-
dent by the name of Rojes (Goodman, 1991).
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Figure 2.6
U.S. Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties in Iraq During the Gulf War

St
o

ri
es

Television
Newspapers

RAND MG441-2.6
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damage“ in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, and The Washington Post newspapers, and on ABC News, 
CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.
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reporting would be uniformly favorable to Iraq’s cause.38 The regime also 
provided foreign news crews unimpeded access to the sites of alleged 
attacks on civilian targets to better ensure that the graphic imagery of 
the dead would reach Arab, Western, and other foreign publics.39 Thus, 
foreign reporting was, by Iraqi design, focused heavily on civilian casu-
alties and collateral damage. It also is important to note that the Iraqis 
engaged in a variety of schemes to place innocents at risk, evidently in 
the hope of eroding the credibility of the U.S. coalition’s claims that it 
was doing its utmost to avoid civilian casualties (Central Intelligence 
Agency, 2003).

38 See Wittstock (1991). Although Iraqi censorship of news reporting predated the Al Firdos 
incident, it is not clear whether the regime’s insistence that reporters write about collateral 
damage also predated the incident.
39 CNN correspondent Arnett was taken on “guided tours” by Iraqi handlers in late January 
(Wittstock, 1991).
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Although the study did not measure the frequency with which 
civilian casualties or collateral damage were mentioned, a content anal-
ysis of news reporting during the war conducted by Gannett suggested 
that the subject of “human shields”—the civilians and prisoners of war 
who, in contravention of the Geneva Conventions and other norms, 
the Iraqis placed at potential targets to deter attack—was one of the 
most frequently mentioned phrases used during the war, even exceed-
ing references to U.S. military casualties (Figure 2.7).40

Of the 12 phrases included in Gannett’s analysis, the most fre-
quently mentioned one was “Vietnam,” followed by “human shields” 
and “U.S. casualties.” Although it is not known the extent to which 
reports on human shields presented the subject in a way that placed 
the moral burden on Iraq or the United States, it is quite striking that 
reporting on the human shields issue (2,588 mentions in total: 2,002 
by the print media and 586 by television) actually eclipsed mentions 
of U.S. casualties (2,009 mentions: 1,492 by print media and 517 by 
television). Clearly, the matter of human shields was a prominent one 
in the media reporting, and although it seems not to have lowered sup-
port for the air war, it likely was on the minds of the public as well.

Taken together, it is clear both that civilian casualties were a 
prominent theme during the war, and that media reporting on the sub-
ject increased in response to the Al Firdos incident.

U.S. Public Opinion. As mentioned previously, prior to the war, 
most Americans seem to have expected civilian casualties and expressed 
the desire that efforts be made to avoid them.41

40 See LaMay (1991). The analysis was based upon a search of the Nexis database of Mead 
Data Central, including AP, United Press International, Reuters, Gannett News Service, Chi-
cago Tribune, Los Angeles Times, Newsday, The New York Times, The Boston Globe, The Wash-
ington Post, Time, Newsweek, and The Christian Science Monitor, and a search of Burrelle’s 
Broadcast Database, including evening news programs on ABC, CBS, and NBC, as well as 
the Financial News Network (FNN), and National Public Radio. With a few exceptions, the 
search covered August 1, 1990, to February 28, 1991.
41 For example, 86 percent of those polled in early January said that they expected that a war 
with Iraq would involve many civilian casualties in the Persian Gulf, whereas only 9 percent 
said that they expected mainly military casualties (Times Mirror poll conducted January 3–
6, 1991, N = 1,208). Nevertheless, a plurality (48 percent) thought that if the United States 
became involved in a war against Iraq, it should restrict bombers only to targets in areas that 
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Figure 2.7
Key Terms and Phrases Used During the Gulf War

SOURCE: Gannett Foundation Media Center (1991).
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Although national political and military leaders seem to have 
feared that they were losing the public relations battle with Iraq, and 
that the Al Firdos incident would sap public support for the war, the 
public opinion data provide no evidence whatsoever that most Ameri-
cans questioned the official U.S. explanation of the incident, that the 
incident made them believe inadequate attention was being paid to 
minimizing civilian casualties, or that the incident eroded support. 
Rather, U.S. public opinion on the matter suggested that most Ameri-
cans accepted the official explanation of the Al Firdos incident that the 

were not heavily populated, whereas four in ten (42 percent) thought U.S. bombers should be 
free to attack all targets (CBS News/The New York Times poll conducted January 5–7, 1991, 
N = 1,348). There appears to have been no polling on the question of civilian casualties from 
the onset of the war on January 16 until just before the Al Firdos incident.
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Iraqi regime had allowed innocent civilians to take shelter at a military 
command-and-control facility, and that, while regrettable, responsibil-
ity for the incident lay with Iraq.42

Other polling also suggested that vast majorities of the American 
public were aware of the incident, accepted the coalition’s explanations 
while rejecting Iraq’s, and continued to believe that the coalition was 
doing its utmost to avoid civilian deaths. A selection of polling results 
on these matters follows:

News of the incident moved quickly and had reached most Amer-
icans the day after the incident: On February 14, only one day 
after the incident, more than nine in ten (92 percent) said that 
they had heard or read something about the bombing (ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991,
N = 772).
Forty-three percent of those polled said that they thought that 
the Iraqi people supported Iraq’s war with the United States and 
its allies, while 49 percent thought they did not (ABC News/The 
Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991, N = 772).
The average (median) respondent seems to have believed that the 
number of Iraqi civilian deaths as a result of the war was in the 
hundreds or fewer,43 and nearly three in four (73 percent) thought 
it either very likely (38 percent) or somewhat likely (35 percent) 
that thousands of civilians ultimately would be killed in the war 
zone (Los Angeles Times, 1991, N = 1,822).
Respondents were evenly divided on the media’s coverage of Iraqi 
claims of civilian casualties: Forty-seven percent said they thought 
the media had spent too much time showing film of Iraqi claims 

42 The most comprehensive analysis of American public opinion during the Gulf War con-
cludes that “the well-publicized civilian casualties resulting from an attack on a Baghdad 
bomb shelter on February 13 inspired no notable change in this attitude [toward civilian 
casualties]. Overwhelmingly, Americans said the shelter was a legitimate military target and 
held Hussein and Iraq responsible for the civilian deaths there” (Mueller, 1994, p. 79).
43 Forty-nine percent said they thought that civilian deaths were in the dozens (5 percent) or 
hundreds (44 percent), while 41 percent said they thought that deaths numbered in the thou-
sands (37 percent) or tens of thousands (4 percent) (Los Angles Times, 1991, N = 1,822).

•

•

•

•
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of civilian casualties, whereas 45 percent said that the media had 
done the right thing (Gallup poll conducted February 14–17, 
1991, N = 1,009).
Eighty-one percent of those polled on February 14 thought that 
the site was a legitimate military target, while only 9 percent did 
not (ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 
1991, N = 772).
Seventy-nine percent of respondents in one poll held Saddam Hus-
sein or Iraq responsible for the deaths at the bombing site (ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991,
N = 772). Another poll found 84 percent who held Saddam 
responsible (USA Today poll conducted February 14, 1991,
N = 601).
Ninety percent of those polled said they did not believe that the 
United States had intentionally bombed Iraqi civilians (ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991,
N = 772).
Nearly one in four (23 percent) thought that the Al Firdos bunker 
had been an Iraqi military command center, and another six in 
ten (59 percent) thought that it had been both a command center 
and a civilian shelter (Los Angeles Times, 1991, N = 1,822).
Ninety-two percent agreed with the statement that the bombing 
of the shelter was a terrible tragedy, but such things were unavoid-
able in wartime, and 71 percent disagreed with the statement 
that by bombing the shelter, the allied military had made a ter-
rible mistake that could have been avoided (USA Today/Gordon
S. Black poll conducted February 14, 1991, N = 601).
Fully nine out of ten Americans said that they believed the U.S. 
military was doing all it could to keep down the number of civil-
ian casualties.44

Three in four (75 percent) said they did not think that the United 
States should stop bombing the city of Baghdad in order to avoid 

44 Los Angeles Times (1991, N = 1,822). By comparison, nearly seven in ten felt that what had 
been accomplished had been worth the deaths among U.S. military personnel.
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civilian deaths (ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted 
February 14, 1991, N = 772).
Seven in ten agreed that the United States was justified in attack-
ing Iraqi forces in areas populated by civilians, while 22 percent 
disagreed (Los Angeles Times, 1991, N = 1,822).
Seven in ten agreed that the deaths of civilians who were located 
close to military targets were worth it if American lives were saved 
(USA Today/Gordon S. Black poll conducted February 14, 1991, 
N = 601).

Polling Before and After the Al Firdos Incident. Polling by CBS 
News and The New York Times on the one hand, and ABC News and 
The Washington Post on the other, straddled the Al Firdos incident, 
enabling a comparison of attitudes before and after the incident on 
several key attitudes.

We begin with a poll by CBS News and The New York Times on 
February 12–13, 1991—the day before and day of the Al Firdos inci-
dent. Table 2.4 shows that there was no change in attitudes on the 
question of whether American bombers should attack military targets 
in heavily populated areas (about half approved of this policy on both 
days), although the percentage who believed that U.S. bombers were 
aiming only at military targets actually increased, from 71 to 76 per-
cent; because of the composition of the samples in the two days, this 
probably is an underestimate of the actual change.45

There was a modest decline, however, in the percentage who 
thought that the damage the United States was inflicting on Iraq was 
what might be expected in wartime, from 84 to 80 percent; we cannot 
rule out that this might be the result of sampling error, however.46

45 A higher incidence of blacks, liberals, and independents “leaned” Democrat on the second 
day, which would be expected to dampen any increase in support. It also is worth noting that 
relying upon the totals for the survey would mask the change over the course of the survey.
46 The small sample sizes for each day make the margin of error for the first day (N = 
479) about 4.5 points with a 95-percent confidence interval, meaning that differences of 4.5 
points or less are not meaningful, as they could be entirely due to sampling error; the margin 
for the second day (N = 581) is about 4.1 points. Additionally, as was mentioned earlier, 
because the respondents on the second day of the poll would have been expected to have less 

•

•
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Table 2.4
Views on Avoiding Bombing Civilian Areas Before and After Al Firdos 
Incident

Response Before 2/12/1991 (%) After 2/13/1991 (%) Total (%)

“Should American bombers attack all military targets in Iraq including those in 
heavily populated areas where civilians may be killed, or should American bombers 
attack only those military targets that are not in heavily populated areas?”

Attack all targets 50 49 50

Only targets not in 
heavily populated areas

42 43 43

Don’t know/no answer 8 8 8

“Do you think American bombers are aiming at only military targets in Iraq or do 
you think they are also aiming at some civilian locations?”

Aiming at only military 71 76 74

Some civilian locations 18 15 16

Don’t know/no answer 11 9 10

“Some other countries say United States forces are inflicting excessive damage on 
Iraq. Do you think the United States is causing excessive damage to Iraq, or is the 
damage about what should be expected in wartime?”

Expected in wartime 84 80 81

Causing excessive 
damage

9 10 10

Less than expected 
(volunteered)

2 2 2

Don’t know/No answer 5 8 7

SOURCE: CBS News/The New York Times poll conducted February 12–13, 1991,
N = 1,060, with 479 respondents interviewed on February 12 and 581 respondents 
interviewed on February 13.

ABC News/The Washington Post polling—done just before and just 
after the Al Firdos incident—also provides some interesting results.

favorable attitudes toward the administration’s policy of strategic bombing, any difference 
could be accountable to bias in the subsample.
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Figure 2.8
Confidence That Al Firdos Bunker Was a Legitimate Military Target

RAND MG441-2.8

SOURCE: ABC News/Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991, N = 772.
NOTE: Question read, “Iraq says hundreds of civilians were killed when the U.S. 
bombed an air raid shelter in Baghdad on Wednesday.  The U.S. says the site was being 
used as a military command bunker.)  Do you think the site was a legitimate military
target or not?” (Asked of respondents who said the air raid shelter the U.S. bombed in 
Baghdad was/was not a legitimate military target): “How confident of that are you: 
Very confident, somewhat confident, or not too confident at all?” 
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The data from polling also show that most were pretty confident 
that the United States had struck a legitimate military target (Figure 
2.8), and that the percentages who thought that the United States was 
making enough of an effort to avoid bombing civilian areas in Iraq 
actually swelled after the incident, from 60 to 67 percent (Figure 2.9), 
while those who thought the United States was making too much of 
an effort declined somewhat, and those who thought the United States 
should make a greater effort did not change at all.

Moreover, although the overall percentages approving and dis-
approving of the war did not really change after the incident (78 per-
cent approving before and 77 percent after; see the question at the 
bottom of Table 2.5), there might have been a modest increase in
polarization—strong opposition to the war increased modestly after 
the incident, but the change in the percentages strongly supporting was 
well within the margin of sampling error.
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Figure 2.9
Views on Whether the United States Was Making Enough Effort to Avoid 
Bombing Civilian Areas Before and After Al Firdos Incident

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post polls conducted February 8–12, 1991, 
N = 1,011; February 14, 1991, N = 772.
NOTE: Question read, “Which of these statements comes closer to your own view? 

A. The U.S. should be making a greater effort ...
B. The U.S. is making enough of an effort ...
C. The U.S. is making too much of an effort ...

...to avoid bombing civilian areas in Iraq.” 
RAND MG441-2.9
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Finally, another question, asked only on February 14, found by a 
three-to-one margin (41 percent to 14 percent) that those who said that 
the bombing of the shelter made them more supportive outnumbered 
those who said it made them less supportive; 38 percent said it did not 
affect them one way or another (USA Today/Gordon S. Black poll con-
ducted February 14, 1999, N = 601).

Table 2.6 reports that the percentage of Americans who believed 
that the damage inflicted by U.S. forces was “excessive” actually 
declined after the Al Firdos incident, from about 10 percent February 
12–13 (the day before and day of the incident) down to 6 percent in 
late February, and thereafter to 3 percent by early April.

Finally, a comparison of polling done by the Los Angeles Times
at the beginning of the war (January 17–18) and several days after 
the Al Firdos incident (February 17–19) showed no appreciable change 
in support: Eighty-two percent of those polled early in the war and
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Table 2.5
Approval and Disapproval of Going to War with Iraq Before and After Al 
Firdos Bombing

“Do you approve or disapprove of the United States having gone to 
war with Iraq? (Is that approve/disapprove strongly/somewhat?)”

Before 
(%)

After 
(%)

Approve strongly 57 59

Approve somewhat 21 18

Disapprove somewhat 10 7

Disapprove strongly 7 11

Don’t know/no opinion 5 4

SOURCE: The Washington Post poll conducted February 8–12, 1991, N = 1,011, and ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted February 14, 1991, N = 772.

Table 2.6
Views on Whether U.S. Forces Were Inflicting Excessive Damage, 
February 12–13, 1991

“Some other countries say U.S. 
forces are inflicting (inflicted) 
excessive damage on Iraq. Do you 
think the United States is causing 
(caused) excessive damage to Iraq 
or is (was) the damage about what 
should be expected in wartime?”

Day 
Before/Day 
of Incident 
(February 

12–13, 
1991)

After Incident

February 
24–March 

1, 1991
March 4–6, 

1991
April 1–3, 

1991

U.S. damage to Iraq excessive 10 6 6 3

Damage expected 81 83 83 80

Damage less than expected 
(volunteered) 2 6 8 11

Don’t know 7 6 3 6

SOURCE: CBS News/The New York Times poll conducted February 12–13, 1991,
N = 1,060; and The New York Times polls conducted February 28, 1991, N = 528; March 
4–6, 1991, N = 1,252; and April 1–3, 1991, N = 1,283.

NOTE: The difference between the February 12–13 and February 24–31 readings was 
statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
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81 percent just after Al Firdos supported the war (Table 2.7). More-
over, the percentage strongly supporting the war actually grew mod-
estly, from 59 to 63 percent.47

Taken together, these data suggest that U.S. leaders, who were 
extremely concerned about political fallout from the incident, should 
not have been unduly concerned about the impact of the Al Firdos 
incident on the American public’s support for the war.48

Antiwar Demonstrations. The period just prior to the Al 
Firdos incident seems to have been a relatively quiescent one 
(Harris, 1991), and we found no evidence suggesting that the Al 
Firdos incident led to an increase in the frequency or size of antiwar

Table 2.7
Approval of the War in Iraq, January–February 1991

Response Jan. 17–18, 1991 (%) Feb. 17–19, 1991 (%)

Approve strongly 59 63

Approve somewhat 23 18

Disapprove somewhat 7 7

Disapprove strongly 9 10

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted January 17–18, 1991, N = 1,406; Los Angeles 
Times (1991, N = 1,822).

NOTES: Wording of question in Los Angeles Times (January 17–18, 1991): “Generally 
speaking, do you now approve or disapprove of the decision to send American 
military troops to the Persian Gulf or not?” Wording of question in Los Angeles Times
(1991): “Overall, do you approve or disapprove of the United States carrying on the 
war against Iraq?”

47 The difference was statistically significant at the 0.05 level.
48 See Gordon and Trainor (1995, pp. 340–343). The White House and Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell seem generally to have been most concerned about the 
impact of such incidents on the ability to hold the coalition together. It is worth mentioning, 
however, that the incident did, nevertheless, affect the procedures for authorizing the attack 
of targets in central Baghdad, and at least temporarily halted strike operations against strate-
gic targets there. Given the small percentage of sorties devoted to strategic attacks in central 
Baghdad, and the shift in emphasis that was already under way to conclude preparations
of the battlefield for a ground attack, however, it is not clear how important the cessation of 
these attacks was (Gordon and Trainor, 1995).
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demonstrations in the United States. In fact, some sources suggest that 
the demonstrations that took place after the Al Firdos incident actu-
ally were less well-attended and well-organized than those in the prior 
month:

Nationally coordinated protests that were called for the weekend 
of February 16–17 reportedly were “still substantial in size and 
breadth, but there was a definite drop in momentum relative to 
the peak of activity in January” (Elbaum, 1991, p. 155).
On February 21, U.S. college groups held demonstrations against 
the war, but reportedly failed to achieve a coordinated effort.
On February 23, the day before the ground offensive began, anti-
war organizers announced that demonstrations were planned for 
March 16 and April 6. Because the war was concluded on Febru-
ary 28, these demonstrations were never held.

Foreign Media and Public Opinion Responses

Foreign Media Reporting. Like U.S. media reporting, foreign 
media reporting on civilian casualties typically peaked after the Al 
Firdos incident.

Figure 2.10 shows that reporting on civilian casualties by The 
Guardian (London) began increasing after February 10 and peaked 
the day after the Al Firdos incident; by comparison, TASS and Xinhua 
reporting levels on civilian casualties were lower both before and after 
the incident.

Foreign Public Opinion. We found no additional data that would 
enable us to assess the specific impacts of the Al Firdos incident on for-
eign public opinion.

Antiwar Demonstrations. In the immediate aftermath of the 
incident, there were some reports of street demonstrations in Amman, 
Jordan, and elsewhere in the Middle East, but we found no compelling 
evidence suggesting that foreign demonstrations were more prevalent 
after the Al Firdos incident than before (see Andrew Rosenthal, 1991; 
Savva, 1991; and Watson, 1991).

•

•

•
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Figure 2.10
Selected Foreign Reporting on Civilian Casualties, February 7–21, 1991
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damage“ in The Guardian, TASS, or Xinhua.
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Key Lessons

Several key lessons that emerge from this case study. The first have to 
do with the United States’ adversary, Iraq:

Baghdad used “human shields” at strategic installations and 
located military capabilities in civilian areas to deter air attacks or 
otherwise complicate coalition planning.
The Iraqi regime tightly controlled the foreign press in Baghdad 
and made it difficult for them to report on subjects other than 
civilian casualties and collateral damage.
Iraq was able to exploit the Al Firdos incident to raise questions 
about the coalition’s efforts to minimize casualties and to lend 

•

•

•
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credibility to its claims that thousands of Iraqi civilians were being 
killed in the air war. 

Lessons regarding the media include the following:

Although there appears to have been a delay of some hours 
between the incident and the first news reports on the incident, 
once news of the incident reached the press, it spread very quickly 
and was prominently reported by major news organizations, both 
at home and abroad.
Given the fact that the Iraqis controlled the incident site and 
that even they had difficulties assessing the number of casualties, 
it seems unlikely that U.S. policymakers had any public affairs 
opportunities to manage the incident other than citing the evi-
dence that the Al Firdos bunker was being used as a command-
and-control facility, an argument that the vast majority of Ameri-
cans accepted.
Reporting on civilian casualties peaked at the time of the incident, 
and then quickly receded, with the incident seemingly becoming 
a part of the contextual fabric for subsequent reporting.

Lessons regarding the American public include the following:

Public estimates that civilian casualties in the war in Iraq were in 
the hundreds to thousands just after the Al Firdos incident were 
generally in line with Iraqi claims and numbers that might have 
been inferred from press reporting.
There is, however, little evidence of any adverse changes in U.S. 
attitudes toward the war following the Al Firdos incident, or more 
generally, as a result of civilian casualties; if anything, Americans’ 
attitudes toward the war appear to have stiffened in the wake of 
the incident.
Multivariate statistical modeling of respondent-level data sug-
gests that concerns about civilian casualties were not particularly 
important in individuals’ decisions about whether they supported 
or opposed the Gulf War when other variables that have been 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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shown to be important predictors of support and opposition were 
also included.
The belief that the U.S. military was doing all it could to avoid 
civilian deaths was widespread, as was the view that any deaths 
that occurred were essentially misfortunes of war. A key find-
ing is that the belief that the military was doing all it could to 
avoid casualties was a statistically significant predictor of support 
and opposition in two of our multivariate models, which con-
trolled for many other factors that are known predictors of sup-
port and opposition. Subsequent chapters will demonstrate that 
this is the key belief that connects civilian casualties to support 
and opposition.

Because the public opinion data for foreign publics was rather 
sparser, it is hard to say exactly how the incident affected public atti-
tudes abroad. The data on European attitudes, however, suggest that 
most European publics, at least retrospectively, viewed the war in a 
favorable light, and these judgments, it can plausibly be argued, almost 
necessarily factored in beliefs about whether the war was properly con-
ducted. Nor did the Gulf War lead to “the Arab street” seriously threat-
ening regimes in Arab nations. In many cases, demonstrations appeared 
to be only indirectly connected to the Gulf crisis and the war.

The lesson for military leaders and policymakers is that, despite 
the high level of media coverage and graphic imagery of death and 
destruction, the Al Firdos incident did not materially affect the high 
level of support for the war or the belief that the coalition was making 
efforts to avoid civilian casualties and collateral damage. Nor did the 
incident seem to give impetus to antiwar demonstrators, who already 
seemed to be losing their momentum by that time. Whether policy-
makers overestimated the prospects that civilian casualties would erode 
the coalition is unclear.

Finally, it also is clear that military planners and leaders involved 
in the Gulf War greatly regretted the Al Firdos incident, both because 
of the loss of civilian life and the judgment that the military value of 
its destruction actually was less than originally believed. Military plan-
ners and leaders would also regret other incidents of collateral damage 

•
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in the war, such as the destruction of Iraqi power generators, which had 
much longer-term adverse consequences for the Iraqi civilian popula-
tion and were a source of criticism of the conduct of the air war for 
more than a decade after the end of the war.





63

CHAPTER THREE

Operation Allied Force (Kosovo, 1999)

Operation Allied Force in Kosovo was the NATO air war to halt a 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY) campaign of ethnic cleansing of 
Albanian Kosovars that already had killed an estimated 1,000 civilians 
in 1998 and resumed again in early 1999.1 Although public attitudes 
toward the war appeared unaffected by the April 14, 1999, Djakov-
ica convoy incident, following the mistaken bombing of the Chinese 
embassy, there was a significant decline in the belief that the U.S. coali-
tion was doing everything it could to avoid civilian casualties. There is 
also some evidence that support for the war also may have declined.

Following the breakdown of peace talks and the withdrawal of 
the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s (OSCE’s) 
Kosovo Verification Mission on March 19, on March 20, the Serbs 
launched “Operation Horseshoe,” a systematic campaign of destruc-
tion, rape, killing, and other actions designed to displace non-Serbs 
from Kosovo. The result was a massive humanitarian crisis involving an 
estimated 863,000 refugees (Kosovars displaced to adjacent countries), 
100,000 missing, and perhaps another 590,000 internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) (Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
1999).2 It also involved a large but as-yet-uncertain number of deaths, 
primarily civilians killed by FRY forces, but also a smaller number who 
were killed by NATO bombs in collateral damage incidents. The irony 

1 Forty-five ethnic Albanians were killed by Serb forces at Racak on January 15, 1999.
2 Data are from United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) figures from 
October 15, 1999, presented in a NATO press briefing on May 13, 1999, cited in Organiza-
tion for Security and Cooperation in Europe (1999, p. 167).
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of the war, then, was that civilian deaths in the air war were incurred 
in pursuit of the overall humanitarian objective of saving lives.

Throughout the conflict, high-level policy attention was given 
to the issues of civilian casualties and collateral damage, reportedly 
including President Clinton’s approval of targets on the target list, as 
the President was said to be profoundly averse to civilian casualties.3

The rules of engagement (ROE) used by the U.S. military in Kosovo 
were correspondingly tight.4 Media and public attention also showed 
significant concern for civilian casualties incurred in the conflict.

Civilian Casualty Estimates

Estimates of Civilian Deaths Due to NATO Action

With the exception of the FRY, whose estimates of civilian deaths 
accountable to NATO action ranged between 1,200 and 5,700,5 most 

3 According to one source, “President Clinton has vetted the entire list of targets, Secretary 
of Defense William S. Cohen said, but has focused on the most prominent ones, like Presi-
dent Slobodan Milosevic’s party headquarters and a presidential palace in Belgrade, both of 
which were struck last week. Although Mr. Clinton has signed off on most targets, his aides 
say, he has vetoed others, always exhibiting what his aides describe as a profound aversion to 
unintended civilian casualties” (Myers, 1999).
4 Major General Charles Wald described the ROE in Allied Force as “as strict as I’ve seen 
in my 27 years in the military” (Lambeth, 2001, p. 136).
5 Seybolt (2000, p. 32) reports, “FRY Government sources claimed that at least 1,200 civil-
ians were killed and possibly as many as 5,700.” Human Rights Watch, which reviewed the 
FRY Ministry of Foreign Affairs publication NATO Crimes in Yugoslavia, estimated a total 
of 495 civilians killed and another 820 civilians wounded in specific documented instances, 
and was quite dismissive of the higher FRY estimates:

The confirmed number of deaths is considerably smaller than Yugoslav public estimates. 
The post-conflict casualty reports of the Yugoslav government vary but coincide in esti-
mating a death toll of at least some 1,200 and as many as 5,000 civilians. At the lower 
end, this is more than twice the civilian death toll of around 500 that Human Rights 
Watch has been able to verify.

In one major incident—Dubrava prison in Kosovo—the Yugoslav government attrib-
uted ninety-five civilian deaths to NATO bombing. Human Rights Watch research in 
Kosovo determined that an estimated nineteen prisoners were killed by NATO bombs 
on May 21 (three prisoners and a guard were killed in an earlier attack on May 19), but at 
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estimates of civilian deaths accountable to NATO’s bombing were in 
the 500 range. As in the 1991 Gulf War, the United States did not offer 
its own estimate of civilian deaths accountable to the air war. However, 
it did characterize independent estimates of about 500 civilian deaths 
as “reasonable.”

The FRY claimed that NATO bombs had killed at least 1,200 
and possibly as many as 5,000 civilians, although the FRY Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs’ White Book, which documented alleged incidents of 
civilian casualties and collateral damage as a result of NATO bomb-
ing, listed only about 500 deaths, very close to some nongovernmental 
organizations’ (NGOs’) estimates (Federal Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
1999).

Human Rights Watch (HRW) documented 90 separate incidents 
involving civilian deaths that it said had resulted from the NATO 
bombing,6 and estimated a total of 488 to 527 Yugoslav civilians killed 
as a result of the bombings:

Human Rights Watch concludes on the basis of evidence avail-
able on these ninety incidents that as few as 488 and as many as 
527 Yugoslav civilians were killed as a result of NATO bomb-
ing. Between 62 and 66 percent of the total registered civilian 
deaths occurred in just twelve incidents. These twelve incidents 
accounted for 303 to 352 civilian deaths. These were the only 
incidents among the ninety documented in which ten or more 
civilian deaths were confirmed. (Human Rights Watch, 2000)

HRW’s estimate was cited favorably by Amnesty International, 
suggesting that it is a fairly widely accepted estimate of civilian deaths 
attributable to the NATO bombing campaign within the human rights 
community (Amnesty International, 2000).

least seventy-six prisoners were summarily executed by prison guards and security forces 
subsequent to the NATO attack. (See Human Rights Watch, 2000; see also NATO 
Crimes in Yugoslavia, 1999a, 1999b.)

6 HRW reviewed the FRY Ministry of Foreign Affairs publication NATO Crimes in Yugo-
slavia. (See NATO Crimes in Yugoslavia, 1999a, 1999b.)
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For its part, NATO and DoD publicly acknowledged only 20–30 
incidents of “collateral damage” and did not offer any official estimates 
of the number of civilians killed (Seybolt, 2000, p. 32), but charac-
terized as reasonable Human Rights Watch’s figure of 500 civilians 
killed.7

The disparity between Human Rights Watch’s estimate of 90 
civilian casualty incidents and DoD’s estimate of 20–30 incidents also 
is of some importance. On two occasions, DoD leaders estimated the 
number of collateral damage incidents that led to civilian deaths. In 
his May 11 testimony before the Defense Subcommittee of the Senate 
Appropriations Committee, Secretary of Defense William Cohen 
testified,

Let me just point out, we’ve had 18,000 sorties, we’ve had 4,000 
attack sorties, we’ve had 380 separate targets, we’ve had over 
10,000 munitions that have been dropped, and out of all of that, 
roughly a dozen have involved unintended consequences.8

A little over two months later, in his July 22 testimony to the 
House Select Committee on Intelligence, Deputy Secretary of Defense 
John J. Hamre testified,

[W]e flew over 9,300 strike sorties and attacked over 900 targets, 
dropping over 24,000 bombs or missiles. All together, we had 
30 instances when we caused damage we did not intend. (U.S. 
House of Representatives, 1999)

Deputy Secretary Hamre broke these incidents out as follows:

7 Differences in the counts seem, at least in part, due to differences in DoD’s and Human 
Rights Watch’s assessments of which targets were legitimate; dual-use facilities were, for 
example, a contentious category of target. The authors are grateful to Bill Stanley for sug-
gesting this point.
8 U.S. Senate Appropriations Committee (1999). By comparison, a May 7, 1999, AFP 
report documented seven instances involving a total of about 200 deaths, while a May 10 
report in The Guardian documented 10 incidents possibly involving 227 deaths. Both reports 
relied heavily upon FRY estimates of deaths in a number of incidents. See AFP (1999d) and 
“Mounting Tally of Blunders” (1999).
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Of the 30 instances of unintended damage, one third were 
instances where we damaged the target we wanted to destroy, but 
innocent civilians were killed at the same time. You will recall 
the time one of our electro-optically guided bombs homed in on 
a railroad bridge just when a passenger train raced to the aim 
point. We never wanted to destroy that train or kill its occupants. 
We did want to destroy the bridge and we regret this accident. As 
I said, 10 of the 30 instances of unintended damage fall in this 
category.

For the remaining 20 instances, 3 were caused by human error 
that identified the wrong target, and two were caused by mechan-
ical error by our hardware. In 14 instances we have not yet deter-
mined whether the unintended damage was caused by human 
error or mechanical failure. We will determine that to the best of 
our ability during our after action assessment.

The one remaining case of course is the most dramatic and it 
is the subject of today’s hearing. The bombing of the Chinese 
embassy was unique in that we had a legitimate target that we 
wanted to hit; the only problem is we had the target located in 
the wrong building. To my knowledge, this is the only example 
of this failing in all of our strike operations. Because it was such 
a tragedy, it merits special review and attention. (U.S. House of 
Representatives, 1999)

It thus appears that Human Rights Watch’s independent esti-
mates of civilian deaths may have included a much greater number of 
alleged incidents than DoD believed were warranted, but it still arrived 
at an estimate for civilian casualties that was not disputed by DoD as 
unreasonable.

Civilian Deaths Due to FRY Action

To provide a point of comparison, it is useful to compare the number 
of civilian deaths that were said to be accountable to NATO’s bombing 
campaign to those that resulted from the FRY’s campaign of ethnic 
cleansing.



68    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

For a variety of reasons—including the likelihood that many 
bodies were destroyed through burning or other means, and that 
some bodies were removed from Kosovo—the exact number of deaths 
accountable to FRY action may never be known with certainty. Even 
after acknowledging their imprecision, however, estimates of these 
deaths are generally an order of magnitude higher than those that have 
been attributed to NATO.

