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Preface

Some concepts used in this book have come from research that I have 
previously published. None of these publications has been repro-
duced in part or in total in this book. Discussion of the Arab Spring in 
Chap. 3 draws upon concepts from the book chapters ‘Journalism dur-
ing the Arab Spring: Interactions and Challenges’ and ‘War of Worlds? 
Alternative and Mainstream Journalistic Practices in Coverage of the 
“Arab Spring” Protests’.

Discussion of the relations between social media managers and jour-
nalists in Chaps. 4 and 5 draw upon concepts from the journal article 
‘Don’t Tweet This! How Journalists and Media Organisations Negotiate 
Tensions Emerging from the Implementation of Social Media Policy in 
Newsrooms’.

Discussion of journalists’ representations of personal and profes-
sional identity on social media in Chap. 6 draws upon concepts from 
the journal article ‘From “Selfies” to Breaking Tweets: How Journalists 
Negotiate Personal and Professional Identity on Social Media’.

These inclusions are referenced in the text of the chapters.

Hawthorn, Australia Diana Bossio
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1

It’s 1997 and you are starting a typical workday as a print journalist. 
You arrive at the newsroom and grab the day’s newspapers to check the 
headlines. You greet colleagues from the separate online and newspaper 
teams and then check your landline for messages. You talk to the chief of 
staff about the day’s events, and after the morning’s editorial meeting, 
your day is organised around getting to media events, talking to sources 
on the phone and following up potential leads. You will submit up to 
ten stories for publication in the newspaper by the late afternoon, which 
might later be ‘shovelled’ onto the news website. You love your job, but 
you’ve heard a lot of worrying things about the future of newspapers. 
Cadetship entry to the newspaper has been slashed this year, new jobs 
are scarce and the future of classified and commercial advertising revenue 
looks uncertain. A lot of journalists are talking about re-skilling or mov-
ing on to professional communication roles, and overall the industry is 
feeling the tension of an uncertain future.

Now fast-forward 20 years to 2017.
Your typical workday as a journalist starts the moment you wake up. 

You check your smartphone, clicking immediately on Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and Snapchat to look at a mix of personal and media-related 
profiles. Over breakfast, you check content that has already been posted 
by your news organisation and compare it with what is trending. You 
post a few comments on your personal Twitter profile, which has 1000 
followers. Then you switch to your separate professional Twitter pro-
file, which has 8000 followers, and share a few links to your media 

CHAPTER 1

Journalism and Social Media: An 
Introduction

© The Author(s) 2017 
D. Bossio, Journalism and Social Media, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_1
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organisation and post a quick snap of your breakfast. Once you get to 
work, you greet the small team—mass redundancies in the mid-2000s 
have resulted in a lean organisation, and your colleagues now work 
across print, online and social media. Newspaper operations have been 
largely scaled back, with fewer pages, more lifestyle content picked up 
from freelance labour and the publication of more syndicated news. Low 
cadet numbers are now funnelled into video and mobile content roles, 
where numbers have doubled. A major media event means you will take 
responsibility for live updates on both the organisation’s Twitter account, 
as well as ‘express news’ on the website. You might only work on two 
or three stories, but you will be responsible for updating them con-
stantly, optimising both for lunch and commute-time reading on mobile 
devices. You love your job, but you’re concerned that your attention is 
increasingly divided, and that your professional labour extends into your 
personal time. Overall, the industry is feeling the tension of being in 
transition—the opportunities for online and social media reportage seem 
exciting, but no one knows how these opportunities will translate into 
‘professional journalism’.

There are only two things that have not changed since journalism 
entered into social media environments—the durability of journalism as 
a profession and the uncertainty of its future. When the possibilities for 
online journalism were beginning to be realised more than 20 years ago, 
traditional journalism was seen to be under threat. Online news creation 
and distribution shifted journalists and their audiences away from the 
traditional ‘one-way’ communication model typified by newspaper and 
broadcast journalism. Citizen and other ‘non-professional’ news con-
tent creation, information abundance and new online-enabled technolo-
gies increasingly characterised news reportage (Livingstone and Asmolov 
2010), leading to pressure on journalists to be multiskilled and engaged 
across platforms (Cremedas and Lysak 2011; Saltzis and Dickinson 
2008). Classified and commercial advertising revenue suffered a sharp 
downturn and job cuts meant increased productivity pressures on jour-
nalists, who were asked to publish news and opinion in more formats and 
more quickly than ever before. This industrial tumult led some to predict 
the ‘death’ of journalism (Altheide 1994) and the dominance of amateur, 
opinion and tabloid journalism.

While the doomsday predictions have faded, there remains much 
uncertainty about journalism: what it should look like, who should do 
it, and what its norms of practice should be. The introduction of social 
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media to journalistic work came at a time when journalism was already 
in a state of transition. In the ‘Web 1.0’ phase, journalists and news 
organisations adjusted to the demands of the 24-hour newsroom, and 
re-skilled to create multiplatform content and streamlined newsrooms. 
But then social media’s popularity exploded. Coupled with the techno-
logical advances in smartphones and tablets, social media is now where 
audiences are predominantly posting, finding and sharing news and 
information. ‘Web 2.0’ has meant sociality; websites and blogs gave 
way to micropublishing, short messages, geolocational sharing, image 
dominance and a focus on individual engagement. Stories became ‘viral’ 
through individual ‘likes’ or the popularity of an issue, trend or hashtag. 
Just when journalists thought they understood online news reportage, 
social media changed the rules.

Social media platforms and their associated characteristics, politics and 
cultures are becoming increasingly influential in the production and dis-
tribution of news. This book explores some of the changes that the use 
of social media has brought to journalism, focussing on its impacts on 
individual professional practice, organisational processes and roles, and 
the larger institutional understanding of journalism as a profession. I 
argue that the impact of social media on journalism can be seen through 
the complex and interconnected relations, practices and professional 
boundaries that seek both to innovate and delimit the ways in which 
social media can be used in a news context. Thus, the role of social 
media platforms in the changing professional landscape of journalism is 
discussed both in terms of the changes brought to journalistic practice, 
and the way in which journalistic use of social media has impacted on 
particular uses of these platforms.

The aims of this book are to:

• Critically analyse the new challenges and opportunities that have 
emerged for practitioners, organisations and the profession overall 
as a result of the increasing use of social media in journalism;

• Understand how these changes influence, and are influenced by, the 
interconnections between individual practitioners, audiences, organ-
isations and larger institutional norms; and finally,

• Use these understandings to provide a conceptual framework with 
which to understand the ways in which the constitution of journal-
ism itself is changing in social media environments.
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The conceptual approach of the book is not simply to describe changed 
journalistic practices, but also to encapsulate a complex relationship of 
technical, organisational and institutional influences that have occurred 
due to the increasing use of social media to investigate, produce and dis-
tribute news. This approach foregrounds journalistic use of social media as 
part of dynamic processes based on relationships in particular social, pro-
fessional and organisational contexts, rather than solely the consequences 
of corporate or technological changes and trends (García et al. 2009). 
Thus, the larger institutional understanding of journalism and how it is 
constituted can be analysed as a result of the many different individual and 
organisational influences on its institutional boundaries as a profession.

Much of the research conducted about social media use by journal-
ists or news organisations has focussed on the new practices used to find, 
research and present the news (Sacco and Bossio 2017; Domingo et al. 
2008). Researchers have analysed social media use in journalism primar-
ily as a way to increase audience participation and dialogue (Hermida 
and Thurman 2008; Sheffer and Schultz 2009) or to distribute content 
instantaneously (Messner et al. 2012). Other studies have investigated 
the potential of social media as a new form of journalism (Heinrich 
2011; Hirst and Treadwell 2011; Hjort et al. 2011). Some research has 
also centred on journalists’ professional identities and associated val-
ues and norms in relation to social media (Lewis and Westlund 2015; 
Lasorsa et al. 2012). While this research has already shown the positive 
and negative impacts of social media on ‘doing’ journalism (Diakopoulos 
et al. 2012), less attention has been given to the wider transitions occur-
ring across the journalism as an institution—the ways journalists, their 
organisations and institutions have been impacted by and, conversely, 
impact the use of social media platforms. Less attention has been paid 
to the relations between various journalistic ‘stakeholders’, whether they 
are managerial, editorial, or the global audiences with an interest in jour-
nalistic use of social media. Similarly, the myriad institutional changes 
occurring as journalists’ professional mission, routines, and relationships 
with audiences go through significant and dynamic transformation have 
rarely been discussed in detail. Thus, journalism scholars and students 
will benefit from an exploration of the interrelations between the indi-
vidual practitioners, the organisational structures and policies, as well 
as the larger institutional norms and ideologies that frame journalism. 
Journalism and Social Media reflects on the specific contexts in which 
these three areas of journalism both intersect and interact.



www.manaraa.com

1 JOURNALISM AND SOCIAL MEDIA: AN INTRODUCTION  5

This approach is admittedly ambitious in its scope and, of course, can-
not analyse every interconnected influence on contemporary mainstream 
journalism practice. There are many topics that are important to the 
study of journalism that cannot be covered in this book, not least the 
issue of how and whether professional journalism will exist in the future. 
This book does not have the scope to make predictions about the future 
of journalism, such as theories for improved business models, or social 
media practices that might support professional journalism in future. 
Instead, the book aims to forward a kind of ‘history of the present’, illus-
trating some aspects of individual practice, organisational frameworks 
and institutional ideologies that indicate how journalists and journal-
ism are transitioning into social media environments. Furthermore, the 
use of case studies and examples in this book is meant to be illustrative 
of arguments made in individual chapters, but cannot be generalised to 
journalism practice overall. At the very least, resistance and innovation 
in changing media environments should illustrate the complexity of indi-
vidual professional, organisational and cultural changes in journalism. 
Indeed, focussing on the complexity of these interconnections means this 
book is neither celebratory nor pessimistic about the changes that social 
media has brought to professional journalism, nor deterministic about 
the influences and uses of social media affordances overall.

defining the everyday norms of Journalism

This book focusses on the everyday practices of professional journalism 
in the western, liberal tradition: the decisions, relationships and prac-
tices that connect to produce daily news content. Much of the research 
about journalism and social media does not focus on the everyday, 
ordinary practices of news work; instead, extraordinary media events 
or highly innovative journalistic practices are foregrounded as an illus-
tration of the transformative potential of social media. While this is of 
course, important, this book suggests that the transformation of journal-
ism can be seen in the daily use of social media that either extend or limit  
various organisational and institutional structures, policies and profes-
sional boundaries. Extraordinary events such as the Arab Spring or the 
#Blacklivesmatter movement bring innovative examples of the impor-
tance of social media to the larger aspirations for news is production and 
distribution. However, the approach of this book concerns itself with 
everyday uses of social media to achieve a more nuanced understanding 



www.manaraa.com

6  D. BOSSIO

of journalism in transition—that is, the ways social media affordances 
and cultures have been influenced and negotiated at the everyday level of 
news production.

This book focusses on journalism practised by ‘professional journal-
ists’: those whose professional practice is based on paid news work—find-
ing, researching, reporting and disseminating news on various platforms 
for a news or media content-focussed organisation. Much debate exists 
about the defining characteristics of journalism; it has been variously 
called a craft, a profession and an ideology. Indeed, the boundaries 
between what constitutes ‘true’ journalism have always been, and will 
continue to be, blurred (Carlson and Lewis 2015). Following Deuze 
(2005, p. 446), I define professional journalism as an occupational ide-
ology, which typifies norms of practice and behaviours that structure 
professional work and validate a particular social status. This ideology 
provides the framework for journalism as a social institution and the 
privileged social status journalists claim to represent news to audiences. 
In this book, the distinction of professional journalism is not intended 
to create a hierarchical division from some of the excellent amateur, citi-
zen, activist and unpaid journalism that is occurring online and on social 
media (see Bebawi and Bossio 2014, for further discussion of these types 
of journalism). Rather, the focus on professional, paid journalism allows 
further investigation of the everyday organisational, professional and 
institutional structures that regulate and delimit the use of social media. 
At times, this book will also refer to ‘legacy’ or ‘mainstream’ media or 
journalism, mostly to create an opposition between workers and organi-
sations that are historically and contextually framed by a one-way broad-
cast model of news production, and the newer digital, online and social 
media-focussed organisations and practices. While this book focusses on 
the transition of professional, paid and mostly traditional legacy journal-
ism practices and organisations, empirical evidence within the chapters is 
sourced from a number of different news contexts; examples of profes-
sional journalism can be found within legacy news organisations, like the 
BBC, as well as smaller disruptors, like Vice.

In the context of journalistic practice, ‘everyday’ refers to the mostly 
short-form, non-specialised, daily reportage conducted by journalists 
in local, regional, metropolitan and, in some cases, international con-
texts. This might also mean everyday reportage on an issue that has 
some global currency, such as climate change or a political scandal. It 
is the kind of reportage that journalists might consider the regular part 
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of their practice or ‘news round’. This definition is framed by Raymond 
Williams’ theorisation of culture as ‘ordinary’; the creative practices of 
journalism and use of tools such as social media are part of the daily, 
communal, ritualised labour of making sense of everyday life (Williams 
1958, p. 6). According to Williams (1958, p. 8), the daily practices of 
culture are ‘active’—that is, practices like journalism are part of a process 
of learning and then reflecting on what constitutes the community, and 
are thus open to negotiation and change. Similarly, Highmore (2011, p. 
6) positions the everyday as an active process where social and cultural 
practices go from ‘unusual’ to ‘regular’ (and sometimes back again). In 
the context of journalism, this book investigates the processes, relation-
ships and practices that are impacted by the transition of social media 
into a state of ‘becoming ordinary’ within journalistic practice (Bossio 
and Bebawi 2016).

defining social media

Social media can be defined as web-based applications or services that 
exist to allow a series of connections to be made online through a pro-
file or media content. Social media thus allows individuals or groups of 
users to: (1) construct and share a particular representation of identity 
or events online through a public or semi-private social networking pro-
file and content creation; (2) view, share or discuss particular content or 
social connections with other users; and (3) view the content and con-
nections of others with online profiles (boyd and Ellison 2007). The 
popularity of social media platforms began to emerge in the late 1990s 
with platforms like Friendster, but did not gain mainstream, popular 
usage until the early 2000s, with the large-scale adoption of MySpace 
(and later, Facebook) by a mostly youth-based audience (boyd and Ellison 
2007; van Dijk 2013). The creation of a wide array of platforms and 
services has ensued, offering web tools that have created or augmented 
communication abilities. A range of brands and organisations—such as 
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram—has become synonymous 
with activities such as microblogging, chatting, or video and image shar-
ing (van Dijk 2013, p. 7).

Journalistic use of social media through news sharing sites or ‘social 
news’ was initially popularised by platforms such as Digg and Newsvine, 
types of social bookmarking sites dedicated to sharing news and infor-
mation. By the early 2000s, most news organisations had established 
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websites and audience sharing of news content appeared to be a ‘nat-
ural’ extension of news distribution practices. This is not to suggest 
that the advent of social media has been trouble-free. MySpace never 
recovered its initial popularity after a $580 million acquisition by News 
Corporation in 2005 (Lynley 2011), Facebook and Instagram have faced 
difficulty changing any of the characteristics of their platforms without 
vehement user dissent, and Twitter has been consistently plagued by 
rumours of ‘imminent death’ through loss of active users (Tsukayama 
2016). Like many social media companies, LinkedIn’s stock fortunes 
have also risen and waned exponentially, indicating that while many 
social media tools are innovative, their business practices may not be 
(Gara 2016).

The increasing influence of social media on journalism is under-
stood in this book through both its technical and social affordances. 
Understanding affordances represents a relational approach to under-
standing how people interact with social media technologies (Leonardi 
2013). Following Evans et al. (2017), this book posits affordances as 
‘possibilities for action…between a technology and the user that enables 
or constrains potential behavioural outcomes in a particular context’. 
Importantly, these affordances are not deterministic; instead, changing 
abilities and contexts impact on outcomes for use of technologies. There 
is not a single method of understanding social media affordances—the 
social use of each platform has encouraged a particular culture, politics 
and etiquette that has resulted in ever-evolving communication styles. As 
more platforms have emerged, other differences have appeared within 
modes of publishing, distribution and audience response. As boyd and 
Ellison suggest (2007, p. 210), many social media platforms main-
tain pre-existing social networks, while others help to connect stran-
gers through various communication tools. Social media connections 
can be made through shared interests, links, commercial activity, politi-
cal or social groupings or coordinated activities. Social media platforms 
also provide opportunities for broader commentary on current events, 
through the processes of linking, as well as possibilities for users to add 
their own perspective as informal and even humorous contributions to 
discussion of news events. This might occur in the form of links to other 
voices and reportage, or the creation of memes and humorous hashtags. 
While early iterations of social media platforms were focussed on individ-
ual expression and creating networks, newer formats have seen increased 
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opportunities to create and share original content. Many of these and 
other characteristics of social media have had impacts on social and pro-
fessional relationships amongst other spheres of social life.

The presentation and distribution models of particular social media 
platforms have had an enormous impact on news and information and, 
by extension, the constitution of journalism. In the context of journal-
ism, social media’s technical affordances have influenced a number of 
collaborative, participatory and networked behaviours and practices 
within the research, production and distribution of news. The increas-
ing importance of social media to news consumers has influenced news 
production values, including: increasing prioritisation of the interactiv-
ity of news content, participation of audiences in news, transparency in 
news production processes, and immediate, 24-hour dissemination of 
news on social media (Usher 2014). In this book, I conceptualise the 
unique impact of social media on journalism through understanding of 
its specific technologies, relations, politics, languages and etiquettes. This 
creates both a unique ‘culture of communication’, and a unique envi-
ronment in which to produce and distribute news. This can be seen in 
increased sharing and collaborative activities, as well as broader negotia-
tion of journalistic authority in the public sphere. I focus on the impact 
of three related aspects of social media’s communication culture on jour-
nalism: the empowerment of audiences, cultures of collaboration and 
sharing and, finally, the prioritisation of authenticity in communication.

The empowerment of audiences is central to understanding social 
media communication cultures. Allen (2005, p. 18) suggests that the 
South Asian tsunami in 2004 was one of the decisive ‘moments’ in 
‘social’ journalism, where hundreds of images, videos and other media 
created by people living through the crisis were the most prominent 
aspect of the news coverage, shared both with news organisations and 
through social media platforms. Similarly, the BBC reported that in the 
wake of terrorist bomb attacks on the underground train system in 2005, 
the organisation received 22,000 emails and text messages with informa-
tion about the bombings. In the first hour alone, they received 50 of 
the 3000 images they would then go on to use in reportage (Douglas 
2006). Most global news organisations like CNN, BBC and Al Jazeera 
now have dedicated teams to manage the huge volume of user-generated 
content they receive each day during news events. Journalists and their 
news organisations have also extended this use of ‘citizen journalism’ by 
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trying to focus on engagement with individual users or ‘followers’ about 
particular issues and events through use of social media. While the public 
has always actively engaged with media (Ang 2006; Fiske 1987), social 
media changes the nature of public participation in the news process. 
Contemporary mainstream journalism now ‘competes’ with alternative 
provision of news facilitated by the low cost and availability of digital 
media and social media platforms, which empower citizens to participate 
actively in the making of news by creating, shaping and sharing informa-
tion about news.

Using social media enables and empowers audiences to be more 
involved in the process of creating and shaping news; they can choose 
to become users and co-producers in collaborative or participatory 
processes of creating news (Harrison and Brea 2009; Heinonen 2011; 
Hermida 2010). Relations based on sharing allow production and dis-
tribution of news and information that prioritises the iterative, dialogic 
and diverse nature of social media communication. Thus, an important 
part of this sharing and collaboration is individual expression. The use 
of affect, opinion and emotion, rather than objectivity or neutrality, is 
seen as a way to ensure a more authentic engagement with social media 
audiences. Providing an authentic representation of identity is a way of 
eschewing the supposedly ‘elitist’ broadcast model of objective distance 
from the audience. Cultures of audience dominance, sharing and authen-
ticity have developed as unique characteristics of social media communi-
cation, and will continue to develop as new roles, relations and rules of 
engagement are negotiated between different social media users. Thus, 
as the importance of social media for news and information production 
and dissemination increases, so too does the need to conceptualise the 
opportunities and limits of social media affordances for professional jour-
nalism and its stakeholders.

understanding social media and Journalistic Practice

Much has already been written in academia and in the media about the 
changes that have occurred to journalistic production, consumption and 
reception in digital, online and, now, social media-enabled communica-
tion environments. Many scholars have described both the challenges 
and opportunities that social media bring to journalistic practice (Deuze 
2003; Hermida 2010). For example, O’Sullivan and Heinonen (2008, p. 
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357) have shown that social media bring additional tools to journalism 
that increase opportunities for interactivity and audience engagement. 
Others (Hermida 2010; Bebawi and Bossio 2014) have described exam-
ples where media-savvy journalists have utilised social media to report 
news stories during war or crisis and to engage with witnesses when gov-
ernmental or official accounts are not reliable representations of the day’s 
events. Conversely, other research has problematised journalistic use 
of social media by showing that many journalists still tend to conform 
to traditional norms of practice even when using new media platforms 
(Hermida 2012). Much of this reluctance stems from issues of privacy 
and verification, which have also been shown to undermine journalists’ 
willingness to participate on social media (Cision 2009). Similarly, some 
journalists have sometimes been reluctant to use social media in crisis 
situations, as the lack of source anonymity has provided identification 
data to governmental forces aiming to neutralise online dissenters (Fuchs 
et al. 2012).

Descriptions of the positive and negative implications of social media 
use by journalists are productive in understanding the ways in which it 
has been implemented in everyday practice. However, these opportuni-
ties and challenges occur within a framework of complex influences that 
journalists are attempting to balance in this time of transition in their 
professional practice. On the one hand, some journalists do seek to ‘nor-
malise’ traditional modes of journalistic professional identity, such as 
objectivity and neutrality, in an online space. On the other hand, many 
journalists are also seeking ways to utilise a more personal or ‘authentic’ 
tone and expanded potential for participation engendered by commu-
nication cultures on social media. Between these needs, journalists also 
negotiate editorial, organisational and institutional influences to have an 
‘authentic’ presence online (Bossio and Sacco 2016). This book seeks to 
understand these influences as the basis for analysing the ways in which 
social media has affected—and been effected by—journalistic practice.

Perhaps the most obvious change that social media has brought to 
journalistic production and practice is to the relationship between the 
audience and the individual journalism practitioner. A journalists’ role in 
the public sphere has been traditionally represented as a one-way broad-
cast of news and information to a largely passive audience, a privileged 
role in which an individual journalist sourced and selected the evidence 
they deemed to be meaningful to the news agenda. By the late 1950s, 
journalists were represented as ‘gatekeepers’ for the public, ‘the ones 
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who decide what the public needs to know, as well as when and how 
such information should be provided’. (Domingo et al. 2008, p. 326). 
News outlets justified journalists’ privileged role by pointing to their 
responsibility to provide objective, verifiable and high-quality informa-
tion (Domingo et al. 2008).

The positive implications of this audience engagement on social media 
are the apparent democratisation and pluralisation of the institution of 
journalism—the more people involved in the investigation, production 
and dissemination of news, the better opportunities for information to be 
disseminated to global audiences. This collaborative turn in the journal-
istic process has been articulated as ‘participatory’ journalism, describing 
the phenomenon of participation in and contribution to the gathering, 
selection, publication, dissemination and interpretation of news (Deuze 
et al. 2007; Domingo et al. 2008). Bruns (2006) calls the paradigm shift 
from industrial to participatory media production ‘produsage’, where ‘the 
production of ideas takes place in a collaborative, participatory environ-
ment which breaks down the boundaries between producers and consum-
ers and instead enables all participants to be users as well as producers of 
information and knowledge’ (Bruns 2006, p. 2). This type of journalism 
combines organisational production and communal ‘produsage’ (Bruns 
2010) in that both the public and journalists participate in the produc-
tion as well as the consumption of information. Indeed, much contempo-
rary academic research has been focussed on the innovative uses of social, 
digital and online media in journalistic practice to formulate new ways of 
interacting and presenting news to audiences, who are now also seen as 
collaborators and ‘credible sources’ (Bowman and Willis 2003).

While these examples illustrate how social media might assist global 
audiences or witnesses in gaining access to journalists, the incorpora-
tion of social media into the everyday reporting practices of mainstream 
journalists has been a much more recent—and complex—phenomenon. 
Much of the research described assumes a social media-savvy journal-
ist and newsroom; however, previous research has certainly shown 
that neither journalists, nor their media organisations, appear to 
fully understand and utilise social media as an innovative way of pre-
senting content, nor as a way to engage more fully with audiences. 
For example, Standley (2013, pp. 143–144) found that many tradi-
tional news organisations were only using the delivery function of social 
media—the ‘social’, or audience engagement, component was almost 
absent from reportage. Some contemporary studies have shown that  
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some news organisations have invested resources and hired experts to 
optimise their social media presence (Parr 2009), but others have shown 
that use of social media and online innovation more broadly has been 
constrained by problems of poor editorial integration, legal issues and 
organisational constraints (Newman 2009). Journalists do not appear to 
be ‘early adopters’ of social media. However, there are a number of fac-
tors that may be impacting on their use of social media. To understand 
these influences and limitations, the conceptual lens must be widened to 
include the organisational, editorial and managerial impacts of the news-
room and its stakeholders on individual journalistic use of social media.

understanding social media and the news organisation

While many theoretical models describe changes to individual journalis-
tic practices, these changes also need to be analysed as part of the larger 
organisational effects on journalism and its products. Much academic 
research illustrates that journalistic outlets worldwide have now inte-
grated social media into news reporting (Posetti 2009), though there 
are variations in the strategies that organisations have used. Some use 
social media as a supplementary communication channel enabling jour-
nalists to cover a distant event in real time, and others to find ‘exemplars 
or eyewitnesses’ (Heinonen 2011, pp. 38–39). The ABC news network 
in Australia, for example, utilises social media for emergency and dis-
aster communication, ‘gathering and disseminating emergency informa-
tion quickly and to a vast potential “audience”’ (Posetti and Lo 2012, 
p. 38). Similarly, Al Jazeera has used social media to invite users to sub-
mit content that is then published on its citizen journalism platform, 
Sharek (Lavrusik 2011). In these collaborative initiatives, journalists take 
on a ‘dialogical’ (Heinonen 2011) and ‘curatorial’ approach (Hermida 
2012), encouraging citizens to contribute to the storytelling process as 
well as navigating, examining, selecting and contextualising user-gen-
erated text, photos and videos (Bell 2011; katz 2011). Other media 
organisations are much more promotional in their use of social media, 
encouraging journalists to foster links with audiences through personal 
or professional social media engagement that links back to the organi-
sations’ web presence. Many organisations also manage journalists’ use 
of social media through training and policies, as well as promotional 
use of individual profiles. By participating on social network platforms 
as an individual, rather than simply posting content through a media 
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organisation, a journalist is portraying a ‘personal brand’. Most news 
organisations encourage branded use of social media by individual jour-
nalists because they are more prominent in online discussions than the 
news organisation itself (Bruns 2012, p. 105). Audiences are also said 
to prefer to follow individual rather than institutional social media 
accounts (Hermida 2013). Media organisations are therefore keen to 
‘piggyback’ on the profiles of individual journalists and do so by linking 
specific organisational strategies to individual journalistic practice.

While organisational factors do influence individual practice through 
the individual’s adherence to organisational strategies for news dis-
semination and production, as well as through compliance with social 
media policies, journalists’ professional use of social media is more 
often influenced by institutional norms of practice. Journalists engage 
in promotion of their own ‘personal brand’ as a way to develop profes-
sional credibility (Holton and Molyneux 2015). Some journalists have 
embraced the opportunity to present something of their personal and 
social selves to reflect the authenticity that characterises social media 
communication (Lasorsa et al. 2012). However, balancing institutional 
ideologies, organisational pressures, and maintaining a sense of online 
authenticity creates what Marwick and boyd (2011, p. 126) describe as 
‘context collapse’—the sheer diversity of the audience complicates how 
a public persona or identity can be managed. If being ‘personal’ is cru-
cial in building a ‘brand’, yet authenticity is key to the believability of 
this brand (Marwick and boyd 2011), journalists must negotiate multi-
ple audiences by strategically creating posts that portray an authentic, yet 
broadly engaging, personality (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 122). In this 
context, the institutional influence on the norms and boundaries govern-
ing how a journalist can represent themselves on social media is espe-
cially important.

understanding social media and Journalism  
as an institution

The norms and values that indicate journalistic professional practice 
are discursively constructed and ‘performed’ to maintain a particular 
character that only a professional journalist can be seen to possess; for 
example, the content of higher education journalism degrees suggests 
personal characteristics such as independence, detachment and desire to 
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uncover truth as important to the professional work of journalists (De 
Burgh 2003, p. 109). Professional journalism is thus articulated through 
a particular mode of behaviour and values through which the journal-
ist can represent themselves and their work (Johnstone et al. 1976). For 
example, behaviours such as objectivity, verification and individual auton-
omy are seen as integral to journalism’s social authority and often frame 
organisational codes of conduct. These behaviours have also been insti-
tutionalised as the core of journalism and reified as central to the gate-
keeping and agenda-setting role of journalism. For a journalist, this also 
means balancing editorial, organisational and institutional demands on 
how and what a professional journalist should present online. In this way, 
journalists understand the institution of journalism as deriving meaning 
and significance from ideological representation of their work. As Revers 
(2014, p. 49) suggests, journalists participate in the narratives ingrained 
in their occupational tradition. They also rely on these collective repre-
sentations when they define normative principles and perform the behav-
ioural boundaries of their work (Revers 2014, p. 50).

At times, the industry and academic discussion of journalism in 
a social media-enabled age can often be seen to take on a binary 
approach—the ideal of a collaborative, transparent process of audience 
engagement versus a normative, journalist-centred process of produc-
tion (Bossio and Sacco 2016). But the use—ideal or otherwise—of social 
media by journalists is much more complex than this binary suggests. 
Indeed, a sole conceptual focus on journalistic practice, instead of the 
complex interaction between individual, organisational and institutional 
perspectives, can often exacerbate the reliance on a ‘traditional concep-
tual lens’ (Mitchelstein and Boczkowski 2009, p. 563). Instead this book 
seeks to illustrate a much more complex state of transition in contem-
porary journalism, where journalists are attempting to balance the insti-
tutional and organisational pressures of ‘being online’ with their own 
professional norms and expectations.

chaPter summary

This book comprises eight chapters, with each focussing on either the 
individual practitioner, the contemporary journalism organisation or the 
institutional ideologies and norms framing the journalistic profession. 
The case studies in this book illustrate the material consequences of bal-
ancing these tensions while attempting to transition their professional 
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activity into social media environments. The divisions between the jour-
nalism practitioner, organisation and institution are, of course, con-
structed for purposes of clarity; indeed, the central premise of this book 
is to illustrate the interconnections between practitioners, organisa-
tions and the institution of journalism. The book begins by focussing 
on individual practitioners and their professional experiences in social 
media environments. Chapter 2, ‘Social Media and Journalism Practice’, 
explores how journalism practices are influenced by the use of social 
media in reportage. Focussing on three traditional norms of journalis-
tic practice—objectivity, verification, and professional autonomy—this 
chapter describes how these important professional traits have been 
continually challenged by social media cultures of communication that 
prioritise representation of authenticity, transparency and collaborative 
production. Some of these characteristics have contributed to increasing 
innovation in the way journalists have both researched and presented the 
news online; however, this chapter also shows that the transition of jour-
nalistic practice to social media environments also comes with organi-
sational and institutional challenges. Chapter 3, ‘Journalism and Social 
Media Audiences’, explores the relationship between journalists and 
news audiences through interactions in social media environments. While 
much academic research has focussed on how online audiences have 
impacted the production and distribution of news, this chapter focusses 
more broadly on the ways that public dialogue between journalists and 
audiences has incorporated more iterative, collaborative and distributed 
forms of social media communication. This illustrates that it is not only 
journalistic practice that is changing, but also the culture of communica-
tion between journalists and audiences, which affects the framework for 
professional journalism’s importance in social life.

The next part of the book moves from an individual practitioner’s 
perspective to an organisational perspective on journalistic use of social 
media. The chapters focus on exploring the new social media-focussed 
relationships, policies and processes in the newsroom that impact overall 
production and distribution of news. Chapter 4, ‘Social Media and the 
Newsroom: New Relationships, New Policies, New Practices’, explores 
the transition of journalistic production and distribution of news from 
an organisational perspective, in particular the new professional relation-
ships, policies and procedures that have been introduced to govern both 
the individual and organisational use of social media in the newsroom. 
This chapter illustrates that although there is much variation in the ways 
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that newsrooms have attempted to integrate social media use into the 
newsroom, the important relationships between journalistic, editorial 
and management staff determine whether integration of social media in 
the newsroom is successful. Chapter 5, ‘Big Data, Algorithms and the 
Metrics of Social Media News’, focusses on the increasing organisational 
use of social media analysis and algorithmic manipulation in the produc-
tion and distribution of news. This chapter illustrates that news organi-
sations are increasingly using social media platforms and analytics to 
improve the distribution of news content, but they are also increasingly 
competing with other stakeholders hoping to influence the way news dis-
courses are represented.

