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Abstract  
Social media has affected the production, dissemination and consumption of 

news, as well as the professional and cultural values of journalists working within the 
media. This thesis illustrates the dynamic and complex relationship professional 
journalists have with social media and the way this relationship plays out in the 
reporting of war and conflict. This thesis argues that while there is much potential for 
social media to improve the coverage of war and conflict, journalists must also 
negotiate new professional and cultural challenges associated with the use of social 
media. This argument is explored through a number of case studies taken from the 
recent uprisings in the Middle East, often referred to as the “Arab Spring”. The 
methods used to collect the evidence included (a) a content analysis of stories about 
the “Arab Spring”, (b) interviews with journalists and other media workers who used 
social media to cover the “Arab Spring” and, (c) experiments on audience reception 
to news and information delivered via social media.  

These analyses trace various aspects of the complex dynamics that shape social 
media and the reportage of war and conflict. The thesis will show that social media 
has a number of advantages for both journalists and news reportage. Chief among 
these are the plurality of voices available as sources of news and information, the 
speed of dissemination of information and the distinct possibilities for audience 
interactivity. These advantages create many new possibilities for the production and 
dissemination of news, including: (a) access to remote areas for both sourcing and 
disseminating news; (b) disruption of the traditional news frames and sources for new 
and inclusive forms of reportage; (c) a more global perspective on war and conflict; 
(d) promotion of a more complex and multi-angled coverage, thus avoiding typically 
dualistic forms of war reportage; and, (e) new forms of transparency in reportage, 
which can increase public engagement with events of war and conflict.  

However, this thesis will also demonstrate that social media presents some issues 
for journalists covering war and conflict. These issues include: (a) exposing 
journalists to particular communication strategies that lead to misinformation or 
manipulation of news; (b) dissemination of news and information without context or 
in-depth explanation; and, lastly (c) information saturation leading to audience 
disengagement with news about conflict and war. These issues highlight that for 
journalists reporting war and conflict, social media can become a parallel battlefield 
where different agents try to impose their narratives on the news. Journalists can act 
as moderators within these networks; this thesis will finally argue that the role of 
journalists can be extended to being the producers, mediators and curators of social 
media content; professionally trained to decode what is produced on these platforms. 
Although social media has affected journalism, journalists can deliver relevant and 
accurate content according to the standards demanded by both professional 
journalism and their audiences. 

Keywords: social media, war and conflict, Arab revolutions, journalism practice, 
journalistic professional norms. 
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Résumé 
Les médias sociaux ont affecté la production, la diffusion et la consommation de 
nouvelles, ainsi que les valeurs professionnelles et culturelles des journalistes 
travaillant dans les médias. Cette thèse montre la relation dynamique et complexe 
que les journalistes professionnels entretiennent avec les médias sociaux, et le rôle 
joué par cette relation en cas de reportage de guerres et de conflits. Cette thèse 
soutient que malgré le potentiel des médias sociaux pour améliorer la couverture de 
guerres et de conflits, les journalistes doivent aussi négocier de nouveaux défis 
professionnels et culturels associés à l'utilisation des médias sociaux. Cet argument 
est exploré à travers un certain nombre d'études de cas tirées des récents 
soulèvements au Moyen-Orient, souvent désignés comme le «Printemps Arabe». 
Les méthodes utilisées pour recueillir les éléments de preuve incluent : (a) une 
analyse de contenu d’articles sur le «Printemps Arabe», (b) des entrevues avec les 
journalistes et autres professionnels des médias qui ont utilisé les médias sociaux 
pour couvrir le «Printemps Arabe» et, (c) des plan d’expérience sur la réception par 
le public de nouvelles et d’informations délivrées sur les médias sociaux.  

Ces analyses retracent les différents aspects de la dynamique complexe qui façonne 
les médias sociaux et le reportage de guerres et de conflits. Cette thèse montre que 
les médias sociaux ont un certain nombre d'avantages pour les journalistes et le 
reportage de nouvelles. Parmi ceux-ci on peut énumérer la pluralité des voix 
disponibles comme sources de nouvelles et d'information, la vitesse de diffusion de 
l'information et les possibilités distinctes d’interactivité pour le public. Ces avantages 
créent de nouvelles possibilités pour la production et la diffusion de nouvelles, y 
compris: (a) l'accès à des régions éloignées à la fois pour l'approvisionnement et la 
diffusion de nouvelles; (b) la perturbation des cadres et des sources d'information 
traditionnels en des formes nouvelles et inclusives de reportage; (c) une perspective 
plus globale sur les guerres et les conflits; (d) la promotion d'une couverture plus 
complexe et multi-angle, évitant ainsi des formes typiquement dualistes de reportage 
de guerre; et, (e) de nouvelles formes de transparence dans le reportage, ce qui peut 
accroître la participation du public à des événements liés aux guerres et aux conflits.  

