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Abstract
The social media site Twitter has had a dramatic effect on news gathering and reporting. Many
stories start on Twitter either because they are announced there by PR representatives or
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because journalists and the public post the first details of a major story that they witness on
Twitter. The story can move from Twitter to the conventional media and then back again
through retweets and comments from users. This means that it is possible to analyse the
anatomy of a major breaking story from first break through citizen contributions to in depth
follow up by conventional media which themselves get tweeted. This research aims to track
the movement of major international news stories, such as The Sydney Lindt Café Siege, the
Parliament Hill attack in Canada, the Chibok kidnappings in Nigeria and the killing of Osama bin
Laden with a view to creating a map of their structure. The resulting map of the progress of the
story will be useful to students covering major international news stories or desk editors trying
to make sense of what is happening.

Introduction
Writer and social commentator Neil Postman said in a conference speech in 1990: “All
technological change is a trade-off. I like to call it a Faustian bargain. Technology giveth and
technology taketh away. This means that for every advantage a new technology offers, there is
always a corresponding disadvantage. The disadvantage may exceed in importance the
advantage, or the advantage may well be worth the cost. “(Postman, 1990 #98)
That is certainly true about the effect of social media on journalism. On the one hand news
broadcasts now feature video submitted by views often taken just minutes after an event.
Everyone now has access to an audience for their views no matter how repugnant.
This paper seeks to examine the interaction of social media with news reporting when
covering massive news events. There is no doubt that social media, in particular Twitter, has
had an impact and is shaping news coverage I the time close to a major event. It is also true
that the existence of Twitter has forced government and other agencies to take a more
proactive approach to giving accurate and timely information about events to the public. In the
absence of reliable sources the wider public has been found capable of supplying information
ranging from the inaccurate to the downright fabrication with a view to creating social unrest.
Of course there are also examples where members of the public have shown bravery and public
spirit by sharing accurate information and pictures, often showing the full horror of terrorist
events in a way that conventional media do not.
Before going any further it is worth noting what reporting on major incidents was like only a
few years ago before social media and smartphones.
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David Randall described the situation extremely well and those who have been in the situation
will recognise his depiction in The Universal Journalist, Chapter 10:
“Major incidents are by their very nature chaotic. Even to the authorities it is often unclear, for
many hours or even days, exactly what happened. Disasters can happen in inaccessible places,
in countries where communications are poor, or where authorities are badly organized and
secretive. They can happen at night, or be the kind of natural disaster like Hurricane Mitch in
central America in 1998, where it takes some days for the full enormity to be appreciated. The
death toll, which for our professionally ghoulish purposes is often the key indicator of how big
the story is, can often be slow to emerge. First reports of it can be particularly misleading.
“Then there are the witnesses, invariably traumatized and confused, and, as a result,
sometimes giving highly inaccurate testimony. The authorities too, can often mislead: most
commonly because their first priority is saving lives and not assisting journalists: or because
they have an interest in promoting one aspect of the incident, or disguising another.”(Randall,
2011, pages 121-122)
Mixed into that mêlée is the journalist trying to make sense of a huge situation from where
they are standing while under pressure to file a story and competing not just with other news
outlets but with colleagues for the glory of the by-line.
It is the dream of all news editors to be able to sit in a warm and dry office and let witnesses
come to them through social media with quotes, pictures and harrowing stories of horror and
heroism. And of course a fool proof app that can automatically spot hoaxes and fakes.
Background and Scholarship
Twitter started in 2006 as a group messaging service for Mobile phone SMS users. By 2007 it
had migrated onto a web page and Twitter.com became known as a “micro blogging” service
(Zhao, Jiang et al. 2011). The actual 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.
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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 (88.4 million
followers), Justin Bieber (81.5million followers), Taylor Swift &5million) and Barack Obama
(75million) followers it soon became a platform for broadcast which news desks could not
ignore (Follower figures from twitterholic.com accessed 18/5/2016). News is being distributed
through Twitter. CNN breaking News has 36.6million followers according to the same source.
The NY Times has 23.5 million and the BBC News 22 million. Organisations such as Kensington
Palace have Twitter accounts which have announced the birth of new members of the British
Royal Family. Belgian Prime Minister Charles Michel announced an agreement in Talks
between the Eurozone Countries and the Government of Greece