The final part of the book takes a broader view of journalism as a pro-
fessional institution—the norms, practices and boundaries that make up 
a contemporary understanding of journalism and how these are shifting 
in a social media age. Chapter 6, ‘Shifting Values, New Norms: Social 
Media and the Changing Profession of Journalism’, illustrates some of 
the material consequences of balancing individual, organisational and 
professional norms while attempting to transition journalistic profes-
sional activity onto social media. In particular, this chapter focusses 
on the ramifications of these changes on the way journalists see them-
selves—their professional identity and the institution through which 
they conduct professional work. Finally, Chap. 7, ‘News in Social Media 
Environments: Journalism in a “Post-Truth” World’, considers the 
changes brought by social media to understanding of journalism as a 
mode of distributing news and information. This chapter illustrates that 
the use of social media has influenced new modes of producing and dis-
tributing news, which has resulted in the decentralisation of the journal-
ist and news organisation from the communication of news.
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In January 2016, the online aggregator and news site, The Huffington 
Post, announced that it would be adding a disclaimer to all election 
reportage about the Republican presidential nominee, Donald Trump. 
Every time a reader clicked on a Huffington Post article about Trump, 
they would find the following message: ‘Note to our readers: Donald 
Trump is a serial liar, rampant xenophobe, racist, misogynist, birther 
and bully who has repeatedly pledged to ban all Muslims—1.6 billion 
members of an entire religion—from entering the U.S.’ (Sterne 2016). 
Each of the claims was linked to Huffington Post reports that evidenced 
Trump’s transgressions. Not only is it unusual for a news organisation 
to use such overtly subjective language to describe a presidential nomi-
nee, it is also a significant change from the relative objectivity expected 
of contemporary political journalism. For The Huffington Post, one of the 
most popular political sites in the world and the first digital news site 
to win a Pulitzer Prize (Calderone 2012), this lack of political objec-
tivity would once have been a jarring reminder of the online aggrega-
tor’s lack of journalistic sophistication. So how is it possible that one 
of the bedrocks of traditional journalism—the practice of objectivity 
in reportage—could be so blatantly pushed aside? Some of this oppo-
sitional reportage was certainly influenced by the strategic position-
ing of media outlets competing for attention during an increasingly 
partisan presidential election—and even the discursive style of Donald 
Trump himself. But these strategic and political tactics are only one part 
of the explanation; the apparent acceptability of such overt subjectivity  
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in the reportage of the presidential election is also framed by the culture 
of communication on social media, which has created opportunities to 
disrupt seemingly inviolable norms of reportage.

This chapter explores the transitions occurring in some traditional 
norms of journalistic practice: maintaining objectivity in reportage, using 
processes of verification and, finally, asserting professional autonomy 
over individual work practice. Norms of practice can be defined as the 
behaviours continually represented as the ideal standard for professional 
journalism. For example, maintaining ‘objectivity’ in journalism practice 
is framed by belief in journalism’s social role to inform the public with-
out partisanship. Thus, norms of practice are also ideological, allowing 
journalists and news organisations to claim jurisdiction over a particular 
body of knowledge and practice (Lewis 2012, p. 840). While this chapter 
explores the representation of ‘ideal’ norms of practice, it does so with 
implicit acknowledgement that ‘actual’ practices are very much influ-
enced by a confluence of organisational, technological and other factors.

This chapter will argue that norms of journalism practice have tran-
sitioned in response to the social and technological affordances enabled 
by increasing use of social media. This has allowed traditional norms 
of objectivity, verification and professional autonomy to transition into 
new forms of journalistic practice that are increasingly collaborative and 
prioritise authentic and transparent processes of presenting the news. 
Some of these innovations in everyday journalistic practice include the 
potential for collaboration with online sources, the immediate and global 
distribution of source materials, and the prioritisation of an ‘authentic’ 
authorial voice. It seems that journalists who are using these new prac-
tices have been influenced by social media cultures that prioritise shar-
ing, authentic self-expression and the rejection of notions of a universal 
truth. However, the transition of professional journalistic practice to 
social media environments has also challenged legacy news organisations 
and the overall constitution of journalism as a professional institution. 
Indeed, these new forms of practice suggest that the biggest change in 
journalistic practice is actually the broader institutional understanding of 
journalism itself—from an autonomous authority to an important, but 
nonetheless collaborative stakeholder in creating the news.

To explore these changes, this chapter utilises a historical and social 
framework to trace the transition from traditional to social media-
enabled norms of practice. These changes are contextualised as part 
of a number of interconnected changes occurring at the level of the 
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journalistic practitioner, as well as news organisations and the institution 
of journalism itself. As suggested in the introduction to this book, while 
the focus on journalistic practice is important, it is only one aspect of the 
complex changes occurring in journalism due to increasing use of online 
and social media technologies. Instead, this chapter shows that journal-
istic practice is in a state of transition, with a number of different pro-
fessional interests, organisational policies, professional norms and social, 
cultural and political environments shaping the ways journalists are able 
to practise. While it would be impossible to outline every single influ-
ence on individual journalistic practice, this chapter will illustrate the 
way three dominant, traditional professional practices have been actively 
mediated and negotiated by journalists in the midst of a profession in 
transition.

Journalism norms of Practice: an historical context

Though many journalists have integrated social media into everyday 
practices, there remains scepticism about whether the quality and verac-
ity of information found on social media platforms could ever equate to 
traditional reporting practices. Journalists often appear to rely on estab-
lished norms of practice to produce news, simply transferring traditional 
journalism practices to new communication tools (Singer 2005; Hermida 
2012). In the short term, it makes sense that journalists would view 
social media through the same conceptual lens as other communication 
tools, and work according to the established practices through which 
they define their professional status. However, as Paulussen (2016) sug-
gests, the accumulation of these changes over time shows that the evolu-
tion of journalism is actually quite dynamic, incorporating new individual 
practices, new organisational strategies and new understandings of jour-
nalism as an institution.

If we take a long-term, historical view of journalistic practice, we see 
that seemingly indispensable norms of journalism practice, such as objec-
tivity, verification and professional autonomy, are not only socially and 
culturally constructed, but have also been continually negotiated over 
time. The industrialisation of news—that is, the payment of people to 
find and report on news events—has a relatively short history of about 
200 years (Schudson 2011, p. 64) linked to the technological develop-
ment of fast printing presses and the social development of increased 
literacy, especially amongst middle-class populations. For example,  
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the first newspapers in Australia in the early 1800s simply printed gov-
ernmental notices to the colonies and four-month-old news from 
England that arrived via convict and supply ships (Walker 1976). 
However, two important social and cultural changes occurred as a result 
of increased printed news production and distribution. Firstly, at an 
organisational level, publishers began to pay journalists to write news, 
and to consider the production values and popularity of their content 
against other newspapers. Secondly, at a broader cultural and social level, 
the wide readership of newspapers created a sense of a ‘reachable’ pub-
lic that shared a community sentiment, morals and social and cultural 
norms. Benedict Anderson (1983) famously conceptualised newspaper 
readership as an ‘imagined community’. Describing reading the newspa-
per as a kind of ‘morning prayer’, the reader believes that ‘the ceremony 
he performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands of others 
of whose existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has not the 
slightest notion’ (Anderson 1983, p. 46). The creation of a community 
around the distribution of news created a sense of shared culture and 
knowledge. It is these two social and industrial changes in the develop-
ment of newspapers that also created a foundation for commercial and 
professional development of journalistic practice.

The first real push towards professionalised journalistic practice did not 
come until after the 1920s. Indeed, early newspaper and journalism history 
is marked by editorial partisanship, commercial and government influence 
and sensational news content. Early newspapers created gossip and colour 
stories, mixed with copious advertising and political news (Schudson 2011, 
p. 65). The development of the ‘penny press’, the telegraph and their asso-
ciated shorter writing styles improved the distribution of news, but not the 
partisanship of the content. The number of paid journalists also increased 
as better printing technologies allowed the small press to flourish, but 
the reputation of these ‘correspondents’ was never complementary to the 
trade. Despite this, the popularity of news content meant that journalists 
had become a large and distinct occupational group, and soon demanded 
better pay and public image. Thus, the emergence of journalism as a pro-
fession began, coupled with the rise of professional associations and a focus 
on ethical codes of practice and training that determined more precisely 
the boundaries of journalism’s professional role.

After the First and Second World Wars, a strong social belief in the 
scientific method also began to emerge, expressed as the prioritisation 
of objectivity, professional autonomy and verification in journalism. 
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Schudson (1978, p. 141) suggests that while verification and neutral-
ity promoted use of ‘straight facts’, objectivity was seen as an impor-
tant journalistic method in a post-war society weary of pro-government 
reportage. These practices offered a way to gain critical distance and 
regain the audience’s trust in the seriousness of journalism. These seem-
ingly ‘scientific’ modes of practice became what Lippmann (1920) called 
the ‘cardinal’ part of training professional journalists. Coupled with the 
increasing professionalisation of news came a broader social reliance on 
professional media-makers and journalists to decide on, and represent, 
the news of the day. Even when objectivity was attacked in the 1960s 
and 1970s as a refusal to critique the traditional structures of power in 
society (Schudson 1978, p. 160), it remained one of the most important 
tenets of the increasingly investigative and specialised reporting practices 
of journalists. News was, and continues to be, decided on, produced and 
disseminated by professional workers in complex, hierarchical and com-
mercialised organisations, using norms of practice that have been routi-
nised and institutionalised (Tuchman 1978).

Simons (2007, p. 245) refers to the strength of these institutional 
norms and behaviours when she describes the ‘religiosity’ with which 
journalists understand their profession. These core practices have been 
ascribed this religiosity through continual enactment of ‘rituals’ of prac-
tice (Schudson 1978, p. 192) in journalism education and training, 
newsroom organisation and representation in various media. The adher-
ence to professional norms and ideologies has even been characterised as 
a kind of journalistic personality trait; for many years, journalism educa-
tion and employability guides described journalists as having an inherent 
‘news sense’ that enables them to understand and decide what should 
be considered news (Vocational Guidance Bureau 1964). It is therefore 
understandable that, in this context, journalists and news organisations 
have not easily adapted to the changes brought to journalistic practice 
by adoption of online and social media, and that newsroom culture has 
been found to be ‘marked by reactive, defensive and pragmatic traits’ in 
regard to changes wrought by social media (Boczkowski 2004‚ p. 51). 
However, as journalism transitions into digital, online and social media-
enabled environments, small changes and negotiations have eventually 
contributed to significant shifts within the industry and to journalism 
practice (küng 2015). Nowhere is this more evident than in changes to 
journalistic use of objectivity.
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from obJectivity to authenticity

Objectivity is one of the defining norms of professional practice in jour-
nalism. It frames a number of behaviours and practices, such as detach-
ment and non-partisanship in reportage, attempted balance in finding 
news sources, and a distinct style of news writing (Mindich 1998, p. 2). 
Norms like objectivity are important for a number of reasons. Firstly, 
they encourage group identification through the articulation of a pro-
fessional self-identity (Durkheim and Lukes 2014). Through this pro-
fessional self-identity, norms of practice identify the boundaries of a 
profession, setting it apart from other professions, as well as amateur 
practice (see Emery and Emery 1996). Finally, norms of practice register 
a kind of self-discipline that can be organisationally practised and used to 
admit new members to the profession—or keep them out. Objectivity 
is thus expressed as an inviolable tenet of journalism’s professional eth-
ics, journalism education and occupational routines—and is strongly 
defended against challenge (Tuchman 1972, p. 660). For example, when 
news blogs and bloggers began to gain popularity with new online read-
erships in the early 2000s, some journalists dismissed this form of news 
as the ‘cult of the amateur’, referring to traditional norms of practice to 
create the boundaries for professional practice—and to keep bloggers 
‘out’ of the profession.

Perhaps some journalists reacted defensively to the introduction of 
blogging as a new format for news reportage because it fostered prac-
tices that so effectively challenged traditional norms of practice. The prac-
tices that have emerged from online media production are based on their 
technological determinants for increased accessibility and participation of 
audiences in media production and dissemination. These new technologi-
cal frameworks have centred on audiences’ ability to produce, distribute 
and share these new media forms such as review sites, commenting sys-
tems, photo and video sharing, blogging and microblogging (Mandiberg 
2012, p. 1). However, these technical affordances have also influenced 
changes in communications practices, which prioritise sharing of new 
media forms and cutting out the journalistic ‘middle man’ by directly 
engaging with specific content and users. The ability to engage with, 
and share, content, especially personal news and information, has subse-
quently led to the emergence of particular social media cultures, based on 
the articulation of an authentic representation of self-identity, as well as 
an authentic engagement with ‘followers’ of these online representations.
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‘Authenticity’ is defined as a mode of representational practice that 
emerged out of blogging culture, describing how online content could 
be represented as an extension of a blogger’s ‘real self ’: a means of self-
expression and exploration (Reed 2005, p. 236). Though this mode of 
self-representation is not confined to online and social media (Giddens 
1991), a culture of sharing on social media has meant that ‘being 
authentic’ has become an important aspect of online self-actualisation 
and representation of media content. Marwick and boyd (2011) found 
that by representing themselves online, some content producers saw 
social media as an intimate space, with an imagined audience reinforcing 
social connections. Others saw the audience as ‘themselves’ and derided 
creating content for a particular audience as inauthentic self-commoditi-
sation (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 120). Instead, modes of authentic-
ity were deemed important as representations of ‘real’ social interactions 
in the online space. Similarly, interactions were based on attracting fol-
lowers of content, rather than ‘fans’ (Marwick and boyd 2011). This 
eschews the sense of elite social authority that traditional norms of jour-
nalism practice might otherwise promote (Abidin 2016, p. 2). While 
practices of authenticity and objectivity are not necessarily opposed as 
techniques for representing news, it is the implied social distance that 
traditional norms of objectivity seemingly promote that is challenged by 
social media representations of news. Thus, new practices that prioritise 
authenticity in reportage have shown the limits of objectivity as an ideal 
norm of journalistic practice.

For example, the changing coverage of global climate change has 
shown the limits of objectivity as a norm of reportage. While the global 
scientific consensus is that human activity has contributed to global 
warming, and that this will lead to significant issues arising from cli-
mate change in the future, initial journalistic insistence on ‘objectivity’, 
especially in reporting the views of ‘climate sceptics’, has been criti-
cised. While the journalistic norms of objectivity and balance would 
dictate that an oppositional viewpoint be covered in reportage of a 
news event, the attention given to climate sceptics has been criticised 
as undermining the validity of the consequences of climate change 
(Boykoff and Boykoff 2007). John Oliver, a comedian who uses satire 
of news events on his television programme Last Week Tonight, created 
a humorous critique of mainstream media’s use of norms of objectiv-
ity in a ‘statistically representative climate change debate’ (Last Week 
Tonight 2014). The resulting ‘debate’, with one climate change sceptic 
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debating with 100 climate change scientists, illustrated that reportage 
of climate science as a ‘debate’ instead of a fact was misleading to the 
public. Other critiques of enforced journalistic ‘balance’ led to some 
news organisational change in reportage of climate change. The New 
York Times no longer publishes letters from climate change deniers 
and the BBC has refused to give broadcast attention to climate change 
denial (Hiltzik 2015).

Challenges to traditional norms of practice, as well as increas-
ing social media engagement by some journalists, have developed into 
opportunities to present more authentic forms of presenting news 
online and on social media. The most obvious change is the increasing 
prioritisation of the social or personal aspect of news stories posted on 
social media, as well as engaging directly with followers by responding 
to queries, posting links to other sources and asking the audience ques-
tions about stories. Another important part of this change is increasing 
use of affect and emotion, rather than objectivity or neutrality, as a way 
to ensure a more authentic engagement with audiences (Russell 2016). 
While emotion has always been part of journalism (Wahl-Jorgensen 
2013), online and social media communication cultures allow much 
more for emotional or political positioning of news content. A recent 
example of this shift is the positioning of the journalist in the popular 
podcast series, Serial. The podcast launched in 2014 as a spin-off to 
the popular podcast series, This American Life, and almost immediately 
broke download records. The series follows producer Sarah koenig’s 
investigation of the murder of teenager Hae Min Lee and whether the 
convicted murderer, Adnan Syed, was actually innocent of the crime. 
This deceptively simple premise is produced with a mix of high-quality, 
‘television drama’ style episodic storytelling, as well as ‘authentic’ emo-
tional appeals that serve to involve the audience in the investigation. 
The language of the podcast is intimate and conversational in tone: it 
‘sounds like your smart friend is investigating a murder and telling you 
about it’ (Larson 2014). Indeed, the producers—who never describe 
themselves as journalists—did not complete the investigation of the 
murder before editing the episodes together.

Whereas a traditional journalistic investigation would generally com-
pile all the evidence and interviews needed to make a decisive repre-
sentation of the facts, Serial allows the producers and the audience to 
participate in the investigation together, sharing the drama of new 
discoveries and continually debating theories about Syed’s guilt or 
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innocence. The investigation is never actually conclusive, and while that 
would often mean failure in traditional journalism, in Serial this is cel-
ebrated—and promoted—as testimony to the audience’s intimate rela-
tionship with both the subject matter and the producers themselves. 
This is seen from the first episode of Serial, in which the host, Ira Glass, 
describes the producers as having ‘flipped back and forth, over and 
over, in their thinking about whether Adnan committed the murder. 
And when you listen to the series, you experience those flips with them’ 
(koenig 2014). The positioning and tone of the Serial investigation and 
its reportage illustrates the way forms of authenticity are making their 
way into journalistic work. These developments in journalistic practice, 
popularised by online and social media use of emotion, intimacy and 
modes of authenticity in representations of news, have also influenced 
long-institutionalised modes of professional journalism.

While Serial is an example of how some journalists have embraced 
modes of authenticity in reportage, this has generally also been tempered 
by more traditional boundaries around what constitutes professional 
practice (Lasorsa et al. 2012). Representation of self in online environ-
ments is mediated by understanding and engagement with an ‘imagined 
audience’. However, journalists are also mediating the space between 
personal and commercial modes of authenticity, as well as creating con-
tent for a particular professional identification. For example, recent aca-
demic research has traced the more commercially viable aspects of this 
‘authenticity’ on social media platforms, where social media ‘influencers’ 
cultivate large audience retention and engagement through the represen-
tation of their personal lives. They often seek to monetise this engage-
ment through commercial agreements that are used to promote products 
in ‘everyday life’ (Abidin 2015). Some social media influencers repre-
sent themselves through an everyday persona or give the impression of 
candid, behind the scenes access to their lives (Marwick 2015, p. 139), 
creating a sense of closeness or ‘intimacy’ with their online community. 
Abidin (2015) separates ideas of intimacy and authenticity because in the 
commercial space of social media influence, it is possible for  influencers 
to be motivated by commerce—and for followers to be aware of this—as 
long as there is a sense of intimacy shared between them. This sense of 
intimacy and authenticity is a little more complicated in the professional 
space, where online and offline work cultures are brought together. 
For example, Gregg (2011, p. 3) suggests that bringing contemporary 
work cultures online has created a ‘presence bleed’, in which boundaries 
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between the professional and personal must be renegotiated. The tech-
niques used in commercial branding are now being employed in both 
personal and professional use of social media to increase followers and 
online popularity (Marwick 2013). Thus, Hedman and Djerf-Pierre 
(2013, p. 372) suggest that while journalists’ ‘authentic’ use of social 
media can be seen as part of an increasing audience engagement, it could 
also be seen as opportunistic; a component of personal career-building 
or the corporate branding of news organisations. Journalists might actu-
ally be responding to organisational pressure to represent themselves 
as a media ‘brand’, especially if their follower numbers might benefit 
their news organisation (Tandoc and Vos 2016). Similarly, Holton and 
Molyneux (2015) suggest that journalists ‘feel pressure to stake a claim 
on their beat, develop a presence as an expert and act as a representative 
of the news organisation’.

This suggests that for a journalist attempting to use social media in 
their practice, there are competing priorities and  demands in organisa-
tional and institutional contexts that complicate representation of pro-
fessional work. While these modes of authenticity have been used in a 
number of complex ways, including for professional and commercial 
benefit, they point to the new interconnections between audience need, 
technological change, organisational structures and institutional norms 
that affect journalistic practice in a social media age. Most importantly, 
however, some journalistic practice has begun to incorporate a patch-
work of journalistic endeavour, curatorial effort and collaborative con-
struction. Without the expectation of objectivity in the news, some 
journalists are now using a number of other approaches to assert their 
public credibility—most notably, use of so-called ‘transparent’ reporting 
practices.

from verification to transParency

The first principle of ethical journalistic practice espoused by the 
Australian Journalism Code of Ethics is: ‘Report and interpret honestly, 
striving for accuracy, fairness and disclosure of all essential facts. Do not 
suppress relevant available facts, or give distorting emphasis.’ According 
to this code, journalists should, above all else, strive for honesty and 
accuracy; traditional journalistic practices sustain this through processes 
of verification. Verification and objectivity are linked as central aspects of 
journalistic professional practice; where objectivity asserts the credibility 
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of the journalist, practices of verification assert the credibility of journal-
istic content. There are no standard practices that make up a ‘scientific 
method’ of verification; rather, journalists adhere to an abstract ethical 
commitment to truth and accuracy that makes up an important part of 
their professional self-identity.

In the post-war period, the focus on investigative processes of jour-
nalism elevated truth-telling to the realm of ‘god term’ (Zelizer 2004), 
where a verifiable notion of truth, devoid of influence or patronage, 
could seemingly be excavated from falsehood through the professional 
practices enshrined in journalism. These truths would then be deliv-
ered to the public as journalism’s most important service to democratic 
function. This type of journalistic practice represented truth as a uni-
tary ‘thing to be found’ by the journalist—an objective, verifiable ver-
sion of the news that would be the sole understanding of the event. 
This kind of ‘truth seeking’ has been an enduring norm of journalistic 
practice, despite the sustained academic criticism of the epistemological 
concept of a ‘stable’ notion of truth (Zelizer 2004). Theorists such as 
Derrida (see Caputo 1997) and Foucault (1980) questioned the notion 
of a universally understood or ‘knowable’ truth, in favour of the sub-
jective representations and politicised relations that create dominant 
discourses. Nonetheless, verification and accuracy have persisted as pro-
fessional norms, requiring a journalist’s commitment to finding ‘a kind 
of “pure” accuracy (literal truth), an accuracy of what is told (uncritical 
reliance on an attributed source), a larger accuracy (concerning a story’s 
overall thrust in context), and accuracy of interpretation’ (Shapiro et al. 
2013). Thus, verification defines an ‘essential nature’ both of contem-
porary journalism, expressed through a methodological commitment to 
accurate truth-telling, and to notions of truth itself (Shapiro et al. 2013). 
By determining a universal truth in news events, journalists continually 
assert their jurisdiction over the definition of news and its meaning; thus, 
verification is both a self-disciplining and self-defining practice.

Verification has been central to the understanding of ethical journal-
ism but new voices in online and social media have challenged the rep-
resentation of universal truth in the news—and the centrality of the 
journalist in presenting it. Importantly, the prioritisation of authentic 
self-expression on social media does not mean that representations of 
news do not adhere to particular standards of practice. Indeed, even the 
early emergence of citizen journalism blog sites like OhMyNews in South 
korea and independent news websites like Crikey in Australia showed 



www.manaraa.com

34  D. BOSSIO

strong commitment to standards of ethical and professional online news 
reporting. While traditional journalistic norms of objectivity and uni-
versal truth were positioned as the ideal of more elitist, broadcast-style 
practice, early online news reportage instead prioritised transparency and 
inclusion of audiences in the news reporting process as a more authen-
tic way of demonstrating how an online journalist arrived at a particular 
‘truth’. Importantly, this representation of news was necessarily unfin-
ished and subject to the additional commentary and fact-checking of 
interested audiences. Of course, just like traditional journalism, trans-
parency is an ideal of online journalism and not always adhered to by 
bloggers and citizen journalists in reality. Nonetheless, processes of trans-
parency have become an increasingly important part of engaging with 
social media news audiences.

The increasing use of social media has presented both opportunity 
and challenge to traditional processes of verification used by journal-
ists. On the one hand, quick access to sources, short video and eyewit-
ness content has made it easier than ever before for journalists to verify 
news reports. On the other hand, instantaneous publishing and the viral 
effects of popular social media content have meant that false and hoax 
news have become ever-growing problems for journalists. Accessing 
other forms of news and representations of truth also creates an insti-
tutional challenge for journalism—even when news is ‘fake’, or parti-
san, audiences do not always rely on the social authority of journalists to 
point this out. In this context, some journalists have considered it impor-
tant to exhibit how and why their news stories should be seen as cred-
ible. Processes of transparency have been referred to as a kind of ethical 
salve to criticism of mainstream news reportage as elitist, homogeneous 
and scandal-driven (karlsson 2008).

Transparency thus relates to the openness of both the journalist and 
the news product to scrutiny from audiences. This might come in the 
form of presenting or explaining the processes of news source selec-
tion, or justification for the particular representation of a news event. 
Journalists have practised this transparency by publishing links to source 
materials, publishing entire interviews, or even creating separate web-
sites dedicated to publishing extra materials and ‘behind the scenes’ 
discussion of larger news stories. This kind of transparent practice was 
used in the production of ‘Curious Chicago’, an experimental news-
making project supported by WBEZ public radio. The project is run 
through Tumblr, where interested locals post questions about Chicago.  
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The platform essentially allows audience members some control over 
editorial processes, as well as some participation in the creation of a 
story. Journalists demonstrate their processes of investigating a story, 
inviting discussion, correction and additional information. The results 
of the investigations are then broadcast on a weekly programme and 
published on a website. This practice of transparency also has an effect 
on the news reports themselves—the tone of reportage is intimate, 
playful and immediate, putting the spotlight on those reporting what 
was happening to them, rather than on journalists, as the centre of 
knowledge.

The importance of transparency has been central to contemporary 
debate by journalists about ethical practice; for some, transparency is a 
new mode of accountability that replaces the critical distance of objec-
tivity (Vos and Craft 2016). For others, transparency is a naïve form of 
deference to the audience that results in obfuscation of important infor-
mation (Cunningham 2006). While transparency has been prioritised as 
a form of openness and accountability in the decisions and relationships 
that produce reportage, the affordances that have emerged from social 
media platforms have situated transparency slightly differently as ‘mak-
ing visible’—engaging with audiences during or after the publication of a 
news story through source material and social interactions (Chadha and 
koliska 2015, p. 216). While this approach still prioritises the public role 
of the journalist in a functioning democracy, it does so by asserting this 
role as part of a community of interested stakeholders, rather than an 
unquestioned expert. This mode of practice focusses on the individual 
audience members as part of a conversation—some have expertise, some 
are interested observers and some are merely finding the conversation as 
part of their daily news diet, but all are part of news dialogue. Despite 
the fact that transparent processes do not require input from the audi-
ence in principle, the popularity of social media engagement has fostered 
participatory forms of transparency. These have included more oppor-
tunities for interested audiences to discuss and challenge particular rep-
resentations of news, or to participate in creating the news story itself. 
This ‘transparent’ approach to journalism and media production means 
that audiences are now engaged in the traditional backstage creation and 
‘sewing together’ of news events. Rather than simply having access to 
the news as a finished product, transparent journalistic practices engage 
interested stakeholders in the news event by sourcing, verifying and dis-
cussing what should be incorporated into a representation of news. This 
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is the key to transparency in new modes of journalistic practice using 
social media: the understanding of news and information as necessarily 
iterative, to be corrected and updated as new evidence and knowledge 
come to light. This is also an institutional shift in the constitution of 
journalistic social authority; the construction of news is seen as a collabo-
rative effort facilitated by a professional journalist, rather than the sole 
decision of a trusted—and unquestioned—media authority.

These reporting practices suggest some of the institutional changes 
that have come alongside the individual practice and organisational 
changes in journalism, especially the more active and dominant role given 
to various publics on social media (Russell 2016). In this environment, 
journalists are becoming more cognizant of how social media cultures 
differ in expectation of engagement with the audience. It has become 
more acceptable for a journalist not to report news as a ‘finished prod-
uct’ because the immediacy of web content allows for constant addition 
to, and correction of, stories posted online. This has nonetheless also 
created some issues about the veracity of information posted on social 
media. Some news organisations have baulked at any large-scale participa-
tory production processes in the newsroom due to the number of falsified 
documents, images and eyewitness accounts posted and shared through 
social media. Larger media organisations, especially those that utilise 
user-generated content, have used a variety of tools to verify social media 
content. For example, the BBC’s Verification Hub sifts through about 
3000 user-generated contributions sent to the BBC (Turner 2012) or 
posted on social media every day. Approximately 20 staff use a number of 
tools to verify content, including talking to journalists in the field, cross-
checking other social media reports, using photo metadata or triangulat-
ing locations to verify information provided to them. They will also use 
search terms to see what is trending on Twitter, and whether the mate-
rial is being discussed by their own contacts. Perhaps the most interesting 
verification technique used by journalists at the hub is simply contact-
ing whoever posted the material—the staff suggested that a traditional 
interview with an informant can often help the journalist find out more 
about the material and whether the source is credible (Turner 2012). 
These issues and negotiations are nonetheless productive tensions—they 
demand the development of better traditional practices and new innova-
tions in response to changing modes of communication. While the num-
ber of voices on social media has meant that an objective representation 
of a single truth is no longer expected or viable, the increased possibility 
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of false news warrants immediate and public censure of unprofessional 
conduct. What constitutes professional conduct, however, is also chang-
ing in social media environments and journalists are using new forms of 
verification—alongside traditional forms of journalism—to ensure their 
credibility to an increasingly discerning and empowered audience. In this 
way, transparency also relates to accountability; engaging in online com-
munities and showing the process of reportage can be seen as a new ethi-
cal ideal in a networked social media environment.

from Professional autonomy to collaboration

Contemporary journalism is represented as a privileged role, because a 
journalist is able to independently and autonomously decide what infor-
mation makes up their reportage of a news event. Journalism makes its 
institutional claim to professional status through its autonomous jurisdic-
tion over the selection and prioritisation of news events. While journal-
ists commit to not prioritising their own views in reportage by practising 
objectivity, they nonetheless choose the context, sources and mode 
of representation of events. It is through this autonomy that journal-
ists claim their professional knowledge and authority. By the late 1950s, 
accountability was also an indicator of a journalist’s social and cultural 
power—journalists were represented as ‘gatekeepers’ for the public; they 
decided what the public needed to know and how they should know it 
(Domingo et al. 2008, p. 326). In asserting this authority, the individ-
ual journalist was represented as being responsible for ‘selecting, writ-
ing, editing, positioning, scheduling, repeating and otherwise massaging 
information to become news’ (Shoemaker et al. 2009, p. 74). In reality, 
news production is the collective effort of the newsroom, with individual 
expertise utilised, but also shaped by norms of practice and organisational 
routines. However, ideals of journalistic practice prioritise representation 
of the journalist as the gatekeeper autonomously controlling whether 
information is important enough to be communicated as news.

While independence and autonomy are important markers of profes-
sional practice, they are also an important part of the ‘boundary keeping’ 
(Lewis 2012) that ensures no encroachment on the social and cultural 
power journalists enjoy. The right to control what the public understands 
as news assumes autonomous power, even if it is expressed as a pub-
lic service or gatekeeping role. However, as we have seen, social media 
prioritises public participation, and audiences are more involved in the 
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process of creating, shaping, and sharing information about events they 
witness (Hermida 2012). Interested audience members even become 
users and co-producers in news by participating in collaborative pro-
cesses of making or sharing news (Heinonen 2011). Thus, in the con-
text of asserting autonomy, journalistic practices have been seen to shift 
in social media environments, accommodating and negotiating the views 
and input from engaged news audiences. Singer (2007, p. 79) suggests 
that the move to online and social media-enabled news environments has 
not devalued the professional practice of autonomy; rather, the expres-
sion of autonomy has shifted from a focus on external modes of power 
to a critique of all expressions of social and cultural power, including 
journalism. This critique has emerged through the successful use of col-
laborative reportage practices to create shared, collective knowledge and 
ideas (Singer 2005). These collaborative forms of news illustrate that 
contemporary journalism can comprise the collective decisions of those 
affected by news, rather than one autonomous individual or news organi-
sation. Journalists become less autonomous, but more curatorial in their 
approach, interweaving different eyewitness statements and translating 
news narratives into a coherent shape and context for their particular 
readership.