Estimates of possible dead from officials representing NATO and 
its members changed over the course of the war:

In mid-April, based on interviews with refugees, NATO officials 
estimated that 3,200 Albanians had been killed in the ethnic 
cleansing campaign.
At about the same time, U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for War 
Crimes David Scheffer reported that upwards of 100,000 Alba-
nian men remained unaccounted for, and were feared also to have 
been victims.
On May 10, State Department spokesman James Rubin invoked 
the 100,000 figure, and on May 16, Secretary of Defense Cohen 
said that he had seen reports of 4,600 Albanians killed. Cohen 
added that he suspected a much higher number due to the 100,000 
military-aged men who were said to have gone missing.
By June 1, NATO spokesman Jamie Shea claimed that 225,000 
were missing and 6,000 were killed in summary executions.
Several days later, British war crimes ambassador David Gowan 
suggested that the estimated number of dead was around 
10,000.9

Postwar estimates of the dead from the ethnic cleansing cam-
paign also vary. By the end of the war, FRY police, paramilitary, and 
military forces are estimated to have killed as few as 4,400 or as many 
as 10,000 Kosovar civilians:

9 Numbers cited in Mitchell (1999); see also Komarow (1999).

•
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On November 10, 1999, Chief Prosecutor Carla Del Ponte of the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Republic of Yugo-
slavia (ICTY) reported to the UNSC that her office had received 
reports of 11,334 deaths in Kosovo.10 However, ICTY forensic 
teams had by that time examined only 195 of 529 gravesites, and 
had actually exhumed only 2,108 of the 4,266 bodies reported to 
have been buried in those sites, meaning that 7,000–9,000 bodies 
remained to be found and exhumed (United Nations, 1999). 
In its 2001 report to the United Nations, moreover, the ICTY 
reported that it had completed its forensic work in 2000 and had 
exhumed a total of approximately 4,000 bodies or parts of bodies 
in Kosovo.11

Citing the ICTY estimate, the U.S. State Department stated that 
“enough evidence has emerged to conclude that probably around 
10,000 Kosovar Albanians were killed by Serbian forces” (U.S. 
Department of State, 1999, p. 3).
A study by the American Association for the Advancement of Sci-
ence (AAAS) and the American Bar Association’s Central and 
East European Law Initiative (CEELI) also suggested approxi-
mately 10,000 deaths at FRY hands. Based upon interviews, their 
study documented 4,400 killings of unique, named individuals, 
and used a demographic statistical technique called “multiple sys-
tems estimation” to estimate the total number killed. Using this 
approach, their estimate was that 10,356 Kosovar Albanians were 
killed between March 20 and June 12, 1999, with a 95-percent 
confidence interval from 9,002 to 12,122.12

10 The ICTY cited NATO as one source for the higher estimate.
11 According to the ICTY, “The forensic work in Kosovo was completed in 2000. Over the 
two-year period in which exhumations were conducted in Kosovo, approximately 4,000 
bodies or parts of bodies were exhumed. The work has provided the Prosecutor with an 
excellent picture of the extent and pattern of crimes committed in Kosovo during 1999” 
(International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, 2001, p. 33).
12 This represents a lower bound, as they did not include an additional 18,000 anonymous 
deaths reported (Ball et al., 2002). An earlier analysis had suggested 10,500 killed with a 95-
percent confidence interval from 7,449 to 13,627 (American Bar Association and American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 2000).

•

•
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The Independent International Commission on Kosovo estimated 
that FRY forces killed up to 1,000 civilians by September 1998, 
probably killed a smaller number between September 1998 and 
March 1999, and probably killed another 10,000 between March 
24, 1999, and June 19, 1999.13

Human Rights Watch documented a total of 3,453 extra-
judicial executions, including 1,768 executions by the Serbian 
police, 1,173 by the Yugoslav Army, and 1,154 by Serb paramili-
taries (Human Rights Watch, 2001). This number represents a 
lower bound for the organization’s estimate due to the absence 
of interviews of displaced persons from some provinces, under-
reporting for some municipalities, and dropping cases in which 
the number of executions was said to be more than ten but the 
exact number was imprecise.14

The Congressional Research Service estimated that 2,500 civil-
ians were killed between February 1998 and March 1999 and 
cited the State Department estimate that another 10,000 had 
been killed by FRY forces during the war (Woehrel, 2001).

Following its November 1999 estimate of approximately 10,000 
killed by FRY forces, the ICTY seemed to take the position that the 
specific numbers mattered less than the estimated 4,000 executions 
that already had been documented, and were sufficient to demonstrate 
a clear pattern of war crimes on the part of Serb forces.

The United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) Department 
of Justice Office on Missing Persons and Forensics (OMPF) has pro-
vided more recent, albeit still not conclusive, estimates of the number 
of civilians killed in the war. Based upon this source, the total could be 

13 The Commission was the initiative of Goran Persson, Prime Minister of Sweden, and 
the result of his concern regarding the absence of an independent analysis of the conflict in 
Kosovo (Independent International Commission on Kosovo, 2000).
14 OSCE also issued a report on human rights violations by Serb forces based upon inter-
views with nearly 2,800 refugees, but did not venture an estimate of the total number of 
deaths that were accountable to the campaign of ethnic cleansing (Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe, 1999).

•
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as low as about 5,20015 or as high as about 8,750.16 The office has not, 
however, disavowed the early figure of 10,000 dead.

Estimates of FRY Military Deaths Due to NATO Action

Finally, the number of FRY troops killed also has been estimated:

NATO gave no official estimate of the number of FRY troops 
killed but unofficially claimed that it was over 5,000. The FRY 
military stated that NATO bombs and engagements with the 
KLA [Kosovo Liberation Army] killed 524 soldiers and 114 
policemen and wounded 2,000 and that a number of paramili-
tary were also killed. (Seybolt, 2000, p. 32)

Table 3.1 summarizes these disparate results and suggests that 
civilian deaths accountable to NATO’s bombing campaign were a small 
fraction of the deaths that have been attributed to Serbian forces.

Handling of the Civilian Casualties Issue

The FRY’s Handling of the Casualties Issue

The government of the Former Republic of Yugoslavia saw civilian 
casualties and collateral damage incidents as an effective means of 
splitting NATO’s coalition through the corrosive effect that civilian 
casualties were presumed to have on moral judgments about the war, 
and it accordingly went to great lengths to publicize—and enhance the 
possibilities for—such incidents (Lambeth, 2001, p. 79).

There were numerous reports during the war of FRY forces using 
civilians as human shields, both to deter air attacks and to create

15 In September 2002, the OMPF reported that 4,500 bodies of victims had been recovered, 
of which about half had been identified, and in March 2004, it reported that 699 additional 
remains had been exhumed in 2003, yielding a total of about 5,200, not including exhuma-
tions performed during the last quarter of 2002.
16 In March 2004, the OMPF reported a total of 3,546 open and active cases of missing 
persons. If we assume that most of these are dead and add them to the 5,200 minimum, that 
would yield a total of as many as 8,750 dead. 
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Table 3.1
Comparison of Support for Air War and Ground Options

Poll Dates

Average Percent Supporting Each Option

Air War Peacekeeping
Peace 

Enforcement
Ground
Combat

March 24–31 52.8 54.8 38.0 N/A

April 1–30 59.5 65.2 45.9 46.4

May 1–31 51.4 N/A 45.5 28.5

June 1–13 62.0a 54.5b N/A 27.0c

Overall average 56.4d 59.5e 43.1f 34.1g

NOTES: N/A = not available.
a Based on one question only, by Princeton Survey Research Associates (PSRA) between 
June 9, 1999, and June 13, 1999.
b Based on six questions asked between June 1, 1999, and June 10, 1999.
c Based on one question only, by Opinion Dynamics asked between June 2, 1999, and 
June 3, 1999.
d Average based on a total of 30 questions that were asked about support for the air 
war.
e Based on a total of 26 questions that asked about U.S. ground troops in a peacekeeping 
role.
f Based on a total of 15 questions that asked about U.S. ground troops in a peace 
enforcement role.
g Based on a total of nine questions that asked about U.S. ground troops in a combat 
role.

incidents in which civilians would be killed. In fact, efforts to protect 
facilities by putting civilians at risk began well before the war.

Even before the war, the Serb regime had created a range of dual-
use facilities—with both military and civilian functions—that, if 
attacked, could be claimed to be purely civilian facilities: The Belgrade 
television and radio facility attacked on April 23, for example, was 
reported to have been used not just to transmit news and propaganda 
but also for communications for the command-and-control of fielded 
forces.

Once the war was under way, some so-called human shields 
appear to have been Serb volunteers. The extent to which these demon-
strations of solidarity with the regime were in fact voluntary, or stage-
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managed by the FRY government, is not known. In any case, Ser-
bian TV reported that large numbers of people had voluntarily formed 
human shields across bridges in Belgrade and at Grdelica in southern 
Serbia to protect them against NATO attacks, for example, while resi-
dents of Novi Sad formed a human shield on the only remaining bridge 
that was linking the city with Petrovardin. Protests by human shields 
taking place in the towns of Sabac and Cacak also were shown on 
TV, with some protesters wearing circular “targets” around their necks 
(BBC News, 1999a).

Most human shields seem, however, to have been innocent Kos-
ovar Albanian civilians pressed into service by FRY forces. OSCE’s 
report on human rights violations in the war in Kosovo, for example, 
provided numerous accounts of ways in which FRY forces used human 
shields: stashing ammunition in civilian locations, moving police 
administrative structures to civilian buildings, and conducting other 
activities to make targeting more difficult (OSCE, 1999, Chapter 13). 
OSCE described it as follows:

Accusations quickly emerged from Kosovo Albanians and jour-
nalists that Yugoslav authorities were deliberately concealing 
their equipment in locations which jeopardized Kosovo Albanian 
civilians or detainees. Furthermore, movements, or restriction of 
movement, of the civilian population itself at times had at least 
the appearance of protecting military objects, sites or personnel. 
At a minimum, it was clear that armed forces were prepared to 
endanger civilians for their own objectives of military deterrence. 
(OSCE, 1999, Chapter 13, “Human Shields and Other Endan-
germent of Non-Combatants During Military Operations”)

The issue of human shields accordingly became a recurring topic 
in Pentagon briefings. On May 17, several days after the May 14 
bombing incident near the village of Korisa, for example, Pentagon 
spokesman Ken Bacon cited one survivor of the attack as having told 
a German radio interviewer that FRY forces had herded townspeople 
into an agricultural cooperative and then told them that they would 
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“see what a NATO bombing strike is like.”17 Bacon further estimated 
that “[i]t may be that as many as half, or certainly a third of the people 
who may have been killed in NATO attacks, were put there specifically 
by Milosevic as human shields.”

The FRY government also sought to extract as much public rela-
tions value from NATO’s air campaign as possible. Serbian media 
heavily reported alleged incidents of NATO attacks on civilian targets 
and incidents involving civilian deaths or collateral damage,18 provided 
foreign media with graphic footage of death and destruction it attrib-
uted to NATO and access to the sites of alleged incidents.19

Television footage also showed Serbian anti-NATO rallies and 
protesters holding signs in English making jokes about the civilian 
casualties attributable to NATO’s air war.

The U.S. Coalition’s Treatment of the Civilian Casualties Issue

In its handling of the issue, the NATO coalition generally emphasized 
its plans and efforts to avoid collateral damage, its regret for the deaths 
of innocent civilians that may have occurred, and its belief that collat-
eral damage generally remained low, especially relative to the number 
of sorties flown. The coalition also contrasted civilian deaths result-
ing from the coalition’s air war with Milosevic’s deliberate policy of 

17 In response to a question about human shields, Bacon said, “First of all, there is stronger 
and stronger evidence that he [Milosevic] is in fact aggressively using Kosovar refugees as 
human shields. I think the most compelling report was a German radio report over the week-
end, Deutsche Welle, which interviewed a witness of the Korisa event, and that witness said, 
and maybe you’ve seen this or heard it, that they were in fact herded into an area and in fact 
told before the event took place: ‘Now you’re going to see what a NATO bombing strikes is 
like’” (DoD, 1999j). On the issue of human shields, see also CNN (1999e) and White House 
(1999e).
18 Various FRY sources routinely put out news reports of civilian damage and deaths attrib-
utable to the NATO air campaign. See, for example, Belgrade Tanjug (1999a, 1999b, 1999c), 
Yugoslav Army Supreme Command Headquarters (1999a, 1999b), Belgrade Radio Beograd 
Network (1999c), and Belgrade BETA (1999).
19 For example, a day after the attacks on the convoys near Djakovica, the FRY government 
sponsored a media tour of the convoy area to the east-southeast of Djakovica. (See NATO, 
1999g.)
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genocide and targeting of Kosovar civilians in their homes.20 President 
Clinton and his key aides also argued that it was unrealistic to expect 
that the sort of war the coalition was fighting, against an adversary that 
intentionally placed civilians at risk, could ever be fought without civil-
ian casualties (see Clinton, 1999 and Berger, 1999). At the end of the 
day, however, NATO reported that “the actual toll in human lives will 
never be precisely known” (DeYoung, 2002).

The Arc of Media and Public Concern

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. Figure 3.1 reports a major increase in television and 
newspaper reporting on Kosovo from January 1999 until it peaked 
in April, when reporting levels declined. Major television reporting 
showed a second bump in June, when Milosevic acceded to NATO’s 
demands and the conflict ended.21

Figure 3.2 reports the content of television news reporting during 
the war in Kosovo, as tabulated by the Center for Media and Public 
Affairs (CMPA). The figure shows that reporting on collateral damage 
was the sixth-ranked topic, just after reporting on Serbian ethnic 
cleansing and just before reporting on U.S. prisoners of war.

When CNN’s reporting on civilian casualties is broken out by day 
and related to some of the more prominent incidents of civilian deaths 
in the war in Kosovo (Figure 3.3), the reporting appears to peak at 
the time of high-profile incidents of civilian deaths and fall off during 
other periods, providing some validation that the search terms actually 
are measuring reporting on civilian casualty incidents.

U.S. Public Opinion. Figure 3.4 shows that the percentage of 
Americans who were following Kosovo very or somewhat closely grew

20 Among other sources, see North Atlantic Treaty Organization (1999a, 1999b, 1999g), 
UK Ministry of Defence (1999), Clinton (1999), DoD (1999e), and Hamre (1999).
21 Although declines in reporting were evident even before the incident, the shootings at 
Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, on April 20 contributed to the drop in cov-
erage of Kosovo from April to May.
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Figure 3.1
Major News Reporting on Kosovo, January–July 1999
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times,
The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS 
News, CNN, and NBC News.
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from about four in ten in February to about three out of four once the 
air campaign began in late March, and remained in the 70–80-percent 
range until the end of the war.22 There is, however, some evidence that 
by mid-May, many Americans were becoming fatigued by the high 
reporting levels on the war and that both attention to and support for 
the war were flagging by that time.23

Although support for the various military options changed over 
time,24 support for the air war and peacekeeping operations in Kosovo 
was substantially—and consistently—higher than support for peace

22 The peak in attention to Kosovo as measured by this series was April 21–22, when 80 
percent said they were following events in Kosovo very or somewhat closely.
23 See for example, Pew Research Center for the People and the Press (1999).
24 A running record of Gallup’s analyses of changing public attitudes on the U.S. interven-
tion in Kosovo can be found in Saad (1999), Gillespie (1999a, 1999b, 1999c), and Newport 
(1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 1999d, 1999e, 1999f, 1999g).
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Figure 3.2
Number of Television News Stories by War Topic

SOURCE: Center for Media and Public Affairs (1999).
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enforcement or combat operations (see Table 3.1).25 (More broadly, 
this suggests that it is important for scholars who analyze marginals 
to understand the factors in support and opposition for military opera-
tions to differentiate more finely between types of military operations 
in coding the public opinion questions.)

A paired comparison of 20 questions that asked about support for 
air and ground options in the same poll produced results comparable 
to those in the table: Support for air options was anywhere from 7 to

25 To construct the table, we calculated the average support in questions that asked about 
the air war, peacekeeping, peace enforcement, and ground combat in each month of the 
war. Questions were coded as being about the air war if they asked about approval for the 
air war or bombing; peacekeeping if they used the term “peacekeeping” or indicated that the 
question had in mind introducing U.S. troops following the establishment of a peace; peace 
enforcement if the question suggested that U.S. troops would be used to force the combat-
ants to a peace agreement; and ground combat if the questions suggested that ground troops 
would be used in combat operations.
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Figure 3.3
CNN Daily Reporting on Civilian Casualties and Collateral Damage
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” civilians 
killed,” or “collateral damage” on CNN.
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16 percentage points higher than that for ground options.26 This gen-
erally reflected an aversion on the part of the public to placing U.S. 
troops in a combat situation that involves only secondary interests. (See 
Larson and Savych, 2005a, 2005b.)

Table 3.1 shows that support for the air war climbed in April 
and then fell back again, probably as a result of growing elite criti-
cism of the air campaign in April, even before the high-profile inci-
dents of collateral damage,27 or possibly the result of a growing fear 
that an air war alone might not force Milosevic’s capitulation, and

26 Three questions were from ABC News/The Washington Post’s polling on the matter, five 
were from Gallup, and two were from PSRA.
27 Growing bipartisan opposition to the war in Kosovo also may have contributed to declin-
ing support. For example, on April 20, Senators Joseph Biden and John McCain introduced 
a resolution that effectively declared a lack of confidence in the President’s approach, and on 
April 28, the House voted to deny any use of U.S. funds to send ground troops to Kosovo; 
the House also refused to approve a measure approving of the bombing campaign. Data from 
the Center for Media and Public Affairs suggest that generally positive elite commentary car-
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Figure 3.4
How Closely Was the Public Following Kosovo?
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that ground combat operations might therefore be needed. Support 
for the use of U.S. ground troops in peacekeeping and peace enforce-
ment show the same basic pattern over time, although only the former 
was typically supported by a majority; support for using U.S. troops in 
a ground combat role showed a steep decline from April to May and 
remained below three in ten in May and June.

As might be inferred from this result, more Americans were con-
cerned about U.S. military casualties than any of several other consid-
erations, followed by the somewhat related possibility that U.S. troops 
could be in Kosovo for a long time. Figure 3.5 also shows that there 
was greater concern about innocent Kosovars being killed by the U.S.-
NATO air strikes than Serb civilians being killed: Fifty percent were 
very concerned about the former, while only 37–40 percent were con-
cerned about the latter.

ried by television news became extremely negative shortly after the bombing of the Chinese 
embassy.
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Figure 3.5 shows that concern about civilian deaths—“innocent 
people” or “Serb civilians” being killed—were the second or third-
ranked concerns in polling by Pew in mid-April and mid-May.

Finally, it is worth noting that although most were generally 
aware that civilians had been killed in the NATO bombing, Americans 
appeared to have had great difficulties estimating the actual number of 
civilian deaths (Table 3.2). Nearly four in ten said that they were inca-
pable of estimating numbers, while those who ventured a guess cited 
numbers that were well below the 200 or so deaths that one might have 
surmised had occurred from press reporting up until that time.

Statistical Results. To understand the importance of civilian 
casualties and collateral damage in support for Kosovo when control-
ling for other factors that are predictors of support and opposition for 
U.S. military operations, we analyzed a respondent-level data set from

Figure 3.5
Americans’ Concern About Various Costs in Kosovo, March–May 1999

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PRSA. 
NOTE: Question read, “How worried are you (INSERT ITEM; ROTATE ITEMS) very
worried, somewhat worried, not too worried, or not at all worried?”
RAND MG441-3.5
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Table 3.2
Knowledge or Estimates of Civilian Casualties in Kosovo

Survey Percent

As far as you know has the NATO bombing resulted in the killing of any civilians in 
Yugoslavia?

Yes 80

No 9

No opinion 11

From what you’ve heard or read, about how many civilians have been killed?

No casualties 20

50 or fewer 14

51–100 15

101 to 200 7

201 to 500 4

500 or more 1

Don’t know, can’t estimate casualties 39

SOURCE: Gallup poll conducted May 7, 1999–May 9, 1999, N = 1,025.

polling in May 1999 conducted by PSRA for the Pew Research Center 
that included these variables, as well as variables for civilian casualties.

The poll that we analyzed had questions that could be used to 
populate a full model that predicted respondents’ support or opposi-
tion from beliefs about the stakes, prospects, U.S. casualties, politi-
cal party, race, and gender, as well as questions about civilian deaths. 
This model enabled us to estimate the importance of collateral damage 
while controlling for these other influences.

Based on our aggregate-level analyses, reported above, we expected 
that consideration of civilian casualties might have been an important 
factor in the May poll, which was conducted after the Chinese embassy 
incident, and during a time when elite commentary and media report-
ing seem to have turned against the operation. As a result, we expected 
that concern about civilian casualties would be a relatively salient con-
cern. Our statistical modeling did not confirm these expectations.



82    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Using probit regression modeling, we were able to predict approval 
or disapproval for the war correctly for 70 percent of the respondents 
based upon beliefs about the stakes, prospects for success, military casu-
alties, party, and several other individual-level characteristics. The most 
important predictors of support were, in declining order of importance 
(valence of the coefficients in parentheses),

beliefs about the importance of the moral stakes (+)
beliefs about the prospects for success (+)
U.S. military casualties (–)
self-identified party (self-identification as a Republican [–], or as 
an Independent [–])
race (–).

By comparison, our civilian casualties variable was neither a sub-
stantively nor statistically significant predictor of support and opposi-
tion to the war. Thus, both on the basis of the small coefficient values 
and the failure to attain statistical significance in the multivariate 
model, we judge that concern about civilian casualties did not much 
influence support and opposition to the war. Put another way, con-
cern about civilian casualties a week after the bombing of the Chinese 
embassy was not an important predictor of support or opposition for 
the military campaign, when one would have expected the issues of 
collateral damage and civilian casualties to be highly salient. Instead, 
beliefs about the moral stakes and prospects for the campaign were the 
most important predictors of approval for the campaign.

We did, however, find other evidence of a bivariate relationship 
between support for the war and the belief that the United States and its 
allies were being sufficiently careful to avoid civilian casualties in two 
polls, each of which was conducted shortly after a high-profile incident 
involving civilian casualties, and the results of which are reported in 
Tables 3.3 and 3.4.

Table 3.3 reports the cross-tabulation of results from a late April 
1999 poll by ABC News and The Washington Post, conducted a couple 
of weeks after the Djakovica convoy incident.

•
•
•
•

•
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Table 3.3
Cross-Tabulation of the Approval of the Campaign in Kosovo and Beliefs 
About Effort of the United States in Avoiding Civilian Casualties, April 1999

Q3. “Do you support or oppose the United States 
and its European allies conducting air strikes against 
Serbia?”
Q6. “As you may know, some civilians have been killed 
in the air strikes against Serbia by the United States 
and its European allies. Do you think that the United 
States and its European allies are not being careful 
enough to avoid civilian casualties, or do you think 
these are just unavoidable accidents of war?”

Support 
(%)

Oppose 
(%) N

Unavoidable accidents of war 71 26 593

Not being careful enough 44 51 140

Don’t know/refused 48 16 23

Total 65 30 756

SOURCE: ABC/The Washington Post (April 25–26, 1999). Data set: ABC News “Nightline” 
Kosovo Poll #2, April 1999 (computer file), ICPSR version, Horsham, Pa.: Chilton 
Research Services (producer), 1999; Ann Arbor, Mich.: Inter-University Consortium for 
Political and Social Research (distributor), 1999.

NOTE: p < 0.001 in a Chi-square test of independence.

Table 3.3 shows that 71 percent of those who believed that civil-
ian casualty incidents were unavoidable accidents of war supported the 
war, while only 26 percent opposed. By comparison, only 44 percent 
of those who thought the United States was not being careful enough 
supported the war, with 51 percent opposing. Moreover, the result of 
the Chi-square test suggests that the relationship between support and 
beliefs about whether the United States and its allies were being careful 
enough was statistically significant at the 0.001 level.

Table 3.4 presents a similar result from a poll by ABC News and 
The Washington Post on May 16, 1999, about a week after the Chi-
nese embassy incident. The table shows that support and opposition 
were again closely associated with beliefs about whether the United 
States and its allies were being careful enough in avoiding civilian 
deaths, and this relationship was statistically significant. Thus, there is 
at least bivariate evidence suggesting that the linkage between support 
and opposition on the one hand and beliefs about civilian casualties 
on the other lies not in a respondent’s level of concern about civilian
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Table 3.4
Cross-Tabulation of the Approval of the Campaign in Kosovo and Beliefs 
About Effort of the United States in Avoiding Civilian Casualties, May 1999

Q3. “Do you support or oppose the United States and its 
European allies conducting air strikes against Serbia?”
Q9. “As you may know, some civilians have been killed in 
the air strikes against Serbia, and recently the NATO allies 
bombed the Chinese consulate in Serbia’s capital. Do 
you think that the United States and its European allies 
are not being careful enough to avoid civilian casualties, 
or do you think these are just unavoidable accidents of 
war?”

Support 
(%)

Oppose 
(%) N

Unavoidable accidents of war  68 30 496

Not being careful enough 43 56 240

Don’t know/refused 27 37 16

Total 59 38 751

SOURCE: ABC/The Washington Post (May 16, 1999). Data set: ABC News/The 
Washington Post Kosovo Poll, May 1999 (computer file), ICPSR version, Horsham, 
Pa.: Chilton Research Services (producer), 1999; Ann Arbor, Mich.: Inter-University 
Consortium for Political and Social Research (distributor), 1999.

NOTE: p < 0.001 in a Chi-square test of independence.

casualties, but in his or her beliefs about whether the United States and 
its coalition are trying hard enough to avoid civilian deaths.

This result reinforces the finding from the multivariate model-
ing of Americans’ support for the Gulf War that the principal link-
age between civilian casualties and Americans’ support for a military 
operations is not concern about casualties, but rather the belief that the 
U.S. military is making every effort to avoid them.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Press reporting suggests that there was 
a fair amount of antiwar protest activity in New York City. On March 
24, about 200 antiwar and Serb protesters demonstrated at Grand Cen-
tral Station at rush hour to protest the air war, and on March 27, about 
2,000 antiwar and Serb demonstrators marched from Grand Cen-
tral Station to Union Square. (See United Press International, 1999a, 
1999b.) Reporting on other antiwar demonstrations was very difficult 
to find.
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Foreign Media and Public Opinion

Foreign Media. If the foreign news sources reported in Figure 3.6 
are any indication, foreign (and especially European audiences) also 
were exposed to a significant amount of news reporting on Kosovo. The 
figure shows that the somewhat selective foreign news sources detailed 
in the figure peaked in April, the first full month of the war, and again 
in June when a peace settlement was reached, and then declined.

Foreign Public Opinion. We now summarize the public opinion 
data we found on European and Chinese attitudes toward the war.28

Tables 3.5 and 3.6 show that majorities of British, Germans, and, 
to a lesser extent, French, initially supported the war in Kosovo; some 
even argued that there was a bit of a “rally” in Europeans’ support for 
the war at this time (“Not by Bombs Alone,” 1999).

Figure 3.6
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Kosovo, January–December 1999
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28 As will be seen, support for the war varied greatly across the polls. This could be due to 
ambivalence or uncrystallized attitudes toward the war, differences in question wording, or 
other factors.
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Table 3.5
U.S. and European Opinion on the War, March–April 1999

Population

% Support Air Strikes % Support Ground Troops

First Poll Second Poll First Poll Second Poll

United States 51 58 33 46

Britain 69 75 51 66

Germany 57 63 N/A 28

France 40 50 N/A 68

Italy 25 37 N/A N/A

SOURCE: “Not by Bombs Alone” (1999), citing the following data sources and 
poll dates: U.S.: The New York Times/CBS (March 28 and April 6); Britain: Marplan
(March 26 and April 2); Germany: ISIP (March 24 and April 1); France: CSA (March 27
and April 7); Italy: Forsa (March 24 and March 31).

And like their American cousins, Europeans were far less enthused 
about using ground troops than conducting an air war, probably due to 
the desire to avoid casualties; only a minority of Italians initially sup-
ported the war.

Another poll, conducted by the Angus Reid Group from late 
March through mid-April, found roughly comparable results: Major-
ities in most European countries supported the war in Kosovo (see 
Table 3.6). The table shows that clear majorities in 10 of the 16 coun-
tries polled approved of the war, two (Finland and Hungary) were on 
the fence, and clear majorities in four nations clearly opposed the war.

Finally, the March–April poll by the Angus Reid Group found 
substantial support for greater European independence on defense 
matters among Italians, French, Russians, Slovaks, and Ukrainians, 
but strong opposition among Germans, Danes, Norwegians, and Brit-
ons (Table 3.7).29

29 It is not clear what lasting impact Kosovo might have had. According to polling by the 
U.S. Information Agency, the belief that NATO was essential rose by eight points between 
the spring and late fall of 1999 in Italy, fell in Great Britain by 14 points, and remained con-
stant in Germany and France. See the data provided in Eichenberg (2003b, pp. 651–654).
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Table 3.6
Support for War in Kosovo in 16 Countries, March–April 1999

Country % Supporting

Croatia 82

Denmark 74

United States 68

Great Britain 68

Canada 68

Norway 64

Germany 57

France 54

Poland 54

Finland 50

Hungary 48

Italy 47

% Opposing

Russia 94

Ukraine 89

Slovak Republic 75

Czech Republic 57

SOURCE: Dupin (1999), detailing polling conducted from March 25 to April 17, 1999, 
by the Angus Reid Group for The Economist. Sample size was 500 in each of 17 nations 
polled except Russia, where only urban population was polled. Exact question 
wording not provided.

According to polling by Ipsos/Sofres in early April (Table 3.8), 
while majorities in the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Italy 
supported the war, fewer than half of Belgians, Portuguese, Spanish, 
and Greek citizens did so.



88    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Table 3.7
Support for European Defense Independent of NATO, March–April 1999

Country % Supporting

Italy 58

France 57

Russia 57

Slovak Republic 55

Ukraine 55

% Opposing

Germany 71

Denmark 68

Norway 62

Britain 57

SOURCE: Dupin (1999), detailing polling conducted from March 25 to April 17, 1999, 
by the Angus Reid Group for The Economist. Sample size was 500 in each of 17 nations 
polled except Russia, where only urban population was polled. Exact question wording 
not provided.

Finally, a poll by the Angus Reid Group in late April (Table 3.9) 
showed support for the use of ground troops in only two nations (France 
and the United Kingdom), and strong opposition to the prospect of 
using ground troops among Italians and Germans. This result suggests 
that, with few exceptions, Europeans generally were no more enthusi-
astic than Americans about the possibility of using ground troops in a 
combat role in Kosovo.

Because of differences in question wording, polling organiza-
tion, and other features, it is impossible to characterize any additional
European-wide public opinion trends from this patchwork of results.

Polling of the British public by ICM Research for The Guard-
ian newspaper (Figure 3.7) (see Little, 1999; Travis, 1999; Aitken-
head, 1999; Clarke, 1999; ICM Research, 1999),30 and polling of the 
French public by Brulé Ville et Associé (BVA) (Figure 3.8) (“French

30 ICM/The Guardian Poll, April 16–17, 1999, N = 1,205.
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Table 3.8
European Support for the War in Kosovo in Early April 1999

Do you personally approve or disapprove of the 
NATO military intervention in Yugoslavia?

Approve 
(%)

Disapprove 
(%)

No Opinion 
(%)

Europe  53 41  6

United Kingdom 67 29 4

France 62 32 6

Germany 54 44 2

Italy 51 40 9

Belgium 42 45 13

Portugal 41 51 8

Spain 39 49 12

Greece 2 97 1

SOURCE: Ipsos/Sofres (1999).

NOTE: Country sample sizes as follows: Germany (949), Belgium (502), Spain (929), 
France (936), Greece (952), Italy (960), Portugal (572), United Kingdom (917). Polling 
dates not specified.

Table 3.9
European and U.S. Support for the War in Kosovo in Late April 1999

Now, if there’s no settlement to end the war 
in Kosovo, would you support or oppose 
NATO sending ground troops in to fight 
against Yugoslav forces?

Approve 
(%)

Disapprove 
(%)

Don’t Know/
Not Sure (%)

Europe 42 48 10

France 55 32 13

United Kingdom 54 30 15

Italy 33 63 3

Germany 27 63 9

SOURCE: Angus Reid Group (1999).

NOTE: Country sample sizes were 300 in all nations except Germany, which had a 
sample size of 476. Polling was conducted between April 22 and 25, 1999.
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Figure 3.7
Polling on Kosovo by ICM for The Guardian Newspaper, March–April 1999
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SOURCE: ICM/The Guardian poll conducted April 16–17, 1999, N = 1,205. 
NOTE: Question wording unavailable.
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People’s Warlike Spirit Flagging in Third Month of War,” 1999), both 
suggested an initial increase in support for the war, followed by a 
decline. It is not at all clear how common this pattern may have been 
in other NATO publics (Travis, 1999).

For their part, polls taken in Russia and China in late March 
showed heavy opposition to NATO action.

For example, a late March poll by the Center for International 
Sociological and Marketing Research found that 97 percent of Rus-
sians polled had a negative attitude toward a NATO military solution 
to the Kosovo problem, and 91 percent sympathized with the Serbs, 3 
percent with the Kosovar Albanians, and 4 percent with neither side. 
Ninety-three percent said that if the NATO bombing continued, Russia 
should break off relations with NATO, and 74 percent supported sup-
plying Yugoslavia with missile launchers (Surovtseva, 1999).
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Figure 3.8
French Support for Participation in NATO Intervention, 
Late March–Mid-May 1999
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SOURCE: “French People’s Warlike Spirit Flagging in Third Month of War” (1999).
NOTE: Question read, “Do you personally believe France was right or wrong to join in
NATO air strikes on Kosovo and Serbia?”
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Polling of China’s five biggest cities in late March by the Social 
Survey Institute of China similarly revealed strong Chinese opposition 
to the war even before the Chinese embassy incident:

More than 71 percent were seriously concerned about the air 
strikes, while 44 percent identified the war as the first thing they 
read about in newspapers.
Nearly 70 percent agreed that the United States was engaged in 
“sabre-rattling in its role as an international policeman” and is 
“hegemonism-motivated” in its dealings with Yugoslavia.
More than 60 percent expressed satisfaction with the Chinese 
government’s position against the U.S. and NATO air strikes.31

31 Jingen (1999). One obviously needs to use more than the usual amount of caution in 
assessing public opinion polling from a non-democracy such as China.