Cependant, cette thèse démontrera également que les médias sociaux génèrent des 
problèmes pour les journalistes couvrant les guerres et les conflits. Ces problèmes 
comprennent: (a) exposer les journalistes à certaines stratégies de communication 
qui mènent à la désinformation ou à la manipulation de nouvelles; (b) la diffusion de 
nouvelles et d'informations sans contexte ou sans profondeur; et enfin (c) une 
saturation de l'information menant au désengagement de l'auditoire. Ces questions 
mettent en évidence que pour les journalistes couvrant les guerres et les conflits, les 
médias sociaux peuvent devenir un champ de bataille parallèle où les différents 
agents tentent d'imposer leurs récits sur les nouvelles. Les journalistes peuvent agir 
en tant que modérateurs au sein de ces réseaux; cette thèse va enfin faire valoir que 
le rôle des journalistes peut être étendu à celui de producteurs, médiateurs et 
curateurs de contenu des médias sociaux; formés professionnellement pour décoder 
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ce qui est produit sur ces plates-formes. Bien que les médias sociaux aient affecté le 
journalisme, les journalistes peuvent fournir un contenu pertinent et précis selon les 
normes exigées par la déontologie du journalisme et les attentes de leur public.  

Mots-clés: médias sociaux, les guerres et les conflits, les révolutions arabes, la 
pratique du journalisme, les normes professionnelles du journalisme. 
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 “A great part of the information obtained in war is contradictory, a still greater 

part is false, and by far the greatest part is of a doubtful character.”  

- C. von Clausewitz, On War 

1. Introduction  

 The changing landscape of the coverage of war and conflict 1.1

The role of the journalist during war is to relate a firsthand experience of conflict to 
distant audiences. In a globalised, digital and online world, the importance and 
relevance of journalistic work during war and conflict has not changed; global 
audiences still demand objective and verifiable information about the nature of the 
conflict. However, the ways in which journalists produce and disseminate this 
information and the way audiences engage and interact with it has changed 
dramatically. Through digital and social media, global audiences can interact directly 
and instantaneously, both with journalists and other diverse groups of people 
interested in the dissemination of news and information during war and conflict. The 
spread of news and information and the number of different voices creating and 
delivering content in the public sphere has been fostered by the improvement in 
technological devices and online social networks (Tumber, 2009, p. 386). These 
changes in news production, dissemination and consumption have both challenged 
and invigorated journalistic practices and the environment in which journalists do 
their work. Journalists who cover war and conflict have had to adapt to a different 
status in the online and social media age, mediating much more information through 
various networks, interacting with many more diverse sources of information with 
various vested interests and finding new ways to produce and disseminate news for 
global audiences.  

Journalism during war and conflict has been investigated by several key 
researchers in disciplines such as communication, media and journalism fields (e.g. 
Lynch, 2013; Clarke & Bromley, 2011; Cottle, 2011, 2008, 2006; Sylvester, 2011; 
Sambrook, 2010; Carruthers, 2000; Kellner, 1992; Hallin, 1986). The interest in this 
topic stems from the dramatic nature of war and conflict, their relevance to nations 
and publics on a global scale and the investment of both money and time by media 
organisations to cover these events (Tumber, 2009, p. 386). However, scholars in 
these disciplines (e.g. Robinson et al., 2009; Cottle, 2006) have suggested that 
investigation of how professional journalists cover war and conflict should continue 
because reportage of war and conflict involves complex dynamics including 
economic, political, social and cultural impacts at both a local and global level (Beck, 
1997; Castells, 1997; Giddens, 1994). The need for further research on the reportage 
of war and conflict has motivated me to undertake the writing of this dissertation, 
especially given the potential for the immense change to war reportage that digital, 
online and social media bring.  

My dissatisfaction with statements that have suggested the coverage of war and 
conflict is in a state of decline, if not “crisis” (Cozma, 2010, p. 667-668; Young, 2010), 
and, in particular, that social media use will ultimately hasten the end of the 
journalism (e.g. Deuze, 2006; Jenkins, 2006; Nip, 2006; Haas, 2005; Waisbord, 
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2001; Hartley, 2000; Bromley, 1997) gave me an additional incentive to explore the 
online digital media space in relation to the coverage of war and conflict. In this 
thesis, I take a more optimistic position, borrowing from Weber (2007), who claims 
that journalism is not at its end but rather in a phase of re-invention. 