A more curatorial approach by journalists means that news is con-
stantly re-articulated through the addition, re-interpretation and cor-
rection of information. Subsequent to this change is the broader shift in 
the professional authority of journalists; there is no longer one autono-
mous, ethical, professional approach to news production in this environ-
ment. Instead, journalists and audiences are collaborators, who also share 
oversight and correction of professional behaviour (Singer 2007, p. 79). 
Collaborative practice also means that boundaries of professional/non-
professional practice become blurred; focus is instead diverted to how 
particular news events foster relations between different media produc-
ers and publics invested in news production, witnessing, interpreting and 
disputing common news narratives. Thus, collaborative journalism prac-
tices increase possibilities for more diverse, open and transparent forms 
of journalism online.

A good example of this is Al Jazeera’s Sharek network, which facili-
tates the use and distribution of user-generated content through an 
accreditation system. Content on Sharek is available in several languages 
and in regions from which it is difficult to report. Al Jazeera’s jour-
nalists work to moderate and distribute content submitted from social 
media through its online portal. Regular and reliable contributors are 
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accredited and trained, and their content is made available on the Sharek 
website without moderation. Accredited citizen journalists are also able 
to apply for journalism training, and their content is more likely to 
make it on to the Al Jazeera network. Al Jazeera’s head of social media, 
Riyaad Minty, said the network’s comprehensive coverage of the Arab 
Spring was made possible due to the collaborative nature of reportage 
during the event; much of the network’s imagery and video came from 
citizens and activists, many of whom were credited in official reports 
(Bartlett 2012). While the incorporation of Sharek content into Al 
Jazeera shows organisational willingness to foster collaboration, this is 
tempered by strict editorial controls over how and when the content is 
utilised by journalists. Thus, the transition from autonomy to collabo-
rative journalistic processes cannot necessarily be seen as relinquishing 
overall control of the editorial process; so far, it is a more complex transi-
tion of the social role of the journalist from the sole gatekeeper of truth 
to a collaborative facilitator of public dialogue.

The inherent complexity of collaborative approaches to news-mak-
ing is most obvious when journalists lose control of their facilitation of 
the news narrative. For example, the reportage of Irish Australian Jill 
Meagher’s rape and murder in 2012 horrified Australians and galvanised 
many into political action. Thousands gathered in the suburb where 
she was abducted, marching in support of Meagher’s grieving family, 
but also in protest against violent behaviour towards women (Zielinski 
2013). However, the arrest of a suspect in Meagher’s murder was 
increasingly problematised by the intense social media interest and dis-
cussion of her disappearance (Lowe 2012). Jill Meagher was mentioned 
almost every 11 seconds on Facebook and Twitter once news of the arrest 
was confirmed. Despite public pleas from the police, Meagher’s husband 
and family, and even some sections of traditional mainstream media, 
social media hatred sites directed at Meagher’s accused killer published 
images of his face and details of his private life. Media law experts warned 
that comments posted on blogs or social media could be subject to defa-
mation or contempt of court proceedings, and could jeopardise the pros-
ecution of the case. The social media buzz around the case became so 
prominent that the magistrate hearing the case made the unprecedented 
move of banning all publication of information, apart from the accused’s 
image, from all media, including social media (Lowe 2012). What this 
example shows is that the speed, intimacy and easy dissemination of con-
tent creates both challenges and opportunities for collaboration practices 
using social media.
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The disruption that social media discussion of news events can create 
is perhaps indicative of why journalists and news organisations have been 
so hesitant to innovate practices that do not fit standardised and institu-
tionalised news routines (Domingo 2008). Indeed, change to journal-
ism practice appears to be slow, reactive and often far from innovative 
due to perceived risks. However, issues in journalism practice such as lack 
of verification, the ‘media pack’ mentality and creating sensationalist or 
exploitative news content are not new issues in journalism practice. The 
growth of social media use in news means that these types of issues now 
have instantaneous and global audience reach. Utilising the benefits of 
the social media community without compromising the quality of jour-
nalism is possible—and some innovative journalists are adapting tradi-
tional modes of journalistic practice to do so. The journalists and media 
organisations that have benefitted from shifts in traditional production 
practices have continued to recognise the importance of journalistic 
expertise, but this is foregrounded as a mode of public engagement to 
create increased value for the community it serves. That is, professional 
journalism utilises social media to foster connection to communities 
and these connections are best maintained when journalists, sources and 
interested stakeholders in the news are working together, not so much to 
create a unified representation of truth, but to create conversation. While 
conversation is not constitutive of journalism’s social importance, it is 
the societal actions that stem from these conversations, whether in the 
form of activism, public outcry or other forms of political and cultural 
change, that illustrate journalism’s social value. Traditional journalism 
once brought the information to create those social changes; now, jour-
nalists and audiences create that information together. Thus, the biggest 
change in journalistic practice is not so much the practices themselves, 
but the broader institutional authority of the journalist.

conclusion

In this chapter, changes to journalistic practice have been explored 
through transitions in three seemingly sacrosanct processes of report-
age: objectivity, verification and professional autonomy. While the his-
torical context for the development of these practices shows that they are 
arguably new to journalism, they have nonetheless become entrenched 
in the description of individual, organisational and institutional cul-
tures of journalism. Processes of objectivity, verification and professional 
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autonomy are as much a part of the professional self-identity and social 
authority of journalism as they are ideals of practice. While it is arguable 
whether these ideals of practice are actually achievable in the reality of 
everyday journalism, they can be considered ‘strategic rituals’ of journal-
ism (Tuchman 1978), represented as the essential characteristics of good 
journalism practice, and defended as the markers of journalism’s social 
and cultural authority.

This chapter has shown how objectivity, verification and professional 
autonomy are transitioning to incorporate practices of authenticity, trans-
parency and collaboration. Examples in this chapter show that particu-
lar social media cultures prioritising openness and collaboration with 
audiences are being adopted by journalists and challenging the way tra-
ditional practices are valued in this space. This is not to say that pro-
fessional journalists are being left behind by the changes to journalistic 
practice. Indeed, some professional journalists have been at the forefront 
of innovation in traditional journalistic practices within social media envi-
ronments, or have been key actors in ‘normalising’ new processes, nego-
tiating their use to fit into particular organisational or institutional norms 
of practice. Many of the issues faced by journalists using social media 
in their practice are necessarily productive; they highlight how journal-
ism, like all communication practices, must respond to technological 
changes, as well as the social and cultural changes that emerge along-
side them. Thus, it is not necessarily the expertise or skill of the journal-
ist that is being renegotiated in social media environments, nor the need 
for professional journalism overall. Rather, the transition in journalistic 
practices is due to the changing relations between journalists and their 
audiences and, thus, their changing role in social life. Indeed, it is impos-
sible to understand journalism and social media without understanding 
the processes of collaboration, engagement and sharing that now mark 
journalism and audience relations. The next chapter thus focusses on the 
relationship between journalists and audiences on social media.
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Tahrir Square quietly celebrated an anniversary on January 2016—it had 
been five years since the popular uprisings that toppled Egypt’s Mubarak 
government and brought a global audience to major political rebellions 
occurring across the Middle East. However, this anniversary was not at 
all reminiscent of the highly mediated public protests of 2011. Instead, a 
crackdown on any form of public dissent, including raids on the homes 
of activists and even outlawing street vendors in Tahrir Square, indicated 
the new Egyptian government’s attitude towards this public anniversary. 
While major news organisations published some commemorative fea-
ture articles and Al Jazeera (Arab Spring Protesters 2016) reported that 
smaller groups of anti-government protesters had formed on the day of 
the anniversary, media reportage was nowhere near the global phenom-
enon that had created the ‘Arab Spring’ five years previously.

The so-called Arab Spring began in Tunisia in 2010, as a public 
response to the self-immolation of street vendor Mohamed Bouaziz, 
which brought large-scale protests about government corruption to 
the country. The ferocity of the protests resulted in the resignation of 
President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and sparked popular uprisings in 
Libya, Yemen, Syria, Egypt and other countries. It was the protests in 
Egypt that inspired much of the global media’s attention, because well-
organised and media-savvy activist groups were also working to publicise 
and document the protests on social media. Both academic and media 
commentators drew attention to the seemingly collaborative relationship 
protesters had with international journalists to report upon daily events 
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and social issues in Egypt more broadly. Some of the more hyperbolic 
analysis described a ‘social media revolution’, where traditional media 
audiences gained some control of the news agenda by sharing thousands 
of eyewitness accounts, videos, tweets and Facebook posts on social media 
platforms, rather than through traditional media (Lister and Smith 2011; 
Lotan et al. 2011).

Five years has shown both the oversimplification of a ‘social media 
revolution’ and, more importantly, the inherent complexity of the rela-
tionship between news organisations, journalists and their audiences. 
While subsequent analysis of the Arab Spring has shown evidence of 
journalist and citizen collaborations for reportage (Bossio 2014), as 
well as innovative use of citizen-focussed reportage (Bruns et al. 2012), 
the reality of social media-enabled interactions between journalists and 
citizens was rather more limited. Similarly, the Egyptian, Tunisian and 
Libyan people have faced difficulties affecting social change subsequent 
to the fervour of revolution—and away from the glare of international 
media attention.

While the previous chapter focussed on journalistic practice in social 
media environments, this chapter explores the traditional ‘recipients’ 
of journalism—the news media audience. In particular, the apparent 
empowerment of audiences on social media and the dominance of their 
preferences in the production and consumption of news (Anderson 
2011, p. 557). The traditional news audience has always been active 
and dynamic—news audiences have always commented, interpreted 
and shared news. Letters to the editor in local newspapers and com-
munity notice boards are traditional reminders of the active nature of 
audiences. However, the emergence of digital, online and social media-
enabled environments has changed the traditionally ‘one-way’ commu-
nication relationship between journalists and their audiences, making it 
possible for audiences to ‘talk back’ by commenting, sharing and even 
making their own media content (Bruns 2007). Similarly, the tradi-
tional conception of audiences as a unified mass has been overtaken by 
distributed networks, niche groupings and issue-oriented audiences on 
social media (Heinrich 2011). This has led to a conceptual change in 
the representation of news audiences, from ‘passive consumers of news 
that needed to be given “the information they needed” by professional 
journalists’, to an empowered force for the co-creation and distribu-
tion of news (Anderson 2011, p. 564). Academic and industry research 
has also taken an ‘audience turn’ (Lee and Chyi 2014), analysing  
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the different ways the audience has become part of the journalistic pro-
cess. Some research has shown that increased audience interaction via 
social media has provided new reportage opportunities for journalists (Lee 
et al. 2014). Others have suggested that these interactions may be use-
ful during coverage of specific events or issues, but tensions emerge in 
transitioning these interactions to an overall professional or organisational 
approach to audience engagement (Hedman and Djerf-Pierre 2013).

While much of this research has focussed on how a more engaged 
audience has created changes in the production and distribution of news, 
this chapter will focus more broadly on the ways in which public dia-
logue has changed. Public dialogue is defined as deliberate, participatory 
engagement with an event or issue by a diverse mix of public participants 
in order to share knowledge and experiences. Importantly, this engage-
ment does not require uniformity of opinion, nor a shared outcome, but 
merely a connection through participation in the topic. This is important 
within online and social media spaces, where traditional social constructs, 
such as the nation, break down and ‘new knowledge communities’ 
emerge based on voluntary, temporary, and strategic groupings (Jenkins 
and Ito 2015). Members of these communities shift as their interests 
develop, or they belong to multiple knowledge communities, each being 
sustained by the common need for production and exchange of particu-
lar kinds of public dialogue. Bruns and Burgess (2011) define these con-
nections on social media as ‘ad hoc publics’, where short-term networks 
or groups for discussion might appear around particular events, posts or 
content and some users might become influential through their engage-
ment with these topics or events. Ad hoc publics are not static, and may 
change or become part of established online communities over time. 
Within these social media spaces, news becomes a distributed conversa-
tion in which a number of individuals are responding simultaneously to 
events as a kind of ‘ambient journalism’ (Hermida 2011). Social media 
interactions between users can thus be seen as an aggregated form of 
journalistic content, experienced as a constant ambient presence in social 
media spaces, but becoming more explicit when major news breaks. 
Shaw et al. (2013, p. 23) suggest this results in a ‘public and collective’ 
expression of public dialogue about particular news events, either with-
out the need for input from professional journalists, or in connection 
with traditional news organisations.

The ideal of this participatory communication is the creation of online 
publics that allow for dynamic civic engagement with social and cultural 
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issues (Jenkins 2006). This ideal has often been framed by the repre-
sentation of unified groups working collaboratively within networks to 
debate and to affect change (Livingstone 2005). However, the reality of 
the emergence of this participatory online culture has been much more 
complex and heterogeneous. In particular, traditional norms of pub-
lic dialogue framed by professional ideologies, and governmental and 
legal norms have become sites of contestation in online and social media 
spaces, as audiences resist or recreate the power structures that framed 
public engagement, sometimes in deliberately ‘uncivil’ ways, such as 
trolling or satirical hoaxes. In the context of journalism, online and social 
media have changed the nature of dialogue between journalists and audi-
ences, creating new spaces for the audience to critique, re-present, dis-
miss, or even completely ignore the journalist.

This chapter argues that this has changed public dialogue, especially 
the roles of participants, and the ‘rules of engagement’ in participatory 
forms of social media communication. Crawford (2009, p. 528) sug-
gests that online spaces create interconnections through ‘access to the 
details of someone’s everyday life, as prosaic as they often are, which 
contributes to the sense of “ambient intimacy” in social media’. This 
constant access to ambient intimacy, as well as the dominance of affec-
tive content based on personal opinion and experience, and, finally, the 
centrality of the user in the construction of ad hoc publics engaged 
with issues and events of interest creates public spaces and communi-
ties with very different cultures, politics and rules of civil engagement. 
McCosker (2014) argues that ‘a truly pluralistic participatory experi-
ence includes not just being affected by new forms and flows of net-
worked media content and communication, but also the power to affect 
with new forms of reciprocal capacity to act out and even “act up”’. For 
many users, emotional, satirical and even combative forms of engage-
ment with news events are simply a way of participating in information 
flows as part of a broader sense of social media communication cul-
ture—participation and contribution to social and cultural life through 
the particular affordances of social media. However, this communica-
tion culture differs exponentially from the tightly governed, structured 
forms of communication created by traditional norms of professional 
journalism.

This chapter uses a case study of the Egyptian Arab Spring to chart 
these changes, proceeding firstly by illustrating how the definition of the 
news audience has changed, and secondly by contextualising the new 



www.manaraa.com

3 JOURNALISM AND SOCIAL MEDIA AUDIENCES  51

audience–journalist relationship through the norms of professional prac-
tice established in the previous chapter. The changes that have occurred 
in this relationship since the introduction of social media forms of com-
munication are also discussed, such as new audience-led forms of jour-
nalism. Finally, using examples from reportage of the Arab Spring sets 
the context for understanding some of the opportunities and challenges 
that social media-led interactions with traditional audiences can bring 
to both journalistic practice and public dialogue and engagement more 
broadly.

how ‘audiences’ have changed—a Problem 
of definition

Much of the international reportage about the Arab Spring protests 
throughout 2011 and 2012 reflected the hopeful determination so 
proudly displayed by protesters in Egypt’s Tahrir Square. Despite days 
of social upheaval and violence, many professional journalists reported 
that the activists’ demands for ‘bread, freedom and social justice’ would 
surely be met (Yassin-kassab et al. 2016). Hosni Mubarak’s resignation 
from his presidency almost 20 days into the protests seemed to confirm 
the push towards social reform in the country. Five years later, much of 
that hopeful determination has turned to despair. News reports docu-
menting the rise and fall of President Mohammad Morsi, the outlawing 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, rigged elections and violent clashes between 
protesters and police have marred the optimism created by the Arab 
Spring. By 2014, the entire Egyptian government had resigned, paving 
the way for former army chief Abdel Fattah el-Sisi to become president. 
More recent news reports have detailed the jailing and disappearance of 
activists who came to prominence during the Arab Spring, as well as the 
banning of public protests and sidelining of opposition parties. As the 
now-jailed Egyptian activist Alaa Abd El-Fattah suggests, Egypt’s Arab 
Spring had gone from a narrative of change to ‘a dangerous cocktail of 
nationalist, nativist, collectivist and post-colonialist language appropri-
ated by both sides of the conflict and used to spin convoluted conspir-
acy theories and spread paranoia’ (Yassin-kassab et al. 2016). Indeed, 
El-Fattah suggests the loss of ‘hope’ came with the loss of the ‘narra-
tive of revolution’, a narrative that was once facilitated in part by thou-
sands of highly educated and media-savvy young activists sharing media 
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content, which was curated and distributed by professional journalists to 
worldwide audiences. Engagement of global audiences through social 
media and professional journalism helped to fuel this narrative, but as the 
fervour died down and eyeballs and hashtags turned elsewhere, the pub-
lic dialogue between witnesses, reporters and audiences became much 
more difficult for everyday Egyptians to facilitate.

Perhaps this change in the narrative of the Arab Spring reflects the 
heterogeneity of various publics in social media environments. Indeed, 
one of the problems with describing the changes occurring between 
journalists and audiences on social media in the context of the Arab 
Spring was defining who the audience actually was. The heterogeneity of 
publics in social media environments means that the nature of public dia-
logue is also fragmented between various interests and groups. Defining 
the audience is not a new problem in media or journalism studies; in 
fact, it has been the subject of much theoretical discussion, especially 
since conception of the ‘mediatisation’ of cultural and social life through 
the pervasive influence of broadcast and online technologies (Hjarvard 
2008). For example, Ang’s (1991) work to understand industrial defini-
tion of the televisual audience illustrates the complexity of the audience’s 
composition and actions in media spheres. Ang (1991, p. 13) refers to 
the actual world of audiences, not as distinct groups, but as a ‘shorthand’ 
for ‘infinite, contradictory, dispersed and dynamic’ experiences of tele-
vision enacted in people’s everyday lives. Indeed, the audience itself is 
a construction, socially and institutionally produced for industrial, eco-
nomic and cultural aspirations (Ang 1991, p. 3). The difference between 
this audience construction and the reality of audience activity is the dyna-
mism of everyday engagement with media; ‘a heterogeneous range of 
informal activities, uses, interpretations, pleasures, disappointments, con-
flicts, struggles, compromises’ (Ang 1991, p. 2). But the more institu-
tional view of the audience dismisses the heterogeneity of the audience in 
favour of the representation of a unified group, which can be easily quan-
tified for the purposes of creating content. This creates a power dynamic 
that is exploited by media producers and their organisational structures, 
which results in subjugating the audience (Ang 1991, p. 23). However, 
these previously stable, industrialised conceptions of audience have been 
disrupted somewhat by the social actions and interactions afforded by 
social media technologies.

Newer theorisations of the ‘quantified’ audience refer to web 
and social media analytics to illustrate how the relationship between 
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journalists and audiences is being disrupted by conceptions of audiences 
as paradoxically productive and quantifiable. Anderson (2011, p. 551) 
argues that traditional conceptions of audiences as a ‘quantifiable and 
largely consumptive aggregate’ have been challenged by newer under-
standings of the generative qualities of online and social media audiences. 
Yet, as news organisations transition their practices to more audience-
engaged newsrooms, there remains a tension between the increasingly 
prominent and widespread techniques of audience measurement, the 
characterisation of an active audience, and the journalist’s own profes-
sional ideologies (Anderson 2011, p. 552). The use of online and social 
media has thus shifted the organisational understanding of the use of 
the audience—from a mass that needs to be fed news, to a creative force 
whose exact needs and preferences can be analysed to frame the news 
agenda. This has led to the increased organisational use of technologies 
that allows measurement and analysis of audiences, as well as manage-
ment strategies that emphasise the subsequent audience metrics in the 
creation of the news agenda (Anderson 2011, p. 555). While the positive 
and negative impacts of social media analytics will be discussed further in 
Chap. 5, the use of these analytics has also impacted on the relationship 
between journalists and audiences.

While many journalists acknowledge the increasingly intercon-
nected relationship between news producers and audiences, it has not 
always been easy to give up authority over the representation of news. 
For example, Hille and Bakker’s (2014) research shows that journalists 
do not actually engage with audiences after they have published their 
news stories, with much of the user commentary creating conversation 
amongst users rather than being monitored by journalists themselves. 
While journalists may still resist some forms of audience participation in 
the news, they do acknowledge the importance of audience consumption 
preferences in setting the news agenda: ‘Whereas reporters were once 
surprised by reader feedback, it seems that they now expect reader feed-
back, even if they do not like it, agree with it, or see it as enhancing their 
ultimate journalistic product’ (Anderson 2011, p. 558). Furthermore, 
the relevance of the increased use of audience metrics is symptomatic 
of increasingly collaborative and quantified relations between journalists 
and audiences.

The organisational understanding of the social media audience has at 
times mimicked the industrial prioritisation of quantifiable engagements 
with the audience—seen in the strategic use of analytics to measure the 
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preferences of audiences. Livingstone (2005, p. 18), suggests that quan-
tification limits the actual dynamism of the audience: ‘the effect of media 
on their audience is seen to reposition what was or might be or should 
be, a public (knowing, thinking, influential) as a mere crowd (watching, 
sharing and emoting) or mass of consumers (driven by tastes, preferences 
and motivations)’. This means that only certain groups or activities are 
seen as being for ‘the public’, while the ‘audience’ is merely an industrial 
tool, not considered as important to the functioning of society. Instead, 
Livingstone (2005, p. 18) suggests that conceptions of publics speak for 
the will of the people, while audiences are spoken to, by much larger 
organisational structures. This is not to say that individual users or social 
media content do not also have commercial or strategic interests. Rather, 
it is the form of communication on social media that has changed and 
the roles and rules of engagement within them. Conceptions of social 
media publics prioritise the individual expression of users and personal 
interconnections based on ‘public and collective’ expression of public 
affect about particular news event (Shaw et al. 2013, p. 23). Journalists, 
just like any other user, can become influential in these networks, but 
public dialogue about news on social media is no longer reliant on 
input from professional journalists, or connection with traditional news 
organisations.

the arab sPring and social media audiences

The Egyptian Arab Spring is an example of the way in which journal-
ists’ autonomy and social authority was replaced in some instances by 
the collaborative efforts of interested ad hoc publics on social media. 
While analysis of mainstream journalistic practice during the Arab Spring 
in Egypt has shown that mainstream news was still predominantly rep-
resented through traditional reportage of professional correspondents 
(Bossio and Bebawi 2013), many international journalists flying into 
Egypt found that their practices were disrupted by intentional band-
width throttling by governmental agencies, as well as military-enforced 
curfews. However, some journalists connected with Egyptian activists 
who were aware of the benefits of raising awareness of the protests for 
international media audiences. This resulted in a mix of professional and 
‘non-professional’ modes of news media production interacting in order 
to source, confirm and distribute information to both local and global 
audiences (Bossio and Bebawi 2013). Thus, journalists were curating 
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Twitter, YouTube and Facebook posts from activists, which supplemented 
their own coverage of the uprisings, especially during state crackdowns 
on journalists in Egypt.

There were also instances of mainstream journalists on social media 
encouraging local people to phone or email to keep journalists updated 
during communications blackouts. For example, Al Jazeera English 
(AJE) was targeted as a ‘dissident’ channel in Egypt, and during the ini-
tial days of protest, Egypt’s Information Ministry revoked AJE’s media 
accreditation (Bossio 2014). Egyptian authorities shut down AJE’s Cairo 
bureau, and shut off satellite access to the channel (Egypt shuts down 
2011). AJE was forced to find another satellite service outside Egypt 
and relied on social media to put together the news. Indeed, AJE was 
probably the most prominent of the international media organisations to 
prioritise both the use of social media and collaborative reportage with 
protesters. On the other hand, media-savvy Egyptian activists integrated 
their own rallying cries with hashtags; slogans for revolution were posted 
on social media platforms, alongside their own eyewitness reports and 
links to international reportage. In this environment, public dialogue 
shifted, incorporating much more collaborative and iterative notions of 
news production, as well as more dynamic information flows (Heinrich 
2011, p. 62). Both the audience and the journalists took part in this 
collaborative mode of news production, with each participant in pub-
lic dialogue becoming what Bruns (2006, p. 275) describes as a ‘hybrid 
user-producer’.

The increasingly blurred boundaries between production and recep-
tion of news has led some to question the need for a ‘professional’ 
journalist (Berkman and Shumway 2003). Downing (2001, p. ix), 
for example, has argued for alternative journalistic practice as ‘radi-
cal’, ‘grassroots’ or ‘community’ media, though these definitions have 
been forwarded more as a structure of information dissemination and 
practice not purely focussed on journalism (Bossio and Bebawi 2013). 
‘Citizen’ journalism has also become a popular term to describe the 
link between alternative news practice to forms of citizenship practice 
and empowerment (Rodriguez 2001, p. 20). These alternative types 
of journalism have a political, economic and institutional impera-
tive to produce news ‘outside mainstream media institutions and net-
works’, working with amateurs ‘who typically have little or no training 
or professional qualifications as journalists’ (Atton and Hamilton, p. 1). 
Others (see Brodin 2011; Livingstone 1999) have highlighted the need 
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for trained or professional journalists to work with amateurs to verify 
information and encourage adherence to particular institutional and 
ethical guidelines.

These debates concerning the demarcation of journalism against other 
types of news creation suggest the complex disruptions that have con-
tributed to the definition of journalism in social media environments, 
where the edges between public dialogue and journalistic practice are 
somewhat blurred. During the protests in Egypt, for example, people 
were involved in what we might call journalistic practices: eyewitness 
reportage and analysis of event, as well as video, audio and social media 
updates. Some were paid as journalists for Egyptian media outlets, others 
considered themselves journalists though were not paid, some were col-
laborating with news organisations and others were defining what they 
were doing simply as important information dissemination in a time of 
crisis (Bossio 2014). Some were also reporting from outside Egypt itself, 
using online resources to ‘cover’ the protest. Some were not Egyptian 
citizens but were participating in the reportage of information through 
other online networks. However, only some of those people identified 
what they were doing as ‘journalism’ or media production. It is the com-
plexity of these interactions that encapsulates the dynamism of social 
media cultures of communication and the mix of commercial, political 
and social motivations that influence them.

new audience concePtions for social media 
interactions

The seeming collapse of boundaries between media users, produc-
ers, audiences and activists suggests the complexity of communica-
tive relations during the Arab Spring. Whereas protesters embraced 
the information dissemination possibilities of new technologies—and 
were also personally invested in the outcome of the protests—journal-
ists were reporting on use of new digital technologies as both insiders 
(users of social media) and outsiders (observing the use of social media 
by others). While some academic and media commentators were sug-
gesting that social media use during the protests was an indication of 
a true ‘revolution of the people’, others were decrying a ‘social media 
revolution’ (Lotan et al. 2011 ; Gladwell 2010). As described above, 
the complexity lies in the understanding of the audience and resistance 



www.manaraa.com

3 JOURNALISM AND SOCIAL MEDIA AUDIENCES  57

to the performance of the role traditionally ascribed to the audience in 
this space. The variability of both the production and consumption of 
social media by journalists, protestors and different audiences indicates 
the changing nature of public dialogue in social media environments. In 
the social media space, increasingly fragmented ad hoc audiences with 
various interests ‘speak’ at the same time and for different purposes, 
but are nonetheless ‘defined’ or interconnected through their inter-
est in particular events or phenomena. Similarly, both commercial and 
social definitions of the audience sit alongside each other in social media 
spaces. While public dialogue may be the motivation for interactions on 
social media during the Arab Spring, activists and journalists were well 
aware of the economies of clicks and likes that would ensure this dia-
logue was heard and re-distributed. What has changed then, is the domi-
nance of the ‘public’ in the sourcing, creation and distribution of news 
and the constant renegotiation of roles and rules within social media 
communication.

Baym and boyd (2012, p. 320) have suggested social media ‘public-
ness’ requires new structures of interaction and new skills to understand 
them. This is made more dynamic as users negotiate ‘blurred boundaries, 
multi-layered audiences, individual attributes, the specifics of the systems 
they use, and the contexts of their use’. What is new about these inter-
actions on social media is the global acceptance of users’ control over 
the application of the affordances of social media for their own objectives 
and public interactions (Baym and boyd 2012, p. 321). Thus, the social 
media audience is different from traditional audiences because it takes for 
granted the ‘multiple and diverse kinds of publics, counterpublics, and 
other emergent social arrangements…The sometimes quasi-public and 
other times entirely public nature of social media’. The public nature of 
interaction and the control of publics over use of tools within particu-
lar contexts ‘makes visible processes that have always been at play, while 
warping them in ways that call for new literacies and strategies’ (Baym 
and boyd 2012, p. 322). In the context of journalism, the audience for 
commercial, promotional and entertainment functions of news runs par-
allel to the political and social functions of news—the different kinds of 
engagements with these functions occur with different types of dialogues 
within various online publics and creating different opportunities and 
tensions—all at the same time. Thus, the change that social media envi-
ronments bring to audience and journalist communicative relations is the 
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visibility of the inherent complexity of the social, cultural and political 
engagement and framing of news.

Russell (2016) argues that a discussion of these different relations 
between journalists and online publics is inherently useful to the insti-
tution of journalism. She uses the description, popularised by Beckett 
(2011), ‘networked journalism’ to define practice as diffuse and net-
worked. In public dialogue conducted in social media environments, 
the journalist still adheres to professional norms and behaviours, but the 
authority of the journalist within this dialogue is decentralized and dif-
fuse. Instead, a networked journalist acts as just one node that collects, 
processes, and distributes (and re-distributes) information. Within an 
organisational structure, the journalist still acts as a ‘professional’, with 
professional norms and public interest principles motivating production 
of news for audiences that seek to engage with a news organisation’s 
content, but their practice is assumed to occur simultaneously with other 
forms of news information gathering and dissemination. Similarly, it can 
be assumed that this professional practice is linked with, and sometimes 
even dependent on, collaboration with sources, as well as audience feed-
back in online environments. Thus, journalists and their various online 
audiences can no longer be conceptualised as separate, but as interlinked 
nodes in a network of news and information. A networked journalist 
working within various ‘publics’ thus contributes to new professional 
norms by acting as a generator, witness, and interpreter of professional 
journalism (Hermida 2011), re-interpreting and sharing news as part of a 
relationship with a number of interested publics. In this environment of 
journalistic production, Hamilton (2016) suggests a new kind of public 
audience or ‘citizen witnessing’, as a hybridisation of the individual with 
the social, the mainstream with the alternative. Rather than usurping 
the power of news outlets, this active production of news is a produc-
tive addition of diversity, correction and iterative processes to traditional 
news production (Hamilton 2016). Of course, these relations are based 
primarily on sharing.

As the traditional demarcations between journalist and audience 
collapse within social media environments, a culture of sharing encap-
sulates the complex, networked interactions that occur in the com-
munication and dissemination of news on social media. The concept 
of online and social media sharing has its beginnings in computing, 
where sharing was popularised as file- or data-sharing (see John 2012). 
But social media platforms encourage many different forms of sharing,  
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for many different interests. Traditional online sharing is about the 
communication and distribution of digital content, such as images or 
links. But now, sharing is much broader; sharing encapsulates the repre-
sentation of life through sharing of your location, your opinion through 
a like, or feeling through a status update or emoticon. We generally 
understand sharing on social media platforms to be the consistent, daily 
sharing of links and videos of small bits of personal and professional 
news and comments. John (2012, p. 176) suggests that online shar-
ing seems overwhelmingly positive because of the pairing with notions 
of strong social relations within a unified public. However, the invita-
tion to share on social media has also been exploited by commercial and 
political interests that profit from individual and collective emotional 
capital. For example, in the context of journalism, we often think of the 
promotional sharing practices of journalists and organisations that bring 
‘eyeballs’ to particular media content. However, sharing also speaks to 
the institutional values we place on journalism as a way to activate the 
democratic potential of various publics. A journalist shares news for two 
outcomes: firstly, the more traditional distribution of news as an infor-
mational resource, and, more recently, for the collaborative work that 
extends from these shared resources (Cammaerts and Couldry 2016, p. 
329). Thus, sharing is a collaborative as well as a dialogic media practice 
that has become integral to journalism in social media environments.