•

•

•
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Antiwar Demonstrations. Antiwar demonstrations were observed 
in a great many countries, including the United Kingdom, France, 
Germany, Canada, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, Russia, China (especially 
after the Chinese embassy bombing), Austria, Hungary, Sweden, the 
Czech Republic, Macedonia, Greece, Cyprus, Bosnia, Romania, Italy, 
The Philippines, Taiwan, and Sri Lanka. Particularly notable were dem-
onstrations by Serbs who had emigrated abroad; Serbs in Johannesburg 
and Warsaw protested, for example (“RSA Serbian Demonstrators in 
Johannesburg Burn U.S. Flag,” 1999), and France banned Serb dem-
onstrations in Paris (AFP, 1999a).

We now turn to an examination of two of the most widely 
reported collateral damage incidents that occurred during the war in 
Kosovo: the April 14 bombing of two convoys outside Djakovica and 
the May 8 bombing of the Chinese embassy.

The April 14 Convoy Attacks Outside Djakovica

On April 14, NATO aircraft attacked convoys near Djakovica at two 
separate locations, one to the north, and one to the east-southeast.

The first attack, occurring at about 11:10 Greenwich Mean Time 
(GMT) on the Djakovica-Decane road northwest of Djakovica, involved 
two NATO F-16 aircraft, each dropping a single GBU-12 laser-guided 
bomb. The first F-16 observed three military vehicles that appeared to 
be involved in burning Kosovar houses as they moved southeast toward 
Djakovica and saw these vehicles join additional vehicles heading in a 
southeasterly direction. The F-16 attacked one of the military vehicles 
at the front of the convoy with a single GBU-12 500-lb laser-guided 
bomb close to a c-shaped building complex.32 The video of this attack 
showed the bomb directly hitting the targeted vehicle, and a Predator 
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) imaged the attack site, and showed 
that the vehicle had been damaged and others had gathered around the 
damaged vehicle (NATO, 1999g). The second F-16 dropped a second 

32 A tape of the pilot describing the incident was played in NATO’s April 15, 1999, daily 
press briefing.
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GBU-12 on what appeared to the pilot to be a number of large mili-
tary vehicles in the courtyard of the c-shaped complex at about 11:48 
GMT, which set off a secondary explosion, possibly an accelerant such 
as gasoline that may have been present in the structure. That same 
day, on April 14, Serb television broadcast footage of the aftermath of 
the incident showing a number of destroyed tractors. It is unclear how 
many civilian deaths occurred in this incident.33

The second attack involved seven NATO aircraft expending a 
total of at least eight GBU-12s in four separate attacks on the lead ele-
ments of a second convoy beginning at about 12:19 GMT. This convoy, 
involving about 100 vehicles traveling east-southeast on the Djakov-
ica-Prizren road, was very large and covered several kilometers. The 
first 20 or so vehicles, which were uniform in shape and color as seen 
from the air and maintaining a set spacing and pace that suggested a 
military movement, were believed to be military vehicles;34 the con-
voy’s status as a military convoy was confirmed by the Airborne Battle-
field Command and Control Center (ABCCC) aircraft,35 and one of 
the attacking aircraft was reported to have been fired upon by large-
caliber antiaircraft artillery. An OA-10 brought in to verify the target 
observed military vehicles in the convoy, but others that might have 
been civilian vehicles also were present, whereupon the attacks were 
halted at about 13:20 GMT. Although this did not become clear for 
a number of days, most of the lives that were lost—and most of the 
media interest—was related to the attacks on this second convoy. 

Table 3.10 provides the timeline of press and official reactions to 
the incident.

The timeline suggests that media reporting on the incident began 
about an hour after the incident ended:

33 A witness interviewed by HRW estimated that 14 people in his tractor were killed 
(Human Rights Watch, 2000, Appendix A, Incident Number 19).
34 According to one of HRW’s (2000, Appendix A) interviewees, “[w]hen the aircraft were 
in the sky then the military vehicles mixed with the column. . . . No military vehicles were 
damaged. After the bombing, they [Serb forces] went into the hills.”
35 The ABCCC reported that it had received confirmation from intelligence or operational 
sources that the convoy was an Army of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia military convoy 
and, therefore, a military target.
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AFP (1999b) broke the story at 1428 GMT (0928 Eastern Time 
[ET]).
Belgrade Radio B92 (1999) reported the story at 1000 ET.
Deutsche Presse-Agentur (1999a) broadcast a report at 1045 ET.
Associated Press Worldstream picked up the story at 1135 ET.
CNN picked up the report at 1201 ET (CNN, 1999b), ran the 
story several times thereafter, and provided live coverage of DoD’s 
daily briefing that day.
The ABC, CBS, and CNN evening news programs all led with 
the story, and ABC’s Nightline program focused on the story as 
well.

The incident occurred too late in the day for it to be included in 
the April 14 NATO briefing on Operation Allied Force. Jamie Shea, 
NATO’s spokesperson, first described the incident as follows in his 
April 15 daily briefing:

I would like to comment first on yesterday’s incident. NATO 
deeply regrets the loss of life to civilians from the attack yesterday 
on a convoy traveling between Prizren and Dakovica. As you all 
know, NATO pilots have orders to strike only at military targets. 
We have taken every possible precaution to avoid causing harm 
to civilians. Our Operation Allied Force was launched to save 
civilian lives, not to expend them. There has never been a mili-
tary operation in history in which so many stringent measures 
have been taken to minimize harm to civilian lives and civilian 
property. We are using more precision-guided munitions than in 
any previous operation.

Yesterday a NATO pilot was operating over western Kosovo. 
He saw many villages being burned. This is an area where 
the Yugoslav Special Police Forces, the MUP [Ministarstvo 
Unutrasnih Poslova], have been conducting ethnic cleans-
ing operations in recent days. The 5,000 refugees that have 
arrived in Albania in the last 48 hours testify to that fact. The 
road between Prizren and Dakovica is an important resupply

•

•
•
•
•

•
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Table 3.10
Postincident Timeline for Djakovica Convoy Incident

Media Reporting Highlights Official Handling Highlights

4/14
0610: Incident begins.
0820: Incident ends.
0928: AFP reports from scene.
1000: Belgrade Radio airs B91 story.
1045: Deutsche-Press Agentur reports.
1135: AP breaks story.
1201: CNN breaks story.
1436: CNN airs DoD briefing live.
1700: CNN Evening News airs.
1730: ABC Evening News, CBS Evening 
News, and NBC Evening News air.
2337: ABC News Nightline airs.

4/14
0900: NATO gives daily briefing.
1435: DoD gives daily briefing, which 
airs on CNN.
1640: Briefing by White House press 
secretary Joseph Lockhart.

4/15
FRY media tour takes place.
0900: NATO gives daily briefing.
0949: Secretary of Defense William 
S. Cohen and Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Henry H. Shelton testify 
before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee; testimony airs on CNN
1500: President Clinton gives address 
on Kosovo, which airs on CNN
DoD gives daily briefing.

4/16
0900: NATO gives daily briefing.
1430: DoD gives daily briefing.

4/17
0900: NATO gives daily briefing.
1300: DoD gives daily briefing.

4/19
0900: NATO gives daily briefing.
1000: Brigadier General Leaf gives 
briefing, which airs on CNN.
1405: DoD gives daily briefing.

SOURCES: AFP (1999b), Belgrade Radio B92 (1999), Deutsche Presse-Agentur (1999a), 
CNN (1999a, 1999b), CBS News (1999), NBC News (1999), ABC News (1999a, 1999b), DoD 
(1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 1999d), U.S. Senate, Armed Services Committee (1999), White 
House (1999a, 1999b).

NOTE: All times Eastern.

and reinforcement route for the Yugoslav Army and the Special 
Police. The pilot attacked what he believed to be military vehi-
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cles in a convoy. He was convinced he had the right target. He 
dropped his bomb in good faith, as you would expect a trained 
pilot from a democratic NATO country to do. The pilot reported 
at the time that he was attacking a military convoy. The NATO 
bomb destroyed the lead vehicle, which we now believe to have 
been a civilian vehicle.

I again stress, NATO deeply regrets the loss of life from this tragic 
accident. But I also want to stress that no conflict in human his-
tory has ever been accident-free, or will ever be. We can reduce 
the risk of accidents but we cannot eliminate them altogether. 
(NATO, 1999e)

Several sources of confusion surrounded these incidents:

First, although Shea was apologizing for an incident that took 
place on the road between Prizren and Djakovica, to the east-
southeast of Djakovica, NATO’s own map showed a strike to the 
northwest of Djakovica. It would, furthermore, later be deter-
mined that the description of the incident—a pilot dropping 
a single bomb on a military convoy—was part of the incident 
to the northwest of Djakovica, but not the one on the Prizren-
Djakovica road.
Second, multiple attacks on convoys had taken place that day, and 
for several days it was not clear that in fact two different convoys 
had been involved in separate incidents. In fact, for several days, 
NATO spokesman Shea reported that there was no information 
on Serb claims that a second attack was made on a convoy on the 
road to Prizren (Dovkants, 1999).
On April 15, stating, “I cannot explain the NATO rendition” of 
the facts of the incident, Pentagon spokesman Ken Bacon contra-
dicted NATO by stating that rather than one, in fact two attacks 
were made by NATO warplanes, and that neither of these attacks 
had been carried out by the American pilot whose description of 
the incident was played during NATO’s daily press briefing that 
day (Williams, 1999).

•

•

•
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Accordingly, reporters (and others) had great difficulty correlat-
ing NATO’s descriptions of the attacks with the footage being 
shown on Serbian television, because two different incidents 
were involved. On April 14, Serb television broadcast footage of
the first incident, and the next day sponsored a media tour of the 
second convoy attack site.
Additional confusion arose from the use of the audiotape in the 
April 15 briefing that was later determined to be unrelated to 
the second incident, which took place east-southeast of Djakov-
ica and caused most of the civilian deaths that were of greatest 
interest.36 The initial reports also suggested that a single F-16 had 
been involved, which also later proved to be incorrect. Two air-
craft were involved in the first incident, while the second incident 
(which resulted in most of the deaths) involved more aircraft.
Further confusion arose as a result of reports from witnesses that 
the second refugee column, which was east-southeast of Djakov-
ica, had been attacked by Serb forces at the same time as the 
NATO attack.37 Some reporters who were taken to the scene of 
the incident seemed to confirm this: They reported that some of 
the victims looked like they had been killed by machine guns and 
mortars rather than bombs.38 Reporters taken to the scene of the 
second attack counted only about two dozen bodies, rather than 
the nearly 75 claimed by Serbia, which further muddied matters.

36 The tape seems to have been of one of the pilots involved in the first incident.
37 As Brigadier General Leaf described it, “In essence, this reported claim states after NATO 
aircraft attacked the front military vehicles, Serb aircraft attacked Kosovar Albanian refu-
gees in the rear.” In what appears to have been a separate incident, refugees arriving in Alba-
nia from Kosovo on April 14 reported that Serbian helicopters had attacked them, killing at 
least 40 people and wounding many others (see BBC News, 1999b).
38 Dovkants (1999). Lambeth (2001, pp. 137–138) reported that

[i]n the case of the Djakovica incident . . . , there were initial reports that Yugoslav air-
craft had intentionally attacked the civilian tractors and wagons near Prizren. Those 
reports ultimately proved groundless, although Pentagon officials did confirm that the 
Yugoslav air force was still operating low-flying Galeb ground-attack jets and attack 
helicopters.

•

•

•
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Reporting that asserted that cluster bombs may have been used 
in the attacks also may have cast doubt on NATO’s claims that 
GBU-12s with unitary warheads had been used (Watson, 1999).
Lastly, the Serbs broadcast a tape that allegedly was of a conversa-
tion between a radar controller in an airborne warning and con-
trol system (AWACS) and the F-16 pilot who bombed one of the 
refugee convoys that NATO said had been remixed and in the 
end was completely fabricated (AFP, 1999c).39

Finally, some missed opportunities to avoid the incident also were 
identified:

A Royal Air Force (RAF) GR-7 Harrier aircraft had radioed 
an ABCCC aircraft that the convoy included civilians minutes 
before it was attacked.40 That the warning had never reached 
the aircraft responsible for bombing the convoy was a less-than-
satisfactory explanation.41

An OA-10 forward air controller aircraft that had been sent to 
verify further the identity of the second convoy after the attacks 
had begun reported that, while there were military vehicles in 
the convoy, there could be civilians among them.42

While Brigadier General Leaf ’s April 19 detailed briefing on the 
incident received favorable coverage from many press sources, these 
facts, coupled with NATO’s and the United States’ apparently shifting 
explanations of the incident fostered doubts about credibility, at least in 

39 Vecernje Novosti, a Serb newspaper, claimed that the United States had decided to kill 
ethnic Albanian refugees and blame their deaths on the Serbs. The Serbs also claimed that 
Defense Secretary Cohen ordered NATO commander General Wesley Clark to choose per-
sonally a Dutch pilot to attack the convoy, and that President Clinton wanted to dismiss 
General Clark when the pilot failed to kill the refugees in sufficient secrecy. (See Erlanger, 
1999.)
40 See the questions to Major General Charles F. Wald, USAF (DoD, 1999d).
41 See, for example, Walker and Norton-Taylor (1999).
42 As Brigadier General Leaf put it, “witnesses believed that the Serbs used the convoy as a 
human shield, positioning some of their military vehicles and police vehicles at the front of 
the column” (NATO, 1999g).

•

•

•
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–
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some quarters of the media, and even Brigadier General Leaf ’s presen-
tation failed to answer a number of important questions.43

In any event, as a result of criticism of the public affairs han-
dling of this incident, UK Prime Minister Tony Blair’s Press Secre-
tary Alistair Campbell was called to NATO’s Brussels headquarters to 
advise NATO on its public affairs strategy for the war.

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. From a quantitative viewpoint, as shown in Figure 
3.9, television network news reporting on Kosovo generally declined 
after early April, but rose again following the April 12 incident involv-
ing a train crossing a bridge and the April 14 convoy incident.

From a qualitative viewpoint, the scale of the civilian losses and 
the graphic imagery of the aftermath of the convoy incident spurred 
major U.S. media to focus on several aspects of the story: the incident 
and the losses (see Michael Dobbs and Vick, 1999; and Gordon, 1999); 
U.S. and FRY efforts to implicate the other in the incident (Robbins, 
1999); the confused explanations emanating from NATO and the Pen-
tagon (Bradley Graham, 1999); the growing list of civilian casualty 
incidents in the war (Scarborough, 1999); and the possibility that the 
incident would erode the coalition’s moral authority for conducting 
the war (Havemann, 1999). However, it is not clear that this reporting 
much affected American and European attitudes toward the war.

U.S. Public Opinion. The comparison of data on Americans’ atten-
tion to Kosovo over time presented in Table 3.11 suggests that the April 
14 convoy incident did not result in increased attention to the conflict 
in Kosovo. In fact, the data suggest that the percentage who were fol-
lowing Kosovo remained quite stable through April.

43 See, for example, O’Donnell (1999), Evans (1999), Castle (1999), and CNN (1999d). The 
Boston Globe reported that “[y]esterday’s appearance by Leaf, meanwhile, created as many 
questions as it answered” (Cullen, 1999).
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Figure 3.9
U.S. Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Convoy Incident
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral 
damage” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC 
News.
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Table 3.11
Attention Paid to Kosovo Before, During, and After Convoy Incident

Overall, how closely have you followed 
the situation in Kosovo--very closely, 
somewhat closely, not too closely, or 
not at all?

Survey: 4/6–
7/1999 (%)

Survey: 4/13–
14/1999 (%)

Survey: 4/26–
27/1999 (%)

Very closely 35 34 34

Fairly closely 49 50 48

Not too closely 12 13 14

Not at all closely 4 3 3

Don’t know/refused * * 1

SOURCE: Gallup/CNN/USA Today polls conducted April 6–7, 1999, N = 1,055; April 13–
14, 1999, N = 1,069; April 26–27, 1999, N = 1,073.

A comparison of public opinion polling before and immediately 
after the incident is somewhat inconclusive on the question of how the 
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incident might have affected approval for the war (see Table 3.12); of 
four comparisons, three suggested a decline, though only one of these 
was statistically significant, while the fourth result showed a modest 
(albeit not statistically significant) increase in approval.

And Table 3.13 shows that far more respondents in polling just 
after the convoy incident were interested in the welfare of three cap-
tured U.S. servicemen than that of Kosovar or Serb civilians, and more 
were concerned about the fate of refugees and other victims in Kosovo 
than Serb civilians. Fewer than one in four mentioned air attacks and 
damage in Serbia as stories or images that had caught the respondent’s 
attention, suggesting that the issue of civilian casualties was salient to 
fewer than one in four.

Table 3.12
Approval of War Before and After the Convoy Incident

Survey Before After Change

Pew Research Center/PSRA: “Do you 
approve or disapprove of NATO forces, 
including the United States conducting air 
strikes against Serbia to force the Serbs to 
agree to the terms of the peace agreement 
to end the fighting in Kosovo?”

(N = 1,488) (N = 1,000)

3/24–28/1999 4/15–18/1999

60% 62% +2%

Gallup: “As you may know, the military 
alliance of Western countries called NATO 
has launched air and missile attacks against 
Serbian military targets in Yugoslavia. 
Do you favor or oppose the United States 
being a part of that military action?”

(N = 1,069) (N = 659)

4/13–14/1999 4/21/1999

61% 51% –10%***

CBS News/The New York Times: “Do you 
favor or oppose the United States and 
NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) 
conducting air strikes against Yugoslavia?”

(N = 878) (N = 450)

4/13–14/1999 4/22/1999

59% 55% –4%

ABC News/The Washington Post: “Do you 
support or oppose the United States and 
its European allies conducting air strikes 
against Serbia?”

(N = 1,011) (N = 757)

4/6/1999 4/26/1999

67% 65% –2%

NOTE: * = p-value statistically significant at the 0.01 level. ** = p-value statistically 
significant at the 0.05 level. *** = p-value statistically significant at the 0.001 level.
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Table 3.13
Which Kosovo Pictures and Stories Most Caught Respondents’ Attention? 
April 1999

“Thinking about the news coverage of the situation in Yugoslavia, which pictures 
and stories have caught your attention most [ITEM ORDER ROTATED]?”
“And after that, which pictures and stories have caught your attention the next 
most READ LIST except item selected in previous question; [ITEM ORDER ROTATED]”

Pictures and stories about 1st Choice (%) 2nd Choice (%) Total (%)

the three captured U.S. soldiers 35 29 64

the refugees leaving Kosovo 30 26 56

the victims of violence in Kosovo 24 25 49

the air attacks and damage in Serbia 8 15 23

Don’t know/refused 3 5 8

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 15-18, 1999, N = 1,000.

NOTE: “Item Order Rotated” means that the order in which question options were 
presented to respondents was randomized to avoid response-order effects.

Nor did polling by the Pew Research Center just after the inci-
dent suggest that concern about Serb civilians being hurt or killed was 
a particularly good predictor of approval or disapproval of the war 
(Table 3.14): About six in ten of those who were very or somewhat 
worried about Serb civilians being hurt or killed approved of the war, 
not terribly different from those who were not too worried or not at all 
worried; the Chi-square test of independence did not suggest any sys-
tematic relationship between the two variables.

There is, moreover, little evidence that the incident led a majority 
of Americans to believe that NATO’s efforts to avoid civilian casualties 
were inadequate or that the bombing should be stopped:

Sixty-five percent of those polled between April 15 and 16 said 
that in spite of the civilian deaths and casualties that the air strikes 
were too important to stop despite the chances of civilian casu-
alties (Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 15–16, 
1999, N = 751).

•
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Table 3.14
Cross-Tabulation of Approval and Concern About Serb Civilians Being Hurt 
or Killed

“Do you approve or disapprove of NATO forces, including the United States, 
conducting air strikes against Serbia to force the Serbs to agree to the terms of the 
peace agreement and end the fighting in Kosovo?”
“How worried are you [ITEM ORDER ROTATED]: very worried, somewhat worried, 
not too worried, or not at all worried that Serbian civilians are being hurt or killed 
by U.S. and NATO air strikes?”

Worried About Civilian Casualties

Approval of Air Strikes (%)

Approve Disapprove Don’t Know Row Total

Very worried 58 33 9 100

Somewhat worried 63 27 10 100

Not too worried 60 31 10 100

Not at all worried 53 45 2 100

Don’t know 48 21 31 100

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 15-18, 1999, N = 1,000.

NOTE: p-value in Chi-square test of independence was 0.5436.

Seventy-eight percent of those polled April 25–26 said that civilian 
casualties that resulted from NATO’s air strikes were “unavoid-
able accidents of war,” while 19 percent said they thought the 
United States and its allies were not being careful enough (ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted April 25–26, 1999,
N = 757).

Table 3.14 reports that a Chi-square test of the bivariate relation-
ship between approval of the war and concern about Serb civilians 
being hurt or killed indicated that there was no systematic relationship 
between the two variables: The Chi-square test of independence failed 
to achieve even the most modest level of statistical significance.

Finally, Table 3.15 shows that there were some modest partisan 
differences regarding beliefs about whether civilian deaths in the air 
strikes were due to carelessness, or were simply unavoidable accidents 
of war: Although strong majorities in each group subscribed to the 
latter view, Republicans were somewhat more likely to believe that any

•
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Table 3.15
Are We Being Careful Enough to Avoid Civilian Casualties? 
By Party, April 1999

“As you may know, some civilians have been killed in 
the air strikes against Serbia by the United States and 
its European allies. Do you think the United States 
and its European allies are not being careful enough 
to avoid civilian casualties, or do you think these are 
just unavoidable accidents of war?”

Not 
Careful 
Enough 

(%)

Unavoidable 
Accidents

(%)

Don’t 
Know 

(%)

Republican 13 85 2

Democrat 18  78 3

Independent 20 77 3

All 19 78 3

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted April 25–26, 1999, N = 757.

civilian deaths were unavoidable accidents of war, although nearly eight 
in ten Democrats and Independents also felt that way.

Taken together, these data suggest that there is little evidence sug-
gesting that the convoy incident affected Americans’ basic attitudes 
toward the war or its conduct.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Xinhua reported a small protest involv-
ing over 200 antiwar protesters who rallied outside the White House 
on April 17 (Xinhua General News Service, 1999a). Beyond this rela-
tively small event, we found little evidence in the press that antiwar 
demonstrations in the United States increased following the convoy 
incident.44

Foreign Media and Public Opinion Responses

Foreign Media. As was described previously, foreign media were 
among the first to pick up the story of the convoy incident. From a 
quantitative viewpoint, the convoy incident appears to have resulted in 
higher levels of media reporting on civilian casualties in AFP, although 
it does not appear to have affected reporting on civilian casualties in 
The Guardian (London) (Figure 3.10).

44 Anecdotally, however, many Serbian-Americans appear to have opposed the war against 
Serbia (see CNN, 1999b).
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Figure 3.10
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Convoy Incident
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo”  and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral
damage“ in AFP or The Guardian (London).
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Figure 3.10 shows that AFP’s reporting on civilian casualties 
spiked the day after the incident, climbing from two stories on April 
14 to 14 stories on April 15, before falling off to the levels observed 
before the incident.

Foreign Public Opinion. We did not find any public opinion data 
on how foreign publics viewed civilian deaths in the war in Kosovo 
after the convoy incident; however, a poll of five European nations by 
the Angus Reid Group in late April suggested that majorities of each 
of the five nations approved of the way NATO had been managing its 
military campaign (Table 3.16).

The poll reported in Table 3.16 was conducted a little over a week 
after the convoy incident, and shows that about six in ten in each coun-
try expressed the belief that NATO had done a very good or good job 
managing the military campaign against Yugoslavia. The poll suggests 
that these publics had not lost heart for the Kosovo campaign as a 
result of the convoy incident, and that, despite the civilian casualties, 
they continued to have confidence in the way it was being waged. Put 
another way, these data would seem to suggest that the convoy incident
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Table 3.16
European and Support for the War in Kosovo in Late April 1999

“Overall, do you feel that 
NATO has done a very 
good, good, poor, or very 
poor job of managing its 
military campaign against 
Yugoslavia?”

Very Good/Good 
(%)

Poor/Very Poor 
(%)

Don’t Know/
No Opinion

Europe 60 26 14

United Kingdom 64 26 10

France 60 26 13

Germany 59 21 20

Italy 59 34 8

SOURCE: Angus Reid Group (1999). Sample sizes were 300 in each nation except 
Germany, which had a sample size of 476. Polling was conducted between April 22
and 25, 1999.

did not lead to the wholesale withdrawal of support from major Euro-
pean publics.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Reporting suggests that antiwar pro-
tests in Greece may have become increasingly militant following the 
convoy incident (see AP, 1999; Associated Press Worldstream, 1999b, 
1999c), but we found little evidence to suggest a more general increase 
in antiwar protest activity.

The May 7 Chinese Embassy Bombing

In what some have described as the most consequential instance of 
unintended bomb damage in Operation Allied Force (Lambeth, 2001, 
p. 144), on May 7, 1999, three Joint Direct Attack Munitions (JDAMs) 
from a U.S. B-2 bomber struck the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, kill-
ing four and injuring 26. The postincident timeline is provided in 
Table 3.17.
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Table 3.17
Postincident Timeline for Chinese Embassy Incident

Media Reporting Highlights Official Handling Highlights

5/7
1646: Incident occurs
1722: Deutsche Presse-Agentur breaks 
story
1800: Belgrade Radio and SAT RTS 
break story
1800: CNN Evening News breaks story
1843: CBS Evening News breaks story
1921: AFP reports China confirms 
bombing

5/8
0938: NATO daily briefing airs on CNN
1107: DoD news briefing airs on CNN
1507: President Clinton’s comments air 
on CNN

5/8
1100: DoD news briefing airs on CNN
1435: President Clinton expresses 
regret
1500: NATO daily briefing. NATO 
Secretary General Javier Solana 
expresses regret

5/9
0900: NATO daily briefing; no DoD 
briefing

5/10
0900: NATO gives daily briefing
1543: White House press secretary 
Lockhart gives briefing
1619: Secretary of Defense Cohen 
briefing on embassy attack airs on 
CNN

5/11
0900: NATO gives daily briefing; no 
DoD briefing

5/12
0900: NATO gives daily briefing
1620: DoD gives news briefing (Cohen 
and Shelton)

5/13
0900: NATO gives daily briefing
1500: DoD gives news briefing

5/14
1500: DoD gives news briefing (USAF 
General John P. Jumper and Joint Staff 
Vice Director for Strategic Plans and 
Policy Major General Charles F. Wald)

SOURCE: Deutsche Presse-Agentur (1999b), Belgrade Radio Beograd Network (1999a, 
1999b), Rather (1999).

NOTE: All times Eastern. SAT RTS = Radio-Televizija Srbije.
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News of the incident appears to have reached the national media 
relatively soon after it occurred (roughly 1646 ET):

Deutsche Presse-Agentur (1999b) reported the incident at 1722 
ET.
At 1800 ET, Belgrade Radio Beograd Network (1999a, 1999b) 
reported that NATO had hit the Chinese embassy in Novi 
Beograd.
At 1800 ET, CNN’s evening news program reported the 
incident.45

At 1843 ET, CBS Evening News reported the incident (Rather, 
1999).
At 1921 ET, AFP reported that China was confirming the 
bombing.

In the days following the attack, the incident was given very high 
levels of attention in various news conferences and briefings:

The attack was a prominent and recurring topic of questions in 
the May 8 DoD news briefing, as well as those on May 10, 12, 
13, and 14, and at NATO’s daily press conference on May 8 and 
subsequent days.
On May 8, President Clinton, NATO Secretary General Solana, 
Secretary of Defense Cohen, and Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) Director George Tenet all issued statements of regret, but 
also explained that the risks of such incidents could never be elim-
inated (White House, 1999c; NATO, 1999j; DoD, 1999f).
On May 10, 11, and 12, White House spokesman Joe Lockhart 
fielded questions on the incident and its consequences for U.S. 
relations (White House, 1999d).
Also on May 10, Secretary of Defense Cohen gave a briefing on 
the embassy attack; on May 12, Secretary Cohen and Chairman 
Shelton briefed on Kosovo; and on May 14, General Jumper, then-

45 LexisNexis reports that the story was broadcast at 6:00 p.m., whereas the Vanderbilt Tele-
vision News Archive transcript reports that the story was broadcast at 5:00 p.m. ET.
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commander of the U.S. Air Forces in Europe (USAFE) gave a 
Pentagon briefing on the incident (DoD, 1999g, 1999h, 1999i).

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. From a quantitative perspective, U.S. major televi-
sion and newspaper reporting on the errant bombing of the Chinese 
embassy grew slowly, peaked three to four days after the incident, and 
then fell to earlier levels (Figure 3.11). And Figure 3.12, which reports 
the number of stories mentioning the Chinese embassy incident in 
53 major newspapers in the United States and abroad, suggests that 
this general pattern was common in newspaper reporting at home and 
abroad.

Figure 3.11
Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Chinese Embassy Incident
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” and “Chinese embassy” in The Christian Science 
Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The
Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.
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Figure 3.12
Reporting on Chinese Embassy Incident in 53 Major Newspapers
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” and “Chinese embassy” in The Christian Science 
Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The
Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.
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Qualitatively, the growth in reporting on the incident seems to 
have been accountable to the wide range of stories that resulted: FRY 
government claims that the bombing had been “deliberate” (RTS, 
1999); the increasingly strident reaction of the Chinese, including mass 
demonstrations at the U.S. embassy in Beijing, which Beijing officials 
allowed to fester for several days before seeking to calm the Chinese 
public (see Eckholm, 1999b; Xinhua General News Service, 1999b, 
1999c, 1999g, 1999h; Hong Kong Agence France Presse, 1999); con-
cern that the incident might affect the possibilities for a diplomatic 
solution to the Kosovo crisis (Perlez, 1999) or that the broader U.S.-
Chinese relationship would be affected by the incident (Mufson, 1999; 
Sanger, 1999); rising doubts among the coalition’s European allies 
(Drozdiak, 1999); and criticism from various quarters.46

46 For example, FBIS reported official condemnations of NATO’s attack on the Chinese 
embassy from Vietnam, Burma, and Mozambique, as well as from mass organizations and 
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In addition to an increase in reporting on civilian casualties fol-
lowing the embassy bombing incident (Figures 3.11 and 3.12), accord-
ing to data from the CMPA, the tenor of U.S. television news reporting 
changed dramatically following the attack on the Chinese embassy.

According to these data, the tone of media reporting on the war 
was both increasingly negative (Figure 3.13) and increasingly focused 
on civilian casualties of the air war (Figure 3.14).47

Figure 3.13 shows that following the attack on the Chinese 
embassy, the focus of television news reporting shifted from the plight 
of Kosovar refugees to civilian damage from the air war: Refugee-
related stories constituted 31 percent of all stories on Kosovo before the 
incident but only 18 percent after, whereas stories on civilian damage 
grew from 8 to 37 percent of television news stories on Kosovo.

Figure 3.13
Focus of News Reports Before and After Chinese Embassy Incident

SOURCE: Center for Media and Public Affairs (1999).

Date (1999)

Pe
rc

en
t

30

20

10

35

25

15

5

0

40

Before (March 24–May 6) After (May 7–25)

RAND MG441-3.13

Refugees
Civilian damage

deputies of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference in Hong Kong, the 
French and Japanese communist parties, a member of the Ukrainian parliament, and Thai 
and foreign journalists in Thailand.
47 News stories on Kosovo were the most frequently reported television news story in 1999 
(see CMPA, 2000).
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Figure 3.14
TV News Evaluations of U.S. Policy Before and After Chinese Embassy 
Incident

SOURCE: Center for Media and Public Affairs (1999).
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In a similar vein, the mix of positive and negative evaluations of 
U.S. policy also shifted from a predominantly positive tone to a pre-
dominantly negative one (Figure 3.14). The figure shows that positive 
evaluations of the war comprised 58 percent of all evaluations of U.S. 
policy before the incident but only 14 percent after, whereas negative 
evaluations grew from 42 to 86 percent of all evaluations.

Taken together, the Chinese embassy incident appears to have 
been a turning point for television news reporting on the war.

U.S. Public Opinion. Although question wording or other differ-
ences may partially account for the change, there appears to have been 
a decline in the U.S. public’s attention to Kosovo after the incident 
(Table 3.18).

Table 3.18 reports that whereas 82 percent told Gallup that they 
were following the situation in Kosovo very or fairly closely before this 
incident, only 70 percent of those polled by PIPA said that they were 
following the situation very or fairly closely after the incident, a decline 
of 12 percentage points.
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Table 3.18
Attention Paid to Kosovo Before and After May 7 Chinese Embassy Incident

“Overall, how closely have you followed the situation 
in Kosovo—very closely, somewhat closely, not too 
closely, or not at all?” (Gallup poll conducted April 
26–27, 1999, N = 1,073)
“As you may know, NATO (North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization) is bombing Serb targets to pressure 
Yugoslav President (Slobodan) Milosevic to stop ethnic 
cleansing in Kosovo. How closely are you following 
the situation in Kosovo? Very closely, somewhat 
closely, not very closely, not at all closely” (Program 
on International Policy Attitudes [PIPA] poll conducted 
May 13–17, 1999, N = 1,206)

Date Before
4/26–27/1999 

(%)

Date After
5/13–17/1999 

(%)

Very closely 34 24

Fairly closely 48 46

Not too closely 14 20

Not at all closely 3 10

Don’t know/refused 1 1

In light of the increase in negative reporting on Kosovo in the 
media, it should be little surprise that there is somewhat stronger evi-
dence of a decline in support for the war following the May 8 bomb-
ing of the Chinese embassy than in the other cases, but even here the 
evidence is not entirely conclusive (Table 3.19).