 Definitions of war, conflict and journalism in the digital age 1.2

1.2.1  “Arab Spring” 

Each war and conflict possesses particular characteristics to which journalists 
must adapt every time. According to the levels of intensity and violence, a conflict 
can move from a latent conflict to a crisis, or reach the denomination of war (Zillich et 
al., 2011). Some scholars have proposed models for identifying each stage of a 
conflict (e.g. Gilboa, 2006; Jakobsen, 2000). More broadly global war and conflict can 
be included in the concept of crisis (Cottle, 2008). Crises are pervasive phenomena 
in the modern world, profoundly involved within it and exceedingly reliant on the 
world’s media (Pantti et al., 2012). The term crisis is usually interpreted as a 
significant disruption to a business, a social environment or to an organisation that 
results in news media coverage. It is a situation in which the public needs information 
to make better decisions (Taylor & Perry, 2005). In this dissertation, the definition of a 
crisis is taken from M. Thelwall & D. Stuart (2007) who characterise it as an 
unexpected and overwhelming event that threatens the lives of a number of people. 
When a crisis happens, it requires quick communication responses such as: 

 Personal information: the necessity to confirm that some groups of persons 
(e.g., friends, co-workers, relatives) are safe; and, 

 Individual and group responses: individuals or groups might desire to talk 
about the crisis itself and their experiences.  

I refer to the concept of war and conflict as defined by international humanitarian 
law (ICRC, 2008, p. 5), which divides armed conflicts into two categories, reported as 
follows:  

 International armed conflicts that are armed conflicts opposing two or more 
States; and,  

 Non-international armed conflicts that are protracted armed confrontations 
occurring between government armed forces and the forces of one or more 
armed groups, or between such groups arising on the territory of a state. 
The armed confrontation must reach a minimum level of intensity and the 
parties involved in the conflict must show a minimum of organisation. 

In relation to this law, other types of armed conflict do not exist. However, an event 
can evolve from one type of armed conflict to another. To avoid misunderstanding of 
the difference between armed conflict and violence, internal disturbances, tensions, 
riots or acts of banditry, the ICRC stipulates that the events should reach a certain 
threshold of confrontation (ICRC, 2008, p. 3) and a minimum level of intensity (e.g. it 
has a collective character or the government has to use military forces against the 
insurgents instead of mere police forces). Non-governmental groups involved in the 
conflict must possess organised armed forces (i.e. under a certain command 
structure or they should have the ability to sustain military operations) (ICRC, 2008, 
p. ibid).  
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The Middle East uprisings can be considered an example of a non-international 
armed conflict because the protests occurred on the territory of one state and did not 
oppose two or more states. In addition, government armed forces and non-
government armed groups were involved (e.g. Libya and Syria). The events of the 
“Arab Spring” had significant repercussions on the countries in which the protests 
began (i.e. Tunisia and Egypt) as well as those countries to which the 
demonstrations spread (e.g. Bahrain and Yemen).  

Social media such as Twitter, Facebook, Flicker and YouTube have been 
suggested as the important platforms for communication during the recent protests in 
Middle East countries, being the dominant channels through which information, 
images and videos stream about the unfolding events (Cottle, 2011). It has been 
claimed by some that social media has enabled a new freedom of expression to the 
Arab world, helping citizen engagement and breaking down state-centered media 
(Ghannam, 2011). However, those who use social media have also encountered 
restrictions imposed by repressive governments. During the “Arab Spring” protests, 
for example, governments sought to institute Internet shutdowns. Bloggers, 
journalists and cyber-activists were victims of government and military 
authoritarianism. For example, in Egypt “blogger Abdel Kareem Nabil Soliman, 
known as Kareem Amer, was released in November 2010 after more than four years 
in prison and alleged torture for his writings that authorities said insulted Islam and 
defamed Mubarak” (Ghannam 2011, p. 4-5). Many other Internet users involved in 
the “Arab Spring” have faced arrests, incarcerations and other repercussions 
stemming from their online writings. 

The “Arab Spring” presents one of the best contemporary examples of the link 
between social media and journalistic work to report conflict and will be used as a 
case study to illustrate the argument of this thesis.  