Understanding and conceptualising sharing in a social media context 
is a way to encapsulate the social ideals of journalism practice without 
creating the power dynamic that maintains journalistic authority over 
the production and dissemination of news. While some sharing on social 
media platforms will undoubtedly maintain the promotional practices of 
professional journalists trying to find larger audiences for their content, 
the inclusion of various audiences in the production and dissemination 
of news will also allow sharing associated with a broader public dia-
logue. Of course, sharing within emerging news practice is constrained 
by several issues, especially the reproduction of existing models of jour-
nalistic practice and power structures within individual professional and 
organisational use of social media. There is no doubt that both jour-
nalists and their audiences are constrained by the social, governmental, 
technological, organisational and institutional structures that limit the 
ways in which they are able to interact and share on social media. For 
example, Bossio and Sacco (2016) suggest journalists have been asked 
by their organisations to refrain from posting breaking news on social 
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media before cross-media promotion of the story has occurred. Thus, 
commercial and promotional frameworks placed upon public dialogue 
may hinder the potential for social media collaboration and sharing. 
Indeed, Cammaerts and Couldry (2016, p. 337) also lament that some 
of these new practices of sharing are instrumental because they reinforce 
individualistic capitalist value systems of individual sharing, rather than 
public dialogue. Journalists attempting to emulate the success of social 
media ‘influencers’, for example, might find it difficult to maintain both 
the institutional boundaries of professional journalism and the promo-
tional imperative of social media branding (Hanusch and Bruns 2017). 
Thus, understanding of sharing must acknowledge the unfair distribution 
of possibilities to participate; uneven distribution and access to technolo-
gies, mediation of expression through the corporate structures of tech-
nology companies, and government-imposed restrictions that seek to 
exclude all but the already privileged from public dialogue.

Similarly, conceptions of public dialogue on social media must tem-
per excessive emphasis on participatory and political potential of the plat-
forms. Indeed, subsequent analysis of the Arab Spring protests found 
that social media use during the Arab Spring tended to be overstated 
(Bruns et al. 2013). Further analysis of hashtags used during the Arab 
Spring showed that they were only a communicative tool for the organi-
sation of protests in the initial days of the Arab Spring and then were 
more likely to be used by ‘elite’ Arab and English-speaking users as an 
awareness-raising and news engagement tool (Bruns et al. 2013). On the 
other hand, Egyptian activists and bloggers consistently conveyed infor-
mation to their readers using social media, re-tweeting coverage from 
the mainstream press, and occasionally criticizing the coverage, but in 
the main using it as a source of credible information. The media that 
was meant to inform protesters and activists was simultaneously convey-
ing news and awareness in the international community through the dis-
tribution of ‘alternative’ or ‘citizen’ online and social media reportage. 
Protesters were often aware of this process, directing tweets to ensure 
that major news organisations were covering parts of the crisis where 
activists had an interest in amplifying coverage.

Both media producers and audiences are constrained by the commer-
cial, political and social limits placed on the use of social media. Within 
social media environments, the use of different forms of literacies, lan-
guages and cultural norms to describe news events and issues creates 
both possibilities and tensions in the communicative relations between 
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journalists and audiences. This does not necessarily always have negative 
outcomes—social media is a space that makes visible the complexity and 
diversity of voices in the public sphere and provides for interaction and 
collaboration on certain issues, though not on others. In social media 
environments, audiences share, comment on, critique, interpret, and 
add content and witness statements, or even ignore news content alto-
gether. Use of social media is innovative at times and, at others, limited 
by different social, organisational and governmental contexts. Thus, as 
Livingstone (2005, p. 31) suggests, a news audience is ‘generally neither 
so passive and accepting as traditionally supposed by those who deni-
grate them, nor generally so organised and effective as to meet the high 
standards of those defining public participation’. Active participation of 
audiences in media production and dissemination does not mean that 
audiences have ‘ultimate power’ in communicative relations, or even on 
social media. Indeed, Fiske and Hancock (2016) suggest the audience’s 
power is not necessarily to change media production or institutional 
structures, but simply to negotiate the effects of those structures within 
the context of their interest and need. Perhaps the biggest difference in 
social media environments is that audiences interact within a number of 
different publics or groups, with new forms of dialogue and participation 
required for each. Using social media as the framework for communi-
cation, audiences are also producers, witnesses, participators and publics 
at the same time and, thus, the traditional contexts for—and controls 
over—public dialogue collapse in these spaces.

While evidence of sustained collaboration between journalists and 
audiences within social media environments is currently somewhat rare, 
the development of these smaller, ‘rolling’ moments of sharing is still 
constitutive of changes in the institutional conception of journalism. 
Indeed, the interactions between various publics and journalists, espe-
cially concerning crisis events, shows that journalists have been able to 
curate a myriad of stories for particular audiences through the interac-
tion with particular networks (Bossio and Bebawi 2013). While Bennett 
and Segerberg (2013, p. 214) suggest we still do not know what ‘a suc-
cessful transition [to social media] looks like’, this does not mean that 
this transition is not occurring—the dynamic and heterogeneous use of 
social media both by journalists and audiences will ensure that we cannot 
predict what it will look like, nor the ‘correctness’ of how it will come 
about. As these changes occur, we are reminded by Livingstone (2005, 
p. 32) that changes in the way audiences and journalists interact may not 
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be the ‘ideal’, but social media interactions will occur in rather the same 
constrained and limited ways as other ‘new’ media have allowed: ‘That, 
after all, is the point: it is precisely such context-dependent yet under-
determined, plural and hybrid identities, understandings, practices and 
relationships that must and do shape people’s engagement with others, 
in private and in public.’

conclusion

The Arab Spring protests were the result of repressive social and gov-
ernmental policies that inflicted hardship, especially on young peo-
ple, in the countries affected. Perhaps global audiences would not have 
been so aware of this plight without the collaborative efforts of local 
activists, journalists and everyday Egyptians documenting their strug-
gle online and on social media. Local organisation of protests and action 
was undoubtedly reliant on local networks of activists, but the global 
reach of these protests, fuelled by mainstream news reportage, was also 
assisted by social media like Facebook and Twitter, especially when report-
age was increasingly difficult due to communications blackouts. The 
Arab Spring protests are one of the first examples of clear collaboration 
between journalists and various publics not only to create media content, 
but to ensure its wide dissemination through processes of sharing such as 
‘hashtagging’, personal appeals for information and use of witness state-
ments and amateur media content as part of reportage.

The Arab Spring protests illustrates that the conception of the audi-
ence as a traditionally stable and unified epistemological construct is 
no longer adequate to describe either the relationship between jour-
nalists and audiences, nor the specific roles within it. This chapter has 
instead argued that social media cultures of communication have enabled 
new formations of public dialogue and new roles for both journalists 
and their audiences. The Arab Spring is an example of the complexity 
of these relations; journalists, media producers and various audiences 
all negotiated communication around particular vested interests. These 
interests included the social importance of exchanging particular kinds of 
news and information, the organisational need to inform particular audi-
ence demographics in an ethical and professional way, and even the need 
to develop online relationships with publics according to cultural norms 
of particular social media platforms. The complex interactions between 
journalists and publics illustrates the heterogeneous nature of social 
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media interactions and the need to conceptualise the new forms of dia-
logue that occur there, especially in the news and information context.

In the next two chapters, the focus shifts from the individual practi-
tioners and creators of journalistic content to the organisational frame-
works that produce mainstream news. This part of the book takes an 
organisational perspective on the introduction of social media to the 
newsroom. This approach considers the newsroom relationships, policies 
and procedures that impact both the ways in which individual practition-
ers do their job, and the overall production and dissemination of news. 
Chapter 4, ‘Social Media and the Newsroom: New Relationships, New 
Policies, New Practices’, argues that while there is much variation in the 
ways that newsrooms have attempted to integrate social media use into 
the newsroom, and how journalists themselves manage those policies 
and procedures, it is in fact the relationship between journalistic, edito-
rial and management staff that determines whether integration of social 
media in the newsroom is perceived as successful.
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During October 2016, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s 
(ABC) head of editorial policy, Alan Sunderland, found himself having to 
defend the organisation’s approach to investigative journalism. The ABC 
television programme Four Corners had just broadcast an investigative 
feature on the lives of asylum seekers being detained by the Australian 
government on Nauru, showing substandard living conditions, including 
poor sanitation, educational facilities and medical resources (Whitmont 
and Harley 2016). The report used interviews with adults and chil-
dren who had been in detention on the island, as well as reports from 
organisations such as Save the Children and Amnesty International, 
which were damning of the facilities and the detention process overall. 
Immediately following the programme, the Nauruan government issued 
a press release labelling the ABC ‘an embarrassment to journalism’, and 
accused the broadcaster’s report of containing racist political activism 
(Statement 2016). Further to this criticism, the Australian Immigration 
Minister Peter Dutton, claimed that journalists working at the ABC 
were ‘advocates dressed up as journalists’ (knott 2016). ABC executives 
were eventually called to a Senate Estimates hearing by Liberal Senator 
for Victoria, Jane Hume, to answer charges of bias. Senator Hume 
asked Sunderland why no ABC journalist had travelled to Nauru for the 
story, and why footage was filmed by a third party at the programme’s 
request (ABC Defends 2016). The senator suggested that the ABC was, 
at times, too reliant on ‘activist organisations’ for its content, and called 
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for the ABC’s managing director, Michelle Guthrie, to launch an inquiry 
into the programme (ABC Defends 2016).

Sunderland stood by the programme, saying that the broadcaster 
would not ‘launch inquiries into excellent pieces of journalism’ (knott 
2016). Mr. Sunderland’s responses to the senator’s questions revealed 
some of the organisational processes for investigative journalism at the 
ABC. Sunderland said all interviews were conducted remotely by free-
lance journalists because the Nauruan government charged prohibitive 
fees for media visas and regularly refused journalists access to the off-
shore processing centres. He also claimed that all stories were subjected 
to rigorous fact-checking processes, and that the newsroom adhered to 
strict editorial standards. In the wake of the scandal, some Four Corners 
journalists also took to social media to illustrate the ‘behind the scenes’ 
organisational and journalistic approach to the investigation. For exam-
ple, Four Corners’ executive producer, Sally Neighbour, revealed on 
Twitter that the programme had approached Immigration Minister Peter 
Dutton for an interview about the detention centres on Nauru, but he 
had only wanted to be interviewed live—which the programme was una-
ble to do due to their programming limitations (koziol 2016).

In Chap. 2, use of social media was shown to enable transparency in 
journalism, often revealing the processes and decision-making ‘behind 
the curtain’ of the professional news product. In this example of gov-
ernmental criticism of journalistic processes, an interesting insight into 
the organisations that create journalism was also revealed. Indeed, Sally 
Neighbour’s tweet shows how the more informal characteristics of some 
social media platforms enable this ‘behind the scenes’ understanding 
of the newsroom and, thus, reveals how organisational structures, poli-
cies and approaches to practice might influence journalistic products. 
The Senates Estimates hearing illustrated, for example, how the public 
broadcaster used freelance and casual journalists, how it approached pro-
cesses of verification and its editorial approach to investigative journal-
ism, all of which had an effect on what was produced on Four Corners. 
Therefore, it is important to take into consideration the organisational 
structures, policies and approaches that might shape or influence the way 
social media is used (and limited) both by individual journalists and news 
organisations themselves.

Previous research has focussed on the transition of individual jour-
nalistic practice to include social media engagement, but less attention 
has been given to the ways organisational strategies might contribute 
to the use of these practices. The previous chapter explored journalists’ 
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relationships with audiences in social media environments, discussing the 
ways in which public dialogue is influenced by the use of social media 
tools. This chapter now moves into an exploration of how these interac-
tions and their outcomes are influenced by the structures and practices 
of the news organisations within which journalists work. This chapter 
focusses on the new professional relationships, policies and procedures 
that have been introduced to structure both the individual and organisa-
tional use of social media in the newsroom.

While new digital and online capabilities have fundamentally dis-
rupted both the business model and production processes of mainstream 
news organisations, I argue that the impact of social media can be seen 
more in the new relations between journalists and other stakeholders in 
the newsroom. There is much variation in the ways organisations have 
attempted to integrate social media use into the newsroom. However, 
the success of its introduction is largely determined by relations between 
journalistic, editorial and management staff. Thus, the impact of social 
media on the newsroom is not primarily economic, but manifests instead 
in journalists’ prioritisation of either strategic or editorial uses of social 
media in their practice. At its best, the introduction of social media has 
created productive new relations in the newsroom and new ways to 
source and promote news and information. At its worst, social media acts 
as a ‘perverse incentive’, prioritising and quantifying clicks and shares as 
a journalistic marker of quality, rather than its value within public dia-
logue. These effects influence the news product itself and, indirectly, the 
potential of social media use in news organisations.

Much of the context for understanding the organisational impact on 
news has been economic—understanding the changing business models 
that support the production of journalism. While this is important, this 
chapter moves away from this focus to a broader examination of how 
the production of news is managed, strategised and staffed, and how this 
has changed to account for the growing impact of social media in online 
news distribution and consumption. This chapter favours the impact of 
interrelations between the different stakeholders in the newsroom and 
their management and negotiation of strategies for using social media in 
the production of news. Comparative examples from the introduction of 
online and social media production at another Australian news organisa-
tion, The Age newspaper in Melbourne, will illustrate different relations 
between management and editorial staff in order to understand whether 
those procedures were perceived as successful.
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the business of Journalism

The use of social media has changed some news production, distribution 
and consumption processes in a relatively short period of time. In 2014, 
Nielsen and Schrøder reported that a survey of eight European countries 
showed that ‘social media at this point still play a relatively limited role as 
sources of news—less widely used and less important than printed news-
papers’. Just two years later, a larger report showed a fundamental shift, 
both in the production and consumption of news; almost half of the 
people surveyed said they used social media as a source of news, and one 
in ten said it was their main source of news (Newman 2016). The report 
suggests that across the 26 countries surveyed, the one commonality for 
legacy news organisations was ‘job losses, cost-cutting, and missed tar-
gets as falling print revenues combine with the brutal economics of digi-
tal in a perfect storm’ (Newman 2016).

Much of the recent research focus on journalism and news organi-
sations has been on the (often failing) ‘economics’ of producing news. 
Two issues have dominated this discussion—how many journalists have 
left the profession due to financial cutbacks within the organisation 
(Zion et al. 2016) and which business models might bring profits back 
to news organisations in the digital age. The latter has been especially 
pertinent to discussion of how legacy news organisations would ‘survive’ 
the rise of digital and online publishing and communication. Indeed, the 
extent of change in the economic fortunes of established news organisa-
tions has been both swift and all-encompassing. The news media busi-
ness, as summarised by Simons (2007, p. 5), was once a simple and 
profitable business model: ‘Journalists and editors produced content 
that people wanted to read and view, and distributed it thanks to privi-
leged access to printing presses and broadcasting licenses. The publish-
ers or broadcasters were then able to sell the audience to advertisers. 
Money was made, and some of it was reinvested in journalism. Simple, 
and mostly good.’ The introduction of online communication technolo-
gies meant that privileged access to the means to produce and dissemi-
nate media dissipated, along with the advertising ‘rivers of gold’ that 
supported it. The increasing popularity of shareable media, such as blogs 
and microblogging platforms, smartphone text messaging, and image 
and sound recording capabilities, meant that, suddenly, everyone had the 
means to capture the daily minutiae of life and render them ‘news’.
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While the social changes that stemmed from the onset of online and 
social media communication tools have been mostly celebrated, their del-
eterious effects on the traditional journalism business model have been 
nothing short of momentous. In the USA alone, hundreds of daily news-
papers have folded, thousands of journalists have been made redundant, 
and concerns about the lack of quality investigative journalism have been 
increasing (Tiffen 2010). Print circulation in the USA has been falling 
5–8% per year, though in some cases circulation revenue has increased 
due to price increases (Edmonds 2016). PricewaterhouseCoopers’ (Global 
Entertainment 2016) annual industry outlook report for 2016 indicated 
that newspaper revenue in Western Europe and North America will con-
tinue to fall, and the slowing economic outlook for China will result in 
an annual circulation decline of 0.7% to 2020 (Global Entertainment 
2016). Only Latin America is projected to increase revenues in tradi-
tional media, helped largely by the region’s economic growth overall, as 
well as successful strategies for paid digital content. Despite pockets of 
growth, and the increase of small, online-only and niche journalism that 
has filled some of the gaps left by declining print media, concern about 
loss of plurality (Carson 2015) and resulting superficiality of news con-
tinues to grow.

This change in the fortunes of legacy news media can be seen as a 
failure of its traditional business model (Picard 2010). Legacy news 
organisations have significant fixed costs based on their long-established 
journalistic services, but the declining print revenue and advertising 
dollar that traditionally supported journalism has meant that news has 
become a low-margin business (küng 2015). News organisations have 
needed to find other ways to support journalism and resolve the question 
of how to do this in an age when ‘anyone can be a journalist’. To this 
end, significant industry investment has been made in the development 
of ‘paywall’ systems, with varied success. Whereas news organisations had 
been providing free news content online, the subsequent cannibalisation 
of circulation revenue has prompted more than half of US newspaper 
organisations, and almost all Australian newspapers, to implement pay-
walls. Paywalls can either prevent free access to all online news content, 
or allow for limited access, without charge. Niche or ‘premium’ content 
is accessed via payment or subscription only. ‘Soft’ paywalls have been 
designed to allow some access to websites as a way to keep eyeballs on a 
news website and present stronger audience metrics to advertisers. Both 
forms of paywalls are designed to support the production of journalism 
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in lieu of declining advertising revenues. While paywall implementation 
is increasing globally, researchers like Carson (2015) have suggested that 
paywalls do not earn enough to abandon print circulation altogether—
but the increasing digital subscriptions also eat into potential print 
subscription revenue, particularly in countries with relatively small popu-
lations. Other models of subsidising the expensive work of quality jour-
nalism are clearly needed.

Some researchers (see Levy and Picard 2011) have suggested that 
non-profit, trust or charitable business models might be a good way to 
resource the production of news, with smaller news organisations, like 
ProPublica, indicating the success of this model. Some of the benefits 
of alternative forms of ownership include audiences being more willing 
to pay for specialised news reportage, and the economic benefits and 
tax breaks associated with certain non-profit business models (Levy and 
Picard 2011). While there have been some examples of successful trusts 
and charitable business models in countries with large populations, non-
profit news has been less successful in places with smaller readerships 
like Australia. For example, The Global Mail, an Australian not-for-profit 
news site supported with philanthropic funding from Internet entrepre-
neur, Graeme Wood, only lasted two years despite winning a number of 
awards for journalism—and Wood initially committing to funding for 
five years (Meade 2014). A number of other business models have also 
been used to support journalism, including email syndication, corpo-
rate sponsorship, branded content and community foundation support 
(Picard 2014). However, Picard (2014, p. 502) suggests that these mod-
els have very similar financial imperatives to privately owned news organi-
sations and would still need to find a way to support increasing costs if 
the business expanded. Any costs incurred by the production of journal-
ism must be supplemented with an income—issues that both legacy and 
new organisations face (Levy and Picard 2011). These issues, coupled 
with the lack of a unified strategy for business planning and innovation 
(küng 2015) often create issues for the successful functioning of legacy 
news organisations, especially when new communication practices and 
technologies are introduced to the newsroom.

Legacy news organisations have gone through significant upheaval 
during the introduction and integration of digital and web technolo-
gies in the newsroom. Indeed, the introduction of social media to news-
rooms could be seen as relatively smooth compared with the period of 
upheaval that enveloped mainstream news organisations when faced 
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with the technological and social change represented by online publish-
ing. Many legacy news organisations were slow to embrace the online 
publishing revolution, either reluctantly introducing online capabilities, 
or experimenting unsuccessfully with changing journalistic processes and 
practices in the newsroom. The Age newspaper in Melbourne, Australia, 
introduced online capability to the newsroom around 1995 with a sin-
gle computer terminal that journalists could use to gain access to the 
Internet (R. Myer, personal communication, 31 March 2017). The Age’s 
parent company, Fairfax, then introduced several online ‘experiments’, 
the first being a standalone online publication called f2. The publica-
tion was introduced amid some controversy in the newsroom; the online 
journalists were considered to be separate from the newspaper and sat 
in a different part of the newsroom, ‘shovelling’ or re-writing newspa-
per content for online publication, sometimes without citing the origi-
nal journalist (L. Schwartz, personal communication, 23 March 2017). 
Some journalists were said to be frustrated with these attempts at aggre-
gation and the possibility of increased demands on their labour for 
online content (L. Schwartz, personal communication, 23 March 2017). 
More importantly, journalists saw the newly branded entity through the 
institutional lens of professional journalism, as a ‘low rent’ experiment 
that could not aspire to the reputation and professionalism created by 
the newspaper journalists (R. Myer, personal communication, 31 March 
2017). At the time, online publication was considered part of the ama-
teur practices of bloggers and this attitude was extended to the mostly 
young journalists and producers employed at f2.

The new brand was troubled from the beginning, largely due to 
the competing editorial and business priorities of the f2 venture (Frew 
2003). Initially wanting to capitalise on the early dotcom boom in 
online advertising, this business focus was soon hampered by more 
editorial-focussed issues of reputation and content. Despite employing 
a search specialist to improve the odds of searches hitting an f2 site, 
the new brand made $100 million in losses in five years (Lowe 2002; 
Long 2002). In 2004, Fairfax finally ditched the brand. Fairfax’s 
CEO suggested that there was low awareness of the f2 brand among 
advertisers and audiences did not make a connection from the website 
to their stable of reputable newspapers including The Age, The Sydney 
Morning Herald and The Australian Financial Review (f2 changes 
name 2004).
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While Fairfax was initially unsuccessful in creating online news, it had 
much more success with other online ventures. For example, Fairfax 
acquired the online accommodation company Stayz for A$12.7 million 
in 2005, later selling it in 2013 for $220 million, far exceeding its esti-
mated value of $140 million (Johnston 2013). Other ventures, such as 
an online property guide and car classified site, have also been valuable 
assets to the news company. However, it took several years and a dotcom 
crash for Fairfax to integrate digital and online content creation with 
the rest of the newsroom. The newsroom now has a mostly integrated 
digital newsroom, with journalists working across all platforms. Large 
investments have been made in video journalism, and in 2016 the com-
pany launched its first podcast with three investigative journalists from 
The Age (Bennett 2016).

The mixed success of Fairfax’s online ventures is fairly typical of the 
fraught market in which news media organisations now find themselves. 
Indeed, it is difficult to compare the financial successes of digital and 
online-only news organisations with legacy media, given differences such 
as size, editorial strategy and the demographic differences in readership. 
küng’s (2015) research into the economic and structural management 
of new digital-only news organisations showed that quality leadership 
often forms the core of a well-functioning digital newsroom. She (2015) 
argues that the success of new digital, online and social media-enabled 
newsrooms is dependent on a blending of ‘journalistic, technological, 
and commercial competencies’, as well as a ‘pro-digital culture’ in the 
newsroom. Thus, within newer online-only media organisations, com-
mitment to professional ideologies around the public service benefits of 
journalism, mixed with an open-mindedness about new uses for digital, 
online and social media, have led to successful innovations in legacy and 
mainstream newsrooms.

If we compare this with a legacy news organisation such as The Age, 
the process of change has been much slower; online and social media 
production and practices have tended to be incremental, augmenting 
existing newsroom practices and framed by more traditional editorial 
and economic decision making. The successful transition of large news 
media organisations like The Age to social media environments has some-
times been hampered by their ‘legacy’ structures, processes and culture. 
Where larger organisations might expect workers to adhere to their long-
established processes, smaller organisations can allow workers to take 
risks (Rottwilm 2014, p. 7). In comparison, smaller organisations can 
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be more efficient, as they do not have the layers of management needed 
in larger organisations. However, smaller staff sizes mean responsibilities 
and labour increase. Legacy media organisations such as The Age tend 
to be part of much larger media ‘stables’ with slower and centralised 
decision-making processes, and many more stakeholders in the process 
of change. Nikki Usher’s (2014) ethnographic profile of The New York 
Times’ move to digital production suggested similar lumbering towards 
change; while journalists grappled with a number of competing interests 
between traditional journalism ideology and new communication envi-
ronments empowered by online and social media, the speed of change in 
the overall organisational structure both encouraged and stifled innova-
tion in news production.

These economic and managerial concerns with organisational suc-
cess indicate that there is a difference between what a successful ‘com-
mercial organisation’ looks like compared with a successful ‘journalism 
organisation’. This difference points to two very different organisational 
considerations—firstly, the way the structure of the organisation and its 
profit-making opportunities are positioned, and secondly, the way the 
culture of the newsroom and relations between various news stakehold-
ers contribute to editorial success. What can be compared more readily 
are the concrete examples of divergence in the organisational approach 
to social media use in the newsroom, and the strategies, policies and 
roles that respond to this new editorial context for news organisations. 
Moving away from trying to find single elements that indicate a news 
organisation’s successful transition into digital, online and social media-
enabled news environments enables a stronger focus on newsroom rela-
tions, and the interlinked elements of strategy, policy, employee roles and 
professional ideologies that work together to create a successful news-
room (Harper 2010).

Journalism Practice in the social media-enabled 
newsroom

Social media environments have pushed news media organisations, both 
established and new, to think more carefully about production and dis-
tribution of content. Similarly, the growing importance of social media’s 
role as an intermediary for news distribution means that, increasingly, 
referral traffic to news sites comes from Facebook or search engines. Most 
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news organisations have responded to these changes by investing heav-
ily in search engine optimisation, as well as readership analytics. The 
availability and relatively low cost of these tools and associated algorith-
mic manipulation of the prominence of news (see Chap. 5) have also 
impacted on the structure, policies and labour expectations of editors, 
managers and journalists. Research, planning and strategy about what 
the news audience looks like, and what information they need at any one 
time is now a predominant concern of news organisations. This focus on 
distributed dissemination of news content means it is the ‘findability’ and 
‘shareability’ of news that is often most commercially valuable to news 
organisations. This has sometimes meant that organisational focus has 
moved away from local and general news to increasingly automated and 
aggregated content or wire and syndication services.

An overreliance on aggregated content, celebrity news and ‘click bait’ 
have been some of the negative consequences of news organisations 
competing with online publications. Journalists who have worked for 
The Age, for example, have suggested that although their commitment 
to the public service imperative of news has not changed, the commer-
cial imperatives for ‘hits’ on their stories has influenced their practice (R. 
Myer, personal communication, 31 March 2017; L. Schwartz, personal 
communication, 23 March 2017). Managerial encouragement to write 
shorter articles for online publication, as well as the speed required to 
produce news in a 24-hour newsroom, have been central to concerns 
about declining quality in news organisations. Former Age journalist Rod 
Myer (personal communication, 31 March 2017) suggests that in post-
online, social media-enabled newsrooms, where cutbacks and redundan-
cies have created lean newsrooms focussed on ensuring engagement with 
branded news content, there have been a number of changes to edito-
rial expectations. In this environment, journalists are constantly under 
pressure to keep up with the speed of online news distribution: ‘journal-
ists are writing non-stop to have the news out when it happens, so you 
might have three to four deadlines per day and on big stories, you might 
be updating throughout the day. The internet never sleeps so the news-
paper never goes to bed’ (R. Myer, personal communication, 31 March 
2017). This speed coupled with the commercial imperatives of ensuring 
content is click-worthy has a number of impacts on everyday journalism, 
especially on a journalist’s ideologically prized ability to ‘sniff out a good 
story’ (R. Myer, personal communication, 31 March 2017).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_5
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One of the more problematic issues concerning the focus on commer-
cial aspects of news sharing is the creation of a culture of ‘perverse incen-
tives’ in the newsroom. Journalists report that they now find it harder 
to create news stories to improve public dialogue because their once-
autonomous news sense is stymied by expectations that they will write 
what potential audiences might click on, rather than what is needed for 
the public record (R. Myer, personal communication, 31 March 2017). 
This is, of course, an ideological argument based on the discursive con-
struction of a journalist’s sole authority to represent the news. However, 
overreliance on the commercial imperatives of news has been shown to 
cause reputational damage to a news organisation over time. For exam-
ple, BuzzFeed has been repeatedly criticised for using material from 
other media organisations without attribution (Bump 2013) and faced 
subsequent law suits over alleged copyright infringement. Since then, 
the company has been trying to change its reputation as a ‘listicle’ site, 
with investments in serious news, but has nonetheless courted contro-
versy about unethical journalistic practices. Most recently, BuzzFeed pub-
lished an unverified dossier of information about US President Donald 
Trump’s alleged relationship with Russia (Gezari 2017).

More importantly, commercial reliance on audience preference has a 
chilling effect on journalist’s confidence that their news organisation will 
publish less click-worthy, but nonetheless important, news content (R. 
Myer, personal communication, 31 March 2017). This creates a culture 
of perverse incentives in the newsroom; that is, the incentive to produce 
commercially viable news products generates adverse reputational conse-
quences due to the journalists’ actions. Journalists become incentivised 
to produce news that audiences will readily click onto, because this may 
provide professional kudos and increased popularity of their online con-
tent. This might be overlaid with time and resource pressures to produce 
particular kinds of journalism and other professional pressures to ensure 
their individual popularity on social media. Focussing solely on the pop-
ularity of content, however, may diminish the editorial quality of news 
work and the reputation of the associated news organisation, as well as 
fuelling distrust of professional journalism practices by audiences.

The issue of perverse incentives appears to stem from the short-term 
logic of the opportunities provided by social media and search interme-
diaries to reach increasingly distributed audiences (Nielsen and Ganter 
2017). This creates a fear of missing the potential online influence and 
popularity that comes with large-scale audience engagement with news 
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products. However, this is framed by a lack of real understanding of what 
the rewards of this influence will actually be and, more broadly, how this 
might regulate or govern news production. Thus, perverse incentives 
within journalistic practice are structured by the paradoxical fear of both 
‘missing out’ and losing control; while most journalists and their news 
organisations are keen to partake in the economies of online popular-
ity, giving up editorial control as a result of this reliance on intermediary 
media organisations creates tensions in the newsroom.

Reliance on optimisation for sharing and trending on social media has 
altered the types of roles needed in news organisations, as well as their 
skill sets and professional ideologies. Extending from this, the structures, 
role descriptions and strategic focuses of news production are changing. 
Nielsen and Schrøder (2014) suggest that we are moving from the tra-
ditional ‘news cycle’ produced by journalists, editors and their choice of 
sources to an ‘information cycle’: a complex series of relations that inte-
grates audiences with organisational processes of news production. New 
social media-focussed roles are also crucial to mapping the development 
of both organisational structures and work routines, foregrounding pro-
cesses and practices alongside affordances, consolidation of new skills, as 
well as organisational diversification (McCosker 2017).

management of the social media newsroom—new roles, 
new cultures

While the organisational response to the introduction of social media as 
a news production and distribution tool has had many effects on jour-
nalistic practice, these changes have also required the development of 
different editorial strategies, policies and job functions in the newsroom. 
An important, but often unacknowledged, change that has taken place in 
the social media-enabled newsroom is the new relationships between dif-
ferent management, editorial, journalistic and multimedia workers in the 
newsroom. Journalists have always been represented as having a measure 
of autonomy in the newsroom; other than the provision made for edi-
tors to assign journalists to particular stories, the sourcing, investigation 
and approach to creating a news story has mostly been represented as an 
individual effort. What journalists have never been able to control, how-
ever, is the structure, resourcing and overall strategy of the organisation 
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they work for; their labour, no matter how autonomous, is shaped by the 
structure of their news organisation.

The new economic conditions of producing journalism have changed 
roles and work conditions. The advent of extreme job losses and cost-
cutting exercises in legacy mainstream media has created a number of 
different work arrangements for journalists—most new recruits are 
expected to be web and multimedia-savvy and to be able to file for sev-
eral platforms during their work day. Increasing use of social media, both 
by organisations and by individual journalists, has also added a promo-
tional character to their role (Rottwilm 2014, p. 3). This has meant that 
journalists are expected to ‘brand’ or market themselves as individual 
professionals, primarily using social media as the platform for increasing 
their online popularity, and that, by extension, organisations might ben-
efit from this online influence (see Chap. 6).

Some research is beginning to illustrate how social media technologies 
are changing the structure of news organisations, especially in the crea-
tion of new social media and technology-focussed roles and the expan-
sion of the commercial uses of social media within organisations (Treem 
and Leonardi 2013). Nielsen (2012), for example, has suggested that 
in news organisations it is technologists that have had an active role in 
the transition of legacy newsrooms into online and social media-enabled 
work spaces. Nielsen’s (2012) ethnographic work showed that while 
many news organisations were focussed on the adoption of the similar 
types of online technologies, the relations between stakeholders in the 
newsroom determined the different ways these technologies were uti-
lised. The relations between these stakeholders influence the ways new 
processes, policies and work routines shape organisational use of social 
media’s affordances (Raviola 2012). To avoid the kind of determinism 
that suggests technological change as the main influence on journal-
istic practice, the use of those technologies in relation to other stake-
holders, as well as organisational structures and professional ideologies, 
must be considered. Each aspect will have an influence, both positive 
and negative, on the newsroom’s adoption of social media. For exam-
ple, journalistic and editorial-focussed staff might define the use of social 
media through particular professional and editorial frameworks (Nielsen 
2012). However, management and executive staff might consider the 
reputational and commercial potential of social media. Technologically 
focussed staff might have a further concern for social media’s spe-
cific usability. The way social media is adopted into the daily routines 
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of journalists and newsrooms will vary, depending on the definitions 
ascribed to these new roles; the way these new roles are adopted and 
relate to other stakeholders will also determine their success. While the 
potential for innovation is important, it also needs to be balanced with 
management of new work roles and practices that may add complexity to 
relations in the newsroom (Westlund 2011).