The data in Table 3.19 report polling results by day from a three-
day poll conducted by Gallup that spanned the embassy bombing inci-
dent. These results do not suggest either a decline in support or any 
change in those who said that the military action had been too aggres-
sive, following the incident.

When we compare the results of four polls conducted before 
and after the Chinese embassy incident (Table 3.20), we can see that, 
in three polls, a statistically significant decline in approval was evi-
dent, while the fourth poll, although not statistically significant, also 
showed a decline. This suggests a much greater drop in support than 
was observed in the comparison of polling before and after the convoy 
incident, although it is impossible to state with any degree of assurance 
that the Chinese embassy incident was responsible for the change. The
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Table 3.19
Approval and Beliefs About Aggressiveness of War by Day, May 7–9, 1999

Survey May 7 (%) May 8 (%) May 9 (%) Total (%)

Next, we have a few questions about the situation in the Yugoslavian regions of 
Kosovo, Serbia, and other areas of the Balkans. As you may know, the military 
alliance of Western countries called NATO has launched air and missile attacks 
against Serbian military targets in Yugoslavia. Do you favor or oppose the United 
States being a part of that military action? 

Favor 53 55 59 55

Oppose 41 38 33 38

Don’t know/refused 6 7 8 7

So far, do you think the military action against Yugoslavia by the United States 
and NATO: (a) has been too aggressive; (b) has been about right; (c) has not been 
aggressive enough?

Too aggressive 26 23 24 24

About right 42 47 44 44

Not aggressive enough 26 26 29 27

Don’t know/refused 6 4 3 5

SOURCE: Gallup poll conducted May 7–9, 1999, N = 1,027.

low loss of life in the incident suggests that the principal issue was not 
so much civilian casualties as potentially provoking the Chinese.

Moreover, this appears to be a robust finding. Gallup’s polling 
three weeks after the incident also shows that doubts had emerged 
about the air war and NATO’s efforts to avoid civilian casualties: By 
May 23–24, 1999, fewer than half (48 percent) said they thought the 
United States and NATO were doing everything possible to conduct 
the air strikes in a way that minimized the number of civilian casual-
ties, whereas 46 percent said the they could do more to minimize civil-
ian casualties caused by the air strikes (Gallup/CNN/USA Today poll 
conducted May 23–24, 1999, N = 1,050).

Taken together, these two results suggest both that public reac-
tions to the incident may have taken time to crystallize and that the 
shift in the tone of media reporting on Kosovo reflected in the CMPA
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Table 3.20
Approval of the War Before and After the May 7 Chinese Embassy Incident

Poll Before After Change

Pew Research Center/PSRA: “Do you 
approve or disapprove of NATO forces, 
including the United States conducting 
air strikes against Serbia to force the 
Serbs to agree to the terms of the 
peace agreement to end the fighting in 
Kosovo?”

(N = 1,000) (N = 1,179)

4/15–18/1999 5/12–16/1999)

62 53 –9***

Gallup: “As you may know, the military 
alliance of Western countries called 
NATO has launched air and missile 
attacks against Serbian military targets in 
Yugoslavia. Do you favor or oppose the 
United States being a part of that military 
action?”

(N = 1,025) (N = 1,050)

5/7–9/1999 5/21–23/1999

55 49 –6*

CBS News/The New York Times: “Do 
you favor or oppose the United States 
and NATO (North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization) conducting air strikes 
against Yugoslavia?”

(N = 1,151) (N = 578)

5/1–2/1999 5/11/1999

53 49 –4

ABC News/The Washington Post: “Do you 
support or oppose the United States and 
its European allies conducting air strikes 
against Serbia?”

(N = 757) (N = 761)

4/26/1999 5/16/1999

65 59 –6**

NOTES: * = p-value statistically significant at the 0.01 level. ** = p-value statistically 
significant at the 0.05 level. *** = p-value statistically significant at the 0.001 level.

data actually may have contributed to that shift, i.e., as news reports 
increasingly cited critics of the war, and as this criticism went beyond 
the incident that precipitated it to raise questions about the larger con-
duct of the war, the increasingly negative reporting filtered through the 
media to the public.

Antiwar Demonstrations. We found no evidence that the Chi-
nese embassy incident resulted in additional antiwar protest activity in 
the United States.

Foreign Media and Public Opinion Responses

The main effect of the Chinese embassy incident was a crisis in U.S.-
Chinese relations that was, in part, accountable to China’s efforts 
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to exploit fully the incident for its own purposes, possibly including 
deflecting attention from a spying scandal involving alleged Chinese 
efforts to acquire U.S. nuclear secrets that had emerged in early March 
1999 (Pincus, 1999; Risen, 1999).

Foreign Media. Figure 3.15 shows that foreign media reporting 
on the Chinese embassy incident varied dramatically by source, with 
AFP showing the heaviest reporting of the three available sources, fol-
lowed by TASS; The Guardian’s reporting on the incident shows peaks 
on May 10 and 12.48 A small amount of this reporting appears to have 
been devoted to a review of other incidents of collateral damage and 
civilian deaths in the war (AFP, 1999d; “Mounting Tally of Blunders,” 
1999).

Importantly, Chinese state-controlled media, which had not 
reported on Yugoslavia’s campaign of ethnic cleansing in Kosovo 
during the seven weeks preceding the embassy incident, did not imme-
diately report President Clinton’s apology and expression of profound 
sorrow for the unintentional bombing of China’s embassy in Belgrade 
(“China Puts Gas on the Fire,” 1999).

Foreign Public Opinion. A pan-European poll by ICM Research 
conducted between May 6 and 22, 1999, found a majority support-
ing the war in six of twelve nations polled (Denmark, France, Lux-
embourg, the United Kingdom, Belgium, and Germany), and some-
what slim majorities supporting the use of ground troops in only three 
(France, Denmark, and the United Kingdom, Table 3.21). We uncov-
ered no additional foreign public opinion data on the matter.

Antiwar Demonstrations. The bombing of the Chinese embassy 
sparked a fair amount of protest activity among Chinese, both in 
China proper and in the larger Chinese diaspora. The Chinese gov-
ernment choreographed large demonstrations involving tens of thou-
sands near the U.S. embassy in Beijing until about May 10, after 
which only scattered protesters remained.49 These protests included the

48 We found no articles on the embassy incident in the LexisNexis online service’s Xinhua 
file; this may reflect a gap in the data.
49 On the Chinese government’s efforts to orchestrate the protest activity, see Eckholm 
(1999a, 1999b), Pollack (1999), and Platt (1999).
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Figure 3.15
Foreign Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Chinese Embassy Incident
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SOURCE: Search for “Kosovo” and “Chinese embassy” in AFP, The Guardian (London),
and TASS.
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stoning, and even the use of gasoline bombs, against the U.S. embassy 
(Elisabeth Rosenthal, 1999). Citing the “volatile” conditions, the U.S. 
Department of State suspended official travel to China by U.S. employ-
ees and urged Americans to defer personal travel to China.50

Following the bombing of the Chinese embassy, Chinese expatri-
ates abroad also engaged in anti-NATO demonstrations (see, for exam-
ple, Xinhua General News Service, 1999d, 1999e, 1999f, 1999i; GMA 
Network, 1999; Central News Agency–Taiwan, 1999). Cambodian 
police fired shots in the air after hundreds of ethnic Chinese demon-
strators stormed a security cordon outside the U.S. embassy in Phnom 
Penh, for example (“Shots Fired as Protestors Storm US Embassy in 
Phnom Penh,” 1999). Some pro-NATO demonstrations also were held 
in Albania after the incident (Çani, 1999; AFP, 1999e).

50 Kilborn and Carden (1999). Also, on the hostile environment for Americans in China 
after the incident, see Brauchli (1999).
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Table 3.21
European Support for the War in Kosovo in Mid-May 1999

Country Approve (%) Disapprove (%) Don’t Know (%)

“Do you personally support or oppose the NATO military actions in Serbia?”

Denmark 70 20 10

France 68 27 5

Luxembourg 61 30 9

United Kingdom 54 33 13

Belgium 53 35 12

Germany 52 40 8

Ireland 46 42 12

Finland 44 43 13

Austria 41 43 16

Italy 37 46 17

Spain 34 48 18

Greece 2 97 1

“Do you personally support or oppose the use of ground forces in Kosovo?”

France 53 42 5

Denmark 52 37 11

United Kingdom 51 36 13

Ireland 45 41 14

Belgium 41 48 11

Finland 40 45 15

Luxembourg 38 52 10

Spain 28 54 18

Austria 27 58 15

Italy 26 59 15
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Table 3.21—Continued

Country Approve (%) Disapprove (%) Don’t Know (%)

“Do you personally support or oppose the use of ground forces in Kosovo?”

Germany 18 78 4

Greece 3 96 1

SOURCE: ICM Research (1999).

Conclusions

As described in this chapter, civilian casualties and collateral damage 
were a fairly prominent, if second-tier, theme in U.S. press reporting 
during Operation Allied Force, and CNN reporting on civilian casu-
alties appears to have been highly responsive to new civilian casualty 
incidents. And as in the case of the Al Firdos incident and the 1991 
Gulf War, collateral damage incidents led to increased reporting. No 
doubt due to the large number of civilian deaths, the convoy incident 
sparked more reporting on the civilian casualties issue, but the Chi-
nese embassy incident appears to have had a greater impact on overall 
reporting levels.

The public opinion data on Americans’ attitudes suggest that 
Americans paid fairly close attention to the war in Kosovo but had 
great difficulty estimating civilian deaths in the war. Americans also 
were generally more concerned about U.S. casualties and the Kosovar 
victims of the FRY government than civilian casualties of the air war, 
which were generally viewed as regrettable but ultimately unavoidable 
accidents of war. The public opinion data are somewhat difficult to 
summarize:

Comparisons of polling results before and after each incident sug-
gested that there is stronger evidence that the Chinese embassy 
incident may have reduced Americans’ approval for the war than 
that the convoy incident did, but the evidence is still rather weak. 
This is especially so in light of the various other factors that prob-

•
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ably were contributing to a decline in support: especially growing 
doubts as to whether an air war alone would achieve campaign 
objectives and whether ground troops might need to be employed, 
an option most Americans resisted.
Statistical evidence from bivariate analyses of data from two dif-
ferent polls, one a week after the convoy incident and one a week 
after the Chinese embassy incident, suggested that beliefs about 
whether the coalition was being careful enough were related to 
overall approval and disapproval.
Multivariate statistical modeling of respondent-level data from 
polling about a week after the Chinese embassy incident sug-
gested that Americans’ concerns that innocents might be dying 
as a result of the air war did not affect their overall support for 
the war.

Whether the relationship between support and beliefs about 
whether the coalition was being careful enough would have held up 
in multivariate statistical analyses cannot be said, but it certainly is 
plausible, given three additional pieces of data: (1) there does seem to 
have been some erosion in approval for the war, and (2) concern about 
Serbian civilians being killed did not change much between the convoy 
and Chinese embassy incidents, but (3) there were declines in the prev-
alence of the belief that the coalition was being careful enough after 
the Chinese embassy incident that could have contributed to the ero-
sion in approval.

Table 3.22 presents data on Americans’ concerns about Serb civil-
ian casualties before and after the Chinese embassy incident, and shows 
virtually no change in concern about Serb civilians.51

However, Table 3.23 shows that there was a statistically signifi-
cant increase in the percentage of respondents who said they thought 
the coalition was not taking enough care to avoid civilian casualties, 
and a decline in those who thought civilian deaths were unavoidable 
accidents of war.

51 Note that the “before” poll was conducted just after the April 14 convoy incident.

•

•
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Thus, although we were not able to confirm this in our multivari-
ate statistical modeling, there is some reason to believe that declining 
approval for the war may in part have been caused by the increasing 
prevalence of the view that NATO was not being careful enough to 
avoid civilian casualties. Nevertheless, it is impossible to isolate the 
effects of civilian casualties from growing elite criticism, coupled with 
declining beliefs that the air war alone would be successful and grow-
ing concern that ground troops might be needed.

Our analysis of foreign attitudes suggested fairly strong support 
for the war in Europe and strong opposition in Russia and China, even 
before the Chinese embassy incident; the absence of time series data 
made it impossible to assess the impact of civilian casualty incidents on 
support and opposition, though a five-country poll conducted a week 
after the convoy incident provided indirect evidence that European 
support held up in the face of civilian casualties: The poll showed that 
about six in ten of those polled in the United Kingdom, France, Ger-
many, and Italy thought that NATO had done a very good or good job 
managing the military campaign.

Table 3.22
Americans’ Concern About Civilian Casualties, April–May 1999

“How worried are you that that Serbian civilians are 
being hurt or killed by U.S. and NATO air strikes—very 
worried, somewhat worried, not too worried, or not at 
all worried?”

April 15–18 
(%) (N = 500)

May 12–16 
(%) (N = 599)

Very worried 40 37

Somewhat worried 37 40

Not too worried 16 13

Not at all worried 5 6

SOURCES: Pew Research Center polls conducted April 15–18, 1999; and May 12–16, 
1999.

NOTE: Question was asked of half of respondents.
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Table 3.23
Comparison of Beliefs About Coalition Efforts to Avoid Casualties, Post–
Convoy Incident and Post–Chinese Embassy Incident

“As you may know, some civilians have been killed in the air 
strikes against Serbia by the United States and its European allies. 
Do you think that the United States and its European allies are 
not being careful enough to avoid civilian casualties, or do you 
think these are just unavoidable accidents of war?” (ABC News/
The Washington Post poll conducted April 25–26, 1999, N = 757).

“As you may know, some civilians have been killed in the air 
strikes against Serbia, and recently the NATO (North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization) allies bombed the Chinese consulate in 
Serbia’s capital. Do you think that the United States and its 
European allies are not being careful enough to avoid civilian 
casualties, or do you think these are just unavoidable accidents of 
war?” (ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted May 16, 
1999, N = 761)

April 
25–26 

(%)
May 16 

(%)

Not being careful enough 19 32

Unavoidable accidents of war 78 66

No opinion 3 2

From the vantage point of policymakers and military leaders, the 
handling of the Djakovica convoy incident—in which partial and ulti-
mately inaccurate information was provided to the press over the days 
leading up to the April 19 briefing on the incident—should be read as 
an object lesson in how not to respond to civilian casualty incidents. 
There were, no doubt, pressures to provide a timely response to FRY 
charges that the allies had attacked a purely civilian convoy. But the 
confusion resulting from making statements before actually knowing 
the relevant facts seems to have clouded the larger moral framing of the 
incident: FRY forces in the convoy had been observed burning build-
ings, they were using civilians as human shields, and the allied attack 
was called off as soon as it became clear that the convoy also included 
many civilian vehicles. The convoy incident also led some news organi-
zations to review the record of civilian casualty incidents and provided 
a graphic backdrop for subsequent reporting on the matter.

By comparison, although it involved only a relatively small 
number of deaths, the Chinese embassy incident was a watershed event 
in the war. It led to a major crisis in U.S.-Chinese affairs, temporar-
ily disrupted negotiations to end the conflict, and resulted in a two-
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week pause in attacks on strategic targets in Belgrade, the latter of 
which no doubt gave some welcome relief to the beleaguered Milosevic 
regime. Whether or not this ultimately delayed Milosevic’s decision to 
withdraw FRY troops from Kosovo cannot be said. The embassy inci-
dent also appears to have led to a shift in the focus of television news 
reporting on the war, from stories about the plight of refugees to sto-
ries about collateral damage and civilian deaths, which also may have 
opened the door for broader criticisms of the strategy and conduct of 
the campaign. Finally, the incident was the first instance we have seen 
in which a civilian casualty incident may have contributed to declining 
support for the war, though it is impossible to separate out the effects 
of the Chinese embassy incident from declining confidence that an air 
war alone would succeed, concern that ground troops might need to be 
employed in a combat role, and other factors.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Operation Enduring Freedom 
(Afghanistan, 2001–)

Operation Enduring Freedom was the name given to military opera-
tions conducted in support of the U.S. global war on terrorism fol-
lowing the September 11, 2001 (“9/11”) terrorist attacks on New York 
City and Washington, D.C. After 9/11, the United States demanded 
that Afghanistan’s ruling Taliban give up Osama bin Laden and his al 
Qaeda followers. When the Taliban failed to comply, on October 7, 
2001, military operations began in Afghanistan with the aim of defeat-
ing Taliban and al Qaeda forces and changing the regime. This chapter 
shows that, although the evidence suggests that Americans became less 
comfortable about civilian casualties as the war proceeded, the exceed-
ingly high support for the war remained essentially unaffected by civil-
ian casualties.

Civilian Casualty Estimates

As in the other military operations we examined, DoD has not, as of 
this writing, offered its own estimates of civilian casualties in the war 
in Afghanistan.

Taliban claims of civilian deaths were higher than most others’. 
For example, on October 31, 2001, Taliban ambassador to Pakistan 
Abdul Salam Zaeef claimed that airstrikes had killed 1,500 to 1,600 
civilians (Associated Press Worldstream, 2002). An AP report in Feb-
ruary 2002 would later report that Afghan journalists had claimed that 
“Taliban officials systematically doctored reports of civilian deaths to 
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push their estimate to 1,500 in the first three weeks of the war” (King, 
2002a).

By early 2002, press reporting suggested that estimates of civilian 
deaths due to the war in Afghanistan generally ranged between 1,000 
and 1,300 at the low end and 3,767 and 5,000 at the high end. Among 
the estimates at that time were the following:1

In January 2002, Human Rights Watch was cited as estimating 
that 1,000 Afghan civilians had died in the war, and the Reuters 
news agency was cited as estimating that perhaps 982 people had 
died in 14 incidents (Campbell, 2002).
Based on a review of selected Western media and discounting any 
reports based on Taliban figures, the Project on Defense Alterna-
tives estimated that between 1,000 and 1,300 Afghan civilians 
had died in the war by January (King, 2002a).
A February 2002 review of the air war by the Associated Press 
that detailed the results of its investigation of civilian casualty 
incidents suggested that Afghan civilian deaths were in the hun-
dreds, not the thousands, as claimed by the Taliban (Associated 
Press Worldstream, 2002; King, 2002a, 2002b), and probably 
were in the 500–600 range (Table 4.1).

As in the other military operations we examined, between the 
United States frequently not having direct access to the alleged location 
of civilian casualty incidents and the Taliban’s intentional policy of 
exaggerating the number of deaths accountable to these incidents, the 
actual numbers probably will never be known with any certitude.

1 According to Seybolt (2002, p. 44),

The number of civilians killed by U.S. actions was difficult to determine. The Taliban 
alleged that the casualty rates were high, but few people regarded this claim as credible. 
The U.S. Government acknowledged that the operations had killed civilians but insisted 
that the number of casualties was low and offered no total figure. Independent estimates 
of the number of Afghan civilians killed by early December range from a conservative 
1,000–1,300 to 3,767–5,000.

•

•

•
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Table 4.1
AP Estimate of Civilian Casualties, February 2002

Location Estimated Deaths

Kabul 70

Kandahar 81

Jalalabad 55

Mazar-e-Sharif 10

Herat 18

Spinboldak, south of Kandahar 25

Karam, near Jalalabad 55

Kama Ado, Tora Bora region 155

Agom, Tora Bora region 5

Pacir, Tora Bora region 7

Paktia province, December 2001 convoy incident 27

Niazi, Paktia’s Zawar district 18

Subtotal 526

SOURCE: King (2002a).

Handling of the Civilian Casualties Issue

As described previously, the Taliban sought to exaggerate the number 
of deaths in civilian casualty incidents. An Associated Press analysis 
of hospital records, visits to bomb sites, and interviews with eyewit-
nesses and officials suggested that the Taliban regime had distorted 
casualty reports, yielding inflated estimates, and that the toll in civil-
ian deaths at that time probably was in the range of 500–600 people 
(King, 2002a). The United States also was criticized by international 
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and nongovernmental organizations for the civilian casualties that were 
resulting from the war.2

For its part, DoD acknowledged that Afghan civilians were unin-
tended casualties of the air war.3 Nevertheless, DoD simultaneously 
stressed that many of the reports of casualties in these incidents may 
have been inaccurate, that some incidents may have been the result 
of misinformation provided to the United States for the purposes of 
score-settling, and that, by any measure, incidents of civilian casualties 
in Afghanistan have been relatively rare.4 DoD also stressed that it was 
impossible to count civilian casualties without on-site investigations, 
which usually cannot be carried out in wartime or can be carried out 
only with great difficulty (King, 2002a).

In testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee in 
early February 2002, General Tommy Franks, commander of U.S. 
Central Command (CENTCOM), commented that “any loss of inno-
cent life is a shame,” that that the war in Afghanistan “[had] been the 
most accurate war ever fought in the nation’s history” (King, 2002a), 
while noting that of the 18,000 bombs that were dropped in Afghani-
stan, 10,000 were precision munitions, but also that some had still 
gone awry (King, 2002a).

2 For example, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robin-
son, charged that the U.S. military action had led to excessive civilian casualties (Associated 
Press Online, 2002). See also Lobe (2002). 
3 On October 15, 2001, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld acknowledged that Afghan 
civilians had been unintended casualties.
4 As Secretary Rumsfeld put it in an interview with National Public Radio in February 
2002,

We know of the thousands of sorties and the tens of thousands of weapons dropped and 
efforts on the ground. We know of less than a handful of instances where in fact there 
was a mistake made. There is very, very, very little that anyone could characterize as a 
mistake. (National Public Radio, 2002)
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The Arc of Media and Public Concern

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. As in the other cases, media attention greatly increased 
in anticipation of military action in Afghanistan, and peaked when 
military operations actually began (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 shows an increase in U.S. major media reporting on 
Afghanistan in September (most of which occurred after the 9/11 
attacks), a peak in October 2001 for the major newspapers, and another 
in November 2001 for the major television news organizations.5

Figure 4.2 shows that major newspaper reporting on the topic 
of civilian casualties also peaked in October 2001, receded, and then 
resurfaced at the time of claimed civilian casualty incidents.6

Figure 4.1
Major U.S. Newspaper and Television Reporting on Afghanistan, 
August 2001–March 2004
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SOURCE: Search for “Afghanistan” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles
Times, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, 
CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000
War begins

10/7

0

Date

8/2001 11/2001 2/2002 5/2002 8/2002 11/2002 2/2003 5/2003 8/2003 11/2003 2/2004

5 The correlation between major U.S. newspaper and television reporting was 0.97.
6 The correlation between major U.S. newspaper and television reporting was 0.85.



130    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Figure 4.2
Major U.S. Newspaper Reporting on Afghanistan and Civilian Casualties, 
August 2001–March 2004

N
ew

sp
ap

er
 s

to
ri

es
 

Television
Newspapers

RAND MG441-4.2

SOURCE: Search for “Afghanistan” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or
“collateral damage” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New
York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN,
and NBC News.
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In February 2002, for example, several developments related to 
civilian casualties seem to have combined to bring the issue to the fore-
front.7 In July 2002, there was an incident involving an Afghan wed-
ding party (described in greater detail in this chapter), and in March 
2003, the topic resurfaced with the onset of the war in Iraq. By Feb-
ruary 2002, the result was said to be that, in contrast to the generally 
upbeat reporting that had come before, the media climate surround-

7 These included allegations that those killed by a missile fired from a CIA Predator in early 
February were innocent civilians; the release of 27 people mistakenly captured in a com-
mando raid in late January that reportedly killed 18; renewed questions about a controversial 
air strike on a convoy near the city of Khost that reportedly killed at least 12 people, and in 
which the 27 released Afghans claimed that they were kicked and beaten; a February 13 New 
York Times editorial titled “Afghanistan’s Civilian Casualties”; and a report by the Associ-
ated Press that civilian deaths were lower than had originally been believed. See Cummins 
(2002), Vogel and Loeb (2002), King (2002b), “Afghanistan’s Civilian Casualties” (2002), 
and Kurtz (2002).
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ing the war had turned sharply negative (Kurtz, 2002). Qualitatively, 
the media only occasionally appear to have discussed the difficulties of 
assessing civilian deaths in the war (Bearak, 2002).

U.S. Public Opinion. The American public paid consistently high 
attention to the developments in Afghanistan (Figure 4.3): Nearly 90 
percent said that they were watching developments very or somewhat 
closely from October 2001 to well into 2002. This high level of atten-
tion to Afghanistan had tapered off only modestly by July 2002.8

The public opinion data from the war in Afghanistan demonstrate 
that concerns about civilian casualties had little if any impact on sup-
port for the war. Indeed, Americans’ concern about civilian casualties 
in Afghanistan appears to have been much lower than that observed 
during the war in Kosovo and possibly as low as (or lower than) that 
observed during the 1991 Gulf War.

Figure 4.3
Americans’ Attention to Afghanistan, October 2001–July 2002
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8 Note, however, the decline in June and recovery in July, which straddled the July 1 wed-
ding party incident: Whereas 70 percent had been following events very or somewhat closely 
in Pew Research Center/PSRA’s poll conducted June 19–23, 2002, 79 percent were doing so 
according to the poll conducted July 8–16. The wedding party incident may have resulted in 
renewed interest in Afghanistan.
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Figure 4.4 shows that support for military action against Afghan-
istan was high—67 percent strongly supported military action in this 
case and another 14 percent somewhat supported military action—
even when it was suggested that civilian casualties might result. This 
support was nearly as high as that from a poll by ABC News/The Wash-
ington Post at about the same time that asked about support but did 
not mention the possibility of civilian casualties: It found 72 percent 
strongly supporting military action and another 13 percent somewhat 
supporting military action, only about six percentage points higher. 
This suggests that the possibility of civilian casualties had little effect 
on support.

Table 4.2 shows that about eight in ten of those polled by News-
week/PSRA in September 2001 thought that military strikes against

Figure 4.4
Support for Military Action in Afghanistan Even if Civilian Casualties, 
Mid-September 2001
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SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted September 13–14, 2001, N = 1,561.
NOTE: Question read, ”The United States is saying that it is fairly certain that Osama 
bin Laden was responsible for the attack on the World Trade Center buildings and
the Pentagon last Tuesday (September 11, 2001). Bin Laden is an exiled Saudi
militant with extreme anti-American views who is allegedly being protected by the
Taliban regime in Afghanistan... If it is also determined that the Taliban ruling party
in Afghanistan is harboring Osama bin Laden, would you support the United States
and its allies retaliating with military action against Afghanistan, even if it could 
result in civilian casualties, or would you oppose that? (If support/oppose, ask:)
Would you support/oppose that strongly, or support/oppose it somewhat?”
RAND MG441-4.4
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terrorist targets would be a very or somewhat effective means of pre-
venting future attacks, even if civilian casualties resulted.

As shown in Figure 4.5, nearly two in three of those surveyed said 
that they would support military action even if it meant that innocent 
civilians in other countries might be hurt or killed.

There is some evidence of erosion in Americans’ willingness to 
support military operations in Afghanistan if they resulted in civil-
ian casualties (Table 4.3): The percentage who told Newsweek/PSRA 
that they would favor attacking terrorist bases abroad even if there 
were a high likelihood of civilian casualties slipped from 71 percent in
the September 13–14 and September 20–21 polls, to 65 percent in the 
September 27–28 poll.

And polling by Fox News/Opinion Dynamics suggests that most 
Americans were undeterred in their support for war, even if it resulted 
in thousands of deaths among civilian noncombatants, though there 
was some movement in this belief as well. The September and Octo-
ber 2001 and March 2002 results from Fox News/Opinion Dynam-
ics, which asked about support for military action even if it resulted in 
thousands of civilian lives being lost, show that the percentage saying 
they would still support such a war increased slightly from September

Table 4.2
Judgments About Effectiveness of Military Strikes if Civilian Casualties

“(How effective do you think each of the following 
would be in preventing terrorist attacks in the future?) 
What about... military strikes against terrorist targets, 
even if there might be civilian casualties? Would this be 
very effective, somewhat effective, not too effective, 
or not at all effective?”

9/13–14/2001 
(%)

9/20–21/2001 
(%)

Very effective 49 46

Somewhat effective 33 31

Not too effective 7 11

Not at all effective 6 8

Don’t know 5 4

SOURCE: Newsweek/PSRA polls conducted September 13–14, 2001, N = 1,001; and 
September 20–21, 2001, N = 1,005.
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Figure 4.5
Support for Military Action in Afghanistan Even if Civilian Casualties, Late 
September 2001
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SOURCE: The Washington Post/TNS Intersearch poll conducted, September 25–27, 
2001, N = 1,215. 
NOTE: Question read, ”Asked of the 90 percent who supported taking action against 
the groups or nations responsible for the attack: What if it meant innocent civilians in
other countries might be hurt or killed—in that case would you support or oppose 
taking military action (against the groups or nations responsible for the recent
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, September 11, 2001)?
(If support, ask:) Do you feel that way strongly or somewhat?”

to October 2001, and then fell back somewhat by March 2002, while 
still hovering around six in ten.

Several polling organizations asked Americans whether they 
believed that the military was doing all it could to avoid civilian casual-
ties, or whether they thought that they were regrettable but ultimately 
unavoidable results of modern warfare.

Table 4.4 reports that 85 percent of those polled by ABC News/
The Washington Post in mid-October 2001 thought that the United 
States was doing all that it reasonably could to try to avoid civilian 
casualties in Afghanistan, and polling by Gallup/CNN/USA Today at 
about the same time showed an identical result: Eighty-five percent 
considered civilian casualties to be an unavoidable aspect of war.

When asked, most Americans indicated that it was more impor-
tant to achieve victory than avoid civilian casualties when using force; 
note that the question did not ask specifically about Afghanistan, but
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Table 4.3
Approval of Military Action if Civilian Casualties Would Result

Survey First Poll (%) Second Poll (%) Third Poll (%)

“Thinking about a possible US (United 
States) military response to the 
terrorist attacks on (New York City 
and Washington, DC) September 11th 
(2001), would you favor or oppose 
attacking terrorist bases and the 
countries that allow or support them 
even if there is a high likelihood of 
civilian casualties?” (Newsweek/PSRA 
polls conducted September 13-14,
2001, N = 1,001; September 20-21,
2001, N = 1,005; and September 27–
28, 2001, N = 1,000)

9/13–14/2001 9/20–21/2001 9/27–28/2001

Support 71 71 65

Oppose 21 21 24

Not sure 8 8 11

“Would you support or oppose the 
military action (in Afghanistan in 
response to the terrorist attacks 
on the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon, September 11, 2001) even 
if it cost the lives of thousands of 
civilians in the countries we attack?” 
(Fox News/Opinion Dynamics polls 
conducted September 19–20, 2001,
N = 900; October 17–18, 2001,
N = 900; and March 12–13, 2002,
N = 900)

9/19–20/2001 10/17–18/2001 3/12–13/2002

Support 63 66 59

Oppose 26 21 22

Not sure 11 13 19

NOTE: The second question was asked of those who supported the military action 
being taken in Afghanistan in response to the terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Center and the Pentagon or were not sure. In all cases, that was 94 percent of the 
respondents. Sixty-six percent of 94 percent is 62 percent, 59 percent of the 94 percent 
is 55.5 percent, and 63 percent of 94 percent is 59 percent.
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Table 4.4
United States Doing All It Reasonably Can to Avoid Casualties?

Survey Percent

“Do you think the United States is doing all it reasonably can do to try to avoid 
civilian casualties in Afghanistan, or do you think it should do more?” (ABC News/
The Washington Post poll conducted October 15, 2001, N = 509).

United States is doing all it can 85

United States should do more 12

No opinion 2

“There have been reports recently about civilian casualties in Afghanistan as a 
result of the US (United States) military action there. Which comes closer to your 
view—these civilian casualties are an unavoidable aspect of war, or these civilian 
casualties could have been avoided if the US took proper care?” (Gallup/CNN/USA 
Today poll conducted October 19–21, 2001, N = 1,006).

Casualties are unavoidable 85

Casualties could be avoided 13

No opinion 2

Table 4.5
Greater Concern About Civilian Casualties or Achieving Victory?

“What do you worry about more when the United States uses military 
force? That the U.S. doesn’t do enough to avoid civilian casualties or that 
the U.S. doesn’t go far enough to achieve military victory?” Percent

That the U.S. doesn’t do enough to avoid civilian casualties 25

That the U.S. doesn’t go far enough to achieve military victory 56

Don’t know/refused 19

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted November 13–19, 2001,
N = 1,500.

rather, more generally about how the United States manages its con-
flict. The result in Table 4.5, from polling in November 2001 by the 
Pew Research Center, found that by a margin of more than two to one, 
a majority, 56 percent, thought that the United States did not go far 
enough to achieve military victory when it went to war, while only one 
in four said that it did not do enough to avoid civilian casualties.
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And Table 4.6 shows that fewer than one in five thought that the 
information the U.S. government was providing on civilian casualties 
in Afghanistan was very accurate, while a little over half thought that 
it was somewhat accurate.

In light of these results, in which very large majorities stated the 
belief that the U.S. military was doing all it could to avoid civilian 
casualties and most thought the United States should try harder to 
achieve victory than to avoid civilian casualties, this result should not 
be read as suggesting government deception or the absence of full dis-
closure. Rather, it seems likely that it has to do with the difficulties of 
confirming civilian casualties in situations in which the United States 
does not actually control the ground where incidents are alleged to 
have occurred. Lacking accurate information itself, the U.S. govern-
ment is incapable of providing accurate information to the public.

Finally, although it does not address civilian casualties result-
ing directly from U.S. military operations, nearly nine in ten of those 
polled by Ipsos Reid in September 2001 who supported an all-out com-
mitment to a war on terrorism said that they would still be prepared to 
join in such a war even if it could expose Americans to further attacks 
(Table 4.7).

