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Abstract 
The microblogging site Twitter has had a significant effect on news gathering and professional 

practice.  Some journalists use it to broadcast their stories but the majority of journalists use it to 

gather information and contacts.  This has made it extremely useful in Journalism Education because 

the live database of Tweets is freely available for use.  Man organisations, from political parties and 

sports clubs to Royal Households use Twitter to make press announcements so many news stories 

are broken on Twitter.  But there is another category of news story broken on Twitter which is when 

a Twitter user has seen something and chooses to broadcast this information to their ~Twitter 

followers, and find that they have broken the story to the word.  Many stories are broken in this way 

and this paper examines those story timelines to establish who sent eh first Tweet and thus broke 

the story – Tweet One.  The process of finding this Tweet One for major news stories is instructive in 

itself as it give a detailed anatomy of major news stories, albeit in reverse.  It also reveals that while 

Citizen Journalism claims the ability to break major stories for the untrained journalist examination 
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of major stories reveals that mostly it is working journalists who break stories on Twitter, suggesting 

that their instincts and “nose for a story” are more important factors than simply the availability of 

the technology. 

Introduction 
Twitter started in 2006 as a group messaging service for Mobile phone SMS users. By 2007 it had 

migrated onto a (Zhao, Jiang et al. 2011)web page and Twitter.com became known as a “micro 

blogging” service.  The term was coined by an earlier service called Tumblelogs. Posts were limited 

to 140 characters;  users could be contacted directly using the @ label and messages of a similar 

nature would be threaded using hashtag #.   This labelling allows for ad hoc communities to form 

around and discuss a topic, a political development , a TV show or a football match(Bruns and 

Burgess 2011) 

 Users can follow accounts they like and get every Tweet from that user, and can in turn be followed.  

The Retweet feature allows users to send a Tweet from someone they are following to their own 

followers.  This created a propagation model for information known as Social contagion(Lerman and 

Ghosh 2010).  This pattern can give Twitter items similar properties to broadcast news. 

Twitter Users were initially posed the question: “What are you doing?” since changed to “What’s 

happening?”  The service was soon appropriated by a number of other usage classes (Mischaud 

2007, Honey and Herring 2009).  In particular public figures from the worlds of entertainment, sport 

and politics discovered that this was a novel way to communicate directly with their fans and 

supporters bypassing the conventional media gatekeepers.(Marwick 2011). 

Journalists joked that celebrity Tweets simply consisted of telling fans what they had for breakfast 

but when the number of followers for key celebrities such as Katy Perry (75 million followers), Justin 

Bieber  (65million followers) and Lady Gaga (48 million) and Barak Obama (60million) went over the 

tens of millions and influential British Comedian Stephen Fry reached 10.7 million followers it soon 

became a platform for broadcast which news desks could not ignore.(Follower figures quoted on 

home pages of accounts on Twitter.com 16/07/2015) 

News is being distributed through Twitter.  Organisations such as Kensington Palace have Twitter 

accounts which have announced the birth of new members of the British Royal Family.  Recently 

Belgian Prime Minister Charles Michel announced an agreement in Talks between the Eurozone 

Countries and the Government of Greece 

 
Figure 1 1 Kensington Palace announces Royal Birth 

 

 
Figure 2 2EU Leaders announce Greek Deal 
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Twitter, Citizen Journalism and Breaking News 
Citizen Journalism is a very popular term in media academic circles.  It is also often called 

participatory journalism.  Although the term could be older it is generally attributed to Prof Jay 

Rosen from New York University who started discussing the idea in his book “What are journalists 

for?”(Rosen 1999).  Other prominent figures in this discussion are Dan Gilmor, former technology 

correspondent with the San Jose Mercury News and now director of the Knight Center for Digital 

Media Entrepreneurship at Arizona State University's Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass 

Communication(“We the Media” (Gillmor 2006)), and Professor Mark Deuze from the University of 

Amsterdam.  Many others have contributed to the discourse on Citizen Journalism.  Jay Rosen 

summarised it in his blog “Press Think” in July 2008 :” When the people formerly known as the 

audience employ the press tools they have in their possession to inform one another, that’s citizen 

journalism.”(Rosen 2008). 