Figure 1 Kensington Palace announces
Royal Birth

Figure 2 EU Leaders announce Greek Deal

Recently Twitter has been joined in importance to news organisations by a similar service called
Instagram, which is driven by pictures and does not have the 140 character limit. However so
far it seems that Instagram has a higher demographic in the younger end of the market and is
not showing importance during major breaking news stories.

Twitter, Citizen Journalism and Breaking News
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. 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).
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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).
YouTube has had a significant effect on broadcast journalism as it has allowed amateur footage
of live events to be available to mainstream media although there is concern about the veracity
of much footage being posted.
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.

5

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. 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? Validation was traditionally just part of
a regular journalist’s daily work and the strength of the professional journalist is that their
sources have some integrity, with notably few exceptions. It is now emerging as a cottage
industry of its own. Many of the leading agents in verification are member of the Firstdraft
Coalition www.firstdraftnews.org.
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 notably 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; Gupta, 2013). 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).
However it is clear that news organisations and public order agencies have learned from these
experiences. Police have discovered that Twitter is a good way to distributing accurate
information to the general population more quickly than traditional public affairs work. Good
information is the only known means of counteracting misinformation (Davis, 2014)

Research outline and methodology
This researcher does not have access to the “Big Data” technology of other researchers, but is
grateful to them for their detailed work which deserves the attention of journalism scholars
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rather than those in the IT world where most of their excellent research is published. This
paper will in many instances stand of the shoulders of these giants.

This is a qualitative study. The methodology employed for this research is based on a grounded
approach. Each incident is different but may have some features in common with other
incidents. In particular each incident may show more or less impact from social media vs.
mainstream media. With each incident a profile is built up. These profiles are highly subjective.
The profile is built up from examining the tweets sent out in the early period after the incident
to see how the story “broke”. This is combined with references to quantitative and other
previous studies and interviews with experienced journalists and editors. Comparing the
incidents is not comparing apples with apples for obvious reasons, not least because the growth
of smartphone ownership as well as the awareness and importance of social media, and the
awareness of its shortcomings, has increased over the last ten years, and over the last three
years in particular.

The tool used to track back through the Twitter stream is 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 cut out
Retweets.

Chosen News Stories
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Miracle on the Hudson (USA January 2009)
Osama Bin Laden’s assassination (Pakistan/USA May 2011)
Boston Marathon bombing (USA April 2013)
Westgate Mall attack in Kenya (September 2013)
Mass Kidnap in Chibok (Nigeria April 2014)
Terror attack in Ottawa (Canada October 2014)
Siege in Sydney (Australia December 2014)
Brussels terror attack (March 2016)
[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
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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) have broken first on Twitter these days? Very
likely I would say]
The research question is: “what role did social media, particularly Twitter, play in the
early reporting of major news stories and how did it relate to the output of major media
brands?”

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.
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Figure 3 "Miracle on the Hudson 1: Plane in the Water
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Picture© Janis Krums

Figure 4: Miracle on the Hudson Passengers being rescued

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.
Krums said in an interview with CNN (“Miracle on the Hudson Pic changed his life”, CNN.com 15
January 2014) that he simply tweeted his 170 followers. That is a lot of followers. A report in
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the UK Daily Telegraph (“New York plane crash: Twitter breaks the news, again”,
telegraph.co.uk, 16 Jan 2009) said that the mainstream media were reporting the incident
within 15 minutes. Although Krums was later called by reporters from mainstream media and
gave interviews there is no evidence that the tweet actually caused the first reports in
mainstream media. However the picture he sent through TwitPic had a dramatic effect and was
circulated around the world, allegedly causing TwitPic server to crash. Although Twitter was
first with the news it cannot be said to have broken the story.