Many researchers (Bossio and Sacco 2016; Holton and Molyneux 
2015; Gleason 2010) have noted the increasing appearance of social 
media editors and community managers in the newsroom of legacy, dig-
ital and online-only media organisations. These are often full-time staff 
members with duties and jurisdiction similar to an editor, but whose 
roles are completely dedicated to the use of social media tools for both 
editorial and promotional production of news. These social media staff 
are often junior, filling newly created positions with the expectation that 
they will innovate in the role (McCosker 2017). They do not always 
have journalism expertise, but may also come from communications 
or marketing backgrounds. Social media managers often facilitate use 
of multiple social media accounts on various platforms and are integral 
to determining what platforms are used and for what purpose, how 
content on each platform should be developed and strategically uti-
lised, and how other workers in the organisation should engage with 
social media on personal and professional accounts. While the role of 
the social media manager is particularly diverse, social media strategy 
and policy, content development and data analysis are key. Within news 
organisations, these considerations are complicated by the editorial con-
cerns of the newsroom, as well as the broader professional ideology 
that news serves a social function of generating public information and 
discourse.

In research conducted into social media integration in Australian 
newsrooms, Sacco and Bossio (2017) found that there was some varia-
tion in the ways editorial and management staff attempted to integrate 
social media use in the newsroom, including hiring of new staff, social 
media training and implementation of new policies and guidelines—or a 
combination of these techniques. This variation often depended on the 
size of the organisation, the relationships between different newsroom 
workers and, importantly, the way the social media manager viewed their 
own role. Some social media managers took an editorial approach to 
their role, overseeing the organisational use of social media, and working 
with journalists to produce content on their individual accounts. Others 
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took more of a managerial approach, ensuring that journalistic practices 
and commercial interests were aligned. Despite these differences in the 
framing of their role, most understood their role as multifaceted, describ-
ing both a journalistic and management component to their daily duties 
(Sacco and Bossio 2017).

Some news organisations also create formal policies and training 
mechanisms to guide the editorial and promotional use of social media 
in the newsroom, in conjunction with (or instead of) hiring social media 
management staff. Social media policy or guidelines can be defined in 
this regard as the formalisation of organisational jurisdiction over the 
conduct of journalists and other editorial staff in the use of social media 
for news production, dissemination and promotion. The use of social 
media policies and guidelines centres on the reputation of either the 
journalist or the media organisation—that is, ensuring individual content 
posted on social media meets with the interests of the media organisa-
tion overall (see Chap. 6 for further discussion of social media policy use 
by journalists). The structure of these policies and their implementation 
impacts the utility of social media in the newsroom; journalists negoti-
ate the ‘rules’ governing social media use when deciding whether social 
media is used as an editorial or a promotional tool on behalf of their 
organisation or individual professional goals.

Similarly, these new roles and guidelines create new work practices 
that develop the skills and professional frameworks needed to practise as 
a journalist in a social media-enabled newsroom. Some of these practices 
are positive, including increased public engagement and more opportu-
nities to source varied viewpoints and experience through links made on 
social media. However, employment precariousness and increased labour 
have also been part of the introduction of social media to the newsroom. 
For example, Terranova (2004) has suggested the difficulties associated 
with social media’s ‘affective labour’; the work of attempting to affect 
audience reaction and engagement with particular media products, 
including news. The use of social media to promote news stories using 
appeals to everyday relevance and emotion is now often part of a jour-
nalist’s labour—a sometimes overwhelming process of constant social 
media participation, distribution and engagement. These professional 
forms of engagement often seep into personal time, where journalists 
concerned to promote themselves, their work and their organisation, find 
themselves constantly checking and updating social media platforms (see 
Chap. 6). It is not just journalists who feel this pressure—social media 
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strategists, community managers and moderators working within the 
newsroom are also expected to address online abuse and brand man-
agement, as well as the guidance of individual journalistic use of social 
media. As McCosker (2017) suggests, these demands on a workforce to 
participate on social media on behalf of an organisation are often time-
consuming, difficult and emotionally draining, raising questions about 
how traditional management structures might need to develop to accom-
modate these new communication environments.

These changes to the production and distribution of news are obvi-
ous to anyone walking into The Age newsroom today. The newsroom is 
dominated by open-plan spaces, with ‘doughnut shaped’ desks to ensure 
interaction between online, video, audio and newspaper production 
staff. As well as traditional journalists, there are staff dedicated to digital 
content, video, streaming and social media. Nonetheless, all these staff 
are incredibly time-poor, the consequence of a number of staff cuts in 
the newsroom (More job cuts, 2017). In 2011, Fairfax employed over 
1000 journalists, subeditors and photographers, but this number is now 
reduced by more than half (Fairfax cuts 2017). Nonetheless, many of the 
newer investments in online journalism have been much more success-
ful than initial publishing experiments; The Age has continually remained 
in the top ten most popular news sites in Australia and its stable mate, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, in the top five. However, the increasing cen-
tralisation of media content in Sydney as a result of staff cuts in 2011, as 
well as the prioritisation of online click bait, have had negative effects in 
recent times. In 2017, Fairfax announced that they would cut another 
125 jobs from the newsroom, saving $30 million (Mason 2017). The 
introduction of The Guardian to Australia and its heavy investment in 
local journalism and social media referrals have meant that The Guardian 
has overtaken The Age in reader popularity in just under four years. While 
Fairfax’s newspapers are still actually profitable, the organisation’s overall 
revenue is falling at around 10% per year (Fairfax cuts 2017). This is due 
mostly to the gap between print and digital advertising, the latter bring-
ing only a fraction of traditional advertising. While the job cuts will go 
ahead, Fairfax also recently reported a takeover bid by the American pri-
vate equity firm TPG for $2.7 billion, though the company would break 
up the media organisation’s assets, which include a television streaming 
company, local newspapers, radio stations and local media organisations 
in New Zealand (Silk 2017). Tellingly, TPG only saw value in Fairfax’s 
enormously profitable online real estate website, Domain—and their 
long-established and reputable metropolitan news organisations.
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Of course, it is not just Fairfax bearing the brunt of harsh economic 
times; their largest Australian rival, News Corp, also recently announced 
large-scale staff cuts to save $40 million (Mason 2016). What is appar-
ent is that these large-scale organisational changes impact the production 
of news—and many of these changes have been brought about by new 
online and social media-enabled news environments. Indeed, as news 
organisations were announcing cuts to ensure their long-term sustain-
ability, Facebook announced its advertising revenues had increased by 51% 
worldwide (Frier 2017). These shifts in the wider media landscape reflect 
the changes occurring in individual journalism practice and in news 
organisations; journalists and legacy news organisations no longer enjoy 
the same autonomy and social authority in the public sphere to repre-
sent news and information. As the various affordances of communica-
tion technologies and their cultures have become more widely adopted, 
legacy news organisations and the traditional journalism practices they 
support have had to shift to accommodate new ways of producing and 
commercialising news. While individual journalists have not been able to 
escape the pressures of a shrinking traditional news industry, many have 
been able to integrate new, more collaborative and transparent forms 
of reportage into their practice. Similarly, while some journalists have 
often been somewhat ambivalent or even derisive of many of the new 
processes, policies and commercial strategies imposed on their practice, 
some have also worked with new multimedia, technical and social media-
focussed managers to transition into new communications environments.

conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that news organisations and their manage-
ment and production structures are important contributors to how jour-
nalists and journalism develop in the light of the various social, cultural 
and technical changes brought forth by social media communication. 
This is evident from the new roles and organisational structures that can 
be seen either to innovate with, or buttress against, the changes social 
media capacities bring to individual practitioners and across organisa-
tions. These changes are negotiated by individual practitioners, but are 
framed by the economic, strategic and employment roles and policy 
considerations structured within news media organisations. While new 
digital and online capabilities have fundamentally disrupted both the 
business model and production processes within the newsroom, social 
media capabilities have extended these changes into the distribution 
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and promotional potential of news. This has influenced new communi-
cation cultures between journalists and audiences, as well as new rela-
tionships between journalists and other stakeholders in the newsroom. 
It is often these new relationships that contribute to the success of social 
media processes in the newsroom; just as individual journalistic practices 
have changed to incorporate collaboration and transparency, so too have 
organisational structures changed to allow a number of different skill sets 
to contribute to everyday journalism. These changes have a number of 
different effects, both positive and negative, on individual journalists and 
media organisations more broadly. In the next chapter, we continue the 
focus on social media’s impacts on journalism organisations by explor-
ing the organisational transition of the journalistic distribution of news 
on social media. Organisations transitioning into the prioritisation of 
social media news distribution and audience engagement are utilising 
processes of news production, distribution and consumption that are 
more collaborative, distributed and, increasingly, much more complex. 
Chap. 5 illustrates this complexity by describing the effects of opening 
up organisational processes to social media optimisation and algorithmic 
prioritisation.
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On 23 June 2016, Britain voted in a new political reality—a real-
ity that many politicians and media pundits had previously said would 
never happen (Ten Predictions 2016; Jack 2016b). When Prime 
Minister David Cameron promised in the 2015 election campaign that 
he would hold a referendum to re-negotiate European Union (EU) 
membership if the Conservative Party won a parliamentary majority at 
the general election, media commentary suggested it was simply a way 
to appease voter sentiment, rather than a true commitment to change. 
When the Conservatives won the majority in the House of Commons 
in May, Cameron proposed to hold a single-question ‘In–Out’ refer-
endum after negotiating a new deal for Britain in the EU. Still, major 
news outlets suggested the ‘Brexit’ vote would come to naught (The 
hard-headed 2016). On the day of the referendum, as British votes for 
what had been reported as almost impossible just days before began to 
amass, deep shock was evident in the tone of the nation’s mainstream 
media. Brexit was a reality. Data about the spread of votes suggested that 
while London overwhelmingly voted ‘In’, large parts of the north of 
England—though not Scotland—voted ‘Out’. The media soul-searching 
began. How did journalists get the mood of the north of England so 
wrong?

In the days after the referendum, an ‘elitist’ news media was blamed 
for misunderstanding the extent of ill-will towards the EU in northern 
England (Jack 2016a, b; Perraudin 2016). This claim of media elitism 
would similarly be used against US journalists after Donald Trump swept 
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into the White House in 2016 (see Chap. 7). Both political campaign-
ers and news media used a number of different ways to influence pub-
lic dialogue about Brexit, with varying degrees of success. What became 
apparent after the referendum was that some campaigners for the ‘Leave’ 
vote had successfully used social media to influence voters (kanter 2017). 
In Chap. 3, the heterogeneity of audiences and their media consumption 
habits were discussed; social media use by audiences was seen to empower 
new voices in the public sphere and increase opportunities for engage-
ment and collaboration in the news agenda. In this chapter, I extend this 
focus to illustrate how organisational use of the data-driven and algorith-
mic characteristics of social media also attempt to influence audience news 
consumption and, therefore, public dialogue. The Brexit referendum 
showed that the heterogeneity of social media spaces, their languages and 
distribution methods all affect the circulation of news, information and 
opinion. Importantly, however, this heterogeneity also extended to other 
stakeholders invested in a particular media representation of Brexit, such 
as major and emerging political parties, community movements and indi-
vidual political activists. These stakeholders used social media platforms 
to attempt to circumvent mainstream news representations of the vote. 
Thus, in understanding the transition to data and algorithmic journal-
ism, we must ‘decentralise’ the journalist’s role in news and information. 
Instead, the processes of news production, distribution and consumption 
are now collaborative, distributed and increasingly complex and, thus, 
open to an increasing number of influences on public dialogue.

In recent decades, the proliferation and use of data across industries 
has expanded exponentially. According to IBM, one billion gigabytes of 
data were generated every day in 2012, and this amount of created data 
has at least doubled every two years since (Bringing Big Data 2017). 
The use and management of data has enormous potential to influence 
most spheres of public and private life, though this brings as many issues 
as it does opportunities (Chen et al. 2014, p. 171). In the context of 
journalism, media and academic attention has begun to focus on the 
collection, organisation and use of data in reportage (Lewis 2015, p. 
322). However, the number of different uses of data, both in an indi-
vidual journalistic context, as well as a more commercially focussed 
organisational context, coupled with the related use of algorithms and 
social media analysis, has meant that discussion has sometimes become 
both overwhelming and unclear. Subsequently, the new skill sets, 
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organisational processes and the overall institutional frameworks needed 
for understanding the role of data, computation and social media algo-
rithms in journalism have not always been consistently applied (Lewis 
2015, p. 322).

This chapter firstly provides an outline of the roles of data in jour-
nalism, from its beginnings in computer-assisted reporting (CAR) 
to the more recent discussion of the use of social media analytics and 
algorithms in journalism. In doing so, this chapter illustrates that the 
organisation, management and presentation of various forms of data 
and algorithmic information have become, and will continue to be, an 
increasingly important part of individual and organisational journalistic 
practice. Computational and data journalism have long been acknowl-
edged, if not always well utilised, as important parts of journalism in the 
public interest. Indeed, media-savvy journalists have worked both inde-
pendently and in collaboration with others to use data within everyday 
reportage, especially in the increasing use of data visualisation. However, 
this chapter argues that the new challenge for journalism is the increas-
ingly savvy manipulation by other political stakeholders of social media 
algorithms, especially those that focus on prioritisation and filtering of 
news to influence audience consumption habits. While news organisa-
tions are increasingly pushing content out through a number of social 
media platforms to improve the number of views of news content, they 
are competing with other stakeholders hoping to influence the way news 
discourses are represented. Using a media analysis of the Brexit vote as a 
case study, this chapter suggests that rapid developments in the use and 
distribution of data create both challenges and opportunities for journal-
ism, especially in the intervention into audience data and manipulation of 
algorithms structuring information reach and popularity.

data and the context for Journalism

As shock at the referendum’s ‘Leave’ result began to register interna-
tionally, many news organisations turned to the data that would best 
illustrate voter sentiment across Britain. Media reportage in the days 
after the Brexit vote illustrated a number of different journalistic uses 
of social media and data. Journalists used data as a tool for reportage 
and news organisations used data to analyse the popularity of their con-
tent and its distribution. Voter registration numbers, local turnout data 
and, of course, vote counts were mapped and distributed as the votes 
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came in, and in the subsequent analysis of the referendum results (EU 
Referendum 2016). Interactive maps of Britain, as well as graphs indi-
cating votes by age, income and ethnicity all showed how the ‘Leave’ 
campaign had triumphed, albeit by a very small majority. While technol-
ogists, statisticians and journalists were crunching the voter data, news 
organisations were also analysing data—their online and social media 
traffic. Indeed, the audience traffic for EU referendum news created 
new web records (Sweney 2016). For example, on the day of the ref-
erendum, The Guardian recorded the most traffic in its online history, 
with 17 million unique browsers and 77 million page views, overtaking 
the Mail Online, the most-viewed English-language news website in the 
world (Sweney 2016). These different representations suggest that there 
are many different uses of data in journalism, and these uses are evolving 
as journalists become more ‘data-savvy’.

Data is described in computing as information that has been trans-
lated into a digital binary form so it is easier for a computer to process. 
In recent times, online and social media use has meant that data has been 
a lot easier to generate and issues concerning the collection and man-
agement of massive data emerging from public and private sources have 
emerged (Chen et al. 2014, p. 171). Social media, especially, has con-
tributed to an explosion of data production, including textual data, such 
as tweets and comments, network data, such as Twitter followers, and 
data concerning an individual’s location, links, likes, shares and views. 
‘Big’ data, compared with traditional sets of data, is defined as much 
larger amounts of generally unstructured data that needs more time for 
processing and analysis (Chen et al. 2014, p. 171). Journalism scholars 
have been interested in big data in particular as part of new journalistic 
methods of gaining, analysing and presenting news (Coddington 2015), 
as well as processes of automation and computation in the production 
of news (Carlson 2015). While algorithms have been discussed in the 
context of data journalism, they differ from data; algorithms are the sets 
of rules for the sequence of actions that must be taken to process data, 
perform calculations or automate a decision-making process. Thus, data-
driven journalism might consider how massive data sets can be managed 
to represent coherent analysis and represent this in news stories, while 
algorithmic journalism might consider what values are more powerful to 
audiences online and then set rules in the analysis of data that prioritise 
those values.
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A recent example of both data and algorithmic journalism is the 
explosive revelations contained in data analysis of the so-called ‘Panama 
Papers’. The Panama Papers are a series of news stories stemming from 
the leak, by an anonymous source, of 11.5 million files from the offshore 
law firm, Mossack Fonseca. The files were sent to the German newspaper 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, which then shared them with the International 
Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ). The ICIJ then assisted in 
creating a collaborative journalism project between international news 
organisations to mine the data for potential news stories (Harding 2016). 
Over 100 news organisations simultaneously released news stories stem-
ming from almost 2.6 terabytes of data, the biggest single leak of data 
in news history (Harding 2016). More than 400 journalists worked for 
over a year to comb through 4.8 million emails, 3 million database files 
and 2.1 million other documents (Greenberg 2016). Amongst the sto-
ries were revelations that the Icelandic Prime Minister had not disclosed 
his ownership of a stake in several Icelandic banks, and that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin had hidden almost $2 billion in the bank 
accounts of family members and friends (Henley 2016; Harding 2016).

The ICIJ managed the journalistic process through collaborative use 
of both data and algorithmic processes. Firstly, the organisation worked 
with web developers to create a collaborative online space with a two-
factor, authentication-protected search engine that was shared between 
journalists in different countries via a URL sent by encrypted email 
(Greenberg 2016). For the subsequent analysis of the files, the ICIJ 
worked with a software company to create the algorithms that would 
allow the data to be sorted, organised and, subsequently, to be search-
able (Greenberg 2016). Optical character recognition was used to trans-
form the data into text that could be searched and then inserted into a 
database (Burgess 2016). Once the information had been indexed in the 
database, algorithms were programmed to prioritise specific links, and 
these automated processes worked in conjunction with data that jour-
nalists manually created, such as lists of important politicians or inter-
national criminals (Burgess 2016). The publications stemming from the 
Panama Papers thus show that modern data journalism is not simply the 
interpretation of data into graphs or narrative format, but also method-
ologies for computation and automation of reportage practices (Lewis 
2015, p. 323). These methodologies are not necessarily journalist-led; 
rather, journalists are working collaboratively with different media stake-
holders, such as web developers and programmers, for the purpose of 
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sourcing and analysing news. Thus, while there are a number of potential 
benefits for creation of data-driven and algorithmic news processes, there 
are also large-scale disruptions to journalistic labour and social authority 
that should also be considered (see Carlson 2015).

Journalism’s turn to comPutation and data

While data-driven and algorithmic journalism may seem ‘new’, the turn 
towards CAR has been developing over many years. In 1967, Philip 
Meyer won a Pulitzer Prize for his innovative use of an IBM personal 
computer to survey and profile rioters in the 1967 Detroit Riots (Meyer 
2011). The use of computing-inspired social science methods for report-
age was seen as innovative, and Meyer subsequently published a book 
on this methodology (Meyer 1979). During the mid to late 1980s, 
Meyer promoted the use of computing as a tool to facilitate survey and 
other sociological methods for journalism. As CAR gained more atten-
tion from journalists and scholars, journalists used computer-based tools 
like spreadsheets, databases and collections of text-based reports to 
investigate large-scale political and social issues. Despite being the focus 
of much discussion in the media and academia, and producing some 
impressive reporting and analysis, CAR was not quickly adopted as a 
mainstream journalism tool. While some newsrooms were slow to invest 
in computing technologies and training, journalists themselves were 
often reluctant to add the new techniques to their practice.

Nonetheless, some computational skills have been integrated into 
journalism practice, with data mining, statistical analysis and data visu-
alisation now seen as standard journalism practices. Coddington (2015, 
p. 334) suggests that CAR’s social science methodologies, and the sta-
tistical and computer-based research skills it embodies, formed the basis 
for the data-driven journalism that has emerged as a ‘quantitative turn’ 
in journalism practice. For example, in 2004, The Oregonian, led by 
Steve Suo, published a series of investigative journalism articles show-
ing that the US Congress and its Drug Enforcement Administration 
could have stopped methamphetamine growth across the West during 
the 1990s. Using CAR methods, journalists examined reports of DEA 
drug seizures, drug shipments, seizures, and congressional records. This 
allowed the newspaper to conclude that methamphetamine importation 
could have been controlled because its production requires chemicals 
produced by only a handful of factories worldwide (see Interview 2005). 
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Journalists could evidence this by using reports that showed two prior 
clampdowns and subsequent chemical shortages had seen meth addic-
tion and related property crime fall. This series of articles shows how 
the quantitative turn in journalism is characterised by focus on both the 
methods of finding information, and subsequently, the methods of repre-
senting data in journalistic storytelling.

Newer forms of data and computational journalism have extended on 
traditional CAR by prioritising forms of collaboration and transparency 
in methodology, as well as processes of abstraction and automation in 
analysing and utilising information (Lewis 2015, p. 324). The social, cul-
tural, and technological impacts of data abundance, both in terms of the 
variety of potential use for data representation and analysis, as well as the 
challenges and opportunities that these uses provide, are only growing as 
computing and software increases in capability (see Lewis and Westlund 
2014, p. 447). These issues and opportunities have been seen in the 
inclusion of programming and data specialist roles and training within 
newsrooms, as well as the greater use of probability modelling, coding 
and interactivity in everyday journalism. This has, of course, raised ques-
tions about the role of journalists, as well as the kinds of labour a digital 
and social media-enabled newsroom might need now and in future.

Interactions between journalists and other media workers to facilitate 
new data-driven reporting methods have become important as open-
ness, transparency and cross-field collaboration dominate digital, online 
and social media-enabled news environments. The traditional bounda-
ries between journalism-focussed, technology and management roles 
are increasingly breaking down in these environments as new and legacy 
media organisations try to understand how to harness the value of differ-
ent forms of data (see Chap. 4). The 2014 Carbon Emissions interactive 
produced for The Guardian (Carbon Emissions 2014) is a good example 
of how these new relationships work to produce journalism. The interac-
tive shows a timeline of how the top 20 carbon-emitting nations have 
changed since the 1880s, the amount of carbon produced, and scenar-
ios for cutting emissions. To produce this interactive, journalists at The 
Guardian collaborated with the World Resources Institute to research the 
story, and the web development company Kiln produced the story itself 
as an online interactive. As suggested in Chap. 2, traditional norms of 
journalism, such as autonomy, are transitioning into processes of collabo-
ration and transparency and, thus, in digital environments, the journalist 
is no longer the centre of knowledge. In this example, journalists also 
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works with other research experts to produce a story from data and other 
networked forms of information, while technologists and other media 
experts find the best way of representing the data in story form. The 
Guardian’s Carbon Emissions interactive is an example of the kinds of 
new collaborations and storytelling that have emerged with the focus on 
data in journalism. However, this example still assumes the prioritisation 
of human-based journalism practices and interactions to find the story 
within data. While the professional ideologies that underpin CAR meth-
odologies maintain the centrality of the journalist in finding the story 
within otherwise ‘neutral’ data sets (Parasie and Dagiral 2013, p. 859), 
more contemporary data journalism has disrupted these traditional jour-
nalistic boundaries. Indeed, newer uses of algorithmic and automated 
journalism prioritise human and machine-based interactions, and even 
limit the need for humans in data sourcing and analysis altogether.

from data to algorithmic Journalism

Algorithms are both the ‘consequence and cause of the “big data” phe-
nomenon’ (Napoli 2014, p. 340). Where big data promised more pos-
sibilities for news stories within vast swathes of information waiting to 
be ‘unlocked’ by journalists, algorithms enable consistent analysis of this 
data, sometimes without the need for journalists. Algorithms are used in 
the process of journalism at several stages, including searching for and 
classifying information, manipulating distribution of news to particular 
audiences and even in the automation of news writing (see Anderson 
2013; Carlson 2015). Further to this, the increasing use of social media 
in journalism has meant that social media algorithms and analytics have 
been increasingly important to understand the distribution and impact of 
news in various audience groups. Social media analytics are used predom-
inantly by media organisations to extract insights about readership and 
distribution of news content through processing and analysis of social 
media data, such as shares, likes, tweets and links. This gives a represen-
tation of which news stories are being read and shared and the kinds of 
content that might dominate audience choice.

An algorithm’s utility—and power—is in the different ways it can 
assert consistent rules. This power is used at both practitioner and organ-
isational levels to influence reporting practices and audience engage-
ment with news through programming processes of prioritisation, 
filtering and classification of news and information. For example, a news 
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organisation might use a prioritisation algorithm to change the way news 
is seen online, determining what gets seen at the top of the news page. 
Thus, the algorithmic turn in news media production and consumption 
relates to its key function in assisting, but also regulating, the ways in 
which individual users navigate online and social media environments 
(Napoli 2014). Social media audiences now encounter algorithmic deci-
sions made for them every day when they use search, recommendation, 
and content aggregation systems (Anderson 2006). Gillespie (2014) sug-
gests that algorithms exist as a communication technology because they 
‘are caught up in and are influencing the ways in which we ratify knowl-
edge for civic life’ through the consistent suggestion and application of a 
mass understanding of likes and preferences. Thus, it is important to con-
sider how algorithms prioritise and filter decisions about media consump-
tion, how these interventions into news production and distribution are 
socially and politically structured and, finally, how those interventions by 
other media stakeholders can influence news communication processes.

News organisations and journalists have prioritised the need for algo-
rithms in news production and distribution in different ways. The edito-
rial use of algorithms to create consistent rules around analysis has been 
useful in investigative processes, though the increasing automation of 
journalism processes has brought up issues of employment precarious-
ness. Similarly, automated processes of journalism have required con-
sideration of the role of the journalist in the newsroom more broadly, 
especially, when it is important for a journalist to intervene in the analysis 
and production of news. Similarly, both editorial and strategic considera-
tions have influenced use of algorithms in the newsroom. News organisa-
tions have hired technical specialists to program algorithms for editing, 
automating production and distribution of content, as well as aggregat-
ing content from other news sources (Dorr 2016). Further to this, news 
organisations have invested heavily in the analysis of news consump-
tion data to analyse which news stories and journalists are most popular 
online and on social media, as well as tracking clicks, likes and shares. 
Thus, where the need and potential importance of a news story was once 
decided by editors using a subjective and ideological understanding of 
the public interest, data about audience news consumption makes public 
interest decisions much more precise—and popularity driven.

Nonetheless, both journalistic and algorithmic decision-making 
share similarities in that they both attempt to structure a kind of public 
logic; the assertion of algorithmic objectivity is represented in a similar 
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way to the traditional norm of objectivity in journalism (see Chap. 2). 
As Gillespie (2014) suggests, ‘Like search engines, journalists have 
developed tactics for determining what is most relevant, how to report 
it, and how to assure its relevance—a set of practices that are relatively 
invisible to their audience, that they admit are messier to deal with than 
they might appear, and that help set aside but do not eradicate value 
judgments and personal politics’. But the objectives of journalism and 
algorithms are not the same—journalists use objectivity as a kind of insti-
tutional promise of expertise to audiences, whereas algorithms suggest a 
machine-led neutrality that structures a kind of public. Gillespie (2014) 
suggests that providers of algorithmic services, such as search engines, 
are invested in the representation of algorithmic neutrality. Like jour-
nalism, the supposed neutrality of algorithms suggests their social and 
public good, legitimising many of their technical and commercial under-
takings, against the messier and more subjective reality of algorithmic 
choices (Gillespie 2010).

Thus, two issues emerge with the increasingly strategic use of algo-
rithms in journalism: firstly, the editorial influence that algorithmically 
determined ‘popular’ news stories have on the production values of jour-
nalism; and secondly, the unintended consequences of increasingly com-
plex algorithms on the production and consumption of news on social 
media. Napoli (2014) suggests that algorithms are spawning mutual 
influence and reflexivity in algorithmically driven media consumption. 
That is, if particular algorithms emphasise the most seen, engaged with 
or popular content, only initially ‘popular’ content will continually be 
recommended, thus inhibiting less popular content from actually gaining 
any engagement. This embeds a set of market-driven ‘value propositions’ 
that are necessarily biased towards what a news organisation thinks will 
get the largest audience, as opposed to what might be in the public inter-
est. This might also increase pressure on news organisations to gather 
more data to better utilise the processing capacity of the algorithms in 
which they have invested, bringing journalism further away from human 
processes of media production (Napoli 2014, p. 340).

Social media platforms themselves have particular algorithms that 
also affect the ways audiences receive and distribute news (see Chap. 7). 
Indeed, the frameworks set by algorithms have much more influence on 
what audiences see online and on social media, rather than human-centred 
editorial decision-making. However, the criteria determining these val-
ues and choices are not made public, especially by private organisations, 
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and thus it is difficult to understand the influence that these values might 
have on news-making, or to adjust editorial decision-making accordingly 
(Diakopoulos 2015). The notion of platform politics (Gillespie 2010; 
Cheney-Lippold 2011) illustrates the way algorithmic decision-making 
and manipulation can structure public dialogue. In articulating its apparent 
neutrality, the public, commercial and social ramifications of algorithmic 
decision-making are obscured. However, both the network infrastructure 
of the Internet and the enthusiasm of public sharing, liking and content 
production of individual users have led to mass processing of informa-
tion and the mechanical inferences of ‘categories of identity on otherwise 
anonymous beings’ (Cheney-Lippold 2011, p. 165). Where once jour-
nalists would appeal to a particular discursive construction of an audience 
that could be actively re-presented or challenged, Cheney-Lippold (2011,  
p. 165) argues that ‘we are entering an online world where our identifica-
tions are largely made for us. A “new algorithmic identity” is situated at a 
distance from traditional liberal politics, removed from civil discourse via 
the proprietary nature of many algorithms while simultaneously enjoying 
an unprecedented ubiquity in its reach to surveil and record data about 
users’. Thus, social media platforms, through the collection of enormous 
amounts of data and the thousands of machine-led decisions that categorise 
it, are sociopolitical, in that they ‘softly persuade users towards models of 
normalised behaviour and identity through the constant redefinition of cat-
egories of identity’ (Cheney-Lippold 2011, p. 177). This is not to suggest 
that algorithms are deterministic of behaviour—rather, that they are rela-
tional, being enacted and stabilised by representations of their neutrality, 
but also open to the manipulation and re-interpretation by other stakehold-
ers in the representation of public dialogue.

In this context, the design and programming of algorithms both ena-
ble and delimit the possibilities of communication in online and social 
media environments, and thus a journalist’s ability to produce and dis-
tribute news. The growing complexity and commercial secrecy framing 
algorithmic influence, especially on social media, are important because 
it is these platforms that are now acting as news distributors—and where 
increasing numbers are finding out about news. A number of new ethi-
cal and political issues have emerged with the influence of algorithms on 
news, especially concerning their capacity to structure user behaviours 
and, by extension, news production decisions. Thus, algorithms are not 
merely a technical part of the news production process, but instead influ-
ence journalism through subjective decision-making shaped by social, 
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organisational and institutional environments (Diakopoulos 2015). This 
can become problematic for institutional framing of journalism because 
algorithmic rules reinforce the market-based needs of news organisations, 
rather than the public interest values of traditional journalism (Tandoc 
and Thomas 2015).

Diakopoulos (2015) argues that the use of algorithms to create rules 
of content analysis and distribution raises questions about ‘how deci-
sions of inclusion and exclusion are made, what styles of reasoning are 
employed, whose values are embedded into the technology, and how 
they affect public understanding of complex issues’. That is, the use of 
data and associated algorithms is not ‘neutral’, but influenced by the 
various priorities of stakeholders in the news, whether they be news-
focussed, or influenced by political, commercial or other interests. The 
complexity and broad use of algorithms makes it difficult to scrutinise 
whether they have been focussed on the editorial, business or strate-
gic needs of a news organisation and it is thus difficult to account for 
potential ‘algorithmic influences’ on news production and distribu-
tion. Furthermore, while the influence exerted by the use of algorithms 
on news reception and distribution might be intentional, such as bias 
towards a news organisation’s commercial interests, other impacts might 
be incidental, such as unintended discriminatory prioritisation on search 
engines (Miller 2015).