Table 4.6
Accuracy of Information Government Is Providing About Civilian Casualties

“How accurate do you think the information the government is 
providing about the number of civilian casualties in Afghanistan is? 
Would you say very accurate, somewhat accurate, not very or not at all 
accurate?” Percent

Very accurate 16

Somewhat accurate 53

Not very accurate 19

Not at all accurate 6

Not sure 4

SOURCE: Harris poll conducted November 14–20, 2001, N = 1,011.
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Table 4.7
Approval of Military Action if Civilian Casualties Would Result

“I’m now going to read you some statements about the terrorist attacks 
(on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, September 11, 2001) and 
the United States’ declaration of war on terrorism. For each one, I’d 
like you to tell me if you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat 
disagree, or strongly disagree. Would you still be prepared to join the 
all-out war on international terrorism if you knew that it could expose 
civilians in the US (United States) to attack by terrorists?” Percent

Yes 88

No 11

Not sure 1

SOURCE: Ipsos Reid (poll conducted September 21–23, 2001, N = 1,000) asked of the 
86 percent who agreed that the United States should commit to an all-out war on 
international terrorism.

NOTE: Asked of the 90 percent who supported taking military action against the groups 
or nations responsible for the attack. Fifty percent of 90 percent is 45 percent.

Taken together, these results suggest the following:

The war in Afghanistan enjoyed some of the highest public sup-
port measured since the 1991 Gulf War, and at most, only about 
one in ten Americans said they would withhold their support for 
the war if there was a strong possibility of civilian deaths.
More generally, when asked to weigh possible tradeoffs between 
ensuring military victory and avoiding civilian deaths in its wars, 
more than half said that the United States generally does not go 
far enough to ensure military victory.
Although there appears to have been some slight erosion in the 
willingness to support a war involving large numbers of civilian 
deaths, at least six in ten said that their support for the war would 
be unaffected by civilian casualties.

Again, these attitudes suggest much lower sensitivity to civilian 
casualties than was observed in the 1999 war in Kosovo, perhaps rival-
ing attitudes toward casualties in the 1991 Gulf War.

Statistical Results. We were unable to find a data set that would 
enable us to estimate a multivariate model that included a civilian 

•

•

•
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casualties variable along with variables indicating respondents’ views 
on factors that have in the past been shown to be excellent predictors of 
support and opposition: the perceived importance of the stakes, pros-
pects for success, U.S. military casualties, and party orientation.

However, our multivariate probit model correctly predicted 
approval or disapproval for about 84 percent of the respondents in the 
poll based solely upon their beliefs about whether the United States’ 
security interests demanded a leading role for the United States in 
taking action against al Qaeda, the prospects for success, and U.S. mil-
itary casualties, suggesting that fairly good predictions were possible 
even without considering the issue of civilian casualties.9 Put another 
way, it is difficult to imagine that a variable for civilian casualties could 
have much improved our predictions of support and opposition in this 
case.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Planning for antiwar protest activity 
started even before the war began on October 7, 2001, and college 
campuses were riven by both antiwar and prowar demonstrations.10

Most of this protest activity seems to have receded by the end of 
December 2001, although as late as April 2002, protesters gathered in 
Washington, D.C., to demonstrate against a litany of issues, including 
globalization, the World Bank, Israeli policy toward the West Bank, 
and the war in Afghanistan, and there was some reporting of antiwar 
activity through the end of 2002 as the United States appeared to be 
moving toward war in Iraq (Sanchez, 2001; Harmon, 2001; Maureen 
O’Hagan, 2001; “Protests in Nation’s Capital Remain Peaceful,” 2002; 
“Second Day of Protests Getting Underway in Washington,” 2002; 
Alan C. Miller, 2002; Neuman, 2002; Trejos, 2002; O’Neill, 2002).

9 The President also may have benefited from his still-preternaturally high approval rating: 
ABC News/The Washington Post (poll conducted November 27, 2001, N = 759) found 
80 percent approved of the President’s job handling in the poll we used for our statistical 
modeling.
10 Reports that a Washington protest group was planning an antiwar march in the capi-
tal emerged on September 21, 2001 (Lou Dobbs, 2001). See also Alexandra Marks (2001), 
Mehren (2001), Niebuhr (2001), and Wilgoren (2001).
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Foreign Media and Public Opinion

Foreign Media. Foreign reporting on Afghanistan showed the 
same general pattern (Figure 4.6): a peak occurring with the onset of 
military operations in October 2001, followed by an equally dramatic 
decline.

Foreign Public Opinion. As with the other cases we examined, it 
was more difficult to find public opinion data on foreign attitudes, and 
most of the data we were able to find were from European publics.

We found only one question that asked foreign publics about their 
attitudes toward potential civilian casualties: Gallup International’s 
mid-September 2001 poll asked respondents in 36 countries whether 
the United States should attack only military targets, or whether it 
should attack both military and civilian targets, if it decided to launch 
an attack (Figure 4.7).

Figure 4.6
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Afghanistan, 
August 2001–March 2004

RAND MG441-4.6

SOURCE: Search for “Afghanistan” in AFP, The Guardian (London), TASS, and Xinhua.
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Figure 4.7
Should the United States Attack Military and Civilian Targets? 
Mid-September 2001

SOURCE: Gallup International Poll on Terrorism in the U.S., 37 countries, September 
14–17, 2001. 
NOTE: Question read, ”If the United States decides to launch attack, should the Ameri- 
can government attack military targets only or both military and civilian targets?”
RAND MG441-4.7
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Not surprisingly, most foreign publics overwhelmingly preferred 
that the United States restrict itself to military targets. Only small per-
centages said they thought the United States should attack both mili-
tary and civilian targets.

Gallup International’s International Poll on Terrorism surveyed 
respondents in 37 countries during the week after the September 11 
attacks and asked questions about support for U.S. military action and 
participation of their country’s military in the U.S. military action 
(Figure 4.8).

The figure shows that majorities in only three of the 37 countries 
polled—Israel, India, and the United States—supported a U.S. mili-
tary attack on the countries harboring the terrorists, which, at the time, 
were not definitively known.11 And when asked whether they thought 
their country should participate in U.S. military action, majorities in 
only 13 of the 35 countries that were asked this question responded 
affirmatively (Figure 4.9).

Ipsos Reid’s November 2001 poll of 20 countries found majority 
support for the U.S.-led air strikes in Afghanistan in only nine coun-
tries; fewer than a majority backed the United States in the other 11 
(see Figure 4.10).

A November–December 2001 Flash Eurobarometer poll found 
that majorities in 12 of the 15 European publics surveyed supported 
sharing intelligence with the United States, majorities in 10 supported 
giving permission to use military bases, while majorities in only five 
supported sending troops (European Commission, 2001).

The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and the German 
Marshall Fund Transatlantic Trends polled residents of six European 
countries and the United States in June and July 2002 and asked them 
to rate the Bush administration’s handling of the war in Afghanistan 
(Figure 4.11).12

11 Most preferred that the United States seek the extradition of the terrorists.
12 Approval of the war on terrorism was somewhat higher; the percentages saying that the 
administration was doing a good or excellent job were as follows: Britain (38 percent); France 
(26 percent); Germany (51 percent); Netherlands (45 percent); Italy (50 percent); Poland (53 
percent); United States (55 percent).
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Figure 4.8
Support for U.S. Military Action, Mid-September 2001

SOURCE: Gallup International Poll on Terrorism in the U.S., 37 countries, September 
14–17, 2001. 
NOTE: Question read, ”In your opinion, once the identity of the terrorists is known,
should the American government launch a military attack on the country or countries 
where the terrorists are based or should the American government seek to extradite
the terrorists to stand trial?”
RAND MG441-4.8
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Figure 4.9
Approval of Own Country’s Military Participating in U.S. Military Action, 
September 2001

SOURCE: Gallup International Poll on Terrorism in the U.S., 37 countries, September 
14–17, 2001. 
NOTE: Question read, ”Some countries and all NATO member states have agreed to
participate in any military actions against the terrorists responsible for the attacks or 
against those countries harbouring the terrorists. Do you agree or disagree that <your 
country> should take part in military actions against terrorists with the United States?” 
RAND MG441-4.9
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Figure 4.10
Support for U.S. Air War in Afghanistan in 20 Countries, 
November–December 2001

RAND MG441-4.10

SOURCE: Ipsos Reid survey of 20 countries, November 19–December 17, 2001, N = 500 
in all countries except the United States, where N = 1,000. 
NOTE: Question read, ”As you know, the United States has launched military strikes on
targets in Afghanistan—including military sites of the Taliban government and training 
camps of the Al Qaeda group led by Osama Bin Laden. All things considered, do you 
support or oppose these U.S.-led air strikes on Afghanistan? ” 
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Figure 4.11 shows that only in the United States did a majority 
say that the administration’s handling of the war in Afghanistan was 
good or excellent. Although the reluctance of the six foreign publics to 
credit the administration’s handling of Afghanistan could be due in 
part to the record of civilian deaths in Afghanistan, there is no direct 
evidence that that is the case.
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Figure 4.11
Rating of Bush Administration Handling of the War in Afghanistan in the 
United States and Six European Countries, June–July 2002

RAND MG441-4.11
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June–July 2002.
NOTE: Question read, “IN EUROPE: How do you rate the George W. Bush administra-
tion's handling of the following problems?  Would you say the American administra-
tion's handling of the war in Afghanistan has been excellent, good, fair, or poor?
IN THE U.S.: How do you rate the Bush administration's handling of the following 
problems? Would you say the administration's handling of the war in Afghanistan has 
been excellent, good, fair, or poor?”
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Although the question did not ask directly about U.S. military 
operations in Afghanistan, polling by the Pew Research Center’s Global 
Attitudes Project in the summer and fall of 2002 shows that majorities 
in about three-fourths (32 of 43) of the countries polled approved of 
the U.S.-led efforts to fight terrorism at the time (Figure 4.12), while 
less than a majority approved in the remaining 11 countries, many of 
which were Islamic countries.

Although there are some differences in question wording or other 
technical factors that suggest we should be careful in making compari-
sons between the results of the two polls, we compared the percent-
age approving of military action in three polls (Gallup International’s 
mid-September 2001 and November–December 2001 polls, and Ipsos 
Reid’s November–December 2001 poll) with the percentage approving
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Figure 4.12
Support for U.S.-Led War on Terrorism in 43 Countries, July–October 2002

SOURCE: Pew Research Center for People and the Press (2002). 
NOTE: While polling in most countries took place in July and August 2002, in some 
countries, polling took place as late as September–October. These included the United 
States, Angola (Luanda only), Egypt (Cairo only), India, Ghana, Lebanon, Ivory Coast,
Mali, Jordan, Nigeria, Kenya, Pakistan, South Africa, Senegal, and Uganda.
RAND MG441-4.12
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of the war on terrorism from the Pew Research Center’s July–October 
2002 poll, which was fielded after the wedding party incident.

Table 4.8 suggests that an increasing number of foreign publics 
polled approved of U.S. military action in Afghanistan or the war on 
terrorism, though the Transatlantic Trends survey is an exception.

And as shown in Table 4.9, we calculated the average increase in 
support for the U.S. military operation in Afghanistan from the first 
to the last poll to be 29.4 points. Although wording differences prevent

Table 4.8
Number of Foreign Publics Polled and Number Where Majority Supported 
United States

Poll
Countries 

Polled

Majorities 
Supporting 

United 
States

Gallup International, International Poll on Terrorism, mid-
September 2001: “In your opinion, once the identity of 
the terrorists is known, should the American government 
launch a military attack on the country or countries 
where the terrorists are based or should the American 
government seek to extradite the terrorists to stand 
trial?”

37 2

Ipsos Reid, November–December 2001: “As you know, 
the United States has launched military strikes on 
targets in Afghanistan—including military sites of the 
Taliban government and training camps of the Al Qaeda 
group led by Osama Bin Laden. All things considered, 
do you support or oppose these U.S.-led air strikes on 
Afghanistan?”

19 8

Chicago Council on Foreign Relations (CCFR)–German 
Marshall Fund Transatlantic Trends, June–July 2002

6 0

Pew Research Center, July–October 2002: “And which 
comes closer to describing your view? I favor the US-led 
efforts to fight terrorism, OR I oppose the US-led efforts 
to fight terrorism.”

42 31
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Table 4.9
Differences in Support, 
November–December 2001 and July–October 2002 Polls

Country

Gallup Int’l 
Mid-Sep 01 

(%)

Gallup Int’l 
Nov–Dec 01 

(%)

Ipsos Reid 
Nov–Dec 01 

(%)
Pew Jul–Oct 

02 (%) Change (%)

Argentina 8 14 13 25 +17

France 29 73 60 75 +46

Germany 17 65 60 70 +53

Italy 21 60 58 67 +46

Mexico 2 21 19 52 +50

South Korea 38 43 43 24 -14

United Kingdom 18 68 65 69 +51

United States 54 88 88 89 +35

Japan 33 49 61 +28

Poland 61 63 81 +20

Turkey 16 18 30 +14

Brazil 18 57 +39

Canada 66 68 +2

South Africa 30 55 +25

Average: 29.4

NOTES: Wording for questions: Gallup International International Poll on Terrorism 
mid-September 2001: “In your opinion, once the identity of the terrorists is known, 
should the American government launch a military attack on the country or countries 
where the terrorists are based or should the American government seek to extradite 
the terrorists to stand trial?” Gallup International International Poll on Terrorism 
November–December 2001: “Do you personally agree or disagree with the United 
States military action [in Afghanistan]?” Ipsos Reid November–December 2001: “As 
you know, the United States has launched military strikes on targets in Afghanistan—
including military sites of the Taliban government, and training camps of the Al Qaeda 
group led by Osama Bin Laden. All things considered, do you support or oppose 
these U.S.-led air strikes on Afghanistan?” Pew Research Center July–October 2002:
“And which comes closer to describing your view? I favor the US-led efforts to fight 
terrorism, OR I oppose the US-led efforts to fight terrorism.”
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any definitive conclusions, the result does not suggest diminished sup-
port over time.13

Taken together, except for the tepid reading on the Bush adminis-
tration’s handling of the war on terrorism from the CCFR Transatlan-
tic Trends survey, the data on foreign attitudes that we found did not 
suggest that civilian casualties in Afghanistan had had an impact on 
support from foreign publics for the U.S. war in Afghanistan and the 
larger war on terrorism.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Antiwar demonstrations abroad were 
reported in Amsterdam, London, Paris, Rome, Berlin, and Bern shortly 
after the war began, even as many European governments—including 
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, Spain, and Italy—pledged 
support for the U.S. military campaign in Afghanistan (Daley, 2001; 
Boston, 2001; Winestock, 2001). Thousands of antiwar demonstrators 
also were reported as late as June 2002, during President Bush’s visit to 
Germany and just after his speech at West Point outlining his doctrine 
of preemptive military action against terrorism (Chen, 2002).

The Wedding Party Incident

Background on the Incident

On July 1, 2002, U.S. aircraft attacked six sites in an Afghan village 
in the Oruzgan province, which most considered a Taliban strong-
hold where the Taliban enjoyed a great deal of popular support
(CENTCOM, 2002).

Afghan villagers claimed that celebratory fire from a wedding 
party had led to an errant attack by U.S. AC-130 aircraft. Accord-
ing to the unclassified summary of the official CENTCOM investiga-
tion into the incident, however, it was only after several days of hostile 

13 Moreover, between May 2001 and July 2002, the belief that NATO was essential to one’s 
country’s defense increased by 14 points in France and Germany, 15 points in Italy, and 11 
points in the United Kingdom. While it is not clear the extent to which the war in Afghani-
stan may have been responsible for these changes, it does not suggest reduced support for 
NATO as a result of the way the war in Afghanistan was prosecuted (Eichenberg, 2003b,
pp. 651–654).
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fire from anti-aircraft artillery (AAA) weapons that Operation FULL 
THROTTLE was conducted to eliminate the threat to coalition air-
craft (CENTCOM, 2002). CENTCOM described the circumstances 
of the incident as follows:

There were people within this area of Oruzgan Province that reg-
ularly aimed and fired a variety of weapons at coalition aircraft. 
These weapons represented a real threat to coalition forces. As 
[Operation FULL THROTTLE] commenced, AAA weapons 
were fired and, as a result, an AC-130 aircraft, acting properly 
and in accordance with the rules, engaged the locations of those 
weapons. Great care was taken to strike only those sites that were 
actively firing that night. While the coalition regrets the loss of 
innocent lives, the responsibility for that loss rests with those that 
knowingly directed hostile fire at coalition forces. The operators 
of those weapons elected to place them in civilian communi-
ties and elected to fire them at coalition forces at a time when 
they knew there were a significant number of civilians present. 
(CENTCOM, 2002)

Estimates of the human toll of the attack also varied. The Afghan 
government would later estimate that 48 people were killed and 117 
wounded in the attack, including many women and children; although 
not challenging this estimate, U.S. forces were only able to confirm 34 
dead and approximately 50 wounded (Rubin, 2004).

The timeline following the incident is reported in Table 4.10. 
The timeline suggests that hours passed before the incident was first 
reported by DPA, which shortly thereafter cited CNN reporting on 
the incident.14 It subsequently was on CNN and CBS Evening News. As 
shown in the right side of the table, reporters asked about the incident 
in the DoD’s news briefings on July 2, 3, and 8.

14 A report from Deutsche Presse-Agentur time-stamped 1712 Central European Time 
cited a U.S. spokesman in Kabul reporting about 40 deaths when U.S. planes struck a wed-
ding party in southern Afghanistan. A report 21 minutes later cited CNN reporting on the 
incident. (See Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 2002a, 2002b.)
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Table 4.10
Postincident Timeline for Wedding Party Incident

Media Reporting Highlights Official Handling Highlights

6/30
1530: Incident occurs (0100 7/1 local)

7/1
1042: Deutsche Presse-Agentur reports
1103: Deutsche Presse-Agentur cites 
CNN
1700: CNN airs Wolf Bliitzer Reports
1830: CBS Evening News airs

7/2
0458: Voice of Islamic Republic of Iran 
reports
0500: CNN Daybreak reports
0700: NBC Today airs
1230: CNN airs DoD news briefing

7/2
1230: Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld 
takes questions in DoD news briefing 
(airs on CNN)

7/3
1830: CBS Evening News and NBC 
Evening News air

7/3
1130: DoD gives news briefing and 
takes questions

7/4
DoD holds no news briefing

7/8
1230: DoD gives news briefing and 
takes questions

NOTE: All times are Eastern unless otherwise indicated.

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. As shown in Figure 4.13, both major U.S. newspaper 
and television reporting increased following the incident, with televi-
sion showing the highest reporting levels.

U.S. Public Opinion. Table 4.11 shows that there was a statistically 
significant increase in the percentage who said that they were following 
the U.S. military effort in Afghanistan after the July 1 wedding party 
incident: It rose from 70 percent in Pew Research Center’s June 19–23 
poll to 79 percent in its July 8–16 poll. It is impossible to determine 
whether this is accountable to the wedding incident or not, however, as 
other developments—the assassination of Vice President Abdul Qadir,
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Figure 4.13
Reporting on Civilian Casualties in Afghanistan in Major Papers and on 
Television

St
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SOURCE: Search for “Afghanistan” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or
“collateral damage” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New 
York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN,
and NBC News.
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Afghan president Karzai’s efforts to challenge the warlords, continued 
military action against al Qaeda, and the John Walker Lindh trial—
also occurred in July. It is also noteworthy that the increased attention 
in July represented a partial recovery to the attention levels at the end 
of May 2002.

The only question on approval for U.S. military action in Afghan-
istan that appears to have been asked before and after the wedding 
party incident was a question asked by Gallup/CNN/USA Today in 
March and September 2002 (Table 4.12), which showed a decline of 
eight points in support for military action in Afghanistan. Given the 
poor timing of the polling—the question was first asked nearly four 
months before the wedding party incident, and then again about two 
months after the incident—it is impossible to rule out that many fac-
tors other than the wedding party incident may have played in this 
decline.
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Table 4.11
Attention Paid to Afghanistan Before and After July 1 Incident

“Now I will read a list of some stories 
covered by news organizations this past 
month. As I read each item, tell me if you 
happened to follow this news story very 
closely, fairly closely, not too closely, or 
not at all closely: the US (United States) 
military effort in Afghanistan?” (Pew 
Research Center/PSRA, 6/19–23/2002, N = 
1,212, and 7/8–16/2002, N = 1,365)
“Now I’m going to read you a list of some 
stories covered by news organizations in 
the last month or so. As I read each one, 
tell me if you happened to follow this 
news story very closely, fairly closely, 
not too closely, or not at all closely. How 
closely did you follow this story: the 
U.S. (United States) military efforts in 
Afghanistan?” (Henry J. Kaiser Family 
Foundation/Harvard School of Public 
Health/PSRA, 7/18–20/2002,
N = 1,208)

5/31–
6/3/2002 

(%)

6/19–
23/2001 

(%)

7/8–
16/2001 

(%)

7/18–
20/2001 

(%)

Very closely 51 38 41 46

Fairly closely 32 32 38 36

Not too closely 11 20 13 11

Not at all closely 6 9 7 7

Don’t know/refused 1 1 1 —

NOTE: Change in very and fairly closely was statistically significant at the 0.001 level.
— = increase of less than 0.5 percent.

As Table 4.12 also shows, questions were asked about respondents’ 
approval of the president’s handling of the war on terrorism before and 
after the incident by four different polling organizations. In three of 
these four cases, there actually appears to have been a statistically sig-
nificant increase in support for the war on terrorism between the two 
polls, while in one case, there was a slight (but not statistically sig-
nificant) decline. If we assume that the polling on the question of sup-
port for the war on terrorism is in fact tapping support for the war in 
Afghanistan, and that polling done closer to the incident is likely to be
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Table 4.12
Approval Before and After the July 1 Wedding Party Incident

Poll Before After Change

“Do you approve or disapprove of U.S. 
military action in Afghanistan?“ (Gallup/CNN/
USA Today)

3/8–9/2002 9/2–4/2002

91% 83% –8%****

“Do you approve or disapprove of the 
(George W. Bush) is handling the U.S. 
campaign against terrorism?” (ABC News/The 
Washington Post)

5/18–19/2002 7/11–15/2002

78% 82% +4%***

“Do you approve or disapprove of the job 
President Bush is doing on the following 
issues: handling terrorism?” (Fox News/
Opinion Dynamics)

6/4–5/2002 7/23–24/2002

73% 77% +4%*

“When it comes to dealing with the war on 
terrorism, do you approve or disapprove the 
job George W. Bush is doing?” (The Wall 
Street Journal/Hart and Teeter)

6/8–10/2002 7/19–21/2002

75% 73% –2%

“Do you approve or disapprove of the way 
George W. Bush is handling the campaign 
against terrorism?” (CBS News)

6/18–20/2002 7/8–9/2002

72% 77% +5%*

NOTES: * = p-value statistically significant at the 0.05 level. ** = p-value statistically 
significant at the 0.01 level. *** = p-value statistically significant at the 0.005 level.
**** = p-value statistically significant at the 0.001 level.

more reliable in indicating changes that might have been accountable 
to the wedding party incident, then these results suggest an increase in 
support following the incident, though again, it is impossible to rule 
out the possibility that other factors also may have been at work. In 
any event, there is scant evidence that the incident led to an observable 
decline in support.

Antiwar Demonstrations. We found no evidence that the wed-
ding party incident led to an increase in antiwar demonstration activity 
in the United States.

Foreign Media and Public Opinion Responses

Foreign Media. Foreign media responses to the wedding party 
incident were mixed. Figure 4.14 shows that only AFP dramati-
cally increased its reporting on civilian casualties in the wake of the
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Figure 4.14
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Civilian Casualties in Afghanistan, 
Wedding Party Incident

RAND MG441-4.14

SOURCE: Search for “Afghanistan” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or
“collateral damage“ in AFP, The Guardian (London), and Xinhua.

Date (2002)

St
or

ie
s

AFP
Xinhua
The Guardian

Wedding party
incident14

12

10

8

6

4

2

16

0
6/24 6/25 6/26 6/27 6/28 6/29 6/30 7/1 7/2 7/3 7/4 7/5 7/6 7/7 7/8

X

X

X

X X

X

X

X XX XX X

X

X

incident, while Xinhua and The Guardian devoted only a small amount 
of additional coverage to the subject.

Foreign Public Opinion. We found no adequate time series for for-
eign polling that would enable us to understand how the attitudes of 
foreign publics might have changed in response to the July 1 incident.

Antiwar Demonstrations. We found no evidence that the inci-
dent led to an increase in antiwar demonstration activity abroad.

Key Lessons

As described in this chapter, civilian casualties again were a relatively 
prominent, if somewhat secondary theme in U.S. and foreign media 
reporting on the war in Afghanistan, but the wedding party incident 
led to increased media attention to the subject of civilian casualties. It 
also seems that reporting on Afghanistan fell after the Taliban and al 
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Qaeda were routed in late 2001 and early 2002; with less reporting on 
Afghanistan, few were likely to be able to closely follow developments 
there.

The public opinion data on Americans’ attitudes toward the war 
show that Americans paid very close attention to the war in Afghanistan 
but showed relatively little concern about civilian casualties incurred in 
the war. This seems to have been the result of a combination of beliefs, 
including the importance that they attached to defeating al Qaeda and 
the Taliban in Afghanistan, as well as continued faith that, in any case, 
the U.S. military was making sufficient efforts to avoid civilian casual-
ties and that any casualties that did occur were unavoidable, if regret-
table. Support for the war from foreign publics was, by comparison, 
quite mixed—strong in some countries, weak in others. Although we 
lack foreign public opinion data on this question, Americans’ high and 
unflagging support and apparently low sensitivity to civilian casualties 
suggests that many foreign publics probably were far more sensitive to 
civilian casualties.

For policymakers and military leaders, the war in Afghanistan 
provides the second clear case—the other was the 1991 Gulf War—in 
which civilian casualties appear to have been of only modest concern 
to the American public, apparently eclipsed by its views of the stakes 
engendered in the conflict and the need to punish those responsible for 
the attacks of 9/11.15 It also represents another case, however, in which 
Americans’ beliefs that the U.S. military was doing everything that 
it could to avoid civilian casualties helps to explain what some might 
otherwise see as a rather callous portrait of ordinary Americans’ views 
of human suffering by innocents during wartime.

15 For a detailed analysis of how Americans viewed the stakes and other characteristics of 
Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, see Larson and Savych (2005a, 2005b).
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CHAPTER FIVE

Operation Iraqi Freedom (Iraq, 2003–)

Following about six months of heightened diplomatic and military 
activity, Operation Iraqi Freedom—the invasion of Iraq and overthrow 
of Saddam Hussein’s regime—began on March 19, 2003. President 
Bush announced the conclusion of major combat operations on May 1, 
although an insurgency involving remnants of Saddam’s regime, dis-
enfranchised Sunnis, foreign jihadists, and others, has since continued 
to plague the coalition’s postwar occupation. This chapter will show 
that, although Americans appear to have been more sensitive to civilian 
casualties in this war than in the 1991 Gulf War or the more recent war 
in Afghanistan, the very high level of support that the combat phase 
of the war enjoyed seems to have been generally unaffected by civilian 
casualty incidents.

Civilian Casualty Estimates

The Department of Defense did not issue its own estimates of Iraqi 
civilian deaths from the 2003 war in Iraq. Estimates of Iraqi civilian 
deaths incurred during major combat operations in Iraq by others have 
varied:

In mid-May 2003, the Los Angeles Times published the results of a 
survey of 27 hospitals in and around Baghdad and estimated that 
at least 1,700 civilians had died and another 8,000 were injured 
in the capital during combat operations conducted during the 
war (King, 2003).

•
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In late May 2003, The Guardian reported an estimate from an 
organization called Iraq Body Count that between 5,425 and 
7,041 civilians had died as a result of the war and postconflict 
instability (see Steele, 2003, and Sloboda, 2003).1 In June 2003, 
the organization summarized 15 separate efforts to estimate civil-
ian casualties in Iraq, and estimated that there had been signif-
icantly more than 5,000 civilian deaths reports that were well 
founded (see Sloboda and Dardagan, 2003).2

In June 2003, the Associated Press estimated at least 3,240 civilian 
deaths based on a survey of 60 Iraqi hospitals (see Price, 2003).3

In October 2003, the Project on Defense Alternatives estimated 
between 3,200 and 4,300 civilian deaths (Conetta, 2003).
In October 2003, Human Rights Watch claimed that thousands 
of Iraqi civilians had been killed in the war, basing this on esti-
mates that there were 678 deaths in three Iraqi towns where hos-
pital records were examined.
In November 2003, a British group called Medact used Iraq Body 
Count’s estimate that between 5,708 and 7,356 Iraqi civilians had 
been killed during the invasion, and between 7,757 and 9,565 
Iraqi civilians had been killed through October 20, 2003.4

1 According to Iraq Body Count’s Web site: “In the current occupation phase this database 
includes all deaths which the Occupying Authority has a binding responsibility to prevent 
under the Geneva Conventions and Hague Regulations. This includes civilian deaths result-
ing from the breakdown in law and order, and deaths due to inadequate health care or sanita-
tion.” Thus, its totals include deaths that are not claimed to have resulted directly from U.S. 
military action.
2 While it may be useful for setting an upper-bound estimate on civilian deaths, the meth-
odology of relying heavily on press reports for estimates of civilian dead tends to overesti-
mate the toll in civilian war dead (Suarez, 2004). For scathing indictments of antiwar crit-
ics’ reliance on press accounts and adversaries’ claims of civilian casualties, see Muravchik 
(2002) and Chafetz (2003).
3 A breakdown of civilian deaths by city can be found in AP (2003).
4 Medact used an estimate from Iraq Body Count that, as of October 2003, between 
13,500 and 45,000 Iraqi military personnel were killed in the war, for a total of 21,700 and 
55,000 Iraqi deaths between March 20 and October 20, 2003 (Farooq et al., 2003). 

Medact’s first report, issued in November 2002, projected that major combat operations 
would lead to 2,000 to 50,000 civilian deaths in Baghdad alone, and another 1,200 to 

•

•

•

•

•
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Before being captured, Saddam Hussein charged that somewhere 
between 13,000 and 45,000 Iraqi civilians had died as a conse-
quence of the U.S. attack (Joya, 2004).

Our analyses suggest that despite the prominence of the issue in 
media reporting and public opinion questions, Iraqi civilian deaths 
did not particularly affect Americans’ support for or other key atti-
tudes toward the war, though they may have strengthened preexisting 
opposition to the war among American war opponents and foreign 
audiences.

Handling of the Civilian Casualties Issue

Baghdad sought to convince the world that the United States was not 
only careless in its targeting, but that the United States was “killing 
civilians wherever they can,” and provided details on alleged incidents 
of civilian deaths that were resulting from “criminal bombardment 
of Americans and British” (see, for example, Federal News Service, 
2003g, 2003h; ”Iraq’s al-Sahhaf Briefs Press on War Activities,” 2003) 
and claimed that the death toll was in fact much higher than the coali-
tion was acknowledging. The Baghdad regime also ensured that civil-
ian casualties were reported in Iraqi-controlled media, although the air 
war seems to have halted the operations of some state-controlled radio 
and television facilities.5

By comparison, from the earliest days of the war, members of the 
coalition stressed their commitment to minimizing civilian casualties:

30,000 civilian deaths in the Iraqi cities of Basra, Diyala, Kirkuk, and Mosul. Within three 
months of the end of the conventional war, Medact further predicted an additional 60,000 
or more deaths, including 4,000–6,000 Iraqi civilians; 20,000 Iraqi civilian deaths in civil 
war; 15,000–30,000 refugee deaths; and 23,500 additional deaths among children under 
age five. Thus, the low end of its prediction for the war was about 3,200 civilian deaths, and 
its prediction for the postwar period was more than another 60,000 (Salvage et al., 2002, 
p. 10).
5 For example, the last time Baghdad Republic of Iraq Television broadcasting was observed 
by FBIS was on March 24, 2003 (Foreign Broadcast Information Service, 2003a).

•
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The White House stressed the President’s commitment to the 
principle that the military’s planning and operations sought to 
minimize Iraqi civilian casualties. For example, White House 
spokesman Ari Fleischer stated on March 20, 2003, “Throughout 
the process, the President has stressed, going way back as the mili-
tary planning began, that all actions taken by the military need to 
be done in a way to minimize civilian causalities, and that is also 
something the United States military takes very seriously and car-
ries out on their own as well” (Federal News Service, 2003c).
The United States’ British allies similarly stressed their commit-
ment to avoiding civilian deaths.6

The commander of CENTCOM, General Tommy Franks, also 
highlighted the importance of protecting innocent lives, both 
coalition and civilian, during the war (Federal News Service, 
2003e).
The Pentagon briefed on its efforts to reduce the potential for col-
lateral damage and civilian casualties, even as the U.S. military 
stressed that civilian casualties were unavoidable in war (Federal 
News Service, 2003a, 2003i, 2003l).

During the war, the United States routinely expressed deep regret 
for possible incidents of civilian deaths that might have occurred as a 
result of U.S. military action, while stressing the difficulties of actually 
confirming the facts regarding alleged incidents of civilian deaths.7 The 
United States also disparaged Iraqi claims of high civilian losses while 
at the same time pointing to the Iraqis’ use of human shields and their 
policy of ordering death squads to conduct executions of Iraqi civilians 
(Federal News Service, 2003k).