1.2.2 Mainstream media and democracy 

I refer to mainstream media as those media disseminated via the largest 
distribution channels, including newspapers and broadcast media (e.g. TV and radio) 
(Wikipedia, 2014). According to N. Carpentier et al. (2002) mainstream media have 
always made an essential contribution to the development of citizenship. However, 
these scholars also point out that there is no universally accepted theory on the role 
of the media in democracy, as well as the place and function of the active citizen in 
this type of society; but there are many ways to design the relationship between the 
media and democracy. These designs are related to ideologies; they are based on 
specific representations of the world, with each one maintaining a special relationship 
with the core values of Western democracy that are freedom, equality and justice 
(Carpentier et al., 2002, p. 6).  

Although there is not a dominant theory on the relationship between media and 
democracy, N. Carpentier et al. (2002) suggest two main approaches to give an idea 
about the role that the mainstream media can play in supporting democracy. The first 
approach is more liberal and postulates that free and independent media ensures the 
protection of individual rights to freedom of expression. In this context, the political 
role of the media is to disseminate information and keep citizens informed about 
political affairs. The media then plays a role of “watchdog” over the actions of 
authorities by informing public debate. Therefore, the media provides a forum for 
citizens to take a public stand for or against government actions that might affect 
them at all levels of society. Thus N. Carpentier et al. (2002, p. 7) distinguished three 
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functions of mainstream media: a function of information, a function of control and a 
function of providing a forum. The second approach relates to the theory of social 
responsibility, which considers that the media cannot be totally free. The media are 
perceived as “subcontractors” of a public service mission. It is in this context that 
journalists have introduced ethical policy to define their profession. The media should 
report the facts faithfully; understandably and intelligently in a context that gives a 
sense to the facts reported (Siebert et al., 1957, p. 87). In addition to the importance 
given to the contextualisation of the facts, this theory also emphasises the role of 
media as a forum and the importance of representing correctly different social groups 
(Carpentier et al., p. ibid). These two approaches summarising the relationship 
between mainstream media and democracy are in line with the definition of the 
“Fourth Estate” (see Schultz, 1998, p. 2).  

However, J. Schultz (1998, p. 5) also noted that mainstream media face a tension 
between commercial and quasi-institutional obligations. This has led some scholars 
(Carpentier et al., 2002, p. 94) to show that mainstream media are not always 
perceived as neutral, independent and trustworthy institutions. An interesting analysis 
of this viewpoint is provided by K. Barnhurst and J. Nerone (2009, p.22):  

Communication and especially mediated communication [is seen] as a form of 
material product. Capitalist systems of communication incorporate the class structure 
and reproduce the class power of capitalist society. Journalism as a work routine and 
as an alienated occupation mystifies class power. […] This understanding of 
journalism obviously proposed a different narrative about the origins of Western 
journalism, which became a feature of the rise of bourgeois class relations and part 
of the ideological apparatus that reproduced capitalist hegemony. The heroes of 
journalism were not the intrepid reporters but the principled partisans who criticised 
establishments from the margins.  

I do not completely embrace this vision because it suggests that mainstream 
media are an extension of the ones in power. It also gives no space for a concrete 
solution on who should balance the information and the different visions of events. A 
more moderate and optimistic role played by mainstream media in shaping 
democracy can be presented at this stage. For example, C. Mouffe (Carpentier & 
Cammaerts, 2006, p. 968-969) considered that if there was not any kind of 
hegemony, people would be living in complete “schizophrenia”. In this regard, she 
specified that: 

Power relations are constructed in different ways. A democratic society in which 
there is accountability is a form of order and it is a better form of order than an 
authoritarian regime. The media are playing an important role in the maintenance 
and production of hegemony, but it is something that can be challenged. Every 
hegemony can be challenged. I do not think that one should see hegemony as 
some kind of fatality, leading us to say: ‘ah, we cannot do it because of the media’. 
And I am also not one of those people that automatically see the new media as a 
solution to this problem. […] It is important to stress that there is still some media 
diversity; there are ways in which this war of positions can take place even within 
[some of] the media. Look at what happened in Italy to Berlusconi. Despite of the 
fact that he controlled so many media organisations, he has not managed to win 
the 2006 elections. They are not all-powerful and there is still a way in which one 
can challenge hegemony. 
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This thesis is framed by the acknowledgement of the complex space in which 
mainstream media operate, aligning with the thoughts of J. Schultz (1998, p. 17): 

I am not suggesting that all journalists are motivated by high ideals and an esoteric 
commitment to public service – clearly they are not but liberal ideals about the role 
the news media continue to shape the attitudes, values and practices of 
journalists, editors and producers particularly opinion leading reporters and 
editors. And although the relationship is fragile, journalists have become 
increasingly willing to appeal directly to their audiences for support in defence of 
these concepts of which they see themselves as guardians.  