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 total 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 leak1
As this tweet was circulated to the Washington press corps in this case the news was broken on
twitter, scooping the President of the United States by more than an hour. The press corps
wasted no time in circulating this story as it was tweeted by a reliable source and the story
started to feature in that evening’s news broadcasts before the President got to say it. As far as
most of the world’s population was concerned they got the news from the President as only 14
people retweeted Urbahn’s tweet.
What is notable about this story is that Twitter was able to provide possibly the first
contemporaneous retrospective eyewitness quotes. The story had already been validated all
that was needed was an advanced search on Twitter to find tweets mentioning Abbottabad at
about 1am Pakistan Time.

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.
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Figure 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 Globe just 7 minutes behind
Legacy media was just 7 minutes behind, a verified account and cautious wording.
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(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).
Gupta, Lamba et al 2013 is a superb analysis of the estimated 7.9million tweets that were sent
in the aftermath of the bombing. It found that some 29 percent were fakes or hoaxes, while 51
percent were people expressing their feelings and the final 20 percent were passing on
information. Some 2000 new Twitter accounts were opened just after the bombing, 2 out of
three being on mobile devices, so that misinformation could be sent through the system. Most
of these were closed by Twitter management soon after. One Tweet office a $1 donation to a
fund for the victims for each retweet attracted 52,000 retweets, but sadly was a fake.
The most notorious fake was a claim that a young boy running to raise money for the victims
of the Sandy Hook school massacre had been killed. Fakers even circulated a photograph
alleged to be the boy which was picked up by mainstream media.. Another named the alleged
perpetrator even though there was no evidence. The person named was later found dead.
Several large mainstream news organisations repeated this faked identity of the bomber.
There were several positive outcomes. Firstly the Boston Globe(which won a Pulitzer Prize for
its coverage of the Marathon Bombing was only 7 minutes behind the first tweet with
confirmation of an explosion (8 minutes after it happened). Giordano, 2014 traced the
retweets from different sources and discovered that tweets from recognised media brands
were many times more likely to be retweeted that false rumours.
This clearly suggests that the consumers know the difference between reliable information and
other information.
The second good outcome is that the Boston Police Department learned the benefit of using
Twitter to spread accurate information and fight the fakers, and by doing this were able to
engage with the public to give them information. It was a member of the public, using old
technology, which supplied the information that eventually led to the apprehension of the
second bomber.
The biggest lesson was probably learned by the mainstream media which had started with a
love affair with User Generated Content (on the grounds of potential cost saving) but over the
last three years has seen a concentration on the notion of validation rather than taking
everything at face value.
Evidence supporting that lessons were learned include a fictional depiction of the issues facing
mainstream media brands during this event in the HBO TV series The Newsroom, written by
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Aaron Sorkin (Series 3 Episode 1, originally aired 9/11/2014). The fictional journalists have to
sit by while other networks take unconfirmed information from Twitter and end the week at
the bottom of the ratings despite having “held the line”.
There is no doubt that thousands of people were helped through the crisis, especially those
living in the relevant areas of Boston, by the constant flow of information. Clearly they know
the difference between reliable and unreliable sources because they were mostly retweeting
reliable sources. One Boston Globe report was retweeted over 2000 times according to
Giordano. However many hundreds of thousands of Bostonians were relying on local TV
stations and newspapers to provide accurate information and millions of people watching the
TV news networks. Twitter could be characterised as a sideshow in terms of number of people
using it as an information source, although a highly disruptive sideshow.