6 See, for example, Federal News Service (2003b, 2003d).
7 See, for example, Federal News Service (2003f, 2003j).

•
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•
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The Arc of Media and Public Concern

U.S. Media and Public Opinion

U.S. Media Reporting. As described in the other cases we exam-
ined, there was a build-up in U.S. media reporting on Iraq prior to the 
onset of hostilities that peaked with the onset of military operations 
and then fell off dramatically with the conclusion of major combat 
operations in early May 2003 (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1 describes media reporting levels on Iraq by four major 
U.S. television networks and five major national newspapers. Media 
reporting on Iraq increased shortly after the administration began 
pressing the issue of Iraqi compliance with past UN resolutions on its 
weapons of mass destruction programs in August 2002 and increased 
dramatically in the months leading up to the war, peaking in April 
2003 and falling afterward.

Figure 5.1
U.S. Major Television and Major Reporting on Iraq, 
August 2002–March 2004

St
o

ri
es

Television
Newspapers

RAND MG441-5.1

SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in full text of The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles 
Times, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, 
CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.
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Figure 5.2 reports the weekly number of news stories in newspa-
pers and on major television networks from the beginning of March 
2003 into early June; it shows that news reporting peaked in the first 
week of the war.8

Figure 5.3 suggests that the topic of civilian casualties was a 
recurring one in U.S. media reporting, but it followed the general 
arc of overall reporting levels on Iraq: The topic of civilian casualties 
received a small amount of reporting through the fall of 2002, became 
much more prominent once the war actually was under way in March 
2003, and, with the conclusion of major combat operations on May 1, 
dropped back to prewar levels.

Figure 5.2
Weekly Major News Reporting on Iraq, March–June 2003
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in full text of The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles 
Times, The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, 
CBS News, CNN, and NBC News.
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8 The war began on March 20, 2003, and major combat operations were declared con-
cluded on May 1, 2003.
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Figure 5.3
Major U.S. Media Reporting on Iraq and Civilian Casualties, 
August 2002–March 2004
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral
damage” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times,
The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC 
News.
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It is somewhat more difficult to get a sense of the content and tone 
of news reporting. However, the CMPA analyzed content in television 
news reporting during major combat operations in Iraq from March 19 
to April 14 (when Saddam’s hometown of Tikrit fell), and from May 1 
to October 31, 2003 (Figure 5.4) (CMPA, 2003a, 2003b).

CMPA’s study included a tabulation of the video content of televi-
sion news stories and distinguished between those that involved footage 
of combat, civilian damage, and other themes. The figure shows that 
stories about civilian damage typically comprised only about 15–25 
percent of all war stories, fewer than the number of stories with combat 
footage or featuring other topics. The figure also shows that footage of 
civilian damage accounted for about 15–25 percent of the stories that 
were broadcast, while stories involving footage of combat accounted 
for about 20–35 percent.
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Figure 5.4
Percentage of Television News Stories by Subject, March 19–April 14, 2003
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SOURCE: CMPA (2003b).
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It also is interesting to note that stories that failed to show either 
footage of combat or civilian damage predominated across all four tele-
vision news organizations; many of these stories presumably were inter-
views with military experts, reporting on military strategy, and other 
matters related to the conduct of the war.

CMPA’s content analyses of 1,100 television news stories on the 
war also suggested the following:

Overall, television news media coverage during the war was fairly 
balanced: On average, 50 percent of the combined on-air evalua-
tions of Bush administration policy, the military, and whether the 
United States was justified in going to war that were broadcast on 

•
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four network television news organizations were positive, while 
50 percent were negative.9
There were, however, important differences across the networks in 
the percentage of positive evaluations: CBS News (74 percent pos-
itive, 26 percent negative), Fox News (60 and 40 percent, respec-
tively), NBC News (53 and 47 percent), and ABC News (34 and 
66 percent) (CMPA, 2003a, 2003b). Put another way, one could 
come away with very different impressions of the war depending 
on which television news channel one watched.

U.S. Public Opinion. Figure 5.5 shows that from August 2002 
to March 2004, Americans consistently paid fairly close attention to 
developments in Iraq.

Figure 5.5 shows that the percentage following the debate about 
the war and the actual war very closely generally was in the 50–60-
percent range; the percentage paying close attention to the UN inspec-
tors prior to the war was substantially lower, while attention to the sta-
bility operations conducted since May 2003 generally has been in the 
40–50-percent range, a fairly high level of attention from a historical 
perspective, but lower than during combat operations.

Public Views of Press Reporting on Civilian Casualties. Of some 
interest is how the American public viewed the press’ reporting on 
civilian casualties; several questions plumbed attitudes on this matter.

For example, fewer than one in five of those polled by the Pew 
Research Center in early April 2003 said that there was too much cov-
erage of the issue of civilian casualties, a little over half said that cover-
age of civilian casualties was about right, and fewer than three in ten 
said that there was too little coverage (Table 5.1).

9 Whereas 49 percent of the evaluations of Bush administration policy toward Iraq from 
March 19 to April 14, 2003, were favorable, only 23 percent of the evaluations from May 1 
to October 31, 2003, were. In a similar vein, positive evaluations of President Bush fell from 
56 percent during the war to 32 percent after the war (Center for Media and Public Affairs, 
2003a, 2003b).

•
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Figure 5.5
Attention to Iraq, August 2002–March 2004

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA.
NOTE: Question read, “A. (Now I will read a list of some stories covered by news
organizations this past month. As I read each item, tell me if you happened to follow 
the news story very closely, fairly closely, not too closely, or not at all closely.)...
A. ...Debate over the possibility that the U.S. (United States) will invade Iraq
B. ...The work of United Nations weapons inspectors in Iraq?
C. ...News about the current situation in Iraq
D. How closely have you been following news about the war in Iraq—very closely, fairly 
closely, not too closely, or not at all closely?” 
RAND MG441-5.5
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And Figure 5.6 reports that while 40 percent thought that anti-
war sentiment was being covered too heavily, fewer than 20 percent 
said that about civilian casualties: Interest in reports about the personal

Table 5.1
Assessment of Press Coverage of Civilian Casualties in Iraq, Early April 2003

“Now thinking specifically about the war in Iraq, please tell me if you 
think the press is giving too much, too little, or about the right amount 
of coverage to Iraqi civilian casualties?” (Pew Research Center/PSRA poll 
conducted April 2–7, 2003, N = 912) Percent

Too much coverage 17

About the right amount 51

Too little coverage 28

Don’t know/refused 4
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Figure 5.6
Adequacy of Press Attention to Civilian Casualties and Other Iraq Issues
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SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 2–7, 2003, N = 912.
NOTE: Question read, “As I read a short list of issues and topics, please tell me if you 
think the press is giving it too much coverage, too little coverage, or about the right 
amount of coverage . . . [ITEM] . . . Is the press giving this too much, too little, or
about the right amount of coverage?”

experiences of soldiers, allied troop casualties, and the likely cost of the 
war modestly exceeded interest in the civilian casualties issue.

Views on Avoiding Civilian Casualties. Several polling questions 
asked respondents about the importance of avoiding civilian casualties 
in a war with Iraq.

When respondents were asked to identify what worried them most 
about a war with Iraq (see Table 5.2), their greatest concern was about 
the prospects for U.S. military casualties (mentioned by 45 percent, 
more than twice as many as the next most frequently mentioned con-
cern). By comparison, civilian casualties were a second-order concern: 
They were mentioned by fewer then one in five, less than half of those 
who expressed concern about U.S. casualties. In fact, civilian casualties 
were mentioned by about as many as mentioned the costs of rebuild-
ing Iraq, lack of support from the UN, creating lasting resentment in
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Table 5.2
Greatest Worries About War in Iraq, March 2003

“Which one or two of the following worry you most about the likely war 
against Iraq: the probability of U.S. (United States) military casualties, 
the political and economic costs of occupying and rebuilding Iraq, the 
lack of support from the United Nations, the probability of Iraqi civilian 
casualties, creating a lasting resentment in the Arab world against 
the United States, the negative effect on United States’ reputation 
internationally, the fact that the United States is starting the war first 
without being attacked? (If All, ask:) Well, if you had to choose just one 
or two, which would you say worry you the most?” (NBC News/The Wall 
Street Journal/Hart and Teeter Research poll conducted March 17, 2003,
N = 506) Percent

The probability of U.S. military casualties 45

The political and economic costs of occupying and rebuilding Iraq 21

The lack of support from the United Nations 20

The probability of Iraqi civilian casualties 18

Creating a lasting resentment in the Arab world against the U.S. 18

The negative effect on U.S.’ reputation internationally 17

The fact that the U.S. is starting the war first without being attacked 13

None/other (volunteered) 2

Not sure 5

the Arab world, and the potential negative effect on the United States’ 
international reputation.10

On average, about four in ten expressed a great deal of concern 
about civilian casualties in the war, and another three in ten expressed 
a fair amount of concern (Table 5.3). There is, moreover, some evidence 
that once military action had begun in Iraq, expressions of concern 
about civilian casualties may have diminished.

Table 5.3 shows that polling by the Pew Research Center suggests 
that concern about civilian casualties peaked at 47 percent in its Feb-
ruary 12–18, 2003 poll, and then fell to the 37–42-percent range once 
the war was underway.

10 As a practical matter, given the small sample size, the differences between the responses 
in the 17–21-percent range are not statistically significant.
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Table 5.3
Concern About Iraqi Civilians Being Killed, 2002 and 2003

Poll
A Great Deal 

(%)
A Fair Amount 

(%)
Not Much

(%)
Don’t Know/
Refused (%)

“How worried are you that many Iraqi civilians might be killed (in the war with 
Iraq) a great deal, a fair amount, or not much?” (Pew Research Center/PSRA polls 
conducted October 17–27, 2002, and February 12–18, 2003)

10/17–27/2002, N = 1,751 40 30 27 3

2/12–18/2003, N = 1,254 47 28 23 2

“Thinking about a possible war with Iraq, how worried are you that many Iraqi 
civilians might be killed, a great deal, a fair amount, or not much?” (Pew Research 
Center/CCFR/PSRA, all other polls)

3/20–22/2003, N = 903 38 33 26 3

3/20–25/2003, N = 1,600 38 34 25 3

3/20–24/2003, N = 1,495 37 34 26 3

3/23–24/2003, N = 592 38 34 26 2

3/25–27/2003, N = 539 37 28 23 3

3/28–4/1/2003, N = 674 41 33 24 2

Average 40 32 25 3

When these results are compared with a similar question asked 
during the first Gulf War (Table 5.4), it provides further evidence that 
Americans were somewhat more concerned about civilian casualties in 
the 2003 war in Iraq than during the 1991 war over Kuwait: Whereas 
an average of 40 percent of those polled worried “a great deal” about 
civilian casualties during the 2003 war, only 33 percent did so during 
the 1991 war.

Put another way, cross-case comparisons can reveal significant 
differences in concerns about civilian casualties.

War Strategy and Civilian Casualties. Polling organizations also 
asked several questions that illuminate how concern about civilian 
casualties affected preferences regarding war strategy and especially 
the relative importance of avoiding U.S. military casualties and Iraqi 
civilian casualties.
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Table 5.4
Concern About Iraqi Civilians Being Killed, 1991

“How worried are you that many Iraqi civilians might be killed (in the 
Gulf War) a great deal, a fair amount, or not much?” Percent

A great deal 33

A fair amount 35

Not much 28

Don’t know/refused 4

SOURCE: Times Mirror/PSRA poll conducted January 25–27, 1991, N = 924.

There is some evidence that more Americans were worried that 
the United States might not go far enough to achieve victory in Iraq 
than that it would fail to do enough to avoid civilian casualties. Nev-
ertheless, this represented a decline in that sentiment from earlier poll-
ing conducted during Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan in 
November 2001 (Table 5.5).

Table 5.5 reports that although concern about civilian casualties 
in Iraq was low relative to fears of failing to achieve military victory, 
concern about casualties was still somewhat higher than it had been 
during Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan.

Figure 5.7, reporting data from an early April 2003 poll, shows 
a similar result. Concern about minimizing U.S. casualties and

Table 5.5
Greatest Worries About U.S. Uses of Military Force, 
November 2001 and March 2003

“What do you worry about more when the United States uses 
military force? That the U.S. doesn’t do enough to avoid civilian 
casualties or that the U.S. doesn’t go far enough to achieve 
military victory?”

11/13–
19/01 
(%)

3/13–
16/03 
(%)

That the U.S. doesn’t do enough to avoid civilian casualties 25 32

That the U.S. doesn’t go far enough to achieve military victory 56 47

Don’t know/refused 19 21

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA polls conducted November 13–19, 2001, N = 1,500; 
and March 13–16, 2003, N = 1,032.
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Figure 5.7
Preferred Priority for Minimizing Civilian Casualties and Other Desiderata, 
Early April 2003
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Institute of Policy and Politics poll conducted April 1–6, 2003, N = 906. 
NOTE: Question read, “What level of priority would you say U.S. (United States) troop
commanders should put on the following objectives in Iraq. As I read each one, please 
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ensuring a successful outcome in Iraq were viewed as higher priorities 
than minimizing civilian casualties: Whereas six in ten gave minimiz-
ing U.S. casualties a high priority, half gave a quick victory a high pri-
ority, and fewer than four in ten gave minimizing civilian casualties a 
high priority.

Table 5.6, which reports the results of the March 20, 2003, ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll, shows that a plurality of 49 percent of 
those polled said that the United States should strike military targets 
even if they were located in civilian areas where civilians might be 
killed; 42 percent did not think so.

Despite these beliefs, in a poll conducted by Newsweek/PSRA 
after the March 26, 2003, Baghdad marketplace incident (described in 
more detail later in this chapter), 50 percent of those polled said they 
continued to favor safeguards to reduce civilian casualties over more 
aggressive action, even if that meant a longer war (Table 5.7).
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Table 5.6
Should the United States Strike Targets Even in Civilian Areas in Iraq? 
March 2003

“(As you may know, the United States went to war with Iraq last night 
[March 19, 2003].) Do you think the United States should strike Iraqi 
military targets even if they’re located in areas where civilians might be 
killed, or should the United States avoid striking Iraqi military targets 
located in civilian areas?” Percent

Strike 49

Avoid 42

No opinion 3

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post, March 20, 2003, N = 506.

Table 5.7
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
March 2003

“Please tell me which one of the following two options you would choose 
for U.S. (United States) military action in the Iraq war, if it were up to you? 
More aggressive military action that would increase the risk of high Iraqi 
civilian casualties but might lead to a shorter war. More safeguards that 
would reduce the risk of high Iraqi civilian casualties but might lead to a 
longer war.” Percent

More aggressive military action that would increase the risk of high Iraqi 
civilian casualties

40

More safeguards that would reduce the risk of high Iraqi civilian casualties 
but might lead to a longer war

50

Don’t know 10

SOURCE: Newsweek/PSRA poll conducted March 27–28, 2003, N = 1,004.

Despite wording differences, the conclusion that there was greater 
concern about civilian casualties in the 1991 war than in the 2003 war 
also seems supported by the data in Table 5.8: Whereas 75 percent of 
those polled just after the Al Firdos incident approved of continuing 
the bombing of Baghdad even if it meant more civilian deaths, only 
51–65 percent approved of such attacks in the 2003 war.11

11 As the poll was done the day before and the day of the March 26 marketplace incident, 
many of those polled on the 26th probably were aware of the incident. The lower bound on 
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Table 5.8
Willingness to Bomb Baghdad in Two Wars, 1991 and 2003

Survey Percent

“If Iraqi troops retreat into Baghdad and use the civilian population as human 
shields, would you approve or disapprove of U.S.-led troops bombing and shelling 
the Iraqi troops even if civilian casualties were likely?”
[Asked of those who said they would disapprove of bombing and shelling]: “If 
bombing and shelling could save the lives of U.S. troops by making house-to-house 
fighting unnecessary, then would you approve or disapprove of bombing Iraqi 
troops who have retreated into Baghdad and are using the civilian population as 
human shields even if civilian casualties were likely?” [combined results of two 
questions] (Fox News/Opinion Dynamics poll conducted March 25–26, 2003,
N = 900)

Approve 51

Disapprove, but would approve if it could save lives of U.S. troops 14

Disapprove, even if could save U.S. lives 14

Not sure 21

“Do you think the United States should stop bombing the city of Baghdad in order 
to avoid civilian deaths or not?” (ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted 
February 14, 1991, N = 772)

Yes 20

No 75

Don’t know/no opinion 5

SOURCE: Fox News/Opinion Dynamics poll conducted March 25–26, 2003, N = 900.

Polling done the day after the March 26 marketplace incident 
by Time/CNN/Harris shows that half of those polled thought that 
the military should do everything it could to avoid civilian casualties 
(Table 5.9).

However, as late as August 2003, slightly more than half sup-
ported more aggressive action in Iraq, even if it meant a higher risk of 
civilian casualties (Table 5.10). One reasonable conjecture is that the 
U.S. military deaths that were occurring as a result of the insurgency 
may have diminished Americans’ sensitivity to Iraqi casualties.

this range is not terribly different from the 49 percent mentioned earlier who responded to a 
March 20 ABC News/The Washington Post poll that the United States should conduct strikes 
even if it meant civilian casualties.
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Table 5.9
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
March 2003

“Which comes closest to your view—the U.S. (United States) military 
should do everything it can to avoid killing Iraqi civilians, even if that 
makes it more difficult to defeat the Iraqi military, or, the U.S. military 
should do everything it can to defeat the Iraqi military even if that means 
additional Iraqi civilians are killed?” Percent

U.S. military should do everything it can to avoid killing Iraqi civilians 50

U.S. military should do everything it can to defeat the Iraqi military 43

Not sure 7

SOURCE: Time/CNN/Harris poll conducted March 27, 2003, N = 1,014.

Table 5.10
Support for More Aggressive Action Even if Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
August 2003

“(Which of the following steps, if any, would you support in response to 
the attacks on U.S. military personnel and other targets by anti-American 
forces in Iraq since major combat ended?) Would you support more 
aggressive action by U.S. forces to stop the violence, even if it means 
greater risk of civilian casualties or not?” Percent

Yes 52

No 42

Don’t know 6

SOURCE: Newsweek/PSRA poll conducted August 21–22, 2003, N = 1,011.

Assessments of Efforts to Avoid Civilian Casualties. Polls con-
ducted during the war asked a number of questions that suggest a 
widespread belief that the U.S. military was doing everything it could 
to avoid civilian casualties.

Table 5.11 reports four different polls by four different organiza-
tions conducted between late March and early May that found that 
more than eight in ten Americans thought that the United States was 
doing all it reasonably could to try to avoid civilian casualties, whereas 
only 11–15 percent thought that it should do more.
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Table 5.11
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties, 
Late March–Early April

Survey Percent

“Do you think the United States is doing all it reasonably can do to try to avoid 
civilian casualties in (the war with) Iraq, or do you think it should do more?” (ABC 
News/The Washington Post poll conducted March 23, 2003, N = 580)

U.S. doing all it can 82

U.S. should do more 15

No opinion 4

“Do you think the U.S. military is doing everything it can to avoid killing Iraqi 
civilians or don’t you think so?” (Time/CNN/Harris poll conducted March 27, 2003,
N = 1,014)

Yes 86

No 11

Don’t know/no answer 3

“Do you think the U.S. is doing all it can to avoid harming Iraqi civilians, or not?” 
(CBS News poll conducted April 2–3, 2003, N = 950)

U.S. doing all it can 85

U.S. not doing all it can 12

Don’t know/no answer 3

“(Now I’m going to read you some goals that the United States had in the war with 
Iraq. For each, please tell me whether you think that the United States has been 
successful in that goal.) Minimizing Iraqi civilian casualties (NBC News/The Wall 
Street Journal/Hart and Teeter Research poll conducted April 12–13, 2003)

Successful 82

Not successful 11

Not sure 7
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Table 5.11—Continued

Survey Percent

“Did the U.S. and its allies try very hard to avoid civilian casualties in Iraq or didn’t 
they try hard enough?” (Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 30–May 4, 
2003, N = 1,201)

Tried very hard 82

Didn’t try hard enough 14

Don’t know/refused 4

NOTE: The Pew Research Center also asked this question in its polling of 20 other 
countries in April and May 2003.

When Gallup asked in late March about the U.S. military’s pre-
cautions to avoid civilian deaths (Table 5.12), just over half (53 percent) 
said that such efforts had been “about right,” while a surprisingly high 
one in three (35 percent) said that the military was taking too many 
precautions. In comparison, only one in ten said that there were too 
few precautions being taken to avoid civilian deaths.

The data in Table 5.13 suggest that there actually was an increase 
in late March and early April in the percentage who believed that 
the United States was making the right amount of effort to avoid

Table 5.12
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
March 2003

“Which comes closer to your view about the U.S. (United States) 
military’s approach to avoiding Iraqi civilian casualties? The U.S. military 
is taking too many precautions and as a result [is] putting U.S. troops at 
unnecessary risk. The U.S. military is taking too few precautions and is 
causing unnecessary Iraqi civilian deaths. Do you think the U.S. is taking 
about the right approach in avoiding civilian casualties?” Percent

Too many precautions 35

About right 53

Too few precautions 9

No opinion 3

SOURCE: Gallup/CNN/USA Today poll conducted March 29–30, 2003, N = 1,012.
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Table 5.13
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
Late March–Early April 2003

“In its efforts to try to avoid civilian casualties in 
Iraq, do you think the United States is doing too 
much, too little, or about the right amount?”

3/27/2003 
(%)

4/3/2003 
(%)

4/9/2003 
(%)

Too little 12 10 7

Right amount 68 74 82

Too much 16 12 9

No opinion 4 4 2

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post polls conducted March 27, 2003, N = 508; 
April 3, 2003, N = 511; and April 9, 2003, N = 509.

civilian casualties, and a decline in both the percentage who thought 
the United States was making too much of an effort and those who felt 
it was making too little effort.

In a similar vein, polling by the Pew Research Center in early 
April (Table 5.14) found that 73 percent of those polled felt that the 
U.S. coalition was doing an excellent (39 percent) or good (34 percent) 
job at avoiding civilian casualties, while about one in four thought it 
was doing a fair or poor job.

Table 5.14
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
Early April 2003

“In general, how would you rate the job that coalition military forces (in 
the war with Iraq) have done in avoiding civilian casualties? Excellent, 
good, only fair, poor?” Percent

Excellent 39

Good 34

Only fair 17

Poor 6

Don’t know/refused 4

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted April 8–9, 2003, N = 809.
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One of the reasons for the favorable judgments about how well 
the U.S. military was doing to avoid casualties may lie in the pub-
lic’s expectations regarding civilian casualties. According to polling by 
Newsweek/PSRA in early April (Table 5.15), nearly three in four (72 
percent) believed that the civilian casualties that had been incurred 
to date had been what they had expected (45 percent) or lower than 
expected (27 percent). In comparison, fewer than one in five said civil-
ian casualties had been higher than expected.

Polling by NBC News and The Wall Street Journal suggests that 
there was a decline in the belief that the United States had been success-
ful in minimizing Iraqi civilian casualties between April and Decem-
ber 2003 (Table 5.16), although it is likely that judgments in July 
and December 2003 were more reflective of views on civilian deaths 
incurred during the ongoing stability operations rather than the major 
combat operations that ended on May 1, 2003.

Taken together, these results suggest an important and quite 
robust finding: Most Americans believed that the military was making 
the sorts of efforts to avoid civilian casualties that they favored.

Prospective Civilian Casualties and Support. Some questions also 
were asked that enable inferences about the relationship between pro-
spective civilian casualties and support for the war.

According to polling by CBS News and The New York Times,
for example, prior to the war, fewer than half typically said that they 
would still favor military action if it resulted in “substantial” civilian

Table 5.15
Civilian Casualties in Iraq and Expectations, Early April 2003

“What about the level of Iraqi civilian casualties in the Iraq war so far? 
Has it been higher than you expected, lower than you expected, or about 
what you expected?” Percent

Higher 18

As expected 45

Lower 27

Don’t know 10

SOURCE: Newsweek/PSRA poll conducted April 10–11, 2003, N = 1,000.
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Table 5.16
Assessment of U.S. Efforts to Minimize Civilian Casualties in Iraq, 
April–December 2003

“(Now I’m going to read you some goals that 
the United States had in the war with Iraq. For 
each, please tell me whether you think that the 
United States has been successful in that goal.) 
Minimizing Iraqi civilian casualties?”

4/12–
13/2003

(%)

7/26–
28/2003

(%)
12/14/2003 

(%)

Successful 82 68 60

Not successful 11 24 28

Not sure 7 8 12

SOURCE: NBC News/The Wall Street Journal/Hart and Teeter Research poll conducted 
April 12–13, 2003, N = 605; July 26–28, 2003, N = 1,007; and December 14, 2003,
N = 512.

casualties.12 In a similar vein, only 39–43 percent told Zogby Interna-
tional that they would support the war if it meant thousands of Iraq 
civilian casualties (Zogby International polls conducted February 6–8, 
2003, N = 1,002, and March 14–15, 2003, N = 1,129).

Table 5.17 reports a question asked by the Los Angeles Times
that asked respondents whether a war to depose Saddam would still 
be successful if it involved various hypothesized numbers of civilian 
casualties.

The data in Table 5.17 suggest that if support depended solely on 
the question of civilian casualties, majority support for the war might 
be lost at about 500 Iraqi civilian deaths.13

Figure 5.8 plots these data as the percentages that said that they 
would consider the war a success at each level of hypothesized civilian 
casualties. The figure suggests that the relationship between judgments

12 The question was, “Suppose U.S. military action in Iraq would result in substantial Iraqi 
civilian casualties; then would you favor or oppose the United States taking military action 
against Iraq?” and was asked September 2–5, 2002, N = 937; October 3–5, 2002, N = 668; 
October 27–31, 2002, N = 1,018; February 10–12, 2003, N = 747; and March 7–9, 2003,
N = 1,010. The percentage saying they would still favor military action ranged from 46 to 
50 percent.
13 That is, the 14 percent who were willing to accept an unlimited number of civilian deaths, 
plus the 10 percent who said more than 5,000, plus the 6 percent who said up to 5,000, plus 
the 8 percent who said up to 1,000, plus the 13 percent who said up to 500.
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Table 5.17
War in Iraq Successful if Civilian Casualties? Early April 2003

“Would you say the war in Iraq was successful if it removed Saddam 
Hussein from power and fewer than 100 Iraqi civilians were killed in battle, 
or would you not say it was successful in that case? (If Yes, ask:) Would you 
still say it was successful if up to 500 Iraqi civilians were killed in battle? 
(If Yes, ask:) Up to 1,000? (If Yes, ask:) Up to 5,000? (If Yes, ask:) Would 
you say that the military action against Iraq has been successful if Saddam 
Hussein was removed from power, no matter what it costs in Iraqi civilian 
casualties?” Percent

Not successful 18

Up to 100 18

Up to 500 13

Up to 1,000 8

Up to 5,000 6

More than 5,000 but not unlimited 10

Unlimited 14

Don’t know 13

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted April 2–3, 2003, N = 745.

about success and civilian casualties is an entirely sensible demandlike 
function: The percentage saying the war would be successful declines 
as the hypothesized number of civilian casualties increases. This phe-
nomenon also has been observed in many past public opinion ques-
tions that have asked about prospective support for U.S. military oper-
ations contingent upon various hypothesized numbers of U.S. military 
casualties (Larson, 1996a; Larson and Savych, 2005a).

Nevertheless, there also is some evidence that most Americans did 
not have a particularly good idea of how many Iraqi civilians might 
have died, and that beliefs about civilian deaths did not in any case 
affect support for the war.

Polling by the PIPA and Knowledge Networks in March and 
August 2004 asked respondents to estimate the number of Iraqi civil-
ian casualties. On average, the median estimate of civilian deaths esti-
mated in March 2003 was 800 Iraqi civilians killed, and the median
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Figure 5.8
Belief That War Would Be a Success Given Hypothesized Civilian Casualties, 
Early April 2003
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SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted April 2–3, 2003, N = 745.
NOTE: Question read, ”Would you say the war in Iraq was successful if it removed
Saddam Hussein from power and fewer than 100 Iraqi civilians were killed in battle, or
would you not say it was successful in that case? (If Yes, ask:) Would you still say it was 
successful if up to 500 Iraqi civilians were killed in battle? (If Yes, ask:) Up to 1,000? (If 
Yes, ask:) Up to 5,000? (If Yes, ask:) Would you say that the military action against Iraq 
has been successful if Saddam Hussein was removed from power, no matter what it 
costs in Iraqi civilian casualties?”
RAND MG441-5.8

estimate in August 2004 was 2,000, well below the prevailing estimates 
of civilian losses during major combat operations that were described 
at the beginning of this chapter (PIPA and Knowledge Networks, 
2004). Their study also showed that those who estimated higher num-
bers of civilian fatalities were not significantly less likely to support the 
war than those who estimated lower numbers of casualties (PIPA and 
Knowledge Networks, 2004).

This suggests both that Americans have had great difficulties esti-
mating Iraqi civilian losses in the war in Iraq and that the relation-
ship between support and beliefs about civilian casualties may depend 
on the structure and wording of the question, especially whether the 
question cues the respondent with a growing number of hypothetical 
casualties.

The result also contrasts starkly with the polling data from the 
1991 Gulf War that was presented earlier, in which the public’s esti-
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mates of Iraqi civilian deaths generally were in line with Iraqi claims 
and press reporting at the time.14

Statistical Results. Some, although not all, of the data presented 
above suggest that beliefs about civilian casualties played a role in pro-
spective support or opposition to the war.

To better assess the importance of civilian casualties in support 
for the war, we estimated multivariate statistical models using two
respondent-level datasets from polling by ABC News and The Washing-
ton Post. Our model for the March 20, 2003, ABC News/The Washing-
ton Post poll correctly predicted support or opposition for 79 percent 
of the respondents, and our model for the ABC News/The Washington 
Post poll of April 3, 2003, did nearly as well, predicting support or 
opposition for the war for 78 percent of the respondents.

In the first model, the most important predictors of support were 
as follows, in declining order of importance (valence of coefficients in 
parentheses):

self-identification as a Democrat (–)
the belief that the United States had vital interests in Iraq (+)
the belief that the United States should strike in areas where civil-
ians might be killed (+)
the belief that there would be a significant number of U.S. mili-
tary casualties (–)
self-identification as a political Independent (–).

Neither sex nor the belief that the United States had good pros-
pects for a short war attained statistical significance in the model.

For our second model, all the variables attained statistical signifi-
cance, with the exception of sex. The most important predictors of sup-
port or opposition in this model were as follows, in declining order:

self-identification as a Democrat (–)
optimism about how well the war was going (+)

14 Just after the Al Firdos bunker bombing, civilian deaths generally were estimated to be 
in the hundreds to thousands, and 44 percent of those polled thought that hundreds of Iraqi 
civilians had been killed, and another 37 percent thought that thousands had been killed.

•
•
•

•

•

•
•
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the belief that the war could be justified even if weapons of mass 
destruction were not found (+)
status as a self-identified Independent (–)
the civilian casualties variable—whether the United States was 
doing enough to avoid civilian casualties (+).

The least important predictor in the model—although still statis-
tically significant—was respondents’ beliefs about the likelihood of a 
significant number of U.S. military casualties.

This is reasonably strong confirmatory evidence that civilian 
casualties were a second-order consideration in decisions to support or 
oppose the war in Iraq; the question that mentioned civilian casualties 
is a poor one for judging the importance of civilian casualties in sup-
port for the war.

Antiwar Demonstrations. As suggested by Figure 5.9, which 
reports the number of major newspaper and television news reports 
on antiwar demonstrations, antiwar protest activity grew during the 
run-up to the war and peaked in the early days after the war began on 
March 19, 2003.15

Early in the war, antiwar protests took place in Washington, D.C., 
San Francisco, Los Angeles, Boston, St. Louis, and other American 
cities (Tomsho, 2003; “War with Iraq,” 2003; Hernandez and Hymon, 
2003; Fernandez, 2003), and at the end of March, an estimated 15,000 
took part in an antiwar protest in Boston and about 500 people ral-
lied in San Francisco in a demonstration in support of the war (James, 
2003). Protest activity tapered off dramatically in April, and seemed 
to all but disappear with the conclusion of military operations in early 
May.

15 Antiwar demonstrations were widely reported in the press at the end of 2002, for example 
(O’Neill, 2002). Several large demonstrations were held worldwide on February 15 (Hor-
rock, 2003; Garofoli and May, 2003; Marks, Popham, and Gumbel, 2003). Finally, as war 
approached, large antiwar demonstrations took place worldwide on March 15, and included 
protest activity in Washington, D.C., and San Francisco (see CNN, 2003). The peak in 
major television news reporting on protest activity was 28 stories on March 22, nearly twice 
the 15 stories on antiwar activity on March 21.

•

•
•
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Figure 5.9
Reporting on Antiwar Demonstrations in Major U.S. Media, 
August 2002–March 2004
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” and “antiwar demonstration,” “antiwar protest,” or “
antiwar rally” in The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York
Times, The Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and 
NBC News.
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Foreign Media and Public Opinion

Foreign Media. In most respects, foreign media reporting seems 
to have behaved much as U.S. reporting did: growing attention to Iraq 
as war approached, with a peak in reporting at the time combat opera-
tions began. Figures 5.10 and 5.11 present data on the number of sto-
ries with Iraq in the title in selected foreign media.16

Figure 5.10 shows reporting by AFP and describes a fairly dra-
matic increase in reporting on Iraq at the time of President Bush’s Sep-
tember 2002 speech to the United Nations in which he challenged the 
UN to bring Iraq to account for its violations of past UN resolutions. 
All three sources in the figure showed increased reporting until their

16 Because searches for “Iraq” in the full text of articles routinely exceeded the 1,000-record 
limit for reporting results in LexisNexis, we searched for “Iraq” in the title only.
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Figure 5.10
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Iraq, August 2002–March 2004
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in AFP, TASS, and Xinhua.
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peaks in March 2003 when the war began, and an equally dramatic 
fall-off thereafter. Figure 5.11, which plots data for three other foreign 
media outlets, shows a very similar pattern.