The principle of Citizen Journalism is that every person can be a journalist, in an analogous way to 

Martin Luther’s claim that “every man is a Priest”(Bentley 2011).  Professor Stuart Allen describes 

the history of the subject based on the idea that journalists and large media concerns control what is 

exposed to the world through the media.  Although there has always been a thriving alternative 

press the cost of printing and distributing alternative views have been prohibitive(Allan and Thorsen 

2009).  The availability of distribution at nearly zero cost through the Internet began a new wave.  

Blogging emerged a format for a one person publication (Hermida 2010).   

News outlets had always distributed content contributed by members of the public. A one minute 

film taken by Abraham Zapruder of the Assassination of President Kennedy in Dallas in 1963, the 

rights to which were eventually sold to Life Inc. for $150,000 (Cosgrove 2014).  Dramatic 

contributions depended on members of the public carrying a camera and knowing the value of what 

they had.   

From the late 1990s electronic devices were becoming highly functional and inexpensive.  In 2004 a 

Tsunami hit the Indian Ocean Rim and many video recordings of the events ended up on news 

broadcasts later, taken by holidaymakers with cheap camcorders – at the time not connected to a 

mobile phone or the Internet.  In 2005 the 7/7 bombings of London came at a time when many 

mobile phone had digital cameras.  The BBC, ITN and other news outlets invited the public to send in 

pictures and video which was edited for broadcast(Allan 2007).  The mobile networks were 

overloaded and networks around the scene were shut down for four hours by the City Police (BBC 

News, 1 December 2005)  so anyone submitting material had to rely on fixed line internet 

connections. 

YouTube had only launched in 2005 but it represented a distinct change in that the creators of a 

video text could broadcast it without any help from conventional media.  YouTube’s slogan is 

“Broadcast Yourself”.  This site proved popular for posting video from many events in many 

countries, most notably the Middle East, where state broadcasters might not have full coverage of 

demonstrations.  Similarly TV stations such as Al Jazeera as well as Western broadcasters were able 

to broadcast footage first posted online to Facebook or YouTube, albeit sometimes of uncertain 

origin.(Howard, Duffy et al. 2011) 
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When Twitter Launched in 2007 it too offered the chance to broadcast information without the 

intervention of an editor or mainstream media organisation, although only 140 characters at a time. 

Twitter allowed the world to speak out (Bruns and Burgess 2011, Murthy 2011). By this time media 

that was open to its users without moderation became known as Social Media and could be 

accessed through wireless networks using smartphones.  The first iPhone was launched in 2007.  

Although a video cannot be fitted into 140 characters people discovered that they could post a 

truncated link to a YouTube video to a Tweet, making instant broadcast television. 

 

Use of Twitter by Journalists  
There has been extensive research into the use of Twitter by journalists, both news published on 

Twitter and use of Twitter to find and research stories.  Twitter Ijnc has published its own guide to 

use of Twitter in journalism (Twitter.com 2015).  

Notably Lasorsa et al (Lasorsa, Lewis et al. 2012) concluded that journalists mainly publish on Twitter 

as a way of publicising their stories and their publications. There are many other studies indicating 

how Twitter can be used to find stories (Ahmad 2010, Hermida 2010, Kwak, Lee et al. 2010, Zhao, 

Jiang et al. 2011, Doan, Vo et al. 2012, Vis 2012, Broersma and Graham 2013).  Dan Gilmor has 

described Twitter as the “collective intelligence system”(Gillmor 2009).  Much research has focussed 

on the notion of the public Tweeting what they are seeing and journalists then following this up 

which brings in the notion of “validation”.  Who is Tweeting and why?  The BBC employs a 

newsroom team whose job is to validate material found on social media before it is 

broadcast(Matthews 2013).  Validation was traditionally just part of a regular journalists daily work 

and the strength of the professional journalist is that their sources  have some integrity, with notably 

few exception. 