Westgate Mall terror attack
On Saturday 21 September 2013 terrorists attacked shopper at the Westgate Mall near Nairobi in
Kenya. Following a siege lasting 48 hours with running battles between the attackers and security
forces 67 people were dead, including 4 attackers, and 175 people had significant injuries.
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An excellent account and analysis of the attacks is given in the paper Twitter in the Cross Fire—
The Use of Social Media in the Westgate Mall Terror Attack in Kenya (Simon et al, 2014).
When the siege began there was a great deal of confusing as the police at first thought it was a simple
robbery. As time when on they realised it was more. One good thing about the use of social media is
that responders were able to put out public safety information. People were also urged to tweet any
details they had about people who had survived so that this information could reach their relatives.
However three were several problems mentioned. Firstly security forces became concerned about
tweets concerning their operations and both the police and the army had to repeatedly send out their
own messages telling people not to reveal details of police operations. Twitter was not the only culprit
as TV news organisations were also showing video of army helicopters preparing an assault. The
attackers themselves were also tweeting from within the siege. It is not known if the locations of any
hostages hiding within the Mall was revealed on any social platform but it was noted as a potential risk
in reports at the time.
Misinformation was also being distributed and the Kenyan Police were not managing the situation well.
By the third day Twitter Inc executives got involved and helped the police set up a verified account.
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Although the Kenyan emergency services were not prepared for the information war that would break
out they did learn quickly. Many other emergency response organisations have noted the events here.

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). There was confusion as to whether the school was even open at the time and no
registers of those present could be found.
Months later Boko Haram released pictures claiming to be of the missing girls and in May 2016
a girl was found by police who said she was one of the kidnapped girls, she was in the company
of a man claiming to be her husband.
The first Tweet about the attack on Chibok was on the 15 April. However it was only some time
later when a global campaign to raise awareness and stimulate more government action was
launched using the hashtag #bringbackourgirls(Trending 2014)
By March 2016 some 6.1 million Tweets had been sent with this hashtag, those sending
included Michelle Obama (The Guardian, 9/5/2014 retrieved 22/05/2015)(Lamb, 2016 )
The first Tweet mentioning the girls’ abduction appeared 24 hours after the event:

Figure 13: The first Tweet 24 hours later

And who Tweeted it?
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Figure 14: Tweeter 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. As it is the hashtag
too many weeks to pick up any momentum but by the beginning of May President Goodluck
Jonathan made his first public comments about the situation possibly reflecting the power of
the campaign.
While it is fair for the people of Nigeria to resent the interference in their affairs which this
particular Twitter conversation has caused, it demonstrates the point that now that we are all
journalists and have access to a platform to broadcast ourselves those in authority can expect
to sometimes face a challenge. Some may regards those who tweeted #bringbackourgirls as
Western meddlers; others may say they were simply human being showing compassion in a
fashionable way. But maybe the families of the girls are just glad someone

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.
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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.

Figure 17 Dramatic pix of attack soon follow

The first tweet about the incident was from 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.
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Deserves a lot more than one Retweet

Figure 18: And once again the Tweeter is a journalist
What is interesting here is that it is such a short incident there is no running commentary or
misinformation. There is plenty of speculation as to the attacker’s motives but nothing that
interferes with the police investigation or in any way endangers public safety. In fact many
tweeters were urging people to stay away from the area and even stay at home. What
distinguishes this incident is the large number of shocking pictures that were taken by people
passing by and posted on Twitter. Several incidents like this have resulted in an outcry because
it looks like the person taking the pictures does not care enough to help the poor wounded
soldier and is just concerned with temporary notoriety. Two notable incidents happened in the
UK. The murder of Fusilier Lee Rigby in Woolwich near London on 22/5/2013 when member of
the public took a video of the murder waving around a machete while the soldier’s severed
head was seen separated from his body on the road. The video was heavily pixelated before
being shown on TV. A similar case happed on 5 December 2015 when a man was filmed after
an attack on three passengers at Leytonstone Underground railway station near London. The
attacker was threatening others and while some people did film him on their mobile phones
other bystanders tried to keep him at bay by throwing bottles at him. In the Canadian in
incident many people are trying to help the poor soldier but could do nothing. Looking at the
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sequence of pictures is extremely distressing as the natural instinct is to try and so something
to help, as well as the shock and revulsion.
It begs the question “Do we really need this coverage?”

The Sydney Siege
On 15–16 December 2014, a lone gunman, Man Haron Monis, held 18 hostages, 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 news desks when such things
begin. Why so many police in a peaceful place like Sydney, must be something big going down.