In their role of “watchdog” I see mainstream media as a balance between the 
different actors that interact in the public space; as the guardian of freedom of 
information – but I recognise that the system in which they operate can challenge this 
role. The complex environment in which journalists work in reality makes this role 
difficult to effectively achieve completely and without risks.  

1.2.3 Professional vs amateur journalists  

This dissertation uses the term “journalists” in opposition to “amateurs” as referred 
to in the work of D. Bossio and S. Bebawi (2012) who consider the mainstream mode 
of journalistic practices as opposed to “alternative journalism” or “citizen journalism”. 
Because the dissertation focusses on the impact of social media, the concept of 
“citizen journalism” will be further defined in the literature section. This distinction 
allows emphasising the complexity and different methods of information gathering 
and dissemination that result from the development of mobile technology and the 
Internet (Bossio & Bebawi, 2012; Schultz, 1998, p. 5). The categorisation of D. 
Bossio and S. Bebawi (2012) was based on the work of C. Atton and J. Hamilton 
(2008, p. 1) who stated that “alternative journalism” is created by “outside 
mainstream media institutions and networks” and by amateurs “who typically have 
little or no training or professional qualifications as journalists”.  

In this context, even if professional journalists are protected by status and enjoy 
editorial independence, they must resist various forms of internal and external 
pressures. The journalist's work is governed by a system of ethics, aesthetic codes 
and professional habits (Carpentier et al., 2002, p. 8). Indeed, they are considered 
trained professionals in journalism, who follow particular institutional guidelines and 
ethical laws and regulations in order to report verified facts (Brodin, 2011; Livingstone 
& Asmolov, 2010). Therefore, journalists are supposed to work professionally and 
objectively (Carpentier et al, 2002, p. ibid). In other words, the professional journalist 
should be able to apply the conventions of journalism in the selection, processing 
and (re)presentation of news and information (McNair, 1998, p. 13). Professional 
journalists produce their content under a particular economic model that can limit 
what they produce and how it is disseminated (Bossio & Bebawi, 2012). In contrast, 
amateurs are unrestricted by the professionalised and institutionalised practices of 
the mainstream media when reporting a particular issue to their audience or reporting 
in a specific context (Bossio & Bebawi, 2012). Amateurs are thus susceptible when 
presenting first person and eyewitness accounts of events (Rodriguez, 2001).  
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In acknowledging this demarcation, I do not suggest that a relationship is 
impossible between these two practices. In this regard, D. Bossio and S. Bebawi 
(2012) pointed out that “while earlier research suggests that alternative journalistic 
practice threatens mainstream journalism practice, more contemporary research has 
shifted to thinking about the level of interaction between the two forms of journalism”. 
The title of this dissertation is further proof that I see a relationship between 
mainstream and alternative journalistic practices and this thesis places that 
relationship under scrutiny. Overall the collection of articles will help to illustrate the 
role of journalists in a constantly evolving online digital environment. I use the term 
“environment” which references media ecology theory advanced by N. Postman and 
C. Weingartner (1971). I am focussed on the broader "effects of media, rather than 
individual effects” (Salas, 2007) and subscribe to the idea that the media is a place 
where relations are formed, and in which time, space and agency emerge (Parikka, 
2011).  

1.2.4 Social media and online media content curation  

Social media has increasingly gained ground in the online space thanks to its 
capacity to allow users to interact through many forms in real-time (Lyons, 2012). In 
regard to social media M. LeNoue et al. (2011, p. 5) argued that “these applications 
have provided Internet users with the ability to easily create, contribute, communicate 
and collaborate in the online environment without need for specialised programming 
knowledge”. In this dissertation, I refer to social media as defined by D. Boyd and N. 
Ellison (2008, p. 211) who considered social network sites (SNS) as web-based 
services that allow individuals to: 

 Construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system; 

 Articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection; and, 

 View and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within 
the system. The nature and nomenclature of these connections may vary 
from site to site.  

According to D. Boyd and N. Ellison (2008, p. 210) under this definition a number 
of SNS are included that present their own characteristics in terms of technological 
affordances, aim of usage and practices.  