When it comes to a breaking news situation there is likely to be a lot of chaff in the wheat. The 

Boston Marathon bombing in 2013 has been extensively studied noptably  by (Giordano 2014) and 

(Gupta, Lamba et al. 2013) who found that most Twitter traffic around the time of the bombing was 

people saying how they feel.  A large amount of traffic was disinformation which included identifying 

an innocent person as a bomber(Giordano 2014).  The innocent bomber was named on mainstream 

media which had become  caught up in the Twitter frenzy.  False information was also a key feature 

of Twitter coverage of Hurricane Sandy (Gupta, Lamba et al. 2013).  Another world story where 

Twitter played a role is the Westgate Shopping Centre Siege in Kenya in September 2013.  As in 

many news situations the volume of Tweets was counterproductive to the work of emergency 

services in distributing information and some information on Social Media proved useful to the 

terrorist gang as it revealed details of police operations(Simon, Goldberg et al. 2014). 

 

Twitter in Journalism Education 
Twitter has been a gift to journalism teachers for many reasons.  It is popular with students and easy 

for them to engage with.  At a basic level there is a discipline in getting message down to 140 

characters.  Newsrooms traditionally relied on expensive resources such as wire services to keep in 

touch with the news but Twitter is as free tool which is also at the centre of what news reporters are 

doing on national newspapers.  Stories often break with an announcement on Twitter followed by 
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reaction on Twitter from people who may not want to take a reporter’s call.  Students can find 

stories easily by looking for hashtags that are trending and follow them up by direct messaging..  

What is also gratifying is that the database of past Tweets is still freely available for searching and 

analysis by scholars.  

It can be particularly instructive to look at how a big global story was covered on Twitter showing its 

emergence with few facts followed by a swarm of reaction and sometimes valid updates changing 

the story significantly over time.  Maybe it can also teach students  about validating sources? 

 

Tweet One Methodology 
The idea for Tweet One came during a journalism class when citizen journalism was being discussed.  

The question emerged about who had actually broken certain news stories which had generated a 

lot of traffic on Twitter.  Students started  researching back through the Twitter Timeline to  the 

origin of stories.  Although only a couple managed to get to near the origin as they got close to the 

breaking of stries a very useful discussion took place about the various stages of breaking a news 

stories and the way nin which the “facts” change as the story emerges.  Often stories did not have a 

clear start sand on other occasions Twitter postings were merely reporting what someone had just 

heard on the radio or TV news.   Terrorist attacks and some plane, train and car crashes clearly had 

an exact start point and were easier to find.  The students started to understand issues such as 

verification and the fact that most of what is on Twitter is simply people saying how they feel about 

news rather than reporting facts. 

For this research project three categories of stories were studied.  The first were stories where 

academically sound sources have identified the first Tweet.  Some US research centres use data 

mining software to produce definitive results(Kwak, Lee et al. 2010, Russell 2013).  The second were 

stories where it was claimed by less reliable  other sources that the story first appeared on Twitter.  

The third source is first Tweets found by reading through Tweets from the day the story broke until 

the first Tweet mentioning the story was found.  This process was also used to validate claims from 

the second category.  Some were not validated. 

The tool used by Twitter Advanced Search (https://Twitter.com/search-advanced) which allows 

selection of Tweets from a particular date; the day before the event works best.  Careful choice of 

keywords was also important.  To reduce the number of redundant returns use the switch –RT in the 

search line to reduce the volume of Retweets. 

This does not lead to a definitive answer in the same way that data mining would, however it did 

produce an answer which was worthy of note about who is actually breaking news stories 

Chosen News Stories 
1. Miracle on the Hudson (USA January 2009) 

2. Boston Marathon bombing (USA April 2013) 

3. Osama Bin Laden’s assassination (Pakistan/USA May 2011) 

4. Whitney Houston and Patrick Swayze (USA Feb 2012 and May 2009) 

5. Mass Kidnap in Chibok (Nigeria April 2014) 

https://twitter.com/search-advanced
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6. Siege in Sydney (Australia December 2014) 

7. Terror attack in Ottawa (Canada October 2014) 

 

[There are several stories which might have been very interesting to have been included but 

were not for the following reasons.  The Charlie Hebdo attack is an ideal candidate but the 

author cannot speak French.  MH 370 and MH17 crashes would have produced interesting 

results for someone speaking Chinese, including Malaysian dialects, Russian and Ukrainian.  