While economic and market-based influences on news production 
are hardly new issues for journalism, it is perhaps the complexity, dyna-
mism and overall inscrutability of algorithms that are new considera-
tions for practitioners and organisations. For example, one of the major 
ethical issues to emerge from algorithmic production of journalism is 
the ‘unintended agency’ that these automated processes take on over 
time. The sometimes discriminatory frameworks that underpin search 
and recommendation algorithms have been documented, as has the 
structuring influence of like algorithms on news distribution on social 
media (Hermida 2014, p. 61). Human agency is central to the ongoing 
development and modification of algorithmic journalism, but as these 
processes become more complex, they may also have unintended conse-
quences. That is, algorithms are dynamic; as they are constantly adapted 
by different stakeholders and for different reasons, the potential for new 
and unintended potentiality also expands (Napoli 2014). For example, a 
journalist was allegedly able to find FBI Director James Comey’s secret 
Twitter account in about four hours by exploiting recommendation 
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algorithms on another platform (Feinberg 2017). The journalist found 
the account by finding Comey’s son on Instagram; even though the 
account was locked, Instagram’s recommendation algorithms suggested 
other accounts the journalist might want to follow based on the follower 
list of the otherwise locked account. This list gave enough clues for the 
journalist to find Comey’s possible Instagram account and, from there, 
deduce his profile name on other platforms.

The use of data and algorithms in journalism is underpinned by the 
fact that they are technically dynamic—their use will only increase in pos-
sibilities and complexity as technological function increases. This means 
that it will not necessarily be journalists who innovate the use of data 
and algorithmic journalism in future, but rather change will occur in col-
laboration with programmers and other technologists. Thus, new institu-
tional understandings of journalism will not place journalists at its centre, 
but rather the collaborative work that is done to influence public dia-
logue will be key to understanding transitions in journalism. If the place 
of algorithms in public dialogue is not determined by the ideologies of 
journalism, the influence of other social, cultural and political stakehold-
ers in the representation of news must also be considered, including their 
commercial and strategic function in regulating individual communica-
tion behaviours (Napoli 2014). Lewis and Usher (2013) have suggested 
new forms of collaboration and transparency across journalism roles 
means that journalists now act like ‘knowledge managers’ who work with 
a number of stakeholders to facilitate the research and analysis of infor-
mation within a story.

While influence and control over news and information were once 
concerning effects of traditional news media ownership, the new com-
plexity of media production and consumption and the number of stake-
holders involved in processes of making and distributing news and 
information raises similar concerns about political, commercial and stra-
tegic influence on news and information on social media. The political 
implications of algorithmic functions cannot be ignored—especially the 
independent ability to affect the flow of news and information through 
intervention in these functions (Diakopoulos 2015). Recent political 
examples show that business and political stakeholders in media repre-
sentation are well ahead of journalists in the understanding and manipu-
lation of algorithms for commercial and political gain. The coverage of 
Brexit is one example where journalism has struggled to keep up with 
the pace of change in news reporting using social media.
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brexit camPaigners’ use of social media

News reporting about the Brexit campaign was perhaps an early exam-
ple of how content on social media platforms could be manipulated to 
increase audience reach. While preliminary research (Deakon et al. 2016) 
showed that many of the mainstream news organisations in Britain did 
fairly report both sides of the argument, readership and circulation 
affected the distribution of more subjective or opinionated reportage in 
favour of the Leave campaign. A comparison of the total percentages of 
Remain to Leave news items in mainstream news organisations in Britain 
found 41% were pro-Remain and 59% were pro-Leave—a relatively bal-
anced distribution. However, when considered in relation to the circula-
tion numbers of individual news organisations, the gap widens to 18% 
pro-Remain and 82% pro-Leave, because many of the highest-circulating 
newspapers supported Brexit in news coverage (Deakon et al. 2016). 
Campaign organisations were also much more savvy about using social 
media platform algorithms to their strategic advantage. Similarly, while 
the audience reach and popularity of the news organisation had an enor-
mous impact on the representation of pro-Leave and pro-Remain sen-
timent, some campaign groups were so strategic in their use of social 
media that their overall political popularity had no bearing on the audi-
ence reach of their message. Indeed, what has become increasingly clear 
in the analysis of both online traffic and audience reach of content is 
that, despite its popularity after the referendum, mainstream journalism 
was not relied upon by political stakeholders to report campaign mes-
sages, nor to authenticate or add credibility to a campaign message. 
Traditional interdependence between the political and the journalism 
spheres to provide understanding and analysis to the public was upended 
during Brexit and campaign use of social media instead prioritised unfil-
tered, direct messaging to potential voters. It was the Leave campaign 
that especially circumvented traditional news media and advertising cov-
erage by using social media posting.

Marciano (2016) indicated that the two main pro- and anti-Brexit 
websites, voteleavetakecontrol.org and strongerin.co.uk, differed in pri-
oritisation of online messaging, which showed in their audience reach. 
The Leave website had almost 400,000 more visits than the Remain site 
in the month before the referendum, but use of social media platforms 
was where the Leave group’s awareness strategy was most convincing. 
Marciano (2016) showed that Facebook was the most important traffic 
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source to websites, with 48.6% of traffic coming from Facebook and 
15.6% from Twitter. However, Polonski (2016) suggested Instagram 
was the most useful for drawing online traffic to campaign messages. 
Campaigners on both sides posted images and memes on Instagram to 
encourage follows, likes and shares. Polonski (2016) showed that Brexit-
supporters were more effective in their use of Instagram for activating 
and mobilising people across the country by using social media plat-
forms. The most frequently used Twitter hashtags all expressed Leave 
sentiment:#brexit, #beleave and #voteleave.

One example of the way campaigners used social media more effec-
tively than traditional news media was the use of Facebook by the far-
right political party, Britain First. Much maligned within traditional 
news media, Britain First nonetheless had one of the most liked Facebook 
pages of all the political parties in the Uk. Coming to public attention 
through a series of media stunts, the group’s social media presence grew 
rapidly with almost 2 million likes, despite disdain within mainstream 
reportage. While the party’s growth on social media gave organisers 
the ability to claim that a grassroots movement was occurring in the 
United kingdom, it was estimated that less than a third of Britain First’s 
Facebook followers were actually genuine followers (Withnall 2015). 
Instead, social media users were being lured, sometimes unknowingly, to 
the page through the use of content such as colourful memes, quotes by 
popular figures, and statements on popular issues, invoking people to like 
multiple posts and draw indirect attention to Britain First. As Collins 
(2016) describes, ‘Its colourful memes had a habit of popping up all over 
the place—against dog fighting, against child molestation, loving British 
soldiers, enthralling people to click “like” if they were wearing a poppy 
this year, and so on. The main problem was, few people actually knew 
what this group was or who was behind it’.

This type of ‘click bait’ is produced and disseminated cheaply and 
quickly, and the number of likes artificially manipulates Facebook’s pri-
oritisation and filtering algorithms. Facebook has been using an algorith-
mic feed since very early in its existence, suggesting that the goal of its 
news feed was to ‘show all the posts people want to see in the order they 
want to read them’ (Backstrom 2013). Bucher (2012, p. 1) argues that 
platforms like Facebook treat a user’s attention as a sociotechnical con-
struct that emerges out of the organisation’s governmental power over 
algorithmic decision-making. For example, Facebook’s algorithmic feed 
will prioritise what a user sees at the top of their news feed according to 
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how often they interacted with a friend, page or public figure, the num-
ber of likes, shares and comments a post receives from you or others, 
and whether you have interacted with a post in the past. The news feed 
will also allow posts you did not see to ‘reappear’ at the top of the news 
feed if others have interacted with them (Backstrom 2013), though this 
is more heavily ‘throttled’ for individual Facebook pages. Social media 
like Facebook thus operates to implement an ‘attention economy’ aimed 
at influencing or structuring modes of engagement within the platform 
(Bucher 2012, p. 1).

These forms of directing attention and prioritisation differ slightly 
from the more traditional goals of a news organisation, which priori-
tises news events through a subjective decision-making process, based on 
professional, social and cultural norms, about what is most in the public 
interest that particular day. This prioritisation of audience engagement 
with content suggests that it is not the content itself, nor the user who 
posts it, that has the most bearing on what is prioritised in a user’s news 
feed. Thus, Britain First’s use of clickable content meant user interac-
tion would prioritise the group on other news feeds. It also meant that 
journalists and news organisations were competing with more content to 
ensure prioritisation in users’ news feeds. In comparison, Britain First’s 
branded Facebook posts actually generated considerably fewer likes than 
posts by other parties, despite the campaigners being the most frequent 
posters of content (Goodway 2014). Furthermore, Britain First also 
seemed to struggle to maintain its following offline. Despite the large 
following on social media and the group’s chairman claiming it had 6000 
official members, support at rallies could often barely muster more than 
100 people (Collins 2015).

Despite the lack of physical support, Leave campaigns like those sup-
ported by Britain First were effective because campaigners worked 
to ‘reverse engineer’ social media content to the desired outcome of 
increased votes (Tambini 2016). Rather than creating content that 
argued for the Leave vote, campaign messages were tested both online 
and in traditional media simply for their ability to gain attention. This 
proved successful, even if these messages were shown to be untrue in the 
traditional news media. Repeating the claims, in spite of the fact that they 
were not true, guaranteed discussion and, thus, more attention to the 
campaign message. The scepticism of the news media was thus irrelevant 
because the ultimate goal of the campaigners was merely attention and 
discussion of shared content, rather than the authenticity and credibility 
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usually bestowed by traditional reportage on a political topic. After the 
campaigns had ended, groups such as Britain First dived in popularity. 
Furthermore, it was not campaign or media sites that got the most traf-
fic after the referendum vote was known. Marciano (2016) found that 
Uk online users flocked to the immigration pages of government web-
sites globally, as well as currency exchange sites. For example, Uk online 
user visits to Canada’s immigration and citizenship site jumped 12% from 
27,500 visits before the vote to 61,400 visits the day after (Marciano 
2016). GoogleTrends (2016) reported that the second most popular ques-
tion asked after Brexit by Uk online users was: ‘What is the EU?’ This 
suggests that algorithmic manipulation of the prioritisation of news can 
be detrimental to public dialogue. Just as market-based strategy con-
cerning news content in the newsroom was shown to act as a perverse 
incentive to journalists (see Chap. 4), it is also problematic for news 
organisations attempting to compete with other sources of news. While 
quantifying and creating rules that prioritise engagement with news does 
have benefits, including releasing journalists from time-limiting minutiae 
of reportage to concentrate on the more human, storytelling elements 
of reportage, the manipulation of this engagement for more political or 
strategic outcomes can diminish the social interests of public dialogue.

conclusion

While Brexit showed that journalists now use data as an everyday 
method of reporting and analysing news events, political stakeholders 
adopted strategies that ensured prioritisation of their own content in the 
now all-important social media news feeds. While traditional journalism 
would generally provide credibility and authenticity to a political stake-
holder’s message through their reportage, the strategic use of prioriti-
sation and filtering algorithms instead allowed their message to bypass 
media reportage in both popularity and distribution. This chapter has 
shown that the transition from the use of CAR to big data and algorith-
mic journalism has meant that the journalist has shifted from a central 
player in news production to a collaborator in a distributed and increas-
ingly complex media environment. What has become apparent is that 
as data got bigger and more complex, the number of different actions 
needed to harness its potential in journalism properly has meant there 
are more stakeholders in the journalistic product. Programmers, web 
designers, data scientists and social media managers have also become 
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implicated in the news cycle of research, production and distribution. 
Furthermore, the development of ‘big’ data in journalism from an indi-
vidual tool of reportage to a large-scale, collaborative automation of 
reporting processes changes not just the production of news, but the role 
of the journalist within it.

This book now moves to the last consideration in the interconnected 
influences on the journalistic use of social media: journalism as an institu-
tion. In the preceding chapters, I have discussed the ways in which the 
production, reception and management of journalism have been influ-
enced by (and have influenced) the technical, social and political charac-
teristics of social media platforms. The concluding chapters of this book 
discuss those changes in the light of the ideological framework of jour-
nalism—the boundaries that have traditionally characterised the norms 
and behaviours that have placed journalism as the central gatekeeper in 
social life. These concluding chapters ‘look forward’ from the tradition 
of social authority of journalists to a new age of social journalism: an age 
of alternative truths and news distribution by like. What are the charac-
teristics of journalism in an age of social media production and distribu-
tion of news, and what will the role of the news organisation and the 
journalist be within it?
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Natarsha Belling is a high-profile Australian journalist, instantly recog-
nisable to television viewers as the presenter of a nightly television news 
programme for broadcaster Network Ten. Belling also participates in 
some other public roles, including serving on the Women’s Advisory 
Board for the National Breast and Ovarian Cancer Centre and contrib-
uting to charity events, and is a budding social media influencer. While 
she has a relatively modest social media following of around 10,000 on 
each of her Instagram and Twitter accounts, her posts do not simply 
promote her news organisation or her professional work as a journalist. 
Amongst the more professionally oriented posts are others promoting a 
brand of footwear, a skin care range, and an Australian clothing designer. 
While many news organisations see this kind of promotion as unethical 
journalistic practice and create policies banning commercial promotion 
and acceptance of gifts, journalistic use of personal social media accounts 
for commercial promotion, can muddy this characterisation of their pro-
fessional identity.

Behind the news stories of the day, there has always been the pro-
fessional identity of the journalist. This is embodied not so much by 
journalists themselves, but by their adherence to particular profes-
sional norms of practice. Often journalistic practices are represented 
as part of the inherent personality or character of journalists, recog-
nisable in film and literary representations of the tenacious, larrikin 
‘hack’ determined to uncover a political scandal. While this is a gen-
eralisation of a journalist’s role, these personal characteristics are often 
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highlighted as justification for a journalist’s extraordinary professional 
authority to choose the events, people and discourses that shape rep-
resentation of news and culture. This authority has been maintained 
by suggesting that journalism is a specialised profession, with claims 
to an exclusive role and status in society, based on a particular occu-
pational ideology and associated professional characteristics (Deuze 
2005, p. 442).

In the last chapters of this  book, I investigate the institutional knowl-
edge that frames journalism and how this is changing in social media 
environments. So far, I have discussed individual journalistic prac-
tice in Chaps. 2 and 3, and explored how online news creation and 
distribution models shift journalists away from ‘one-way’ communica-
tion models, and towards practices that are collaborative and engaged 
across social media platforms. The culture that has emerged around the 
affordances of social media technologies has prioritised openness, shar-
ing, and the subjectivity of individualised interests—all of which negate 
the need for professional control over content creation (Lewis 2012, p. 
837). Chapters 4 and 5 extended this analysis by illustrating how these 
changes in individual practice are influenced by the organisational struc-
tures journalists work within. Practices that conform to social media poli-
cies, as well as new relationships in the newsroom, were seen to create 
both opportunities and tensions in utilising social media for journalism. 
What many of these changes amount to, however, is a fundamental shift 
in the way professional journalism is understood and, subsequently, a 
steady erosion of the professional authority traditionally maintained by 
journalists.

While many of these changes have been widely discussed in the 
media and in academic research (see Livingstone and Asmolov 2010; 
Hermida 2012; Singer 2012; Domingo et al. 2008; Heinonen 2011; 
Heinrich 2011 for examples), this discussion has not always considered 
how the transition to online and social media has affected the construc-
tion and negotiation of professional identity in journalism (Lewis 2012; 
Molyneux and Holton 2015; Bossio and Sacco 2016). This chapter 
focusses on the ways journalists represent professional identity on pop-
ular social media platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram, 
using case studies drawn from different journalists’ social media profiles. 
In doing so, this chapter illustrates how journalists are balancing indi-
vidual, organisational and professional norms while transitioning jour-
nalistic professional activity into social media environments. The ways  
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journalists present their personal and professional identities on social 
media seem to correspond with some of the complex professional and 
organisational influences they are attempting to balance. While some 
journalists are attempting to separate their online life from their profes-
sional work, others are constructing hybrid professional identities that 
include aspects of both their professional and personal lives. On the one 
hand, some journalists do seek to ‘normalise’ traditional norms of jour-
nalistic professional identity, such as objectivity and neutrality, in online 
spaces. On the other hand, many journalists are also actively seeking ways 
to utilise a more personal or ‘authentic’ tone engendered by social media 
cultures of audience participation. In between these needs are the edito-
rial, organisational and institutional pressures that journalists negotiate to 
have a presence online.

Journalism as a Profession and discourses 
of Professionalisation

To understand the ways journalists present their professional identity on 
social media, we must first consider the many complex debates that have 
occurred about how a journalistic professional identity can be consti-
tuted. For over 100 years, scholars and journalists have debated whether 
the occupation should be considered a profession, a trade or a craft. A 
good example of the complexity of these debates is Joseph Pulitzer’s 
work to ‘legitimise’ journalism through the creation of the first academic 
journalism school at Columbia University in the United States. While 
there is no doubt that Pulitzer’s contribution to modern, liberal journal-
ism was immense, his editorial style did not always adhere to the ethical 
norms of modern professional journalism. At the time of his retirement, 
Pulitzer’s reputation, as well as broader respect for journalism, had suf-
fered due to overuse of sensationalist news content in daily newspaper 
reportage (Juergens 2015). These tabloid news practices were particu-
larly evident in the often-fierce competition for readership with fellow 
news baron, William Hearst, a competition Pulitzer was said to regret 
later for its impact on the quality of his newspaper’s journalism (Seitz 
1927). However, an industry-wide push for better workplace standards, 
work on standardising ethical codes of practice and a better reputation 
for the industry itself meant that proprietors including Pulitzer, as well as 
journalists and other institutional authorities, saw the benefit of profes-
sionalisation. Pulitzer’s plan was to legitimise journalism as a profession 
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by taking away the trade-style apprenticeship model of journalism train-
ing and moving the skill set into the tertiary sector. In a model still uti-
lised by some journalism schools, tertiary journalism education would 
teach ‘the mission, duty and opportunity of the press as a moral teacher’ 
(cited in Boylan 2003, p. 5). Thus, Pulitzer’s plan for the professional-
isation of journalism meant the articulation of a social identity for the 
journalist based on the articulation of their role in good governance. 
Journalism education could thus be seen as the acquisition of a ‘demo-
cratic art’, the quality of which would determine the benefits of demo-
cratic social life (Seitz 1927, p. 467). This marked the beginning of the 
articulation of the professionalised fourth estate role that journalists now 
espouse to legitimate their voice in political, social and cultural life.

The organisational development of journalism within newspa-
pers came with an increasing social and political status that was subse-
quently acknowledged through an elite skill set within the academy. In 
Chap. 2, this skill set was seen to have been articulated through particu-
lar norms of behaviour, including practices of objectivity, verification 
and autonomy. While these norms of behaviour have been represented 
as now-reified professional practices, in reality the ‘professionalisation’ 
of journalism has not been so smooth. Within professional associa-
tions for journalism across the USA, Europe and Australia, the question 
of whether journalism has a common ‘core of knowledge’ continues 
to plague journalism practice. Traditionally, professionalisation closes 
off members of a profession from ‘amateurs’ through specialist skill or 
norms of practice. Journalism, however, does not have all the attributes 
that enable it to be called a ‘profession’. A profession has been tradition-
ally defined by its dependence upon specialised educational training, an 
association or code that regulates the conduct of members of the pro-
fession and a strong division between the knowledge and skills of those 
within the profession and those demarcated as ‘amateur’—as Durkheim 
(2013) suggested, a kind of moral community based on occupational 
membership. This definition was problematised by early work in the soci-
ology of the professions, where academics began to introduce new con-
ceptions of professions, such as the social organisation of labour markets 
(Brint 1993). Barber (1963, p. 671) suggested instead that a sociological 
definition of the professions should only be defined by the specifics of 
professional behaviour—concepts such as ‘style of life, corporate solidar-
ity, socialisation structures and processes which apply to all other groups 
as well as professional ones’. Eventually, four aspects of a profession were 
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identified as objects of study, including the division of labour, occupa-
tional communities, the social activity of work itself, and occupational 
rewards (Rothman 1998). More recently, focus has shifted to under-
standing the professionalisation process through which an occupational 
community establishes norms of conduct, organisational qualifications 
and distinction from ‘outsiders’.

As the academic definition of professions moved away from a ‘check-
list of “traits”’ (Aldridge and Evetts 2003, p. 548), understanding of 
professional journalism has focussed much more on occupational ideolo-
gies that ascribe professional behaviour to a larger institutional under-
standing of the occupation. Indeed, contemporary journalists have been 
much more likely to base their understanding of professional journalism 
on a discourse that sets journalistic behaviours and practices apart from 
other forms of knowledge, rather than a traditional set of legal or ethi-
cal requirements (Aldridge and Evetts 2003). This discourse of profes-
sionalism presents a justification for journalists having a powerful role in 
the governance of society through a claim to represent or act on behalf 
of the ‘public’. Deuze (2005) has suggested this professional ideology 
fits a set of particular characteristics of professional journalism: service 
to the public, autonomy, objectivity, ethical practice and immediacy. It is 
only those who claim a professional and elite status through their exper-
tise over these journalistic practices who can also claim social, cultural or 
political authority to speak about—and for—the governance of societies. 
The rights and responsibilities claimed by the ‘professional’ also estab-
lish their privilege over those who might do the same activities ‘outside’ 
professional status and self-identity. Thus, discourses of professionalism 
(rather than the conception of journalism as a profession) have been an 
important part of forming a journalist’s professional self-identity (Zelizer 
2004). As Lewis (2012, p. 845) suggests, journalists have gained much 
of their sense of social authority through their control of how informa-
tion is represented in reportage, as well as their assumption of their sole 
claim to this role.

the rePresentation of Professional identity 
in Journalism

Established discourses of professionalism affect the ways in which jour-
nalists present themselves to the public; the professional norms and 
values that indicate professional practice are discursively constructed 
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and ‘performed’ to suggest a particular character that only a ‘profes-
sional’ journalist can possess. In the past, this performance of profes-
sional identity was generally only semi-public; a journalist’s byline, voice 
on the radio or face presented on the evening television news came with 
an assumption of their professional and ethical values. But use of social 
media has made both professional identity and behaviour much more vis-
ible and accessible to interested audiences. While social media environ-
ments disrupt the centrality of the journalist in the news production and 
dissemination process, the performance of more traditional forms of pro-
fessional self-identity has endured.

Professional identity has been defined as the understanding of self in a 
professional context—who you are and how you act as an individual and 
in groups within your particular organisation, institution or profession 
(Fredriksson and Bendt 2014). Professional identity is a social construct: 
the ‘product of norms, practices and status tied to (1) a professional ide-
ology, (2) organisational belonging, and (3) the individual’s social posi-
tion’ (Wiik 2010). Each component affects the way a professional might 
present themselves and how they might conform to certain professional 
behaviours and values. Conforming to a particular performance of a 
socially correct professional behaviour also gives a person access to status 
and authority in society and enables others to acknowledge and trust in 
their behaviours as ‘professional’.

The performance of particular forms of identity cuts across both 
professional and personal lives. Erving Goffman is perhaps best known 
for his focus on an individual’s performance of self to others. Goffman 
(1959, p. 5) suggested that the self was a social product, using the 
analogy of the stage to illustrate the ways we present ourselves to oth-
ers in different contexts. Social behaviours were divided into the ‘front 
stage’, where the self is visible and a person deliberately gives informa-
tion about oneself, and the ‘back stage’, where the self is hidden from 
view and any information one ‘gives off’ is inadvertent (Goffman 1959, 
p. 20). This information allows comfortable social interactions because 
‘information about the individual helps to define the situation, enabling 
others to know in advance what he will expect of them and what they 
may expect of him’ (Goffman 1959, p. 21). This suggests that a per-
son’s performance of identity defines the norms of behaviour in a given 
social situation. Goffman (1963) argued that people had a multiplicity of 
‘selves’ and, accordingly, behaviours; in later work, he extended this by 
emphasising the different selves that play into the social roles required 
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of a particular context. In these social roles, people can stay ‘in role’ 
and behave appropriately or ‘break role’ and behave inappropriately 
(Goffman 1963).

Though Goffman suggested that his theorisation of the presentation 
of self referred only to face-to-face interactions, there are connections 
to be made with the performance of identity in online environments. 
Social media platforms, for example, enable the representation of mul-
tiple versions of identity through interactions with others, and differ 
according to whom the individual interacts with and their social context. 
Early Internet scholars recognised the potential for a multiplicity of iden-
tity constructions in online spaces (Turkle 1995; boyd 2006) and their 
research highlighted the ‘identity play’ of individuals engaged in online 
chat, gaming, dating and blogging. While this formative research illus-
trated instances in which online spaces allowed people to present fluid 
identities (Davis 2011, p. 636), further research showed that online 
identities were not necessarily disconnected from offline contexts, but 
had connections to the lives people led ‘offline’ (Baym, 1998). More 
contemporary media research has shown that while many people may 
choose to alter, shape or experiment with their identities in online envi-
ronments, anxieties and tensions arise when negotiating the various 
professional and personal contexts in which communication might take 
place. Indeed, the requirement to present a verifiable, singular identity 
as a professional, for example, may make it impossible to differ self- 
presentation strategies, creating tensions as diverse groups of people 
access profiles for different reasons (boyd 2008). For journalists attempt-
ing to present a uniform professional identity online, there are also many 
competing priorities, demands and contexts that complicate the repre-
sentation of professional identity.

Where much of Goffman’s work on the representation of identity sug-
gested behaviour representing identity as having a ‘front stage’ and ‘back 
stage’, the context for representation of identity often collapses on social 
media platforms (Marwick and boyd 2011). Social media content instead 
prioritises authentic personal expression and, thus, social media profiles 
often reveal more personal detail than would occur in an offline profes-
sional context. Furthermore, the types of audiences a journalist might 
encounter on social media present issues concerning how to navigate 
professional and personal identity. There are two types of audience on 
social media with which journalists might negotiate interactions: firstly, 
the audience simply interested in the journalist and their professional 
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identity. This type of audience wants to engage with the journalist and 
their life as a professional media worker. The second type of audience 
is interested in the journalist’s professional product: the news. This sec-
ond audience is engaging the journalist as a conduit for news, and the 
journalist might also engage with this audience for professional purposes, 
such as finding a source or a trending news item. To balance institutional 
ideologies and organisational pressures, as well as to maintain a sense of 
online ‘authenticity’ with multiple audience types creates what Marwick 
and boyd (2011, p. 126) describe as ‘context collapse’—the sheer diver-
sity of the audience complicates how a public persona or identity can 
be managed. For example, representation of identity on a platform like 
Twitter does not typically present many issues for a journalist presenting 
a professional identity because of the professional culture and content 
that has flourished on this platform. However, a platform like Instagram, 
where the boundaries between personal and professional representation 
are still not clear, could raise concerns about identity representation. A 
journalist wanting to present themselves only as a professional on a site 
like Instagram may be conflicted, not only by the nature of the interac-
tion with the audience, but with the conception of the Instagram culture 
and audience itself (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 115).

Professional identity in the online age—the Journalist

If being ‘personal’ is crucial for journalists wanting to build a profes-
sional ‘brand’, yet ‘authenticity’ is key to the believability of this brand 
(Sanderson 2008), journalists must negotiate multiple, overlapping 
audiences by strategically concealing information, targeting tweets at 
different audiences and attempting to portray both an authentic and 
interesting personality (Marwick and boyd 2011, p. 122). For a jour-
nalist, this also means balancing editorial, organisational and institu-
tional demands on how and what a professional journalist should present 
online. Journalists deal with this complexity in different ways. Some 
journalists take this as an opportunity to present a hybrid media iden-
tity, presenting aspects of their professional and personal lives online as 
an extension of their professional identity. Others deal with the com-
plexity of their audience on social media platforms by falling back on 
traditional notions of professional journalistic practice to maintain a par-
ticular image of themselves and their practice online. These journalists 
use social media predominantly to extend their already established media 
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personas, simply promoting and distributing their stories. Much scholar-
ship on journalistic professional practice online has suggested that jour-
nalists often attempt to ‘normalise’ professional occupational ideologies 
within new media practices (Lasorsa et al. 2012; Singer 2005). However, 
Holton and Molyneux (2015) suggest this normalisation process either 
applies journalists’ existing patterns and routines to new media formats, 
or creates new professional norms that account for the affordances of 
these platforms. Thus, most journalists are performing their traditional 
occupational ideologies while also developing methods of engaging with 
newer contexts for news creation by negotiating use of social media 
platforms.

Creating a professional divide between personal and professional 
interactions on social media has sometimes had material effects, such as 
the creation of different accounts on one platform, or enhanced secu-
rity settings. Journalists who separate their personal and professional 
identities on social media also state clearly when they act as professional 
journalists and represent their media organisation, and when they post 
as individuals and represent themselves. What this separation indicates is 
that journalists transitioning from traditional to new modes of communi-
cation are negotiating a number of different (and often new) influences 
on their practice. For journalists who may be negotiating how much of 
their personal identity should interact with their professional persona on 
social media platforms, adherence to more traditional professional norms 
of objectivity, neutrality and civic-mindedness might also be a way to 
protect their professional credibility and avoid any negative consequences 
with their media organisation.

An example of the way some journalists have separated personal and 
professional representations of identity on social media can be seen in 
the presentation of social media accounts by Australian television jour-
nalist, Alexis Daish. Daish is an early career crime reporter at Nine 
News Melbourne, a prime-time television news programme for Channel 
Nine, a commercial network in Australia. While many of her colleagues 
at Nine News present solely professional profiles on social media, Daish 
has separate personal and professional accounts on various platforms. 
She maintains a professional Twitter account, attributed to her work-
place, but with the proviso that ‘views are my own’. Daish does provide 
some personal information in her profile statement, suggesting hobbies 
like running and love for coffee. Daish’s Twitter account contains con-
tent mainly from aspects of her reporting responsibility: crime stories 
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and updates on arrests in Melbourne. The tone of the account is typi-
cally journalistic—breaking news, as well as topics for which Daish has 
reporting responsibility. Some content focussed on Daish herself is gen-
erally about her professional life, such as winning an award for journal-
ism. Despite the public, professional Twitter account, Daish maintains 
private Facebook and Instagram accounts, accessible only via an approved 
request. The accounts are easily identifiable, with her name and an 
accompanying profile photo showing Daish. Her Instagram account 
description also indicates that she is a reporter for Nine News, and the 
accompanying image is a professional Nine News photo. However, the 
separation of private and public accounts suggests either some compli-
ance with an organisational social media policy, or her personal concern 
that her professional identity should be kept separate from her personal 
views and life outside her work. This is indicative of the themes that 
emerge on her public social media platforms: firstly, promotion of the 
‘real’ or ‘more important’ tasks of journalism, and secondly, of individual 
brand-driven content.

While use of social media has presented a number of different possibil-
ities for engagement with sources and audiences, journalists such as Daish 
have sometimes drawn sharp distinctions between presenting professional 
and personal identities online. In the past, Daish’s identity as a broad-
cast journalist would have been recognisable by voice or appearance, 
but would never have revealed any aspects of her personal character. On 
social media, however, Daish makes a choice about whether tweets about 
breaking news might sit side by side with an account of her hobbies, 
daily life and personal political preferences. Adding a personal identity 
to a name might be somewhat more difficult for a journalist, especially 
when traditional occupational ideologies still demand certain values like 
objectivity and neutrality. Nonetheless, despite journalists such as Daish 
attempting to normalise professional journalistic use of social media, this 
separation of professional and personal identity on social media is increas-
ingly being contested. News organisations are now routinely asking jour-
nalists to incorporate social media interaction into their daily reporting 
routines, in the hope that these personal interactions will send more ‘eye-
balls’ towards their organisational web presence. Journalists themselves 
are also increasingly using social media to interact with sources and users 
as a form of professional ‘branding’ tied not to their organisations, but to 
their own institutional identities. This has resulted in a number of differ-
ent approaches to the presentation of professional identity online.



www.manaraa.com

6 SHIFTING VALUES, NEW NORMS: SOCIAL MEDIA AND THE CHANGING …  121

Professional identity in the online age—organisations

While an individual journalist’s concept of their own professional iden-
tity might influence their representation on social media, larger organi-
sational interests might also limit or expand individual professional 
representation and behaviour online. Evetts (2003) suggests that there 
is a difference between ‘occupational professionalism’, as the professional 
ideology that structures the way individual journalists characterise and 
value their professional practices, and the ‘organisational professional-
ism’ that allows organisations to emphasise compliance with professional 
standards. While both forms of professionalism seek to characterise pro-
fessional behaviour, there are often divergent opinions about how those 
behaviours should be expressed in practice. These differences become 
apparent in the individual and organisational use of social media for 
journalism.