Figure 15: Tweeter spots a story

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.
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Figure 16: Once again the first Tweeter is a journalist
What distinguishes this story is that rather than social media being criticised for its coverage by
the mainstream media, it was the mainstream media that was criticised on social media. In
particular Media Tycoon Rupert Murdoch was attacked directly when he posted a Tweet at the
end of the event which sounded in bad taste (Muller, 2014). Those familiar with newsroom
culture will understand the context of the Tweet but it is not something that should be shared
in the community at large, although that is not an excuse.

Figure 18: The Tweet that got the head of News Corporation into so much trouble

There were the usual false rumours, some of which were picked up by mainstream media
desperately competing with each other. These included a false report that the Sydney Harbour
Bridge was being closed and that mobile phone signals would be switched off. What cause
more concern was the fact that the hostage taker was forcing hostage to display the ISIL
Shahada flag against the shop window in full sight of the TV cameras which had taken up
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position inside the Channel 7 offices opposite the café in Martin Place (Hermida, 2014). Also
the hostage taker was trying to get his messages out by forcing hostage to post them on their
social media accounts. Following police appeals the mainstream media did not report the
contents of these messages (Archie, 2016)
Benjamin Archie from the University of Newcastle, NSW, give an excellent analysis of the role
played by social media pointing out that the terrorists have cottoned on to it, even if the
authorities had not, by 2014 (Archie, 2016 ). He goes on to point out that tradition media
effectively censored the information it passed to the public, some argue with good reasons for
political reasons. Censorship by newsrooms was also for ethical and taste reasons e.g. not
printing pictures of untreated casualties, withholding all details of kidnappings and listening to
police appeals not to distribute details of police operations. He argues that the unfiltered
stream of information through Twitter is giving the terrorists an unparalleled Situational
Awareness that is helping them to maximise the impact of what they are doing.
In Sydney the police appealed to the mainstream organisations not to help the hostage taker
but lacked any means to restrain those broadcasting details on social media and they complied.
Before the incident several meetings had taken place between news executives and the police
in order to discuss such situations should they arise and these paid dividends. However Archie
points out that they could have tried explaining the situation more fully to social media users.
In particular explaining the damage they could do with false information and danger created by
reporting police activity. Those familiar with using Twitter in particular know that it has a
certain “self-policing” power and someone identified as helping a terrorist would receive a lot
of negative tweets – as Rupert Murdoch discovered (Dann, 2010 )

Brussels Terror Attack this year
Without going into any details the last years has seen terrible tragedies in both Paris and
Brussels on a previously unknown scale. Discussions with news executives and journalists
reveal that many lessons have been learned. They report that the social media side of the
operation is now integrated into normal news gathering rather than a set of “geeks” on a far off
desk. They report that trained journalists with skills also in social media are rare.
One senior executive said: “There is no difference between news reporting for print or social
media. Except the speed with which it has to be done. You have minutes to check stories
which means you have to learn quick ways to establish validity. That means you make mistakes
sometimes but if you are honest with the audience and tell them that some information is
unconfirmed then you will survived”
Another said: “You know that if someone has set up their Twitter account and hour ago that
their information is not very credible. If you look back and see they have been using the
account for years then they might be valid.”
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Other executives pointed out that in the UK the print media in particular has faced many years
of attack for its ethical stances. This has led to the management of media operations being less
pressured and more concerned about protecting the validity of the brand. Mainstream brans
are also aware of the possible liability from using pictures and video sourced on social media.
Big corporations have big pockets as AFP discovered then they were sued for $1.2million for
using pictures from the Haiti earthquake (Estrin, 2013).
There were the usual fake videos and hoax stories, but no evidence that the mainstream media
were getting fooled and people were relying on familiar news brands for information. However
the volume of information was huge with the French Newspapers getting their reporters to
Tweet regularly to keep readers up to date.
What emerged from Brussels was a different problem. Many hundreds, if not thousands of
news outlets were finding witnesses with video footage on social media and were contacting
them for comment and interviews as well as permission to use the video. One witness claimed
to have had 10,000 contacts to his phone in one hour, not all were calls and some were projihadi messages sending him abuse. He wrote a blog about his experience which was translated
and published by Eyewitness Media Hub, a leading player in verification (Crunelle, 2016)