Language limitations would also have prevented the use of stories such as the Earthquakes 

in Haiti (2010) and Nepal (2015).  Would stories such as the collapse of Lehman Brothers 

(September 2008) break first on Twitter these days?  Very likely I would say] 

 

The Miracle on the Hudson 
On January 15, 2009, US Airways  Flight 1549 experienced a double engine failure on take-off from 

New York’s LaGuardia airport then it flew through a flock of Canada Geese.  Having lost all power the 

Captain Chesley Sullenberger opted to land the plane on the Hudson River.  The Miracle was that all 

155 occupants, the passengers and crew, successfully evacuated from the partially submerged 

aircraft as it sank into the river; they were rescued by nearby boats including the MidTown Ferry. 

Murthy (2011) and others credited Janis Krums , a passenger on the Midtown Ferry, as breaking the 

story through his posting on Twitter service Twitpic which included this dramatic picture of 

passengers clinging to the sinking airframe awaiting rescue.  Krums’s picture was sent around the 

world and is still one of the news pictures of the decade.  He has no known connection to any media 

organisation until this point.  His post was only shared with 170 followers however it was 

redistributed around the world within minutes 

Subsequent to his Tweet Krums was interviewed by journalists from all over the world as the ferry 

he was on was taking rescue passengers aboard to safety.  Flushed with success Krums became 

involved in an internet venture called RawPorter.com which tried to set up a portal where people 

who have pictures or video that news outlets might want can upload it and those who want to use 

the material can purchase a license.  Rawporter.com is no longer distributing its app and its web site 

reports that it is no longer accepting submissions (21/07/2015)  
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3Figure 3 "Miracle on the Hudson 1:Plane in the Water 

 Picture© Janis Krums

 

Figure 4 : Miracle on the Hudson Passengers being rescued4 
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Figure 5  Miracle on the Hudson, The Forgotten Tweet 

Jim Hanrahan actually beat him by a minute or so with a text only message, note the low number of 

Retweets.  Clearly the picture is what grabbed attention. 

 

 

 

Boston Marathon Bombing 
April 15, 2013, two pressure cooker bombs exploded during the Boston Marathon at 2:49 pm EDT, 

killing 3 people and injuring an estimated 264 others 

Dan Lampariello Tweeted this picture little more than a minute later, the picture was taken while the 

blast was in progress. 

 

(Giordano 2014)(Gupta, Lamba et al. 2013) and others credit Lampariello with the first Tweet but 

make no mention of the fact that he is a journalist  He is a native of Boston but works for a local TV 

news station in Tennessee,  and was there on a weekend off(WBBJ 2015). 
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5Figure 7: A less specific Tweet 

Actually a website called “The Skeptical Libertarian” found this Tweet about a minute earlier, This 

Tweeter has no known connection to the media but as you can see there was just one Tweet and the 

context of the story is missing from the Tweet. 

 

 

Figure 8 Boston Glove just 7 minutes behind 

Legacy media was just 7 minutes behind, a verified account and cautious wording. 

 

Bin Laden’s death in US attack on Abbottabad 
Sohaib Athar became famous for giving the world a live commentary on the helicopter raid by US 

Navy Seals Team 6 on 2 May 2011 just before 1am PKT (Walsh 2011) 

In fact he is just complaining about the noise the helicopters are making(Allan 2013), like so many 

others in that town he had no idea that he had a famous neighbour and no idea that one day such 

heavy handed visitors would come calling and kill him. 
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Figure 9 Seal attack or just can’t get to sleep? 