News organisations have sometimes focussed on social media as a 
commercial problem to be solved. Traditional news organisations and 
journalistic practices have continued to be an important source of what 
is perceived as news for audiences. In Chap. 4, the traditional business 
model of commercial and classified advertising was discussed as the tra-
ditional financial support for expensive journalistic practice, but as this 
business model has become disrupted by online and social media, news 
organisations have found it increasingly difficult to retain not just rev-
enue, but audiences too. In this environment, social media has often 
been embraced as a promotional, rather than editorial, tool within 
news organisations. News organisations have increasingly implemented 
structural and managerial changes to encourage journalists to utilise 
social media as a way to promote and distribute their own work, and to 
encourage audiences to click through to the larger news organisation’s 
web presence. For example, larger news organisations have encouraged 
new professional relationships in the newsroom between journalists and 
social media or community managers to encourage the use of social 
media to promote the news organisation and its branded content online 
(Bossio and Sacco 2016). Apart from the promotional use of social 
media, news organisations have also established social media guidelines, 
policies and training to maintain particular forms of professional behav-
iour online. These have ranged from strict policies concerning journalis-
tic behaviour online to more pragmatic training sessions discussing ‘best 
practice’ on social media.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_4
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There are, nonetheless, tensions between the individual journal-
ists’ need for promotional and editorial use of social media and the 
larger news organisations’ perspective on maintaining the credibility of 
the news brand. We see this tension when a journalist uses social media 
as a form of personal communication, but this clashes with the public, 
professional persona that frames their social media profile. For example, 
the Australian multicultural broadcaster SBS stirred controversy when 
its managing director, Michael Ebeid, and director of sport, ken Shipp, 
said that comments made on social media by a popular television soccer 
journalist, Scott McIntyre, made his employment ‘untenable’ (Chalmers 
2015). McIntyre had used Twitter to comment on an Australian public 
holiday, ANZAC day, which commemorates the anniversary of the first 
major military operation fought by both Australian and New Zealand 
during the First World War. While much of the commentary on ANZAC 
day typically focusses on the heroism of the ANZAC forces, McIntyre 
was more critical. He tweeted to his 30,000 followers: ‘Wonder if the 
poorly-read, largely white, nationalist drinkers and gamblers pause today 
to consider the horror that all mankind suffered.’ He followed this with 
another tweet: ‘Remembering the summary execution, widespread rape 
and theft committed by these “brave” Anzacs in Egypt, Palestine and 
Japan.’ He tweeted another three times about Australia’s involvement in 
different military campaigns.

Unsurprisingly, the tweets garnered both support and condemnation, 
but drew much more public attention when Australia’s communications 
minister (now prime minister of Australia), Malcolm Turnbull, disparaged 
the journalist. Replying on Twitter, Turnbull tweeted: ‘Difficult to think 
of more offensive or inappropriate comments than those by @mcintinhos. 
Despicable remarks [sic] deserve to be condemned.’ Turnbull also per-
sonally rang the managing director to register his dissatisfaction with the 
comments. By the next day, McIntyre had lost his job and SBS released a 
press statement damning his actions, saying that McIntyre had breached 
the SBS Code of Conduct and social media policy (in Whitebourn 2015). 
The incident triggered much debate about whether journalists should be 
able to voice their personal opinion on social media and how much juris-
diction news organisations should have over the individual social media 
profiles of their staff. Some journalists suggested that firing McIntyre 
impeded his personal right to free speech, but other commentators sug-
gested that organisationally branded social media profiles must com-
ply with the social media policies of the organisation. This debate was 
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reflected in the legal ‘stoush’ that ensued. When McIntyre subsequently 
lodged a complaint with the Fair Work Commission of Australia, argu-
ing that he had been unfairly dismissed because of his political views, SBS 
argued that his dismissal was due to his breach of the organisation’s social 
media policy (Chalmers 2016). While the company settled before the case 
went to trial, the union that represents journalists in Australia, the Media, 
Entertainment and Arts Alliance, warned that vaguely worded social 
media policies had ‘begun to infringe on the private lives of media profes-
sionals, dictating what they can and can’t say in a private capacity, outside 
of their work’ (in Chalmers 2015). This incident sits among many other 
examples across the world of journalists running afoul of their employers 
because a personal or subjective view published on social media did not 
match the organisation’s professional standards or reputational interests. 
Some journalists have suggested that concern about organisational juris-
diction over their personal social media profiles has had a ‘chilling’ effect 
on what they publish on social media (Bossio and Sacco 2016) and thus 
they restrict information and opinion in their public posts. Other journal-
ists are dismissive of social media policy, suggesting that ‘common sense’ 
or the values promoted by occupational professionalism should also frame 
their professional practice online (Steenson 2016).

The issues that emerge from organisational influence on journalistic 
representation of professional identity on social media are framed by two 
interconnected considerations; the first is implied by Evetts’ (2003) dis-
tinction between the occupational and organisational understanding of 
professional behaviour and the second by the clash between the pro-
motional and editorial use of social media by both journalists and news 
organisations. This creates tensions when there is a mismatch between 
the journalist’s and the social media manager’s professional expecta-
tions of social media use and management in the newsroom. This often 
stems from the inherent complexity of organisational needs for social 
media in the newsroom—balancing the editorial and training demands 
of those working in the newsroom with the brand promotion and repu-
tational protection demanded by the executive levels of the organisation. 
Similarly, the expectations of journalists, particularly those used to work-
ing within a professional culture of individualism and autonomy, might 
clash with the collaborative and audience-focussed nature of the relation-
ship with a social media manager.

Where some organisations have taken an ‘editorial’ approach to social 
media management within the newsroom, using community managers to 
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support the sourcing and dissemination of news and providing industry-
centred training on journalistic use of social media, many others have 
focussed on organisational branding. This has meant a mix of personal 
branding and promotion of the individual journalist, as well as organi-
sationally focussed branding and reputational management of content 
posted on the social media platforms. A good example of this is the social 
media profiles of news ‘personalities’ for the major broadcast channels in 
Australia. Journalists working for Nine News, the news programme for 
the broadcast Channel Nine, have been required by their employer to 
change their social media handles to incorporate ‘nine’ after their name 
to increase the visibility of the news organisation’s brand online. Many 
broadcasters from other stations have followed suit, effectively ‘branding’ 
their profile and content through their organisational affiliation.

In this context, some journalists choose to present only their pro-
fessional identity on social media. Australian journalist and celebrity 
broadcaster Peter Hitchener’s social media profile is a good example of 
a strictly professional and promotional use of social media. Hitchener 
has been the chief presenter of Nine News, a major metropolitan news 
service in Melbourne, Australia, for 16 years and has a large public pro-
file. Apart from revealing his homosexuality in a newspaper interview 
in 2008, Hitchener’s private life is largely absent from online and social 
media. His profile on the Nine News web page is a description of his 
career trajectory and highlights, though there is mention in the last para-
graph that ‘Hitchener lives in inner suburban Melbourne. He enjoys the 
occasional hit of tennis or round of golf and is a lifelong supporter of the 
Australian Rules St kilda Football Club’ (Meet the Team, n.d.). A pro-
fessional website in his name is also dedicated to his charity work, as well 
as linking to other media work like his car review podcast.

Hitchener’s public social media profiles include Facebook, Instagram 
and Twitter. Similarly to most Nine News journalists, all his social media 
handles end with the number nine, indicating his professional link to the 
channel. Almost all Hitchener’s social media content comprises scenes or 
text related to his professional life as a presenter for a major metropol-
itan news channel. Hitchener’s Twitter account contains three types of 
content: tweets about breaking news with a link to the Nine News web-
site, forward promotion of news stories to appear on the evening bulletin 
or other media where he will appear and, finally, images of Melbourne. 
Hitchener’s retweets are predominantly from Nine News’ Twitter feed 
and, less commonly, forward promotion from other media organisations 
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if they mention an appearance by Hitchener. Similarly, Hitchener’s 
Instagram account is dominated by behind the scenes images of 
Hitchener’s workday at the news broadcaster. There are images of him 
smiling with colleagues, at the presenter’s desk or doing promotional or 
charity work. Other images are mainly photographs of iconic Melbourne 
scenes. While all the posts indicate Hitchener’s ‘authorial voice’, none 
of the social media profiles indicates a life beyond Hitchener’s work as a 
professional journalist. The profile is representative of work performance 
and professional identity and it appears, from surveying other Nine News 
journalists with large public profiles, that this use of social media is con-
sistent across the media organisation.

This representation suggests that Hitchener may be adhering strictly 
to social media policy and the protections that it affords, but the con-
tent also suggests social media is being used as an extra promotional tool 
utilising Hitchener’s organisational and professional identity. This type 
of ‘branding’ often manifests in journalists’ social media profiles—on 
both an individual and organisational level. While branding practices on 
the individual level focus on the journalist’s personal identity as a way 
to build trust and engagement with an audience, branding practices on 
the organisational level seek to promote the journalist’s professional 
reputation ‘off the back’ of the reputation and credibility of the news 
organisation’s brand. This can be problematic when the discourses of 
organisational professionalism that seek to make journalists comply with 
professional standards based on commercial and reputational concerns 
clash with the occupational ideologies that allow journalists to assert 
their relevance and authority.

Professional identity in the online age—institutions

Changes in a journalist’s professional mission and routines have sig-
nificant ramifications for the profession and, of course, for the profes-
sional identity of the journalist. The previous examples in this chapter 
have illustrated the ways in which normalising professional norms on 
social media or prioritising the promotional potential of news leads to 
particular representations of professional identity online. Some scholars 
have suggested that these normalising practices have meant that both 
journalists and newsrooms have found themselves out of step with con-
temporary media trends—and for good reason. Newsrooms were slow to 
embrace the changes wrought by online communications and journalists 
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themselves were wary of the lack of verification and speed that online 
practices often embraced. Hermida (2012) argues that news organisa-
tions ‘have largely transferred existing norms and practices to new media, 
rather than taking on the open and participatory ethos of Web 2.0 
tools and services’. While this might have been the case initially, more 
recent journalism has illustrated a period of transition, where practition-
ers are slowly expanding their online skills. Some journalists are selec-
tively expanding their existing everyday methods, using basic social 
media practices such as monitoring and disseminating links to news, 
but are still mostly relying on traditional professional norms and practices 
(Tandoc et al. 2013). However, if the disruptive potential of social media 
for journalistic practice illustrates one thing, it is that the discourses of 
professionalism that underpin them are continually changing and that 
journalists and other media practitioners are often at the forefront of 
responding to that change.

Holton (2016) has suggested that freelance journalists have been par-
ticularly innovative in utilising social media to construct and maintain 
audiences through representation of an ‘authentic’ professional iden-
tity. Holton (2016) found freelance journalists were not as restricted by 
organisational policies about behaviour on social media and thus cou-
pled posts about news with informed opinion, details of their lives and 
direct engagement with audiences. It is ironically this engagement with 
audiences that increases a freelancer’s work opportunities because media 
organisations value the networks and interactions that this representa-
tion of hybrid identity has facilitated on social media (Holton 2016). An 
increasing number of journalists can be seen to be incorporating much 
more ‘hybrid’ professional and personal characteristics in their social 
media practice. Journalists such as kevin Anderson, The Guardian’s first 
blogs editor, and Jess Hill, former Australian ABC investigative jour-
nalist, have described how using more ‘personalised’ forms of online 
engagement through social media has enabled their journalism. These 
more personalised forms of engagement with social media audiences 
included using a more personal discursive tone, engaging with individ-
ual social media users, using crowdsourcing methods to investigate news 
stories and being collaborative and transparent in the investigation and 
production of news stories (see Chap. 2). Many of these practices are still 
professional in nature, but adhere to cultures of ‘authentic’ expression on 
social media, where more personal interaction with audience members 
leads to more engaged forms of journalistic practice.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_2
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While Hedman and Djerf-Pierre (2013, p. 372) suggest that journal-
ists’ use of social media can be seen as part of an increasing audience 
orientation, it could also be seen as a component of the personal and 
corporate promotion of news organisations. Other journalists might pre-
sent a hybrid version of these forms of engagement, depending on the 
complexity of negotiating personal and professional content on social 
media. If the ‘contextlessness’ of social media platforms and their ambi-
ent nature make it easier to intertwine personal and professional lives 
online, it may be that journalists also combine different priorities when 
communicating the news on social media. For example, Latika Bourke 
is an Australian journalist who uses a mix of personal and professional 
social media content to report for Fairfax from London on European 
and Australian politics. Bourke was a former social media reporter for 
ABC and was named the 2010 Walkley Young Australian Journalist of 
the year for her coverage of the Liberal leadership crisis that saw Tony 
Abbott topple Malcolm Turnbull. The Walkley Advisory Board agreed 
that Bourke’s pioneering use of Twitter as the drama reached its cli-
max in the party room added an important dimension to her report-
ing. Bourke gained over 100,000 followers on her Twitter account after 
the 2010 election; she also has an active Instagram account with almost 
10,000 followers. On Facebook, Bourke has created a professional page, 
which currently has 13,000 likes. The content is largely professional and 
reports on daily events in Australian politics, though Bourke couples this 
with personal comment and some promotion of her book, From India 
with Love.

Bourke’s Twitter account also contains predominantly journalistic 
content about federal politics, but is more irreverent in tone and often 
makes light of federal politics. This reflects the culture on the platform 
itself, which has been used as a tool for serious discussion and research, 
as well as audience engagement and personal branding (Hedman 2015, 
2016). Bourke’s Instagram account is much more personal, containing 
very few images from her life as a journalist. Instead the account por-
trays a representation of Bourke’s seemingly glamorous lifestyle, such as 
images of her Porsche, her ‘Paleo’ diet and images of fashion purchases. 
In all, the Instagram account is a completely different representation 
of Bourke compared with her slightly more serious Twitter account. 
Bourke thus uses different social media platforms—and their associ-
ated cultures—to represent different aspects of her personal and profes-
sional identities. Moreover, she uses different social media platforms to 
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present and frame different aspects of her professional ideology—posting 
promotional content and breaking news stories alternately. This seem-
ingly ‘hybrid’ characterisation of her professional and personal lives pre-
sented on social media shows Burke’s negotiation of the boundaries of 
journalistic professionalism to suit both her own practice and her own 
occupational ideology. For some journalists, operating personal social 
media accounts means a separation from their professional lives. But for 
increasing numbers of journalists, using a personal profile is part of the 
active construction of a brand with a better ‘market value’ for their prod-
uct—which is both the news and themselves as ‘news and opinion hubs’ 
(Brems et al. 2017).

conclusion

While new forms of engagement with sources and audiences on social 
media are now important journalistic tools, journalists are still transition-
ing into the creation of an online presence that not only adheres to their 
self-conception as a professional journalist, but also reveals enough of 
their character to be seen as an ‘authentic’ member of social media pub-
lics. Furthermore, everyday journalistic practice is subject to the organi-
sational strategies and policies that may shape or, in fact, dictate the way 
a journalist frames their professional identity online. To do this, we must 
go beyond the usual descriptions of a binary opposition between norma-
tive and aspirational journalistic practice online to illustrate the number 
of issues that impact on the way journalists seek to present themselves 
online. Understanding of personal identity, and reliance on a traditional 
ideology of professional practice, editorial and institutional pressures 
all impact on the ways in which journalists use social media, the way in 
which they engage with their audiences, and by extension the way in 
which audiences engage with them. The context through which journal-
ists both present themselves and engage with audiences illuminates the 
complexities of the introduction of social media to professional practice, 
but also the ways these interactions are changing, often led by journal-
ists transitioning their practice into more social media-enabled forms of 
communication.

In this chapter, we have explored the way professional journalism has 
been constituted and its presentation and negotiation on social media 
as a representation of professional and personal identity. In the next 
chapter, we extend this discussion to investigate the product of those 
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professional ideologies and norms—news and information. Chapter 7  
will consider the changes brought to news production and products by 
the use of social media as a mode of communication, and how the spe-
cific characteristics of social media platforms have changed the way news 
is produced, presented and disseminated. This chapter discusses the 
changes to what we think about as ‘news’ and how we access it, espe-
cially in an era of algorithmic manipulation and ‘fake news’.
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The accusations began to roll in almost immediately after Donald Trump 
declared his intent to run as the Republican nominee for president of 
the United States. Trump, according to much of the mainstream news 
media, is a purveyor of ‘fake’ news: unsubstantiated assertions distrib-
uted through social media that serve to divert critical attention away 
from his actual policies. On the other hand, Trump suggests that he is in 
fact the victim of fake news, often using his popular Twitter account to 
suggest that journalists emphasise unsubstantiated rumours and mockery 
to discredit him. The issue of whether news audiences are being fed ‘fake 
news’ by media and political stakeholders is more complicated than the 
simple accusations being thrown around in recent American politics. So 
far, this book has shown that social media distribution of news constantly 
disrupts the dominance of both traditional media and political stakehold-
ers over the representation of ‘truth’. Thus, these public tussles between 
politicians and journalists appear to be more about who has more insti-
tutional influence over public dialogue. Since the election of Donald 
Trump to the US presidency, journalists and audiences have continu-
ally had to negotiate what can be relied upon as news; indeed, the social 
media-enabled distribution of fake news suggests that perhaps truth is 
the last frontier of online news environments.

This chapter considers the changes brought by social media to under-
standing of journalism as a mode of distributing news and information. 
While the previous chapter focussed on the norms and ideologies that 
frame journalism as a profession, this chapter broadens discussion of the 
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characterisation of journalism to its product—news and its distribution. 
Traditionally, journalists and their news organisations have been at the 
centre of professional practices that decide what a ‘true’ representation of 
news might be, and how it should be delivered to an audience. However, 
this chapter argues that new modes of producing news and new busi-
ness models for distributing news have resulted in the decentralisation of 
the journalist and news organisation from the communication of news. 
There are now more stakeholders in the selection and distribution of 
news and, thus, continual negotiation of representations of truth and the 
right to determine how it is distributed to audiences.

The chapter begins by outlining the historical and political context 
for the centrality of journalists and news organisations in the selection 
and distribution of ‘true’ news events. As online and social media con-
tinually disrupt these traditional modes of producing and distributing 
news, governance over ‘truth’ as central to communication is also being 
re-negotiated by new stakeholders in the news. This is evidenced by 
media coverage of Trump’s use of false statements during his 2016 elec-
tion campaign and his first days as president of the United States. These 
false statements, as well as their immediate distribution and amplifica-
tion through social media, created dilemmas for journalists attempting 
to retain traditional norms of reportage. The ability for ‘fake news’ to 
gain traction on social media and the subsequent ‘mainstreaming’ of 
these falsehoods through news reportage meant that even if reporters 
were clarifying these falsehoods with truth, it was these falsehoods that 
actually became ‘the news’. This suggests some of the challenges that 
social media production and distribution of news brings to institutional 
understanding of journalism. Greater opportunities to collaborate and 
represent diverse viewpoints in the news using the various affordances 
of social media are coupled with the tensions created by other social 
and political stakeholders with interests in influencing what this news 
should be.

Production and distribution of news—an historical 
and Political context

Donald Trump’s various interventions into the news cycle, with false 
accusations about everything from the legitimacy of Barack Obama’s 
birth certificate to Hillary Clinton’s health, show that truth is no longer 
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the singular domain of journalists. It seems that Trump’s ability to make 
these interventions into the news is empowered by the production and 
distribution affordances enabled by social media platforms—and how 
these have changed the institutional understanding of journalism’s domi-
nance over the news agenda. The traditional norms and ideologies that 
underpin professional journalism have been developed through the 
framework of print and broadcast production and distribution practices. 
Journalists’ daily routines were once centred on individual practices of 
uncovering news and meeting print or broadcast deadlines for daily dis-
tribution of news. These practices were at the centre of the production 
cycle, with supporting and management roles given to news desk editors 
and their deputies. For example, in a traditional newspaper newsroom, 
operational roles are hierarchical, divided by production focus and time 
bound to printing (Pape and Featherstone 2005). A typical newsroom 
would be staffed by general and specialised news reporters, and man-
aged by a host of specialised editors responsible for subjective decisions 
about which stories would lead the news and which journalists would 
cover them. Similarly, a news editor would be tasked with finding sto-
ries by aggregating news from national news agencies, checking the news 
diary for pre-planned events or commissioning ‘fluff’ pieces (Pape and 
Featherstone 2005, p. 3). Much of the rest of news production would 
occur outside the central news desk—subeditors sat separately from 
journalists and worked on designing pages, laying out stories, and add-
ing headlines, bylines and captions, only contacting a journalist to check 
their copy for grammatical or legal issues. Similarly, while photographers 
routinely accompanied journalists on stories, they performed their news 
functions separately and had separate editors. Staff responsible for adver-
tising sales were not even considered part of the daily production of 
news, and were often housed out of sight of the newsroom, despite the 
centrality of advertising to the financial sustainability of traditional news 
operations.

Much of the structure of the newsroom and the organisation of 
labour revolved around the production and distribution of the particular 
news product. For example, journalists generally filed stories for after-
noon deadlines, based on the schedule for efficient printing and deliv-
ery of newspapers. Broadcast newsrooms worked according to similar 
organisational structures, but with many more staff dedicated to edit-
ing and production of audio and video content. The industrialised 
processes of printing and broadcasting therefore had an impact on the 
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organisational structures and processes of producing journalism, which 
in turn was one of the factors affecting the constitution of journalism’s 
professional practices. While the ideological framework that supports 
professional practice prioritises the need for a democratic public sphere 
to be kept informed, journalism is also influenced by the economic, 
organisational and structural processes (and pressures) that aid its pro-
duction. Thus, as argued in Chap. 3, institutional understanding of the 
role of journalists and journalism cannot be separated from the business 
models, modes of production and distribution that underpin traditional 
news practices.

As newer technologies and their associated modes of production 
have been gradually introduced into the newsroom, they have also dis-
rupted traditional understandings of journalism practice. For example, 
the introduction of 24-hour news broadcasting and online publishing 
brought new modes of presenting and focussing attention on important 
news events. Indeed, political scientists have referred to the ‘CNN-effect’ 
as the way sustained coverage of events from media outlets encour-
ages more attention from audiences and can thus encourage political or 
social action on particular issues (Robinson 2005). This attention, how-
ever, also created issues for journalists forced to produce ‘new informa-
tion’ continually about events they were covering, leading to a blurred 
line between information and entertainment in the production of news 
events. This was a particular critique of the unprecedented levels of 
media coverage of the 2003 war in Iraq, when some embedded journal-
ists were accused of overdramatising or using false information about the 
Iraqi government and people, including staging news events for the cam-
eras (Aday et al. 2005).

Similarly, the introduction of online publishing of news saw 
increased opportunities for new presentation styles, faster publica-
tion and broader distribution of news. Blogs and news website publi-
cation, coupled with cheaper media production tools, have enabled 
many more viewpoints and news production styles to flourish online. 
In previous chapters, I have discussed the opportunities that online 
news publication has provided for increased public dialogue and posi-
tive social change through collaborative reportage and wider audience 
reach. With those changes, however, has come the increasing pressure 
on legacy news organisations to sustain the production of journalism 
without traditional advertising revenues. Chapter 4 showed that this 
has meant large-scale redundancies and scaling back of resources for 
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reportage, as well as increased time and labour pressures on journal-
ists. Just as the ease of online publication has allowed more viewpoints 
to be accessible to audiences, there have accordingly been issues ensur-
ing the veracity of information found online. The changes in these pro-
duction and distribution methods have also affected the way the role 
of journalism has been constituted, with professional journalists now 
expected to have multimedia production skills, and to be collabora-
tive and entrepreneurial in their professional conduct. Social media has 
brought another layer of complexity to the individual journalist’s daily 
work, as well as organisational and institutional changes to the charac-
terisation of this work.

news Production and distribution enabled  
by social media

While early iterations of social media platforms were focussed on indi-
vidual expression and creating networks, newer formats have seen the 
increased opportunities to create and share original content. Thus, infor-
mation flows on social media platforms are influenced by the unique 
forms of distribution that have developed over time (Burgess and Bruns 
2012). News flows on social media have become prominent through 
individual sharing and the groups created through engagement with 
particular events, topics or trends. The characteristic ways that news 
flows through social media networks, using the features of specific plat-
forms, has had particular influences on journalistic practice. For exam-
ple, Twitter’s ‘live tweeting’ feature has become an important reporting 
practice, where both eyewitnesses and professional journalists have the 
ability to report events on the ground. This might involve one-off inci-
dents such as the forcible removal of a passenger from a United Airlines 
flight in 2017, or emergency incidents such as the 2016 terror attacks 
in Nice, where eyewitnesses shared descriptions in text, as well as video, 
audio or photo footage of events as they occurred. Similarly, journalists 
and individual users respond to live tweeting of events through re-tweet-
ing or using hashtags to engage in a conversation about news events. 
Burgess and Bruns (2012, p. 802) suggest these popular forms of social 
media reportage have been included in mainstream reportage as an alter-
native to the vox pop or survey, suggesting that ‘what Twitter thinks’ 
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about an issue has now become a consistent feature of mainstream media 
coverage.

This convergence of interpersonal communication, individual broad-
casting and networked engagement with news and information is key 
to understanding social media’s influence on journalism. In these news 
environments, news is not formed through the subjective governance 
and structures prioritised by journalists and their news organisations, 
but rather through audience participation and engagement with par-
ticular topics and events. Audiences’ public observation and sharing 
of events that represent ‘news’, as well as the active selection, filtering, 
commenting (Hermida et al. 2012) and sharing of news events cre-
ated by others has changed the way news flows through social media 
environments and into public dialogue. In short, it is the dominance 
of online individual and community engagement with news events on 
social media that has been most disruptive to traditional news media 
production and publics. The ability of online audiences to either 
directly communicate with the producers of news, or to produce their 
own news, has influenced the ways in which news media organisations 
produce and distribute news.

Thus, the most obvious change brought by social media distribution 
of news is loss of control over the selection, timing and distribution of 
content to represent news events (Gillmor 2004). As Newman (2011, 
p. 10) suggests, legacy news media organisations are ‘in a fight to main-
tain their control of distribution’ because this maintains control over the 
representation of news events. This control has been replaced with pre-
cise data about social media audience preferences, as well as the influence 
of algorithmic filtering and prioritisation, resulting in news influenced 
less by journalistic agenda-setting and more by the number of audience 
shares or comments (see Chap. 5). Legacy news organisations are now 
competing with not just different news producers and stakeholders in 
online environments, but also the flows of likes, shares and recommen-
dations from the users’ social circles and the platform algorithms deter-
mining whether those likes, shares and recommendations should even be 
visible to the users.

This change in news distribution has been theorised as ‘network 
journalism’, where professional journalism operates as a node within a 
shared information environment alongside other stakeholders in the 
news (Deuze and Bardoel 2001). As Heinrich (2008) suggests, ‘Within 
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this evolving dense net of the information sphere, the opportunities to 
gather information have become immeasurable and so has the level of 
competition amongst an innumerable number of information provid-
ers’. Others have theorised journalism as belonging to a more broadly 
conceived media ecology, which takes into account the symbiotic rela-
tionship between people and their use and creation of media technolo-
gies—and how these systems impact on both personal and professional 
behaviours (Postman 1970, p. 161). Thus, an ecological approach pri-
oritises communication as part of social life, but also emphasises the 
complex and multidirectional interactions between people, as well as the 
broader social, political and cultural contexts in which this communica-
tion occurs. While the conceptual understanding of these new produc-
tion and distribution flows is not settled, it is clear that the effects of 
social media’s technical and social affordances have resulted in a global 
flow of news and information characterised by multidirectional links 
between journalists, sources, audiences and other stakeholders in the 
news (Heinrich 2008). These multidirectional networks of news infor-
mation flows, and the number of voices involved in its production and 
distribution, create somewhat chaotic and contingent networks that 
are non-linear but nonetheless interconnected (McNair 2006). As new 
affordances develop alongside new media business models and new user 
practices, opportunities for negotiation and experimentation will occur 
in conjunction with issues of news representation and labour. This has 
ramifications for journalism as an institution because it re-articulates 
the power of the journalist and the media organisation to set the daily 
news agenda. Instead, news events become subject to the interrelations 
between news organisations, journalists, individual users and online com-
munities, who are now part of social media networks that connect and 
share content according to personal preference and relevance (Marwick 
and boyd 2011).

The commercial implication for news organisations is that they must 
compete with a vast pool of information and resources to be the most 
clicked news source. However, other studies have suggested that for 
news organisations savvy enough to work with social media flows of 
information, there are more opportunities to disseminate news to much 
larger and distributed audiences—and to divert greater numbers of eyes 
to embedded advertising. Facebook in particular, is a major competitor 
for embedded advertising online and news distribution on this platform 
can increase the number of users accessing both news and advertising 
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(Asur et al. 2011). While news organisations and online publishers 
have in the past relied mainly on Google for traffic through user search 
options, the emergence of social media as a distribution tool has changed 
the way news information flows online. Newman’s (2011, p. 18) anal-
ysis of user access data for mainstream news organisations showed that 
the individual search is being usurped by growth in push services, such 
as links on social media. More recently, social media has become a news 
platform in and of itself, with news organisations concerned that their 
websites were becoming obsolete due to lack of user engagement. While 
news organisations benefit from the increased exposure of their content 
on social media, social media engagement with news actually draws eyes 
and clicks away from news organisations’ websites and cuts into poten-
tial advertising revenue that pays for journalism (Asur et al. 2011). Yet 
both journalists and mainstream media organisations certainly work 
to promote, amplify and extend reportage of news stories using social 
media platforms. The amplification of a news event relies on social media 
interactions; that is, the complex interplay of both amateur and profes-
sional information about, and sharing of, new and existing information. 
This, in turn, allows for further verification, contextualisation and thus 
extended reporting of a news event. Thus, mainstream and social media 
forms of sourcing and distribution of news work together in complex 
symbiotic flows of information and engagement. These new interconnec-
tions undoubtedly create new issues for traditional journalistic practices, 
but they have also become integral to the distribution and amplifica-
tion of news events. This interdependence also brings social and politi-
cal interests to the representation of news itself and power struggles over 
who has the right to call a particular representation ‘truth’.

threats and oPPortunities in a Post-truth world

Perhaps the Trump-era focus on ‘fake news’ is an example of the duality 
of journalism in a social media age, illustrating just how far journalism has 
diverged from its institutional role, and yet how important some journal-
istic practices have become. Fake news has been described as demonstra-
bly false statements made about people or events, as opposed to opinions 
or differing political perspectives. Most news audiences would be familiar 
with fake news through experience of news satire; websites like The Onion 
have been publishing satirical news pieces for many years (Mackey and 
Jacobson 2016). While the humorous intent is often obvious to readers, 
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scholars and media pundits have suggested that as more people retrieve 
news from social media platforms, the division between ‘real’ and ‘fake’ 
news has sometimes been difficult to distinguish. Politically biased and 
fake news reporting on social media has manipulated these blurred dis-
tinctions by attempting to influence the news agenda and public opin-
ion of particular issues. Fake news generally consists of fabricated reports, 
often about crimes against children or women, or a particular conspiracy 
theory. These ‘reports’ are often paired with particular political stake-
holders attempting to lend credence (but not complicity) to these reports 
through sharing or liking on social media.

Fake news differs from hoax news, which has a long history in journal-
ism (see Peters and Broersma 2013). Furthermore, hoax and fake news 
distribution is not a problem confined to social media; all communication 
technologies have been subject to manipulation, from H.G. Wells’ famous 
fake ‘War of the Worlds’ radio broadcast (Bossio and Bebawi 2013) to the 
sacking of Australian newspaper columnist Paul Sheehan after printing an 
interviewee’s false claims of rape by a ‘Muslim gang’ (Davidson 2016). 
Apart from attempting to manipulate representation of events for political 
or economic advantage, hoax news can also be satirical, or highlight issues 
in traditional media reportage. For example, an Australian production 
company called The Woolshed admitted in 2016 that it had created eight 
fake videos, including one of a man fighting off a shark and a woman 
almost getting hit by lightning (Crisp 2016). The videos went viral in 
over 180 countries and were watched 205 million times, but they were 
all part of an experiment, funded by Screen Australia, to better under-
stand how to use social media techniques to create low-budget but highly 
popular content. While the company left clues about the dubious veracity 
of the videos, they were still shared on news websites and social media 
platforms, their virality illustrating the snowball effect of coverage around 
unverified media content. Thus, these hoaxes indicate that increasing 
digital literacy may not always assist users to identify fake news, especially 
as online and social media systems of production and distribution grow 
increasingly complex (Mackey and Jacobson 2016).

The most recently popularised iteration of fake news has not been for 
hoax or satire, but rather for politically strategic positioning. During the 
presidential campaign, Donald Trump utilised various lies; he denied 
that he had questioned Barack Obama’s place of birth (Collinson and 
Diamond 2016), denied that he had publicly mocked a disabled reporter 
and denied that he had suggested, via Twitter, that one of his vocal 
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critics, Alicia Machado, had a secret sex tape (Liebelson 2017; Jacobson 
2016). Even on the first day of his administration, Trump lied about the 
number of people at his inauguration, saying there were in excess of one 
million people in attendance (Lee 2017). When this was shown to be 
demonstrably untrue, Counsellor to the President kellyanne Conway, 
suggested that Trump’s claims were ‘alternative facts’, while White 
House Press Secretary and Communications Director Sean Spicer sug-
gested that ‘sometimes we can disagree with the facts’ (Meet the Press 
2017; Smith 2017). So far during his administration, Trump has falsely 
suggested that his telephones were tapped by the Obama administration 
and repeated his campaign lie that he would have won the popular vote if 
three million illegal immigrants hadn’t voted for Hillary Clinton (Trump 
Clings 2017; Liptak and Merica 2017).