To better understand the prevalence of the topic over time, we 
counted the number of articles that mentioned both Iraq and civil-
ian casualties in AFP, The Guardian, Xinhua, and TASS during three 
periods: the run-up to the war from August 2002 to March 18, 2003; 
major combat operations, from March 19 to May 1, 2003; and the 
postcombat stability operations, from May 2, 2003, through March 
2004 (Figure 5.12).

Figure 5.12 shows, as expected—and as was the case with the 
U.S. media reporting—that civilian casualties were most frequently 
mentioned during the combat phase of operations. The higher levels 
of media attention to the issue of civilian casualties would have been 
expected to increase its salience to foreign publics.



188    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Figure 5.11
Selected Foreign Media Reporting on Iraq, August 2002–March 2004
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” in The Guardian, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 
(Germany), and La Stampa (Italy).
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Foreign Public Opinion. World opinion generally was against any 
U.S. war in Iraq that lacked UNSC authorization.

The Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes survey of 21 publics 
in April and May 2003 found that majorities in only three of the pub-
lics in the U.S. coalition—the United States (74 percent), the United 
Kingdom (61 percent), and Australia (59 percent)—thought their 
nation had made the right decision to use military force against Iraq; a 
majority (59 percent) of Spanish thought it had been the wrong deci-
sion.17 And where a large majority (83 percent) of Kuwaitis thought 
that it had been the right decision to make bases available to the 
U.S. coalition, 63 percent of Turks thought it had been the wrong

17 The Pew Research Center poll asked, “On the subject of Iraq, did (survey country) make 
the right decision or the wrong decision to use military force against Iraq?” (Pew Research 
Center for the People and the Press, 2003b).
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Figure 5.12
Mentions of Iraq and Civilian Casualties in Selected Foreign Media by 
Period
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral 
damage” in AFP, The Guardian, TASS, and Xinhua. 
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decision.18 Large majorities in 14 other countries (Canada, Brazil, 
France, Germany, Italy, Russia, South Korea, Indonesia, Nigeria, Paki-
stan, Lebanon, Jordan, Morocco, and Israel) thought their countries 
had made the right decision to stay out of the war.19

The relatively high simple correlation (r = 0.53) between the total 
percentages supporting the war in Iraq in 21 countries and the belief 
that the United States tried very hard to avoid civilian casualties pro-
vides some empirical basis for believing that, like Americans’, foreign 

18 The Pew Research Center poll asked, “On the subject of Iraq, did (survey country) make 
the right decision or the wrong decision to allow the U.S. and its allies to use bases for mili-
tary action in Iraq?”
19 Some discussion of the role of the war in Iraq on South Korean sentiment toward the 
United States can be found in Larson et al. (2004).
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publics’ support for and opposition to the war also was related to beliefs 
about the efforts the U.S. coalition was making to avoid civilian casu-
alties; it would be useful to test this relationship at the respondent 
level.20

Antiwar Demonstrations. Anecdotally, antiwar demonstrations 
abroad seem to have peaked in the first days of the war, again in late 
March several days after the marketplace incident, and then again in 
mid-April.21

In the first two weeks of the war, demonstrations took place in 
Canada, Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Greece, the Netherlands, Ire-
land, Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Russia, South Korea, China, Japan, 
Malaysia, Chile, Venezuela, Egypt, Jordan, Pakistan, India, Indone-
sia, Cyprus, and other locations (Renfrew, 2003; Vidal and Branigan, 
2003; Ford, 2003; Bernstein, 2003; Moulson, 2003; Linton, 2003; 
Cran, 2003). Boycotts of American goods also were organized. Another 
round of protests took place on April 12 in more than 40 countries, 
including New Zealand, Japan, South Korea, Italy, Greece, France, 
Germany, Iran, India, and Bangladesh (Simon O’Hagan, 2003). Pro-
tests in the United Kingdom reportedly declined in size following the 
rally in British support for the war once it was under way, and the num-
bers attending Australian demonstrations reportedly also had fallen by 
mid-April.22

With this overview of media reporting, public opinion, and anti-
war demonstrations related to Iraq concluded, we now turn to the 
March 26, 2003, marketplace incident in Baghdad.

20 At the time this research was being completed, the Pew Research Center had not as yet 
released the dataset for its May 2003 poll. Although it is not clear the extent to which civilian 
casualties might have contributed to the decline, the belief that NATO was essential to their 
country’s security fell 11 points between July 2002 and April 2003 in France, three points in 
Germany, seven points in Italy, and 13 points in the United Kingdom (Eichenberg, 2003b, 
pp. 651–654).
21 The question asked was, “On the subject of Iraq, did (survey country) make the right 
decision or the wrong decision to not use military force against Iraq?” A “wrong decision” 
response was an indication of support for the war.
22 Images of British soldiers who had been executed apparently played a role in the Britons’ 
rally. Australian demonstrations are described in Deutsche Presse-Agentur (2003).
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The Marketplace Incident

Background on the Incident

On March 26, 2003, Iraq claimed that a coalition missile fell on a 
Baghdad marketplace, killing 14 and injuring more than 30 civilians.23

By March 28, Iraqi officials were claiming that at least 35 people, and 
possibly as many as 58, had been killed in the incident (“At Least 35 
Died in Marketplace Blast,” 2003).

Table 5.18 summarizes the postincident media reporting and offi-
cial statements in the immediate aftermath of the incident.

Table 5.18
Postincident Timeline for March 26, 2003, Marketplace Incident

Media Reporting Highlights Official Handling Highlights

3/26
0300–0330: Incident occurs
0500: CNN Daybreak airs; Nippon Hoso 
Kyokai (NHK) breaking news from 
Reuters
0523: Deutsche Presse-Agentur 
reporting
0700: CBS airs Early Show; ABC airs 
Good Morning America
0800: Al-Jazeera and NBC News 
reporting
1700: CNN airs Wolf Blitzer Reports
1830: CBS Evening News and NBC 
Nightly News air
2100: CBS airs 60 Minutes II and CNN
airs Larry King Live
2200: CNN airs Newsnight with Aaron 
Brown

3/26
0936: UN Secretary-General Annan 
calls on “all belligerents” to protect 
civilians and prisoners of war
0805: CENTCOM daily press briefing 
takes questions
1300: CENTCOM says civilian damage 
possible from strikes on surface-to-air 
missiles (SAMs)
1500: Arab League and 115 nonaligned 
countries call for emergency session 
of UNSC
1531: DoD holds news briefing; UK 
Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Hoon is 
questioned in Parliament

3/27
0706: CENTCOM daily press briefing 
takes questions

3/28
0707: CENTCOM daily press briefing 
takes questions

NOTE: All times are Eastern.

23 See Goldenberg (2003). Goldenberg’s story claims that two U.S. bombs were reported to 
have fallen.
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As suggested by the media reporting timeline, news of the inci-
dent spread to U.S. and foreign media fairly quickly and occasioned a 
great deal of high-level official attention to the incident by the United 
States and others.

For the purposes of the U.S. coalition, the matter seems to have 
been laid to rest on March 27, when MG Stanley A. McChrystal, vice 
director for Operations, J-3, Joint Staff, denied that U.S. bombs or 
missiles had been dropped or fired in the area of the Sha’ab district (see 
Figure 5.13):

There are recent press reports that coalition forces bombed a mar-
ketplace in Baghdad. Coalition forces did not target a market-
place, nor were any bombs or missiles dropped or fired in the dis-
trict outlined in blue on this image. And that’s called the Sha’ab 
district. The [innermost] circle in the center for reference contains 
the presidential palace. Gives you a feel where we are. We’ll con-
tinue to look and see if we missed anything, but another explana-
tion could be the triple-A fire or surface-to-air missile that missed 
its target, fell back into the marketplace area. (DoD, 2003)

In retrospect, the cause of the deaths in the marketplace appears 
to have been Iraqi antiaircraft munitions that fell back to earth.24

U.S. Media and Public Opinion Responses

U.S. Media. As measured by major U.S. television and newspaper 
stories, reporting on civilian casualties actually had risen in the days 
preceding the incident and dropped off within a day or two of the inci-
dent (Figure 5.14). The conclusion we draw is that, while the March 26 
marketplace incident may have helped to sustain civilian casualties as a 
topic of U.S. media news reporting, reporting does not appear to have 
increased as a result of the incident.

U.S. Public Opinion. As described, several key attitudes—
including the belief, held by more than eight in ten, that the U.S.

24 This was the conclusion of a number of participants at a November 8–9, 2004, Harvard 
University Carr Center for Human Rights conference in Washington, D.C., titled “Measur-
ing the Humanitarian Impact of War” (Carr Center for Human Rights Policy, 2004).



Operation Iraqi Freedom (Iraq, 2003–)    193

Figure 5.13
High-Altitude Diagram Used by MG McChrystal

military was doing its best to avoid civilian casualties—remained 
favorable throughout the war and showed no change in the immediate 
aftermath of the March 26 incident. Nor did the marketplace incident 
occasion any change in support or the moral justification for the war 
in Iraq.

Table 5.19 suggests that support for the war and the belief that the 
war was morally justified actually may have increased after the attack, 
although the increases in support were not statistically significant, and 
the questions on the moral justification for the war were asked by dif-
ferent polling organizations using different wording.

We also compared responses to a number of questions that were 
asked about war fatigue and the sorts of emotions that respondents 
were having about the war, asked in the Pew Research Center’s March 
20–27 polling (Table 5.20).
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Figure 5.14
Reporting on Civilian Casualties, Marketplace Incident
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As shown, some of the responses suggest that war fatigue may 
have grown after the incident, although this fatigue could just as easily 
have been the result of reporting on the tough fighting that was going 
on at the time (Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, 
2003a); as described previously, however, even if fatigue was setting in, 
there were no apparent effects on support for the war.

We also compared confidence in the U.S. military and press 
before and after the incident (Table 5.21), and found that confidence in 
the military may have grown, while confidence in the press may have 
declined; whether the marketplace incident played any role in these 
changes cannot be determined.
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Table 5.19
Approval Before and After March 26 Marketplace Incident

Survey Before After Change

Approve Military Action

“Do you approve or disapprove of the 
United States taking military action 
against Iraq to try to remove Saddam 
Hussein from power?” (CBS News/The 
New York Times)

N = 427 N = 868

3/24/2003 3/26–27/2003

75% 77% +2%

“Do you support or oppose the United 
States taking military action to disarm 
Iraq and remove Iraqi President Saddam 
Hussein? (If Support/Oppose, ask:) Is 
that strongly support/oppose or only 
somewhat support/oppose?” (Fox News/
Opinion Dynamics)

N = 900 N = 900

3/25–26/2003 4/8–9/2003

78% 81% +3%

War Morally Justified

“Regardless of whether you think the 
U.S. (United States) should or should not 
use ground troops to remove Saddam 
Hussein from power, do you think the 
United States would be morally justified 
or morally unjustified if it sends troops 
into Iraq to remove Hussein from power?” 
(Time/CNN/Harris poll conducted January 
15–16, 2003, N = 1,010)

66%

“Do you think the United States action in 
Iraq is morally justified, or not?” (Gallup/
CNN/USA Today poll conducted March 
29–30, 2003, N = 1,012)

73%

Antiwar Demonstrations. To understand the prevalence of anti-
war demonstrations before and after the March 26 marketplace inci-
dent, we simply counted the number of major newspaper and television 
news reports on antiwar demonstrations in the week before and after 
the incident. The results—major newspaper reporting on antiwar dem-
onstrations grew from 17 to 19 stories, while television news reporting 
fell from 14 to five stories—do not suggest that the incident increased 
antiwar activity.25

25 The number of news reports on antiwar demonstrations in major newspapers (The New 
York Times, The Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, The Wall Street Journal, and The Chris-
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Table 5.20
Fatigue Before and After March 26 Marketplace Incident

Survey Before (%) After (%) Change (%)

“Have you felt yourself depressed by the war in Iraq?”

Yes, depressed 33 41 +8

“I’d like to ask you a few questions about how you feel when you are watching 
coverage of the war on TV. For each statement that I read tell me if you strongly 
agree, agree, disagree or strongly disagree. [ROTATE. READ STATEMENT]
[% strongly agreeing]”

I can’t stop watching the news 11 8 –3

I feel sad when watching 17 21 +4

It’s frightening to watch 13 13 —

It tires me out to watch 7 10 +3

The war doesn’t seem real 7 7 —

SOURCES: Pew Research Center poll conducted March 20–25, 2003, N = 1,600, and 
March 28–April 1, 2003, N = 674.

Table 5.21
Confidence in U.S. Military and Press Before and After March 26 
Marketplace Incident

Survey Before (%) After (%) Change (%)

“How much confidence do you have that the U.S. military is giving the public an 
accurate picture of how the war is going?”

Great deal/fair amount 83 86 +3

“How much confidence do you have that the press is giving the public an accurate 
picture of how the war is going?”

Great deal/fair amount 85 79 –6

SOURCES: Pew Research Center poll conducted March 20–24, 2003, N = 1,495; March 
25–27, 2003, N = 539.

tian Science Monitor) increased from 17 the week before the incident to 19 the week after the 
incident, while the number of news reports in major television news (ABC, CBS, CNN, and 
NBC) fell from 14 reports in the week preceding the incident to five stories in the week after 
the incident.
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Foreign Media and Public Opinion Responses

We now turn to the foreign media and public reactions to the inci-
dents.

Foreign Media. Following the marketplace incident, the extremely 
critical reporting on the war in Iraq that had characterized most for-
eign media reporting simply continued;26 the data suggest that there 
was a fairly dramatic increase in reporting on civilian casualties in Iraq 
in AFP, while TASS and Xinhua continued to report on the subject at 
approximately the same levels that preceded the incident (Figure 5.15). 
Anecdotally, commentary in the Arabic press was particularly critical 
(Harman, 2003; Murphy, 2003; Shadid, 2003; Trofimov, 2003; Wax, 
2003; Wax and Morello, 2003).

Unfavorable reporting seems to have dominated the Chinese and 
Russian press, for example, and in Germany and much of the Arab 
world, the press played to the public’s general opposition to the war 
by playing up civilian casualties, fiercer than expected Iraqi resistance, 
and apparent U.S. military setbacks.27 Criticism of the war in Turk-
ish media reporting, and across much of the Arab world, was wither-
ing even before the incident (Bernstein, 2003), and, according to some

26 See, for example, Jaulmes (2003). FBIS cited an Iraqi interview with Peter Arnett, an 
NBC correspondent in Baghdad that was described as follows:

Arnette [sic] appreciates the “courtesy” of the Iraqi people and the cooperation of the 
Iraqi Ministry of Information over the past 12 years. He notes that there is domestic 
opposition to the war in the United States. He describes Baghdad as a city of “disci-
pline.” He adds that the increasing civilian casualties pose a challenge to the “American 
policy.” He contends that the “American Administration misjudged the resolve of the 
Iraqi forces.” That is why a new war plan is being prepared, Arnette [sic] says. (FBIS, 
2003a)

Egyptian media were said not to focus much on Iraqi civilian casualties (FBIS, 2003b). An 
editorial in the Tehran Times claimed that Iraqi civilians were the main victims in the war 
(see “Perspective: Civilians Main Victims of War in Iraq,” 2003).
27 European media reporting was not uniformly negative, however: The conservative 
German daily Die Welt and the Italian dailies Il Foglio and La Stampa, for example, criticized 
the antiwar protesters (Bernstein, 2003).
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Figure 5.15
Daily Foreign Reporting on Civilian Casualties in Iraq, Marketplace Incident, 
March 19–April 2
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SOURCE: Search for “Iraq” and “civilian casualties,” “civilian deaths,” or “collateral
damage” in AFP, The Guardian, and TASS.
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reports, the Arab media “exploded in anger” in the aftermath of the 
incident.28

Foreign Public Opinion. Two separate polls asked U.S. and for-
eign publics questions about the United States’ efforts to avoid civil-
ian casualties, and the result in each case was quite striking: Whereas 
Americans overwhelmingly believed that the United States tried very 
hard to avoid civilian casualties, many foreign publics generally did not 
(Figures 5.16 and 5.17).

28 The headline in Saudi Arabia’s Al Riyadh, for example, was “Yet another massacre by 
the coalition of invaders” (see Michael Dobbs and Allen, 2003). See also Trofimov (2003). 
A search of Al Ahram, Al Bawaba, Arab News, and Al-Jazeera with the LexisNexis online 
retrieval service did not suggest that there was dramatic increase in reporting on civilian 
deaths in Iraq following the incident.
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Figure 5.16
Belief in 20 Countries That United States Tried Very Hard to Avoid Civilian 
Casualties in Iraq, April–May 2003

SOURCE: Pew Research Center for People and the Press (2005).
NOTE: Question read, “Did the U.S. and its allies try very hard to avoid civilian
casualties in Iraq or didn’t they try hard enough?” 
RAND MG441-5.16
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The Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes survey in April 
and May 2003 (Figure 5.16) found that of the 20 nations it sur-
veyed, majorities in only seven countries—the United States, Israel, 
the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Kuwait, and Italy—thought 
that the United States and its allies had tried very hard to avoid civil-
ian casualties in Iraq; in the same vein, the BBC’s What the World 
Thinks of America survey of 11 nations in May and June 2003 (Figure 
5.17) found that majorities in 10 of the 11 nations thought that the 
United States could do more to avoid civilian casualties: Only there did 
a majority of the respondents say they believed that the United States 
did enough to avoid civilian casualties.
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Figure 5.17
Does the United States Do Enough to Avoid (Civilian) Casualties? 
Results from 11 Countries

SOURCE: ICM Research (2003).
NOTE: Question read, “In military conflicts, do you think the USA does enough to avoid
civilian casualties?” 
RAND MG441-5.17
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The belief that the United States was not doing enough to avoid 
deaths of innocent Iraqis also was prevalent in Iraq itself (Figure 5.18). 
Only 11 percent of Iraqis polled in March and April 2004 felt that the 
United States often tried to keep ordinary Iraqis from being killed or 
wounded during exchanges of gunfire, although the generally pro-U.S. 
Kurds seemed far more predisposed to believe that the U.S. coalition 
was trying avoid civilian casualties than most other Iraqis.

As was the case with the U.S. public opinion data, moreover, 
Iraqis’ attitudes on the question of whether the United States was doing 
enough to avoid civilian deaths appeared to be a fairly good predictor 
of support and opposition.

Chi-squared tests of cross-tabulated data of this question with 
various measures of support for the coalition presence demonstrated a 
statistically significant association between beliefs about U.S. efforts to
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Figure 5.18
Iraqi Beliefs About How Hard the United States Is Trying to Avoid 
Casualties, Spring 2004

SOURCE: USA Today (2005).
NOTE: Question read, ”For each of the following, does it happen a lot, a little or not 
at all? Trying to keep ordinary Iraqis from being killed or wounded during exchanges 
in gunfire?”
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avoid Iraqi casualties and the belief that the U.S. military action in Iraq 
was morally justified,29 that attacks against U.S. forces in Iraq were 
morally justified,30 and judgments regarding when U.S. forces should 

29 Gallup asked, “There are many actions some people as individuals or as groups or states 
do. I will read out to you a number of these acts/events and I would like you to indicate to 
which extent you can personally justify them morally. The U.S.-British military action in 
Iraq.” Eric Nielsen of The Gallup Organization provided all cross-tabulations. As we did not 
have the respondent-level data, we were not able to assess the relative importance of these 
variables in a multivariate statistical model as we were able to do with the U.S. public opinion 
data.
30 Gallup asked, “There are many actions some people as individuals or as groups or states 
do. I will read out to you a number of these acts/events and I would like you to indicate to 
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leave Iraq.31 In all three cases, the statistical significance level was less 
than 0.001.

Antiwar Demonstrations. Although the theme of Iraqi civilian 
deaths appears to have been a prominent one in animating demon-
strators’ opposition to the war, as demonstrations already were under 
way before the March 26 marketplace incident, it is not clear what 
if any impact the incident may have had on these demonstrations.32

Quantitatively, foreign news reporting mentioning antiwar demonstra-
tions was much higher in the week before the March 26 marketplace
incident than the week after, suggesting little or no impact in terms of 
the prevalence of protest activity worldwide.33

Key Lessons

There are a number of interesting lessons to be gleaned from our analy-
sis of the 2003 war in Iraq and the March 26, 2003, marketplace inci-
dent.

First, regarding the United States’ Iraqi adversary, the heavy focus 
on a ground offensive largely outside of Baghdad and the relatively 
rapid collapse of the Baghdad regime probably limited Iraq’s ability to 
either accurately assess the magnitude of Iraqi civilian deaths during 
the war or to exploit the issue by engaging in the sort of media manage-

which extent you can personally justify them morally. Current attacks against U.S. forces 
in Iraq.”
31 Gallup asked, “In your opinion which would you prefer U.S. and British forces to leave: 
Immediately, say in the next few months; They should stay in Iraq for a longer period of time; 
Do not know.”
32 On March 30, four days after the marketplace incident, FBIS covered Iraqi reporting on 
huge antiwar protests in Manama, Bahrain, and similar protests in Iran and Pakistan (FBIS, 
2003a). On April 6, another Iraqi report accented antiwar protests in Jordan, Mauritania, 
and Egypt (FBIS, 2003b).
33 According to data from LexisNexis, the number of European media reports fell from 729 
to 389, Asian reports fell from 633 to 477, and Middle East/Africa media reports fell from 
662 to 519.
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ment and propagandizing on civilian casualties and collateral damage 
that was observed in the 1991 Gulf War.

With respect to the media, U.S. major newspaper and televi-
sion news reporting on civilian casualties was growing even before the 
March 26 marketplace incident. Although the incident was reported 
prominently, there is little evidence that it dramatically affected sub-
sequent coverage of the issue, however. And of the three foreign news 
reporting sources we examined, only one (AFP) showed a dramatic 
increase in reporting on civilian casualties after the incident.

From a public opinion perspective, for a number of reasons, the 
evidence suggests much greater American sensitivity to civilian casual-
ties in Operation Iraqi Freedom than in Operation Desert Storm 12 
years earlier. Americans seem to have been acutely aware both of the 
prevalence of opposition to the war outside the “coalition of the will-
ing,” and the burdens and responsibilities inherent in conducting a 
war without a UNSC resolution providing explicit authorization for 
the war. That said, for most Americans, concern about civilian deaths 
appears to have been of secondary importance in judgments regard-
ing whether or not to support the war, and a majority of Americans 
expressed the belief that the U.S. military was doing everything that it 
could to minimize civilian casualties. Foreign publics outside the so-
called “coalition of the willing” generally appear to have opposed the 
war in principle, and appear to have judged harshly the United States’ 
efforts to minimize Iraqi civilian casualties. Notably, these harsh judg-
ments included the Iraqis themselves.

For U.S. military leaders and policymakers, the efforts to acquaint 
the public and press with the procedures that were being used to avoid 
civilian casualties, and the general tenor in which claims of civilian 
casualties were handled—disputing claims that seemed to lack founda-
tion, while expressing regret for those that might have merit—appears 
to have resonated well with the American public, but failed to do so 
with foreign publics. Why this should be so is addressed in the next, 
and final, chapter. 
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CHAPTER SIX

Implications and Conclusions

As described in the case studies, concern about and sensitivity to civil-
ian casualties has varied somewhat across past U.S. military operations: 
Of those we examined, sensitivity appears to have been highest in the 
war in Kosovo after the Chinese embassy incident, lowest in the 1991 
Gulf War and 2001 war in Afghanistan, and somewhere in between in 
the 2003 war in Iraq.

Subject to the limiting condition that there may be significant 
differences in the sensitivity to civilian casualties that hinge on beliefs 
about the specific merits of each military operation, there also is some 
evidence that concern about civilian casualties may be growing at home 
and abroad (Figure 6.1).

Figure 6.1 reports the annual frequency with which civilian casu-
alties have been mentioned in official briefings, news conferences, and 
other official U.S. government activities, as well as the Congressional 
Record. The figure shows that civilian casualties have increasingly been 
a topic of official Washington, especially during wartime.

One reason for the growing attention to civilian casualties in the 
press and the public may be the role that NGOs have played in bring-
ing attention to the issue: Since 1990, NGOs increasingly have been 
mentioned in news reporting on wars and military operations (see 
Figure 6.2).
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Figure 6.1
Annual Mentions of Civilian Casualties by Opinion Leaders, 1990–2003
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Figure 6.2
Major U.S. Media Reporting on War and Selected NGOs, 1990–2003
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Figure 6.2 shows that official commentary on civilian casualties 
was much higher in the 1999 war in Kosovo than in the 1991 Gulf 
War, which comports with the general impression that one would 
reach in comparing those two case studies. The frequency with which 
NGOs have been mentioned in connection with war or military issues 
has, moreover, been increasing over the long term, punctuated by 
spikes in several years: The 1994 peak in television reporting prob-
ably is accountable to he genocide in Rwanda and Russian activities in 
Chechnya, that in 1999–2000 largely accountable to NATO action in 
Kosovo, and that in 2002 to U.S. action in Afghanistan and possible 
action in Iraq.

Figure 6.3 suggests that U.S. media reporting on antiwar demon-
strations has peaked during periods when the United States was con-
ducting major wars or military operations—the 1991 Gulf War, the 
1999 war in Kosovo, and the 2003 war in Iraq—also shown, the high 
point in the series was Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003.

Figure 6.3
Annual Mentions of Antiwar Demonstrations in U.S. Major Media 
Reporting, 1990–2003

RAND MG441-6.3

SOURCE: Search for “antiwar demonstration,” “antiwar protest,” or “antiwar rally” in
The Christian Science Monitor, Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, The Wall
Street Journal, The Washington Post, ABC News, CBS News, CNN, and NBC News. 
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We also found that there was a moderately high correlation 
between the annual number of stories mentioning civilian casualties 
and those mentioning antiwar demonstrations in U.S. major newspa-
pers and major television news reporting, no doubt due to the fact that 
they each had a common cause: a U.S. war or military operation.1 Put 
another way, war generates media reporting on both civilian casualties 
and antiwar protest activity.

As shown in Chapter One, the pattern of U.S. and foreign press 
reporting on civilian casualties also suggests increased concern about 
civilian casualties over the years. Taken together, these various trends 
suggest not only that concern about civilian casualties in wartime is 
likely to continue but that it also may be growing in importance, espe-
cially outside the United States, as evidenced both by the more dra-
matic growth in foreign news reporting on civilian casualties (Figures 
1.1 and 1.2), which would be expected to increase the salience of the 
issue, and by the far less prevalent belief within foreign publics that 
the United States actually makes enough of an effort to avoid civilian 
casualties during its military operations.

The Military: A Highly Credible Institution

As described in this monograph, Americans and others believe that it is 
important to minimize civilian casualties in U.S. military operations, 
and fully expect the U.S. military to make efforts to do so.

1 The correlation between the number of annual stories mentioning civilian casualties and 
those mentioning antiwar demonstrations in the major U.S. newspapers was 0.68; the cor-
relation for major U.S. television news reporting was a 0.56. Nevertheless, a search for stories 
containing references both to civilian casualties and to antiwar demonstrations turned up 
few such stories. Only in 2003 were there a reasonably large number of stories mentioning 
both antiwar demonstrations and civilian casualties: We found 42 co-occurrences in TV 
news reporting in 2003, which constituted only about 8 percent of the TV news stories on 
antiwar demonstrations and suggests that civilian casualties were not a terribly prominent 
theme in the demonstrations, or at least the reporting on them was not. All told, we found 
only five major TV news stories in 1991 that mentioned civilian casualties and antiwar dem-
onstrations (the year of the Gulf War), another five in 1999 (the year of the war in Kosovo), 
one story in 2002 (the second year of operations in Afghanistan), and 42 stories in 2003 (the 
year that Operation Iraqi Freedom began).
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In fact, the results reported in the preceding chapters suggest that 
the principal connection between support for U.S. military operations 
and civilian casualties is the belief that the United States is making 
serious efforts to avoid civilian casualties: Those who hold this belief 
are more likely to support U.S. military operations than those who 
do not, and this result holds both in the American public and foreign 
publics. Moreover, in the one case we examined in which a civilian 
casualty incident may have reduced support—the Chinese embassy 
bombing in the air war in Kosovo—both the belief that the U.S. mili-
tary was being careful enough and support for the war appear to have 
declined together.

Substantial majorities of Americans have consistently expressed 
the belief that the U.S. military and its coalition partners were making 
all necessary efforts to avoid civilian casualties and that the casual-
ties that resulted, while regrettable, ultimately were unavoidable con-
sequences of war. By comparison, only a small minority of Americans 
usually has held the view that the U.S. military was making inadequate 
efforts to avoid civilian deaths. This finding suggests that the argument 
that the American public has unreasonably high expectations for zero-
casualty warfare is exactly wrong: In fact, most Americans appear to have 
a fairly realistic view of the possibilities for eliminating civilian casualties 
entirely from modern warfare.

Compared to U.S. audiences, the view that the United States is 
making sufficient efforts to avoid civilian casualties has been far less 
prevalent within foreign publics, though it is not clear whether skep-
ticism abroad about U.S. efforts to avoid civilian casualties leads to 
opposition to U.S. military operations or whether the causal arrow is 
the other way around. As was described here, there is much that we 
still do not know about foreign attitudes toward U.S. military opera-
tions and what factors go into their decisions to support or oppose U.S. 
operations.

Stepping back from the civilian casualties issue, it seems reason-
able to conclude that the high level of trust Americans have that the 
U.S. military is trying to avoid civilian deaths may in part be account-
able to the high levels of confidence that most Americans express in the 
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U.S. military and its leadership and the high level of credibility that 
serving military officers have with the U.S. public.

Figure 6.4 presents data from Gallup on the percentage who have 
said they have a great deal or a lot of confidence in the U.S. military 
as an institution in American society, and data from Harris on the 
percentage who said they had a great deal of confidence in military 
leaders.

Figure 6.4 shows that there has been a mild upward trend in the 
regard for the military and its leaders since the Vietnam War, but also 
some variation: notably, an ephemeral peak during the 1991 Gulf War, 
followed by a flattening out and some turbulence during the peace 
operations of the 1990s and then a return to the overall upward trend 
in recent years. In the most recent period, the military has been said to 
enjoy the highest levels of confidence among the American public since

Figure 6.4
Percent Saying They Have a “Great Deal” or “Quite a Lot” of Confidence in 
Military, 1971–2005
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the early Vietnam War era.2 Nevertheless, a decline of eight points 
between June 2003 and May 2004 is evident in Gallup’s polling, and 
there has been a decline of 15 points between December 2002 and Feb-
ruary 2005 in Harris’ polling.3

As suggested by the data on confidence in the military presented 
in Figure 6.4, however, the regard in which the military are held, while 
growing over the last dozen or so years, also has been subject to dis-
turbances, with peaks occurring at the time of popular and successful 
military operations and downturns occurring during unpopular and 
unsuccessful operations and military scandals.4

By comparison, Figure 6.5 shows that most other U.S. institu-
tions do not fare nearly as well as the military, which, for a great many 
years has been the top-rated institution in American society.5

Indeed, the percentage of Americans who said they had a great 
deal of confidence in the military in May 2004 was half again that for 
the presidency, nearly twice that for organized religion, and 2.5 times 
the percentage for television news, newspapers, and Congress.

Although military officers are judged to tell the truth no more 
often than average men and women, as might be expected, when it 
comes to the use of force, the American public find senior military

2 There do not appear to be many studies of the factors that have been associated with 
Americans’ changing level of confidence in the military (Paul, 2002).
3 Although it is difficult to say with certainty, this is possibly due to allegations that U.S. 
military personnel were abusing Iraqi inmates at the Abu Ghraib prison that emerged in 
early May 2004, and allegations about prisoner treatment at Guantanamo (Saad, 2004). 
Sixty-three percent of those polled by ABC News in late May 2004 said that torture was not 
an acceptable policy, while 51 percent said that the U.S. government, as a matter of policy, 
was doing it anyway (ABC News, 2004).
4 Gallup’s analysis of its 1997 polling on confidence in U.S. institutions attributed the 1997 
downturn in the public’s confidence rating for the military to sex scandals involving serving 
military officers and enlisted personnel. The 2004 analysis attributed the sharp downturn in 
regard for churches and organized religion in 2002 to the sexual abuse scandals plaguing the 
Catholic church at that time (Newport, 1997; Saad 2004).
5 See, for example, Chambers (2000), McAneny (1999), Newport (2001, 2002, 2003).
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Figure 6.5
Americans’ Confidence in Institutions, June 2003

SOURCE: Gallup poll conducted May 21–23, 2004, N = 1,002.
NOTE: Question read, “I am going to read you a list of institutions in American society.
Please tell me how much confidence you, yourself, have in each one—a great deal,
quite a lot, some, or very little.” 
RAND MG441-6.5

80706050403020100

Percent

Great deal Quite a lot

In
st

it
u

ti
o

n

HMOs
Big business

Congress
Newspapers

Television news
Organized labor

The criminal justice system
The public schools

The church or organized religion
The medical system

The U.S. Supreme Court
The presidency

Banks
The police

The military

officials and civilian officials in national security positions to be highly 
credible (Table 6.1).6

Table 6.1 reports that the average credibility score (out of 100) on 
the use of force for high-level military officers was around 80, higher

6 Polling by Harris in November 2002 found 65 percent who said that they would gener-
ally trust military officers to tell the truth. In comparison, the percentages who said they 
would generally trust members of other groups were as follows: teachers (80 percent); doc-
tors (77 percent); professors (75 percent); police officers (69 percent); scientists (68 percent); 
the president, judges, civil servants, and ordinary men and women (65 percent each); clergy 
members or priests (64 percent); accountants (55 percent); bankers (51 percent); television 
newscasters (46 percent); pollsters (44 percent); journalists (39 percent); members of Con-
gress (35 percent); trade union leaders (30 percent); lawyers (24 percent); and stockbrokers 
(23 percent) (Harris poll conducted November 14–18, 2002, N = 1,010). It is worth noting 
that many or even most of the highest-ranked individuals in Table 6.1, military experts, are 
former military officers.
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Table 6.1
Credibility Scores of Various Sources from National Credibility Index

Rank Information Source Mean Rating

1 Military affairs expert 81.2

2 Secretary of Defense 80.4

3 Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff 80.4

4 Foreign policy expert 79.0

5 High-ranking military officer 77.7

6 National Security Advisor 75.5

7 Secretary of State 74.4

8 U.S. United Nations Ambassador 74.4

9 Member of the armed forces 72.5

10 Representative of national veterans group 71.4

11 U.S. President 69.6

12 U.S. Vice President 69.3

13 Member of U.S. Senate 67.1

14 Member of U.S. House of Representatives 66.3

15 Representative of a human rights organization 57.0

16 National religious leader 55.5

17 Major newspaper/magazine reporter 53.2

18 National civil rights leader 52.6

19 National syndicated columnist 52.2

20 Local religious leader 51.9

21 Ordinary citizen 51.4

22 TV network anchor 51.0

23 Student activist 36.9

24 TV/radio talk show host 35.6

25 Famous entertainer 27.6

SOURCE: Public Relations Society of America (undated).
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than that of most other groups. By comparison, the credibility of those 
who might criticize the military on the moral conduct of a military 
operation—including reporters, members of human rights organiza-
tions, religious leaders, student activists, and entertainers—are judged 
as having much lower levels of credibility on issues related to the use 
of force.