 

1am in Pakistan is actually 4pm in Washington DC and secrecy had to be maintained until Seal Team 

6 had cleared Pakistan Airspace.  It was 9.45 pm when While House Press office called the resident 

press corps to say that the President was making an important statement. Dan Pfeiffer, the White 

House communications director put out on Twitter “POTUS to address the nation to tonight at 10:30 

p.m. Eastern Time,” He actually did not address the nation until 11.30pm. (Stelter 2011).  In the 

meantime a Tweet was put out by Keith Urbahn, an associate of Donald Rumsfeld at 10.25pm.  This 

circulated around the White House insiders and made it onto network news by 10.45pm.  Various 

authors have described what happened including a detailed data mining study (Hu, Liu et al. 2012, 

King, Glascock et al. 2014) 
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Figure 10: the first leak6Figure 12 about six months premature 

 

Some other firsts on Twitter, Whitney Houston and Patrick Swayze 
 

 
 

 
7Figure 11, Twitter before the family told? 

 

 
8Figure 12 About six months premature 

On 12 February 2012 singer Whitney Houston 
was rushed to hospital.  However on Twitter at 
4.15 pm, by @ajadiornavy, a relative of a hotel 
worker who reportedly found Whitney 
Houston broadcast : ”omgg , my aunt tiffany 
who work for Whitney Houston just found 
Whitney Houston dead in the tub”  She was 
officially pronounced dead in hospital 47 
minutes later( Topsy Labs quoted in (Whiting, 
Zhou et al. 2012) 

Not to be outdone in May 2009 a Florida Radio 
station Tweeted a rumour that actor Patrick 
Swayze had died.    He was in fact still alive 
although he did doe a few months later.  After a 
furious reaction from the Twittersphere the 
original Tweet was taken down, all that remains 
are the footprints.  
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Professional journalists do many things but the least likely thing is to announce the death of a 

person before being confirmed by an authoritative source and after the family is informed.  Twitter 

will always be first with some stories. 

Kidnappings in Chibok, Nigeria #Bringbackourgirls 
On the night of 14–15 April 2014, 276 female students were kidnapped from the Government 

Secondary School in the town of Chibok in Borno State, Nigeria. Responsibility for the kidnappings 

was claimed by Boko Haram, an Islamic Jihadist and terrorist organization based in northeast 

Nigeria.(Hall 2014, Zenn 2014).  The early hours of the police and Army investigation are mired in 

confusion and allegations.  Some believed the kidnappings never happened and were part of some 

political plot against the then president Goodluck Jonathan who was soon to face an election which 

he would lose, partly because of the Chibok affair(Owen and Usman 2015) 

The first Tweet was on the 15 April.  Eventually a global campaign was launched using the hashtag  

#bringbackourgirls(Trending 2014) 

By May 11 2014 some 2.3 million Tweets had been sent with this hashtag, those sending included 

Michelle Obama (The Guardian, 9/5/2014 retrieved 22/05/2015) 

This is an excellent teaching case as the story changes regularly with official lies and dissembling, the 

story starts off slowly with little detail and then after a few days dormant it starts up again with a 

worldwide PR campaign. 

The first Tweet was: 

 

Figure 13: 9The first Tweet 24 hours later 

 

And who Tweeted it? 
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Figure 14: 10Tweeter revealed as another journalist 

 

You have to wonder if it had not been Tweeted by someone as high profile as a correspondent for 

the BBC Hausa Service it would probably not have gone much further 

 

 

The Sydney Siege 
On 15–16 December 2014, a lone gunman, Man Haron Monis, held hostage ten customers and eight 

employees of a Lindt chocolate café located at Martin Place in Sydney, Australia. 

When police raided the café two hostages and Monis were killed.  The first Tweet does not identify it 

as a siege but is typical of the messages received by newsdesks when such things begin.  Why so 

many police in a peaceful place like Sydney, mujst be something big going down. 

 

Figure 15: 11Tweeter spots a story 
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The first Tweet is from a journalist who spotted a lot of police activity in Martin Place, colleagues 

Tweeted back that she should not reveal details of police operations in case that gave information to 

those responsible remembering Westgate. 