Figure 19: Crunelle’s tweet that set off a busy day for him.
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Mapping the story
Without access to Big Data tools it is impossible to accurate map the way news flows in a major
event, so what follows is an entirely qualitative map. It should be treated at best as a theory or
even a working hypothesis. It is based on the notions that people retweet information from a
reliable source more than an unreliable source, and secondly that nature abhors a vacuum and
thirdly that on social media you can never win.:

•Reliable sources publishes event on Twitter
•Pickup depends upon number of media contacts in retweet range and
Event Begins increases if there is a dramatic picture

opening
round

•Others join in sometimes adding information but mostly describing their
reactions
•After a time period the first tweet comes from a reliable media souce

•The reliable tweet is retweeted many times and is added to by other reliable
tweets
•Initial
reaction from authorities leads to the story breaking on mainstream
Going
radio
and
TV
Mainstream
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• Reaction escalates as more people go on Twitter to look for news
• Most of the discussion is about news from mainstream media, pictures
Event Climax from reliable sources and expressions of emotion

• The lack of fresh news creates and information vacuum.
• The Vacuum starts to be filled by speculation, followed by fabrication
and conspiracy theories
The Vacuum

• Later those who have tome to the scene to get a better look and those
watching on TV start to report police and other activity as part of their
Speculation
speculation game.
climaxes

Dangerous
bit

The Turn

The Inquest
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•Fabrication and conspiracy theories enter the mainstream media
•Public authorites try to stem the flow of misinformation and, fabrication and
information about police activity

•The Twitter community turns on the mainstream media for publicising and repeating
speculatin and false information
•Everyone turns on the authorities for not giving enough information to the public

•After the event: police are criticised by everyone for not giving enough information,
Mainstream media are criticised for bad behaviour and Social media is hailed as the
Great Informer of the

Discussion of results
There is still much to learn about the role of social media in newsgathering, but for the moment
it is clear that is has positive and negative impacts. Neil Postman may well concur.
Positive impacts:
Mainstream news outlets get access to eyewitness information very quickly after an incident.
Similarly broadcasters have never had so much dramatic footage to broadcast so close to an
actual incident.
Professional journalists have an important role in the social media age.
The public is being better informed about major incidents, both because police and other
responders have learned the benefits of using social media and the public has mostly worked
out what information can be relied upon.
Any government which seeks to censor or otherwise restrict the coverage of a major incident in
its country for political reasons can forget about that idea
Positive for terrorists anyway, they are gaining an increased situational awareness during mass
attacks. A big negative for the rest of us.

Negative results
People with negative motives are given a platform.
People who do not think about the consequences of their actions also have a platform.
People who think they are helping the situation by tweeting messages, pictures or videos and
being deluged with media inquiries.
What can be done to mitigate the negatives? Well clearly freedom of speech is not up for
debate although US Justice Frank Murphy said in Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire, 315 U.S. 568
(1942) said there were legitimate limits and exceptions to free speech in a democratic society.
In a unanimous judgement Murphy wrote: “There are certain well-defined and narrowly
limited classes of speech, the prevention and punishment of which have never been thought to
raise any constitutional problem. These include the lewd and obscene, the profane, the
libellous, and the insulting or "fighting" words those which by their very utterance inflict injury
or tend to incite an immediate breach of the peace. It has been well observed that such
utterances are no essential part of any exposition of ideas, and are of such slight social value as
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a step to truth that any benefit that may be derived from them is clearly outweighed by the
social interest in order and morality.”
Those who put the public in danger, hostages in danger or obstruct the police in their legitimate
duty should be prosecuted. In the meantime it may be for educators to start telling their
students about the personal responsibility carried by someone who posts on social media, that
they too, and not just the mainstream media have a moral duty.
ends
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