Taken together, one should expect that in public debates regard-
ing the conduct of a military operation—including in the aftermath of 
civilian casualty incidents—the competence and expertise that senior 
military and civilian leaders bring to issues related to the use of force 
are likely to confer a higher level of credibility than many of their crit-
ics will have.

There also are data available that suggest that European pub-
lics also hold their militaries in high regard relative to potential war-
time critics. A Eurobarometer poll of 15 European publics conducted 
in November and December 2000 found that 71 percent of Europe-
ans said they “tended to trust” the military, although the percentage 
trusting ranged from a low of 65 percent (in Spain) to a high of 91 
percent (in Finland) (Manigart, 2001). By comparison, 55 percent of 
Europeans polled said they tended to trust radio news reports, 54 per-
cent said they trusted television news reports, and 38 percent said that 
they trusted the written press (Manigart, 2001). Gallup International’s 
July–September 2002 Voice of the People survey of 47 countries found 
a similar result: Respondents judged their armed forces as most likely 
to operate in society’s best interests (World Economic Forum, 2002).

This suggests that the most effective strategy for reaching coali-
tion partners’ publics (and possibly many others) following possible 
civilian casualty incidents may be for their own senior military officers 
to brief their national press organizations. Of course, when coalition 
partners are few, the opportunities to reach foreign audiences will be 
correspondingly diminished.
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Recommendations

Given the evident importance that Americans ascribe to minimizing 
civilian harm and the importance in support for U.S. military opera-
tions of beliefs that the U.S. military is making efforts to avoid casu-
alties, the obvious implication is that the military must continue to 
demonstrate its commitment to minimizing civilian casualties, both 
through its words and its deeds. The question is how best to accom-
plish this.

Incidents of civilian deaths are, by definition, tragedies, and there 
are no “silver bullets” that can diminish the media attention and public 
emotions—ranging from hopelessness and sorrow to anger—they can 
generate. There are, however, some things that the USAF and DoD 
profitably may be able to do in this area:

Public affairs personnel can prepare for the eventuality of possible 
incidents even before they actually happen.7 For example, public 
affairs officers can brief the press and public on measures that are 
being taken to minimize casualties to better sensitize these audi-
ences to the importance the military assigns to avoiding civilian 
casualties, and the sophisticated—if by no means foolproof—
processes and procedures that have been developed to minimize 
their likelihood; they also can develop overall guidance and pro-
cedures for dealing with incidents. In a similar vein, even before 
missions are flown, Judge Advocate General (JAG) personnel can 
document their judgments about the legal justification for the 
highest-risk missions, thereby better positioning commanders to 
respond in an informed and timely manner if an incident should 
occur.
Until timely and accurate combat assessment capabilities are 
available, the ability to counter an adversary’s claims of civilian 
damage incidents will be quite limited. More timely and accurate 

7 As described previously, prior to Operation Iraqi Freedom, DoD did in fact prebrief the 
press on (1) U.S. efforts to minimize civilian deaths and collateral damage, and (2) enemy 
efforts to cause these sorts of incidents through violations of the laws of war, and to fabricate 
evidence of such incidents.

•

•
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combat assessment capabilities could improve commanders’ abil-
ity to reconstruct more quickly and reliably the facts surrounding 
civilian casualty incidents and to enable more timely and accurate 
explanations of these incidents to be communicated to the media 
and public. Such improvements also would have the salutary ben-
efits of reducing the likelihood of constantly changing (or even 
contradictory) explanations that can erode credibility, and open-
ing the possibility of putting these incidents to rest much more 
quickly, rather than drawing out speculation over days, or even 
weeks, while the necessary facts are being collected.
Public affairs guidance that is used to explain specific civilian 
casualty incidents should be sure to touch upon all the issues 
likely to be of concern to key audiences. The provisions of Arti-
cle 57(2) of Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions provide a very 
useful framework for discussing incidents in such terms as mili-
tary value, military necessity, discrimination, and other constructs 
that are likely to be of greatest concern to, and resonate with, vari-
ous audiences.
Finally, over the longer term, by emphasizing the efforts that are 
being made to reduce civilian casualties (e.g., increased precision, 
smaller blast effects, improved target verification, and so on), the 
Air Force and DoD can help to ensure that the U.S. Congress 
and public have continued reason to trust that the U.S. military 
is seeking new ways to reduce the prospects for civilian deaths 
in future military operations. A demonstrated commitment to a 
philosophy of continuous improvement may be what is needed to 
ensure this trust in the future, and, in the case of foreign audi-
ences, to build trust in the first place.

While efforts to further reduce the likelihood of these inci-
dents and their impacts are laudable, policymakers and military lead-
ers should be very careful to avoid giving the impression that civil-
ian deaths ultimately can be eliminated from warfare; such a belief is 
unwarranted. Indeed, there is good reason to believe that future U.S. 
adversaries increasingly will rely upon human shields and other tech-
niques to increase the possibilities of innocent deaths at U.S. hands.

•

•
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APPENDIX

Multivariate Statistical Modeling Results

Multivariate Probit Regression

To understand the influence of civilian casualty concerns on support 
for U.S. military operations when also simultaneously controlling for 
other variables that have been shown to be reliable predictors, we used 
multivariate statistical modeling techniques.

For our purposes, questions that asked about support for U.S. 
military operations (our principal outcome variable) typically were 
dichotomous (1 if favoring the military operation, 0 if otherwise) or 
sought to capture the strength of support and opposition (e.g., 0 if very 
unfavorable, 1 if somewhat unfavorable, 2 if somewhat favorable, 3 if 
very favorable). The nature of the data—where the outcome variable 
is discrete and binary (0,1)—suggested using probit regression as the 
main approach to modeling individual responses.1

Whereas ordinary least square (OLS) regression models assume 
linear relationships between variables and use the method of least 
squares estimation (LSE) to minimize the sum of the squared errors, by 
comparison, probit regression techniques allow for nonlinear relation-
ships between dependent and independent variables and use maximum 
likelihood estimation (MLE) to estimate parameters so as to maximize 

1 Discrete variables are those that have a discrete number of mutually exclusive, and col-
lectively exhaustive, values. Outcomes also may be inherently ordered, where the outcome 
associated with a higher value of the outcome variable is ranked higher than the outcome 
associated with a lower value of the variable, i.e., where the dependent variable is ordinal and 
stronger outcomes are associated with higher values of the variable, but where the numbers 
have no cardinal significance (Borooah, 2002, pp. 1–5).
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the probability or likelihood of having obtained the observed sample 
for the outcome variable (Aldrich and Nelson, 1984, p. 51); the esti-
mated parameters thus maximize the likelihood of observing the dis-
tribution of the sample amongst the outcome categories.

Explanation of Table Coefficients 

Due to the nature of the data and modeling technique, the coefficients 
in the tables of results are the change in probability at the mean values 
of the independent variables when holding all other variables constant. 
For example, a coefficient of 0.33 would indicate that the probability of 
being in favor of a military operation would increase by 0.33 for each 
unit increase in the independent variable, holding all other variables 
constant.

Goodness of Fit 

Goodness of fit of the probit regression can be determined using the 
Wald Chi-square test, which compares the prediction with a “naïve” 
model that predicts all cases to be in the modal category of the depen-
dent variable, and allows estimate of the percentage reduction in error 
in moving from the naïve to the full model. Goodness of fit for the 
probit regression also can be assessed by calculating the percentage of 
correct predictions from the data and comparing these prediction levels 
to some baseline proportion we would expect by randomly assigning 
observations into the categories of the outcome variable (e.g., 50 per-
cent). Finally, goodness of fit can be assessed by reporting the maxi-
mized value of the log-likelihood function.

Diagnostics to Demonstrate No Violations of Technical Assumptions

Multicollinearity arises when some of the independent variables are 
highly correlated with each other, and can produce unstable and biased 
estimates of the regression coefficients. There always is some correlation 
between right-side variables, but the question here is of degree: whether 
this correlation is big enough to distort our estimates. Accordingly, as 
with any statistical analysis, we first checked the correlation between 
independent variables.
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We examined the possibility of multicollinearity in several steps. 
First, we looked at the correlation coefficients between variables. 
Although the correlations between variables we used in the regressions 
were not particularly high, they often were statistically significant, sug-
gesting that there was a modest but real relationship between indepen-
dent variables.

Next we used a more elaborate technique called variance inflation 
factors (VIFs) to determine whether multicollinearity was an issue in 
our analysis. Variance inflation factors are a measure of the multicol-
linearity in a regression design matrix and take into account higher-
order collinearity than a simple correlation matrix. In all our cases, VIF 
was not large enough to suggest that multicollinearity was an issue.

Establishing Causality

It is important to note that we cannot really make causal arguments 
from our data or models. In order to make causal arguments with obser-
vational data, we would need to demonstrate several things. First, we 
would need to demonstrate that we have randomly chosen our sample 
of respondents. This is not entirely true, however, because we rarely 
have a 100-percent response rate. The most important reason for non-
completion is refusal or midinterview termination. Second, we would 
need to include all other factors that theoretically could determine the 
relationship in our regression so that we could avoid a misspecification 
in our model, which would constitute a potential source of bias; as a 
practical matter, however, we considered ourselves lucky to find data 
sets that allowed us to populate full models for each military opera-
tion (i.e., models in which all the variables of theoretical importance 
were included in the regression model). While we also tested models 
that included some other variables, we cannot say that we eliminated 
the possibility that other variables also might have affected outcomes. 
However, we can say that the robustness of the general model across 
a wide range of military operations over a long span of time strongly 
implies that our models have not left out any important variables.

Although we cannot address the first problem, we can address 
the second one. We do this through the structure of the analysis: We 
first ran regressions of the dependent variable on the main independent 
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variables (we call this the reduced model). We then added all possible 
demographic factors that might influence the results (this is called the 
full model). Although some of the covariates might not be significant 
in one case, they might become significant in the other case. 

Variables that are included in the model can potentially explain 
additional variation. For example, it is necessary to include respon-
dents’ self-identification as to party because members of one party (e.g., 
the President’s party) are likely to have more favorable views of a U.S. 
military operation than are members of other parties. This reasoning 
can be applied to other variables as well. Moreover, by adding covari-
ates to the regression, we can see whether or not the coefficients for the 
main variables change; if so, that would suggest that our initial estima-
tion was somewhat biased. If not, however, that would suggest that our 
reduced-form models are relatively robust.

Thus, although we cannot make causal arguments using our 
models, we confirmed the robustness of these models across a wide 
range of military operations over time, which suggests that we can 
use these models to diagnose the relative importance of various factors 
in support for different military operations, and also for making con-
tingent predictions about possible public opinion responses to various 
developments.

Operation Desert Storm (Iraq and Kuwait, 1991)

To ascertain the importance of civilian casualties in judgments about 
approval and disapproval of the war, we estimated several multivariate 
probit regression models that included variables for civilian casualties 
along with variables that past work has suggested are the key predictors 
of support or opposition for military operations.

The civilian casualties variables were from questions that asked 
respondents whether they thought that the United States was doing 
all it could to keep down the number of civilian casualties and asked 
respondents to estimate the number of civilian deaths. The other vari-
ables that were included in our multivariate model were variables that 
have been identified in past work as reasonably reliable predictors of 
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support or opposition in past U.S. military operations: Respondents’ 
beliefs about whether vital national interests were at stake, whether 
U.S. actions were morally justified, how well the war was proceed-
ing, how many U.S. casualties had been sustained, membership in the 
President’s party, and race and gender.2

Table A.1 presents the results of the reduced-form model that pre-
dicts support or opposition to the Gulf War just after the February 
13, 1991, Al Firdos bunker incident,3 Table A.2 presents the results of 
models that predict the belief that the war had been worth the U.S. 
military and civilian casualties, and Table A.3 reports the question 
wording for the variables used in the various models.

Table A.1 shows that the model correctly predicted support or 
opposition for 86 percent of the respondents to the survey. Given that 
neither belief about civilian casualties—whether the United States was 
making enough effort to avoid civilian casualties or how many civil-
ian casualties the respondent thought might have been incurred to 
that time—actually attained statistical significance in the model, the 
results suggest that civilian casualties were not a particularly important 
predictor of support and opposition.

Table A.2 presents the results of two other models: The first pre-
dicted the belief that what the United States had accomplished in the 
war to date had been worth the number of U.S. military deaths and 
injuries and correctly predicted 78 percent of the responses; the second 
asked whether it had been worth the civilian deaths and injuries, and 
correctly predicted 71 percent of the responses.

2 Probit regression is appropriate when the dependent variable is binary, e.g., approve or 
disapprove. Very briefly, the probability of approval would be expected to be higher for those 
with beliefs that vital interests were involved, that U.S. actions were morally justified, that 
the war was proceeding well, and that only a small number of U.S. casualties had been sus-
tained, as well as those who were members of the president’s party, not black, or male (Larson 
and Savych, 2005a).
3 The reduced-form model dropped several other demographic factors that failed to make a 
statistically significant contribution to the prediction.
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Table A.1
Reduced-Form Coefficients from Probit Estimates of Approval of Gulf War, 
February 15–17, 1991

Variable
Change in Probability at 

Mean Values  Robust Standard Error

National interest (Q22) 0.033  0.011***

Moral reasons (Q43) 0.136 0.019***

Prospects (Q27) –0.002  0.022

Military casualties (Q42) –0.016 0.006**

Civilian casualties (Q31) –0.019 0.019

Civilian casualties (Q33) –0.023 0.018

Party 1 if Democrata –0.128 0.049***

Party 1 if Independenta –0.117 0.044***

Race 1 if blacka –0.187 0.091**

Gender 1 if femalea –0.034 0.024

Observations 1,314

Wald Chi-square 188.04

Log likelihood –352.46

Percent correctly specified 86%

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted February 15–17, 1991. Question wording 
given in Table A.3.

NOTES: Approval estimated using question 10 in Table A.1. Significance level:
** = significant at 5 percent; *** = significant at 1 percent. Robust standard error in 
parentheses.
a dF/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.

As shown, the most important predictor of the belief that the 
war had been worth the civilian casualties was the belief that the war 
was morally justified; next most important were status as a woman or 
Democrat, both of which reduced the likelihood of saying that the war 
had been worth the civilian casualties, and beliefs as to whether the 
argument that “the United States did not have a vital interest” was a 
good or bad reason for opposing the war.
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Table A.2
Coefficients from the Probit Estimates (Reduced Form) for Beliefs About 
the Worth of the Campaign in Iraq, February 1991

Variable
Worth Military Casualties 

(Q29)
Worth Civilian Casualties 

(Q30)

National interest (Q22) 0.084 (0.023)*** 0.104 (0.025)***

Moral reasons (Q43) 0.240 (0.031)*** 0.238 (0.030)***

Prospects (Q27) 0.073 (0.037)** 0.075 (0.036)**

Military casualties (Q42) –0.027 (0.013)** –0.015 (0.013)

Civilian casualties (Q31) –0.121 (0.055)** –0.103 (0.050)**

Civilian casualties (Q33) 0.030 (0.033) –0.006 (0.034)

Party 1 if Democrata –0.110 (0.065)* –0.116 (0.064)*

Party 1 if Independenta –0.172 (0.058)*** –0.102 (0.058)*

Race 1 if blacka –0.004 (0.087) –0.018 (0.081)

Gender 1 if femalea –0.147 (0.046)*** –0.139 (0.046)***

Observations 1,328 1,326

Wald Chi-square 156.72 190.20

Percent correctly specified 78% 71%

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted February 15–17, 1991. Question wording 
given in Table A.3.

NOTES: Change in Probability at mean values (Robust Standard Error). Significance 
level: * = significant at 10 percent; ** = significant at 5 percent; *** = significant at
1 percent. Robust standard error in parentheses.
a dF/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.

Importantly, the belief that the United States was doing all it 
could to minimize civilian casualties was a statistically significant pre-
dictor of beliefs about whether the war was worth the civilian deaths 
that had been incurred, roughly as important as beliefs regarding U.S. 
vital interests in Iraq and status as a self-identified political Indepen-
dent, but not so important as beliefs that the war was morally justified, 
or gender or Democratic party identification.
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Table A.3
Wording of Questions in Tables A.1 and A.2

Variable Question Wording 

Approval 10. Overall, do you approve or disapprove of the United States 
carrying on the war against Iraq? (IF APPROVE OR DISAPPROVE)
Is that (approve/ disapprove) strongly or (approve/disapprove) 
somewhat?

Worth military 
casualties

29. Do you feel what the U.S. has accomplished in the war 
against Iraq so far has been worth the number of deaths and 
injuries suffered by American forces, or not? 

Worth civilian 
casualties

30. Do you feel what the U.S. has accomplished in the war 
against Iraq so far has been worth the number of deaths and 
injuries suffered by civilians in the war zone, or not? 

National interest 22. “America’s vital interests are not at stake.” Do you think 
that’s an excellent, good, not so good or poor argument for 
opposing the U.S. decision to go to war?

Moral reasons 43. Do you think the U.S. action in the Mideast is morally 
justified, or not?

Prospects 27. So far, is the U.S. war against Iraq going better than you 
expected it would, or going worse than you expected it would, 
or is the war against Iraq going about the way you expected?

Military casualties 42. Overall, how many U. S. soldiers do you expect will be killed 
in the war against Iraq: close to 100, close to 500, close to 1,000, 
close to 2,500, close to 5,000, close to 10,000, close to 20,000 or 
more than 20,000?

Civilian casualties 31. Do you think the U.S. military is doing all it can to keep down 
the number of civilian casualties in the war against Iraq, or not?

Civilian casualties 33. To the best of your knowledge, do you think Iraqi civilian 
deaths as a result of the war so far are in the dozens, in the 
hundreds, in the thousands or in the tens of thousands? 

SOURCE: Los Angeles Times poll conducted February 15–17, 1991.

Our interpretation of the modeling results is that, at least in com-
parison to other factors that have been shown to be important in pre-
dicting support or opposition, civilian casualties simply were not ter-
ribly important in individuals’ decisions about whether to support or 
oppose the Gulf War, a result that echoes some of the other findings 
presented earlier in this appendix.
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Operation Allied Force (Kosovo, 1999)

To understand the importance of civilian casualties and collateral 
damage in support for Kosovo when controlling for other factors that 
are predictors of support and opposition for U.S. military operations, 
we analyzed a respondent-level data set from polling in May 1999 con-
ducted by PSRA for the Pew Research Center that included these vari-
ables, as well as variables for civilian casualties (Table A.4).

The poll that we analyzed had questions that could be used to 
populate a full model that predicted respondents’ support or opposition 
from beliefs about the stakes, prospects, U.S. casualties, party, race, 

Table A.4
Coefficients from Probit Estimates for Approval (Q13) of Kosovo Campaign, 
May 1999 

Variable 
Change in Probability at 

Mean Values Robust Standard Error

Moral reasons (Q16b) 0.211 0.045***

Prospects (Q17c) 0.209 0.038***

Military casualties (Q17a) 0.183 0.082**

Civilian deaths (Q17e) –0.046 0.037

Party, 1 if Republicana –0.157 0.069**

Party, 1 if Independenta –0.138 0.065**

Race, 1 if blacka –0.134 0.083

Gender, 1 if femalea –0.045 0.053

Observations 497

Wald Chi-square 69.7

Correctly specified 70%

SOURCE: Pew Research Center/PSRA poll conducted May 12–16, 1999. Question 
wording given in Table A.5. 

NOTES: Significance level: ** = significant at 5 percent; *** = significant at 1 percent. 
Robust standard error in parentheses.
a dF/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.
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and gender, as well as questions about civilian deaths, which enabled us 
to estimate the importance of collateral damage while controlling for 
these other influences.

Based upon our aggregate-level analyses, reported above, we 
expected that consideration of civilian casualties might have been 
an important factor in the May poll, which was conducted after the 
Chinese embassy incident, during a time when elite commentary and 
media reporting seems to have turned against the operation. As a result, 
we expected that concern about civilian casualties would be relatively 
salient. Our statistical modeling did not confirm these expectations.

Using probit regression modeling, we were able to correctly pre-
dict approval or disapproval for the war for 70 percent of the respon-
dents based on beliefs about the stakes, prospects for success, military 
casualties, party, and several other individual-level characteristics. The 
results from the reduced-form model are reported in Table A.4, and the 
wording of the questions is in Table A.5.4

As shown in Table A.5, the coefficients for our civilian casual-
ties variables were much smaller than those for several other factors, 
most notably, beliefs that the war was morally justified and judgments 
about whether the coalition’s air war alone would be successful in forc-
ing Milosevic’s capitulation. Moreover, the civilian casualty variable 
failed to attain statistical significance in the model, suggesting that it 
made no independent contribution to explaining support and opposi-
tion when controlling for other influences.

Thus, both on the basis of the small coefficient values and the fail-
ure to attain statistical significance in the multivariate model, we judge 
that concern about civilian casualties did not influence support for and 
opposition to the war. On the other hand, it suggests that beliefs about 
the moral stakes and prospects for the campaign were the most impor-
tant predictors of approval for the campaign.

4 The full model includes education and income variables, whereas the reduced-form model 
leaves out these variables because they have not been theoretically and empirically justified 
as being important predictors of support and opposition to past U.S. wars and military 
operations.
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Table A.5
Wording of Questions in Table A.4

Variable Question Wording 

Approval 13. Do you approve or disapprove of NATO forces, including the 
United States, conducting air strikes against Serbia to force the 
Serbs to agree to the terms of the peace agreement and end 
the fighting in Kosovo?

Moral reasons 16b. Here are some reasons being given for using U.S. troops 
to help secure peace in Kosovo, Serbia. For each one, please 
tell me whether, in your opinion, it is a very important reason, 
a somewhat important reason, a not too important reason, or 
not at all important reason for the use of U.S. troops to prevent 
the killing of citizens in Kosovo.

Prospects 17c. How worried are you that U.S. troops could be involved in 
Kosovo for a long time—very worried, somewhat worried, not 
too worried, or not at all worried?

Military casualties 17a. How worried are you that U.S. troops in Kosovo might 
suffer casualties—very worried, somewhat worried, not too 
worried, or not at all worried?

Financial costs 17b. How worried are you about the financial cost of sending 
U.S. troops to Kosovo—very worried, somewhat worried, not 
too worried, or not at all worried?

Civilian casualties 17e. How worried are you that innocent people are being hurt 
or killed by U.S. and NATO airstrikes—very worried, somewhat 
worried, not too worried, or not at all worried?

Put another way, our modeling results suggest that beliefs about 
civilian casualties a week after the bombing of the Chinese embassy 
were not an important predictor of support for or opposition to the 
military campaign, when one would have expected the issues of collat-
eral damage and civilian casualties to be highly salient.

Given that our multivariate statistical modeling for the 1991 Gulf 
War failed to demonstrate the importance of concerns about civilian 
casualties in decisions to support or oppose the war, it is not terribly 
surprising that the civilian casualties variable failed to achieve statisti-
cal significance in the multivariate probit model.
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Operation Enduring Freedom (Afghanistan, 2001–)

We were unable to find a data set that would enable us to estimate a 
multivariate model that included a civilian casualties variable along 
with variables indicating respondents’ views on factors that have in the 
past been shown to be excellent predictors of support and opposition: 
the perceived importance of the stakes, prospects for success, U.S. mili-
tary casualties, and party orientation.

However, as described in Table A.6 (question wordings in Table 
A.7), our multivariate probit model correctly predicted approval or dis-
approval for about 84 percent of the respondents in the poll based solely 
upon their beliefs about whether the United States’ security interests 
demanded a leading role for the United States in taking action against 
al Qaeda, the prospects for success, and U.S. military casualties.5 As 
shown, Americans generally were united in their beliefs: Neither party, 
race, nor gender turned out to be statistically significant discriminators 
in predicting support for U.S. military action in Afghanistan.

Again, beliefs that are hypothesized to be the key predictors of 
support and opposition contributed the most to predicting respondents’ 
support or opposition: In declining order of importance, these were the 
prospects for success, the importance of the stakes, and expected U.S. 
military casualties.6 It may be that, because eight in ten or more had 
favorable beliefs and approved of the war, there was not much variation 
left to be accounted for. Although membership in the President’s party 
was in the predicted direction, it was not statistically significant.7

5 The President also may have benefited from his still-preternaturally high approval rating: 
ABC News/The Washington Post found 80 percent approved of the President’s job handling 
in the poll we used for our statistical modeling (ABC News/The Washington Post poll con-
ducted November 27, 2001, N = 759).
6 The generally small size of the coefficients raises questions about their substantive signifi-
cance as discriminators; it may be that their effects washed out somewhat as a result of the 
preternaturally high support for military action among Americans following 9/11.
7 We also estimated a number of other models using two other data sets that had differently 
worded questions; these correctly predicted approval or disapproval in 79–85 percent of the 
cases.
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Table A.6
Marginal Probability from the Probit Estimates of Approval of Operations 
in Afghanistan (Q2)

Variable
Change in Probability at 

Mean Values  Robust Standard Error

Stakes (Q8d) 0.012 0.007*

Prospects (Q5) 0.023 0.007***

Casualties (Q7) –0.009 0.005*

Party 1 if Democrata –0.003 0.012

Party 1 if Independenta –0.014 0.012

Race 1 if blacka –0.051 0.034

Gender 1 if femalea 0.007 0.008

Wald Chi-square (Prod>Chi2) 54.76 (0.000)

Log likelihood –85.75

Observations 711

% correctly specified 84%

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted November 27, 2001.

NOTES: Significance level: * = significant at 10 percent; *** = significant at 1 percent.
a dF/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.

Table A.7
Wording of Questions in Table A.6

Variable Question Wording 

Support 2. Do you support or oppose the U.S. military action in Afghanistan? Do 
you support/oppose this strongly or somewhat? 

Security 
interests

8d. When it comes to (READ ITEM) do you think the United States should 
take the leading role, a large role but not the lead, a lesser role or no 
role at all? Taking military action against terrorist groups that try to re-
establish themselves in Afghanistan

Prospects 5. Do you think the U.S. military action in Afghanistan is going very well, 
fairly well, not too well or not well at all? 

Costs 7. How likely do you think it is that there will be a large number of 
U.S. military casualties in Afghanistan—very likely, somewhat likely, 
somewhat unlikely or very unlikely?



230    Misfortunes of War: Press and Public Reactions to Civilian Deaths in Wartime

Operation Iraqi Freedom (Iraq, 2003–)

Some, although not all, of the data presented above suggest that beliefs 
about civilian casualties played a role in prospective support or opposi-
tion to the war.

To better assess the importance of civilian casualties in support 
for the war, we estimated a number of multivariate statistical models 
using two different respondent-level data sets from polling by ABC 
News and The Washington Post. As shown in Table A.8, our model for 
the March 20, 2003, ABC News/The Washington Post poll correctly 
predicted support or opposition for 79 percent of the respondents 
(question wordings are given in Table A.9).

Table A.8
Coefficients from the Probit Estimates for Approval (Q3) of the Military 
Campaign in Iraq, March 2003 

Variable
Change in Probability at 

Mean Values  Robust Standard Error

Vital interests (Q11) 0.323 0.057***

Prospects (Q13) 0.027 0.022

Military casualties (Q14) –0.117 0.052**

Civilian casualties (Q7) 0.225 0.046***

Party 1 if Democrata –0.371 0.069***

Party 1 if Independenta –0.146 0.068**

Gender, 1 if femalea –0.072 0.047

Wald Chi-square (Pr>Chi-sq) 90.41 (0.000)

Observations 377

% Correctly specified 78.5

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted March 20, 2003. Question 
wordings are given in Table A.9.

NOTE: Significance level: ** = significant at 5 percent; *** = significant at 1 percent. 
Robust standard error in parentheses.
a dF/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1.
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The most important predictors of support were Democratic party 
affiliation (which reduced the probability of supporting the war) and 
the belief that the United States had vital interests in Iraq (which 
increased support). The civilian casualties variable—which asked 
whether the respondent thought that the United States should strike in 
areas where civilians might be killed—attained statistical significance 
and also turned out to be the third-most important predictor of sup-
port and opposition.

The civilian casualties variable is a somewhat odd one: Not ter-
ribly surprisingly, those who expressed the belief that the United 
States should strike in areas where civilians might be killed also were 
more likely to support the war. On the other hand, the belief that 
there would be a significant number of military casualties, or self-
identification as a political Independent, both reduced support some-
what. Neither the belief that the United States had good prospects for a 
short war, nor gender, attained statistical significance in the model.

Our second model used an ABC News/The Washington Post poll 
conducted in early April 2003, and also correctly predicted support

Table A.9
Wording of Questions in Table A.8

Variable Wording of Question 

Support 3. As you may know, the United States went to war with Iraq last night. 
Do you support or oppose the United States having gone to war with 
Iraq? 

Vital 
interests 

11. Do you think America’s vital interests are at stake in the situation 
involving Iraq, or not?

Prospects 13. Just your best guess, how long do you think the war with Iraq will 
last—days, weeks, months, about a year, or longer than that?

Military 
casualties 

14. Do you think there will or will not be a significant number of U.S. 
military casualties in the war with Iraq?

Civilian 
casualties 

Q7. Do you think the United States should (strike Iraqi military targets 
even if they are located in areas where civilians might be killed), or 
should the United States (avoid striking Iraqi military targets located in 
civilian areas)? 

NOTE: Data set also includes party affiliation and gender.
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or opposition for 79 percent of the respondents (Table A.10; question 
wordings are in Table A.11).

In this case, all the variables attained statistical significance, with 
the exception of gender. The most important predictor of support or 
opposition in this model was once again status as a self-identified Dem-
ocrat, followed by the respondent’s optimism about how well the war 
was going, a belief that the war could be justified even if weapons of 
mass destruction were not found, status as a self-identified Indepen-
dent, and the civilian casualties variable—whether the United States 
was doing enough to avoid civilian casualties. The least important 
predictor in the model—although still statistically significant—was 
respondents’ beliefs about the likelihood of a significant number of 
U.S. military casualties.

Table A.10
Coefficients from Probit Estimates for Support of the Military Campaign in 
Iraq, April 2003

Variable
Change in Probability at 

Mean Values Robust Standard Error

Vital interests (Q11) 0.158 0.046***

Prospects (Q3) 0.168 0.031***

Military casualties (Q7) –0.106 0.038***

Avoiding civilian casualties 
(Q8)

–0.134 0.039***

Party 1 if Democrat –0.314 0.072***

Party 1 if Independent –0.146 0.060**

Gender, 1 if female –0.020 0.038

Wald Chi-square (Pr>Chi-sq) 101.95 (0.000)

Observations 436

% Correctly specified 78.2

SOURCE: ABC News/The Washington Post poll conducted April 3, 2003.

NOTE: Significance level: ** = significant at 5 percent; *** = significant at 1 percent. 
Robust standard error in parentheses.
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Table A.11
Wording of Questions in Table A.10

Variable Question Wording

Support 2. Do you support or oppose the United States having gone to war with 
Iraq? Do you support/oppose it strongly or only somewhat?

Vital 
interests 

11. Do you think the United States will be able to justify this war ONLY 
if it finds weapons of mass destruction, such as chemical or biological 
weapons, in Iraq; or do you think the United States will be able to justify 
this war for other reasons, even if it does NOT find weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq?

Prospects 3. How would you say the war is going for the United States and its allies: 
very well, fairly well, not too well or not well at all?

Military 
casualties

7. Do you think there will or will not be a significant number of 
additional U.S. military casualties in the war with Iraq?

Avoiding 
civilian 
casualties 

Q8. In its efforts to try to avoid civilian casualties in Iraq, do you think 
the United states is doing too much, too little, or about right amount? 

NOTE: Data set also includes party affiliation and gender.

This is reasonably strong confirmatory evidence that civilian 
casualties were a second-order consideration in decisions to support or 
oppose the war in Iraq; the question that mentioned civilian casualties 
is a poor one for judging the importance of civilian casualties in sup-
port for the war.
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