Trump’s lies before and after the election campaign were so fla-
grant that Oxford Dictionaries coined ‘post-truth’ as the 2016 word of 
the year (Word of the year 2016). The definition according to Oxford 
Dictionaries is ‘relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective 
facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emo-
tion and personal belief’ (Word of the year 2016). Perhaps the most 
acute example of this appeal to emotion was ‘Pizzagate’, the controversy 
surrounding a falsehood about Hillary Clinton that was propagated and 
distributed on far-right news media sites. ‘Pizzagate’ came to a dramatic 
climax when US police arrested a man who stormed a pizza restaurant 
that was supposedly the location of a child abuse ring led by Hillary 
Clinton. Despite the story being completely discredited, a link to the 
story was tweeted by General Mike Flynn, Donald Trump’s first pick for 
national security adviser. In the month before the attack, General Flynn 
tweeted a link to the story with the comment ‘U decide’ (Washington 
Gunman 2016). Police claimed the man said he wanted to ‘self-investi-
gate’ the so-called ‘Pizzagate’ scandal and attacked the restaurant with 
a rifle (Washington Gunman 2016). The owner of the restaurant had 
already received death threats and had publicly announced that the story 
was fake. In an age of social media reportage and distribution of news, 
‘Pizzagate’ was its worst consequence. An audience member believed a 
fake news story that was strategically produced and distributed to dis-
credit a presidential nominee and was given credibility on social media by 
a political stakeholder, rather than the practices of journalism. However, 
this audience member also believed so much in their own centrality 
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within the news that they justified their own ‘investigation’ outside any 
of the legal or ethical norms of behaviour.

Despite the vigilante behaviour of the gunman, it is possible to under-
stand how they might perceive themselves as justified in investigat-
ing information widely and uncritically shared on social media. Many 
of the characteristics of social media communication empower audi-
ence engagement with news based on shared interest in a topic, event 
or commercial activity. For many users, they are simply participating in 
information flows as part of a broader sense of ‘digital citizenship’: the 
participation and contribution to social and cultural life through the par-
ticular affordances of social media. On the other hand, this wider dis-
tribution opens up news events to many more stakeholders, as well as 
forms of aberrant behaviour, such as the vigilantism seen in ‘Pizzagate’, 
and forms of trolling, hoax content and misleading information. These 
‘negative’ experiences also form part of the information flows on social 
media. While McCosker (2014, p. 202) suggests that these combative 
forms of behaviour are part of the formation of digital citizenship, these 
agonistic, incomplete and often unfinished flows of information on social 
media differ exponentially from the tightly governed, structured forms of 
communication created by traditional norms of professional journalism.

Trump’s use of false accusations and claims about his governmen-
tal abilities, business achievements and policy success is unprecedented 
in political news reportage and has left many mainstream journalists 
and news organisations wondering how to report on both his election 
campaign and presidency. Traditional practices of reportage have been 
brought into sharp relief by the Trump administration; journalists have 
had to find ways to report the truth when a key political stakeholder bla-
tantly lies, while ensuring that coverage of debunked lies does not detract 
from coverage of more important political issues. Furthermore, journal-
ists and news organisations have been criticised both for reporting these 
lies and, conversely, for not publicly calling out lies when they occur. 
This suggests that it is not actually the fakery that is the issue—it is that 
a politician is flagrant in his disregard for the truth, and yet audiences 
disregard mainstream journalism’s reporting of facts, or are more clearly 
swayed by emotional appeals, even if they are untrue. There might be 
social and political reasons for this, such as the growing economic divide 
and political disenchantment in the USA translating into political cur-
rency for any politician who promises disruption to the status quo. 
However, in the context of journalism, the disregard for mainstream 
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reportage points to other issues, such as the lack of trust in mainstream 
media reportage enamoured with commercialised, aggregated, click 
bait-type news to the detriment of reportage for social benefit. Indeed, 
a persistent social criticism of institutionalised journalism is that it is 
disconnected from the audience—despite the characteristics of collabo-
ration and engagement promoted by social media. An ‘elite media’ has 
been repeatedly criticised for being unrepresentative of public concerns; 
indeed, Muller (2016) suggests that ‘The US media did seem to miss the 
[election] story comprehensively, but, in the process of debating why this 
happened, the word “elite” came to be used to describe a professional 
media that had lost democratic legitimacy’. If the criticism of mainstream 
journalism is that it has lost legitimacy as an institution, how has this 
arisen? The answer is perhaps in the new characteristics of communica-
tion that have defined social media culture and, thus, news production 
and consumption.

As more users rely on the affordances of social media to be informed 
about news—from news consumption practices based on individual dis-
covery to practices based on recommendation and preference, the more 
likely it is that news will come from social media activities of sharing 
and user-driven processing (Bruns 2012, p. 99). While this could pro-
vide more diversity in news consumption, it may also lead to processes of 
commercialisation and homogenisation of news in order to appeal best 
to audiences. In Chap. 5, I discussed the opportunities and issues that 
occur in the practitioner and organisational use of algorithms to influ-
ence the distribution of news. The effects of prioritisation filters are not 
only that news organisations produce what is popular, but that audi-
ences are also directed to content that algorithms choose for them, based 
on previous likes or engagement. That is, audiences only see what they 
‘like’, rather than what is available. This creates what have been termed 
‘echo chambers’: political and intellectual silos that are created when 
an algorithm’s selective choices assume the news or information a user 
would want to engage with, allowing a user to avoid differing view-
points. Similarly, this narrowing of the news agenda may also encourage 
homophilic tendencies in audience preference for connection with others 
who share their beliefs, rather than engaging in more diverse discussion. 
A study by MIT showed that these political silos were apparent during 
the 2016 US presidential election (Thompson 2016). The study used 
Twitter’s social media data sets during the election to show that, rather 
than encouraging political debate, the characteristics of the platform 
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encouraged different political groups, especially Trump support-
ers, to form insular groups with few connections to mainstream media 
(Thompson 2016). There was little information flow between political 
groups—or between the ‘institutionalised media users that are supposed 
to be political discourse’s immune system’. However, the research found 
that journalists were just as guilty as partisan users of separating them-
selves from political discussion—and were mostly disconnected from 
Trump supporters (Thompson 2016).

All these effects on the communication of news have left journalists 
with a ‘post-truth’ quandary of how to be balanced in the coverage of 
Trump’s lies. Some news organisations have used euphemistic language to 
describe Trump’s various lies, while others have decided to ‘call out’ each 
lie publicly. For example, a journalist at BuzzFeed suggests that report-
ing about Trump has created divergence in traditional reporting practices 
concerning his lies: ‘Reporters are understandably cautious about using 
the word [lying]—some never do, because it requires speculating on what 
someone is thinking. The cases we call “lies” are ones where we think it’s 
fair to make that call: Trump is saying something that contradicts clear 
and widely published information that we have reason to think he’s seen’ 
(Georgantopoulos 2017). Both positions have been criticised—one posi-
tion obscures the ‘truth’ and the other obscures the analysis of policy 
in the public interest with the more sensationalist reporting of lies. The 
editor in chief of the Wall Street Journal, Gerard Baker (2017), invoked 
journalism’s professional ideology to suggest that journalists should be 
reluctant to use the word ‘lie’ to describe Trump’s utterances. He sug-
gests that telling a reader ‘in categorical terms that Trump had told a lie’ 
would damage a journalist’s professional reputation because ‘to accuse 
someone of lying is to impute a wilful, deliberate attempt to deceive. It 
says he knowingly used a misrepresentation of the facts to mislead for his 
own purposes’ (Baker 2017). Baker (2017) suggests that this imputation 
would require the journalist to have evidence of Trump’s intent. Given 
that this evidence would be unlikely to be found, a journalist would oth-
erwise be making a moral judgment, which would be seen by audiences as 
partisanship. Baker’s (2017) appeal is thus to institutional norms of objec-
tivity, suggesting Trump’s appeals to emotion can only be countered with 
evidence and objectivity in order to earn the readers’ trust.

Baker’s suggestion was criticised by another journalist, Dan Rather, 
who also appealed to traditional, institutional ideals of journalism to sug-
gest that ‘It is not the proper role of journalists to meet lies, especially 
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from someone of Mr. Trump’s stature and power, by hiding behind 
semantics and euphemisms…When something is, in fact, a demonstra-
ble lie, it is our responsibility to say so’ (Erdman 2017). Where some 
have appealed to traditional notions of journalism and professionalism 
as a ‘corrective’ balance against fake news, others have argued for the 
use of social media techniques of transparency and collaboration. Some 
news organisations have argued for collaboration techniques across news 
organisations to ensure access to political stakeholders, and thus ensure 
they answer hard questions. For example, repeating questions asked by 
others but ignored at press conferences or collaborative data analysis has 
been suggested as a way to hold lying politicians to account.

There have also been a number of innovative journalistic responses 
to fake news that illustrate the productive potential of social media dis-
ruption to both journalistic authority and the practices of news produc-
tion and distribution. An individual practitioner, Matt kiser, who has 
worked in both journalism and social media analysis, has created WTF 
Just happened today, a daily analysis of the Trump administration’s deci-
sions and public discourse, which is compiled and emailed to subscrib-
ers. The site now has more than 48,000 newsletter subscribers with an 
open rate of over 50% (kramer 2017). Similarly, larger news organisa-
tions have been utilising social media characteristics like sharing to coun-
ter fake news. For example, BuzzFeed is working on an interactive map of 
all the people and organisations that hold links to the Trump administra-
tion, using data analysis of public records, as well as asking the public to 
help find connections or context. Even legacy media are utilising a social 
media ‘debunking’ approach to Trump’s administration; The Washington 
Post recently launched a ‘Real Donald Context’ plug-in for the Google 
Chrome browser, which fact-checks each of Trump’s tweets (Machkovech 
2016). Other news organisations have taken a broader approach to fact-
checking. For example, the BBC takes a three-tiered approach to online 
and social media verification. The BBC writes regular ‘myth-busting’ 
articles about recent social and political events, running an internal fact-
checking department, as well as working collaboratively with other media 
outlets to verify claims. Other online techniques of transparency and col-
laboration include Eli Pariser’s use of collaborative solutions to counter 
fake news. Pariser used Twitter to launch a Google Doc called ‘Design 
solutions for fake news’ dedicated to reducing the impact of fake news, 
with hundreds of journalists and other contributors brainstorming strate-
gies for identifying and tackling fake news (Morris 2016). While Pariser 
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is not a journalist, he has now taken an interest in news storytelling, as 
the founder and CEO of Upworthy, a site dedicated to using virality to 
promote political and social issues. While the site began by aggregating 
content from other sites, it now employs journalists and media producers 
to create original content.

Eli Pariser’s collaborative, crowdsourced attempts to counter the 
influence of fake news are perhaps a way to envision the journalism of the 
future. While there is no doubt that those media organisations investing 
in online and social media-enabled technologies will increasingly utilise 
opportunities such as artificial intelligence (AI), big data and algorithms, 
these will also come with social and institutional effects on journalism. 
Journalists will need to work alongside other stakeholders in the news 
agenda, and with the constantly evolving information flows created by 
new modes of news production and distribution to ensure that journal-
ism’s professional practice continues to have a social impact. If the heart 
of journalism is public dialogue—finding news and information that 
inspire and maintain communication practices in the service of pub-
lic interests—then journalism is still needed. But if the nature of pub-
lic dialogue is changing, the institutional boundaries of journalism must 
change with it. The collaborative, transparent and inclusive public inter-
est projects that serve to highlight fake news illustrate how the evolution 
of journalism’s institutional boundaries might benefit public dialogue.

conclusion

The speed of the distribution of news and information, through sharing, 
liking and other forms of prioritisation on social media, has had many 
positive impacts, especially on social justice issues have gained interna-
tional momentum through social media engagement. Nonetheless, many 
of these positive effects have been outweighed by coverage of the prob-
lematic use of social media—outcomes such as trolling, hoaxes and, of 
course, the onset of social media-disseminated ‘fake news’ have become 
characteristic calling cards of social media use and distribution of infor-
mation. The use of fake news as a political tool has been a source of 
concern in other countries too. Fake news and alleged Russian inter-
ference in election campaigns—either by influencing fake news sites or 
by producing misinformation—have been reported as serious concerns 
in the lead-up to the German elections. The most obvious example of 
fake news in Germany was a report that Middle Eastern refugees had 
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gang-raped a 13-year-old Russian girl in Berlin (McGuiness 2016). The 
story received extensive coverage in Russian and German media but 
Berlin’s chief of police indicated that the news was fabricated. This did 
not stop the story being widely shared on social media, concluding in 
a large-scale protest in Berlin and a politicised rebuke by Russia’s for-
eign minister, who suggested that the news had been ignored by Angela 
Merkel’s government (McGuiness 2016). Like many of these fake news 
reports, the content is blatantly racist or misogynistic and plays on fears 
of an attack on traditional principles or innocent children or (Caucasian) 
women.

Professional practices that allow journalists to expose and report infor-
mation on behalf of the public, often by doing the long and tedious 
work of research and interviews, are still needed. The boundaries that 
shape how these professional practices are executed may have changed, 
but the need for someone to do this work while adhering to ethical and 
legal boundaries of that labour is still important. Muller (2016) suggests 
that professionalised and institutionalised journalism still has a place in 
the public sphere and in the public interest:

Journalism…is a complex exercise demanding skill and experience. Yes, 
professional journalism has many flaws and neither the practitioners nor 
the media industry they work for are as accountable as they should be for 
the way they use their power. But there is some accountability, including 
some serious legal consequences. Moreover, they operate in the open, with 
no cloak of anonymity to hide behind. This is the kind of journalism that 
serves the public interest.

While the traditionally rigid boundaries that fence in journalism’s profes-
sional practices have served to maintain their social power in the past, the 
new production and distribution methods enabled by social media are 
in danger of fencing journalism out of public dialogue. Indeed, political 
squabbles over fake news have not worked in favour of public dialogue, 
only serving to highlight how easily other stakeholders in the news 
agenda can exert influence over social media news flows. However, these 
squabbles have also served to compound efforts to focus journalism on 
what has always been its original goal—to facilitate public dialogue by 
doing the hard work of shining a light on the public record.

The news-making and distribution processes will only continue 
to change as new social media platforms are introduced and existing 



www.manaraa.com

7 NEWS IN SOCIAL MEDIA ENVIRONMENTS …  149

platforms develop particular cultures of use. The adoption of any change 
to the news-making process, of course, ultimately relies on the engage-
ment and adoption by users and news audiences. It is the individual user 
that ultimately adopts new practices and platform allegiances. As they 
find new practices to filter, block and like relevant content, news organi-
sations and their journalists will also have to shift to accommodate these 
new preferences. The interconnections between the practices of individ-
ual journalists, the news organisations that support them and the institu-
tions that frame their social role must be flexible, as new affordances on 
new platforms increasingly influence modes of production and distribu-
tion of news.
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In April 2017, the first of the French presidential elections was held 
amidst much controversy. The front-runners for election, Marine Le 
Pen and the subsequent winner of the first round of votes, Emmanuel 
Macron, represent the far-right and centre-right of French poli-
tics respectively. Le Pen, as the president of the National Front, cam-
paigned similarly to Donald Trump, prioritising nationalistic policies 
such as curbing immigration and exiting the eurozone. Her campaign 
has also been dogged by judicial inquiries into her business and politi-
cal associates, with many in the media questioning the appropriateness 
of her political choices and potential conflicts of interest. Perhaps the 
most troubling aspect of the campaign was the claims of US-style fake 
news infiltrating the media reportage about the elections. The use of 
‘junk news’, automated through dissemination algorithms or bots that 
promote specific content, has been a significant part of so-called ‘com-
putational propaganda’ used during the French elections. Indeed, the 
World Economic Forum (2014) has previously presented this automated 
misinformation as one of the top ten perils to society. In Chap. 7, the 
manipulation of news and information by state and non-state actors was 
discussed: ‘fake news’ distributed via social media platforms for the pur-
pose of deliberately misleading the public for political gain. Despite the 
often obvious fakery, these pieces of news attract web traffic and drive 
engagement and therefore influence public dialogue and demobilise gen-
uine critical engagement with political and social life.

CHAPTER 8

Conclusion: Where to from Here 
for Professional Journalism?

© The Author(s) 2017 
D. Bossio, Journalism and Social Media, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_8

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65472-0_7


www.manaraa.com

154  D. BOSSIO

Within a ‘post-truth’ environment of communication, Mihailidis and 
Viotty (2017) suggest fake and junk news are driven by ‘an increasingly 
polarised and distrustful public spending an increasing amount of time 
in homophilous networks’ empowered by the spreadability, connectiv-
ity and spectacle engendered by social media platforms. However, they 
suggest these issues are not caused by lack of media availability. Just as 
the introduction of social media to journalism is not simply about the 
technology itself, the solutions to the social, political and organisational 
issues raised by increasing social media use are not just technological in 
nature. Indeed, as the era of fake news has developed, so too have the 
innovative media production and consumption habits of producers and 
audiences. Both journalists and audiences have negotiated a number of 
different solutions, both social and technical, to combat the issue.

This was particularly obvious during the French election, when 
research conducted by the Oxford Internet Institute indicated that, on 
average, 7.2% of social media content about French politics was gen-
erated by bots, which increased slightly as the campaign progressed 
(Howard et al. 2017, p. 3). However, while French users appeared to 
be sharing more junk news in comparison with their German counter-
parts talking about the upcoming German elections, public dialogue 
did not appear to be as tainted by fake or junk news. In comparison, the 
researchers found a 1:1 ratio between professional news content and junk 
news in the lead up to the US election, compared with 4:1 for Germans 
(Howard et al. 2017, p. 4). The ratio for social media users in France 
was in the middle at 2:1. However, French voters seemed to be sharing 
better quality information than in the USA. This suggests the dynamism 
and variability of news production and consumption on social media, 
where constant change in the use of social media is only outpaced by the 
changes in the consumption habits of audiences.

In the context of the development of professional journalism, one 
thing has remained constant. The largest proportion of content shared 
on social media about the election came from professional news organ-
isations (Howard et al. 2017, p. 3). The 20% of content that was not 
professionally produced news did not actually come from junk news, but 
from citizen-generated content (Howard et al. 2017, p. 3). This cor-
responds to recent research that has shown audiences still place their 
trust (and their clicks) in legacy news media both online and on social 
media. Dodds and Vir (2016) showed that online audiences go to the 
websites of well-established, often legacy, news organisations to learn 
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about news stories and gather key facts. This research showed that estab-
lished and trusted news brands are still perceived as playing a valuable 
social role, but the visibility of these brands varied for different audience 
demographics; the younger the audience, the more likely it would be 
that initial awareness of news would come from social media (Dodds & 
Vir 2016). Therefore, legacy news media still claims an important role 
in informing the public, but on social media, its reach and influence is 
much more fragmented. Similarly, professional journalists and trusted 
news brands also still play a valuable social role, but the visibility of 
professional journalism varies across social media environments. Thus, 
the characteristic social and cultural affordances of social media have 
impacted new modes of communication as well as new ways of produc-
ing and sharing news.

This book has conceptualised these changing modes of journalistic 
practice and influence across interconnected links between individual 
practitioners, organisational structure and institutional understanding 
of journalism. I have argued that the impact of social media on journal-
ism can be seen through the complex and interconnected relations, prac-
tices and professional boundaries between individual practitioners, news 
organisations and institutional understandings of journalism that seek 
both to innovate and delimit the ways in which social media can be used 
in a news context. This book has sought to critically analyse the impact 
of these interconnected influences through the opportunities and chal-
lenges that have emerged for practitioners, organisations and the profes-
sion overall as a result of the increasing use of social media in reportage. 
To do so, the chapters in this book have analysed how the characteristics 
of social media communication influence—and are influenced by—new 
journalistic practices, new relations with audiences, organisational pro-
cesses and models of news distribution, as well as the institutional charac-
teristics of journalism and news overall.

In Chap. 2, the influence of social media on individual journalistic 
practices was discussed. Focussing on three seemingly inviolable norms 
of professional journalism practice—objectivity, verification and auton-
omy—I argued that online modes of interaction prioritising authentic-
ity, transparency and collaborative representation of news are having an 
impact on these traditional modes of practice. Tracing some of the influ-
ences on individual practice, these shifts are seen as occurring in response 
to new forms of content distribution, as well as new forms of interactivity 
and engagement with news content on social media. Nonetheless, this 
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chapter showed that this influence was not a fait accompli, but was symp-
tomatic of a profession in a state of transition. Having focussed for so 
many years on the traits and behaviours that define professional journal-
ism and its social and cultural authority, the disruptive influence of online 
and social media cultures on the discursive authority of mainstream jour-
nalism has encouraged practitioners to reconsider both their professional 
methodologies and social role. Currently, news audiences are seeing 
the product of some experimentation in the mainstream media, includ-
ing: more use of eyewitness accounts sourced from social media inter-
actions; more professional branding activities on social media platforms; 
and more interest in collaborative and curatorial approaches to journal-
istic practice. Collaboration is one of the key practices enabled by social 
media and its journalistic use is increasing. In 2010, Democracy Fund 
documented more than 30 journalism collaborations occurring across 
international journalism (kramer 2017). In less than ten years, this num-
ber has more than doubled and is increasingly enabled by social media 
platforms and affordances. Nonetheless, a number of different profes-
sional interests, organisational policies, and social, cultural and political 
norms continue to delimit the ways journalists are able to practise and 
thus the professional project of ‘boundary keeping’ continues—profes-
sional journalists may experiment discursively, but their hard-won pro-
fessional ‘insider’ status is not easily given up. Thus, it is the journalists’ 
relationship with the various distributed news audiences that will perhaps 
most likely indicate how professional journalism ends up situating itself 
in the public sphere.

In this period of transition, many journalists are negotiating new 
modes of communication, often having to unlearn many of the practices 
and behaviours instilled by professional and institutional norms. Hare 
(2017) suggests that stagnant organisational cultures, outdated practices 
for researching and producing news, and misconceptions about the audi-
ence need to change. More importantly, learning new skills should prior-
itise increasing the possibilities for public dialogue as an outcome, rather 
than more simplistic or quantified measures of professional or organi-
sational popularity. These changing modes of journalistic professional 
behaviour and production are contextualised in Chap. 3, through the 
interactions between journalists and online publics that access news in 
social media environments. This chapter illustrates the empowerment of 
audiences on social media and the dominance of their preferences in the 
production and consumption of news. Thus, the traditional journalistic 
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conception of the audience as a unified mass to which news and infor-
mation should be broadcast has been replaced by highly distributed net-
works of issue-oriented audiences on social media. I argued that it is thus 
not only journalistic practice that is changing in an era of social media, 
but also the nature of public dialogue and, subsequently, the framework 
for professional journalism’s importance in social life.

While the first part of the book focussed on the interrelations 
between journalists and their audiences, the second part of the book 
prioritised the often unacknowledged organisational structures, pro-
cesses and relationships that delimit the ways in which social media can 
be used by journalists to innovate their practice. Chapter 4 focussed on 
the transition of journalistic production and distribution of news from 
an organisational perspective—in particular, the new professional rela-
tionships, policies and procedures that have been introduced to govern 
both the individual and organisational use of social media in the news-
room. This chapter thus illustrated Boczkowski’s (2004) argument that 
organisational structures and associated processes of structuring journal-
istic labour influence how technologies are individually adopted, medi-
ated through organisational strategies for use, and understandings of 
audience and, finally, journalism’s professional culture. In utilising social 
media, both the technologies themselves and the relations between 
the various newsroom stakeholders shape both innovative and resistant 
practices.

While Chap. 4 focussed on the relationships that create the culture 
of social media use in the newsroom, Chap. 5 extended this discussion, 
tracing the use of data and algorithms in journalism, from the intro-
duction of computer-assisted reporting to the more recent use of social 
media analytics. This chapter argued that an important new challenge for 
journalism is the manipulation of social media algorithms by other social 
and political stakeholders, especially those that focus on prioritisation 
and filtering of news to influence audience consumption. Indeed, new 
forms of algorithmic and automated journalism place the journalist on a 
par with machine-operated methodologies of producing journalism—or 
bypass journalists altogether. Nonetheless, the use of algorithms high-
lighted a paradox that both journalistic and algorithmic practice share. 
Similarly to journalism, organisational use of algorithms is represented 
through the norm of objectivity, which serves both to legitimise its social 
authority and suggest the credibility of its product. However, as Cheney-
Leopold (2011, p. 165) argues, algorithms go one step further: where 
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journalism condenses users into one unified mass, the technological 
capabilities enabling both data tracking and associated ‘sense-making’ of 
user habits construct and subsequently commercialise inferred identities 
onto individual users. Thus, both journalistic and algorithmic practices 
show the sociopolitical frameworks and relationships that underpin their 
strategic positioning in the public sphere; indeed, the outcomes of both 
the Brexit referendum and the US election showed the social significance 
not just of the use of audience analytics, but the potential manipulation 
of audience news consumption.

Indeed, for all the influence that audiences now have in social media-
enabled news environments, it is surprising how little their needs factor 
in the actual production of content—quite apart from the analysis of 
what might be popular online. It is this confusion between the editorial 
and strategic priorities of legacy news organisations that encourages dis-
trust of professional journalism. This distrust, coupled with the empow-
erment that social media modes of communication give audiences to find 
and investigate their own information, can be the catalyst not just for 
charges of media elitism against contemporary journalism, but also for 
dangerous political scenarios like ‘Pizzagate’. The major issue for social 
media environments is not necessarily media literacy: it is the suspicion, 
now held by new audiences, that legacy news organisations desperate for 
clicks are trying to sell them something other than news. While most 
journalists have re-learned skills that enable them to work in online and 
social media environments, including optimising their content for speed, 
interactivity and engagement, ‘optimising for trust’ will continue to be a 
key institutional norm for professional journalism (Albeanu 2017). Many 
of the transitions in journalistic practice that incorporate collaboration 
and transparency are part of improving trust of professional journalism 
practices in online spaces.

The last part of the book broadens the focus to institutional fram-
ing of journalism. Changes to journalism practices, whether in relation 
to reporting, audience engagement or organisational structures, all have 
a larger impact on the constitution of journalism: how journalists think 
about the way they do their job and its importance in social and cultural 
life. Chapter 6 explored how journalists are balancing individual, organi-
sational and professional norms while attempting to transition journalis-
tic professional activity into social media environments. Looking at the 
way journalists represent their personal and professional identities on 
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social media, this chapter argued that journalists’ presentation strategies 
on social media were the manifestation of institutional change in journal-
ism. That is, the ways journalists present their personal and professional 
identities on social media platforms correspond to some of the complex 
influences they are trying to balance while attempting to change their 
practices.

Finally, Chap. 7 considered the changes that social media use has 
brought to the constitution of news and disruptions to journalism’s 
institutional authority to represent ‘truth’. In 2017, we are now living 
in what has been called a ‘post-truth’ world in which journalists and 
audiences have had to continually negotiate what can be understood as 
‘true’. I argued that new modes of producing news and new business 
models for distributing news have resulted in the decentralisation of the 
journalist and news organisation from the communication of news. The 
introduction of social media into the distribution processes of news has 
been—and continues to be—disruptive to traditional news-making pro-
cesses. The promise of social media was the re-invigoration of the pub-
lic sphere through new distribution networks and prominence given to 
user creation and engagement. Social media was meant to help re-vital-
ise social values by sharing and discussing news as part of a burgeoning 
digital democracy. The reality has been rather more complicated. Social 
media has brought speed and global reach to mainstream media organi-
sations, niche news providers, journalists and individual social media 
users, resulting in a complex interdependence that brings global atten-
tion and action to important social and political issues. This means that 
there are now more stakeholders in the selection and distribution of 
news and, in a post-truth world, this has meant the continual negotiation 
of representations of truth and the right to determine how it is distrib-
uted to audiences.

Thus, social media has contributed to the changing constitution 
of journalism through the creation of new cultures of communication, 
within which the roles of participants and the rules of engagement are 
still being negotiated. Social media cultures of communication, with 
their prioritisation of affective content based on personal opinion and 
experience and, finally, the centrality of the user in the construction of 
ad hoc publics engaged with issues and events of interest create public 
spaces and communities with very different cultures, politics and rules of 
civil engagement. Indeed, participants in such complex and distributed 
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online publics collectively negotiate the roles—and rules—of social rela-
tions in these spaces, with these negotiations unfolding through both 
positive and negative feedback (Shaw et al. 2013, p. 26). Participation 
in the intimate relations of social media communication does not always 
adhere to the traditional rules of journalism. Greater opportunities to 
collaborate and represent diverse viewpoints using the various affor-
dances of social media are coupled with the tensions created by other 
social and political stakeholders with interests in influencing what news, 
and journalism, should be.

A limitation of this book, amongst many others, is that it does not 
present an answer to the question of what journalism will look like in 
a post-truth world—nor, indeed, further into the future. Instead, this 
book has presented journalism as a profession in transition; while there 
are a number of practices, business models and news products that 
have shown innovative responses to the introduction of social media, 
there is just as much resistance to changes that stray too far from jour-
nalism’s professional ideology. While change is slow and incremental, 
it is, nonetheless, going to impact on the role and practice of journal-
ism in future. If we are looking to understand how the future of jour-
nalism will be framed in a post-truth world, perhaps the best place to 
start is with future news consumers. The Knight Foundation’s research 
into how young people navigate news environments indicated that 
many young adults experience and navigates news in completely differ-
ent ways from previous generations (Madden et al. 2017). The report 
found that young people experience news as part of the ambient buzz 
of information they encounter as they flow through (rather than search 
for) social media content. As the report suggests, ‘young people don’t 
follow the news as much as it follows them’ (Madden et al. 2017, p. 4). 
More importantly, the boundaries of what constituted news were perme-
able and deeply influenced by particular characteristics and uses of social 
media platforms. In social media environments, news is experienced 
through the affordances of social media platforms themselves; content is 
encountered through serendipity and in interstitial moments, as young 
people dip in and out of the flows of news across various platforms 
(Madden et al. 2017, p. 20). News in this environment is usually amor-
phous and extends beyond the content produced by traditional journal-
istic institutions. Many of the participants suggested a distrust of news 
media, instead placing value on the reputation of the individual sharing 
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the news. Despite the lack of trust in the news media, young adults 
wanted to know about current events and sought out multiple sources 
to understand them. Many suggested that they valued media that pri-
oritised transparency in reporting and coverage of news relevant to their 
lives (Madden et al. 2017, p. 20).

This research parallels much of what this book has suggested about 
the development and future of journalism in a social media age. The role 
of journalism in social life will develop alongside technological changes, 
as it always has, but in order to continue to provide social value, journal-
ism must also evolve as an institution. With millions of voices crying out 
for attention, and a million different vested interests in holding it, social 
media has provided a way to access some voices, and to filter out others. 
As a result, social media publics have become complex, interconnected 
and, increasingly, problematic. Users find that news spaces require new 
and different etiquettes, discursive politics and, even, representations of 
truth. Furthermore, the seemingly ‘porous’ legal and ethical frameworks 
for social media use, the distributed nature of social media content and 
the ever-changing political and social uses of different platforms have all 
illustrated that the way in which news and information flows through 
social media has an impact on public discourse.

Journalism and professional journalists both have a place within social 
media’s future, but how it is constituted as a practice and social insti-
tution will change. Approaches dominated by autonomy and broad-
cast communication practices will be replaced by collaboration and 
networked communication. Organisations dominated by hierarchical 
decision-making and rigid business structures will be replaced by small, 
lean workplaces populated by multiskilled media producers, community 
managers and technical staff. Finally, journalism as an institution must 
change in order to have the social influence that characterises its ideo-
logical framework and norms of behaviour. This book has illustrated the 
different ways in which social media impacts and is impacted by profes-
sional journalistic practice, as well as the organisations and institutions 
that produce, distribute and structure those practices. It has shown that 
journalists are competing with far more voices in the public sphere in 
order to distribute representations of news and information. The target 
of news—the audience—has varied media literacy skills, access and inter-
ests in engaging with these various representations of news. In between 
the journalist and the audience are the various organisational, political, 
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social and cultural influences that seek to structure, regulate and influ-
ence the ways in which news is produced and understood. Thus, the 
introduction of social media to journalism is not simply about social or 
technical tools for the production of news, but rather, as always, the rela-
tions between them, and how these create the possibilities for producing 
and sharing news and information.
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