 

12Figure 16: Once again the Tweeter is a journalist 

 

Parliament Hill Attack Ottawa 
A series of shootings occurred on October 22, 2014, at Parliament Hill in Ottawa. At the Canadian 

National War Memorial, Michael Zehaf-Bibeau fatally shot Corporal Nathan Cirillo, a Canadian 

soldier on ceremonial sentry duty. 

He then entered the nearby Centre Block parliament building,. After wrestling with a security guard 

at the entrance, Zehaf-Bibeau ran inside and was cornered and killed by the Commons Sergeant-at-

Arms, Kevin Vickers, after a shootout with parliament security personnel. 
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13Figure 17 Dramatic pix of attack soon follow 

 

 

And who was the first Tweeter? Another journalist.  A local TV and magazine journalist Alexandra 

Gunn.  She sent her Tweet just  six minutes after the incident  began and three minutes after it  

ended with the gunman being shot dead. 

  Deserves a lot more than one Retweet. 

 

14Figure 18: And once again the Tweeter is a journalist 
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Discussion of results 

A small sample cannot be taken as definitive of the news which breaks on Twitter.  Smaller news 

stories will break several times a day on Twitter which makes it worth watching.  However what is 

interesting is that the first Tweets discussed here were extremely quick.  Those that were posted by 

journalists contained enough context for someone reading it to know there was a big story going on 

here. 

In the early days of news technology news desks received either paper printouts or on screen wire 

services which themselves used shorthand to indicate that a big story was breaking.  The Press 

Association had a hierarchy of “Flash, Rush and Snap”. 

The essential characteristics of someone who is first with the biggest news stories of the year would 

be someone who has news sense that can identify a big story from its beginnings and have the 

presence of mind to tell the world about it.  Even though the first case study of Janis Krums does not 

involve a journalist it is obvious that journalists would not have a monopoly of the talent of spotting 

a story.  What this might tell us is that if someone has that skill to spot a story in the making and the 

motivation to share with the world then they are likely to be drawn toward the world of journalism.  

What would be surprising is if this list of case studies did not include any journalists, even though 

they are a small minority of the world’s population. 

Any journalism student who did not previously understand what is meant by journalistic instinct or 

news sense will hopefully learn from this exercise.  Maybe it also exposes the competitive nature of 

news reporters? 

Does this exercise have any wider implications for the cause of Citizen Journalism?  If Citizen 

Journalism were a threat to mainstream journalism then mainstream journalism would have ceased 

by now.  What needs to be understood are the boundaries and complimentary qualities of both 

genres of journalism.  Those publications which have sought user generated content (UGC) have 

found that it is heavily weighted towards opinion(Min 2015).  Users provide what they want to 

provide, which is their own point of view, whereas journalists provide something else, a news 

service. They are not the same beast and are not interchangeable any more than a chef and a 

customer are interchangeable in a restaurant. 

A journalist has trained herself to think of a story and getting that story confirmed and put out.  Even 

within the species of journalist there are news hot shots and colour writers, while the majority of 

UGC contributors want to tell you what they think about it.  If we want to know the facts, which we 

need to do in order for our opinions to be based on reality, then we still need journalists, trained to 

identify a story when it bites them on the arm.  We need journalists trained to write the stories 

clearly, to check the facts and to behave in a manner consistent with journalistic ethics.  If a member 

of the public does all that then they are a journalist, paid or not. 

UGC produces a huge verification burden to avoid or at least mitigate legal and ethical risks.  Who is 

going to be entrusted with this work, well maybe a journalist, and she can rewrite the piece so that it 

reads better and cut it to length too. 
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Conclusions for Journalism Education 
The Tweet one exercise allows student to see where big news stories begin, they can see how they 

develop and expand with more information emerging, people joining in to add comment as well as 

raising questions and stimulating debates. 

As they trace backward they can see how to get contacts from their Tweets either to interview them 

as witnesses or to expand on their reactions and opinions. 

Hopefully it will also show them just how sharp you need to be as a news journalist, nothing should 

get past you. 

Speed of reaction – news is a competitive business. 
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