Online media content curation platforms such as Storify, Storiful and Paper.li are a 
collection of social media content. A number of these platforms are automatic 
aggregators of social media content based on the preferences reported on the end-
user’s profile. Others allow curators (i.e. authors or users) to aggregate firsthand 
content from other social media platforms to create stories. Because online media 
content curation platforms share the same characteristics of SNS they can be 
considered as a further step on Web 2.0 services. Both social media and online 
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media content curation platforms are better defined in the literature section of this 
dissertation.  

It would be challenging to explore all the characteristics of online media content 
curation platforms and their usage by media and end-users when covering war and 
conflict. Thus, the efforts for this thesis were centred on the Storify website and 
content curation as a contemporary example of the different ways in which amateur 
and professional forms of journalism are interacting to inform audiences. The method 
section will explain more fully the motivations behind the choice of this specific 
platform.  

 Statement of the project, structure of the thesis and research questions 1.3

The main argument of this thesis is that use of different social media has brought a 
new dynamism to the coverage of war and conflict through increased possibilities in 
sourcing, producing and disseminating news and information. However, this 
dynamism has also meant that journalists covering war and conflict must also 
negotiate new and complex professional and social issues that affect reportage of 
war and conflict. In forwarding this argument, the thesis will firstly analyse changes in 
news production and dissemination occurring due to the integration of social media 
into the coverage of war and conflict, and secondly, the changes in the audience 
reception of, and engagement in, news content about war and conflict. In doing so, I 
will emphasise the advantages and disadvantages of social media use for journalists 
in reporting war and conflict, as well as the other complexities that have arisen for 
journalists in using social media. This study is needed because to date, no 
systematic study has examined how social media has transformed the parameters 
and practices of reporting during war and conflict. This is especially important at a 
time when use of social media during war and conflict, such as the so-called “Arab 
Spring”, has signalled changes in the way news and information is reported and 
disseminated.  

To fill this research gap, the influence of social media in journalism during war and 
conflict is explored and empirically analysed through the overall research question: 
How has social media influenced journalists and news media organisations when 
they report on war and conflict? Based on different methods and samples, five 
articles have been forwarded within this dissertation to answer this research 
question, focussing on changes to the production, dissemination and reception of 
news content brought by different journalistic uses of social media during war and 
conflict. In forwarding these articles, social media has been evaluated in terms of its 
effects on: (a) content, (b) producers, and (c) audiences (Breen, 2007, p. 74). The 
collection of five articles is used to cross-check and evaluate the various impacts of 
social media on content, producers and audiences, using the “Arab Spring” and 
curated social media as context for the use of social media by journalists during 
events of war or conflict.  

The first article, entitled “Social media curation and journalistic reporting on the 
‘Arab Spring’” seeks to investigate how the reportage of war and conflict has been 
affected by the introduction of social media as a channel for newsgathering 
information (see Table one). This first article focussed on content, utilising a content 
analysis to explore whether particular frames and sources persist over time within 
journalistic coverage of war and conflict. Through a content analysis of Storify 
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“stories” about the “Arab Spring”, it analysed the changes in frames and sources 
when using social media content. This article sought to explore whether same biases 
outlined in previous studies of reportage of war and conflict persisted when covering 
those events through social media. The article will demonstrate that social media 
platforms such as Storify both perpetuate and disrupt traditional news frames and 
sources. These findings show that social media can, to some extent, improve the 
coverage of war and conflict by providing information from eyewitnesses. They can 
thus contribute to a more transparent coverage of war and conflict. However, they 
cannot be the only vehicle to overcome traditional limits of war and conflict reportage, 
particularly as the content analysis showed the continued use of traditional frames 
and sources in reportage.  

The second article "Using Storify: challenges and opportunities for journalists 
covering crises" extends the previous content analysis by adding structured 
interviews with journalists covering war and conflict to emphasise the process of 
sourcing information for news content (see Table two). In particular, it examined how 
journalists and their sources work together using social media, and how this 
relationship can influence the way a story is told. They will show how war and conflict 
are represented in such platforms and can affect public understandings of war and 
conflict. The article therefore contributes an understanding of changes in reporting 
practices. Compared with the first article, journalists add insights about social media 
use in terms of newsgathering and reporting. Although the interviewees suggested 
increased possibilities for sourcing information using social media, they also 
emphasised some limitations of social media use, particularly due to technological 
design affecting function.  

The third article "Using social media in the news reportage of war & conflict: 
opportunities and challenges" extends further than understanding the advantages 
and disadvantages of the social media in time of crisis (see Table three). This article 
provides an in-depth analysis of both the complexities inherent in the use of social 
media by journalists during war and conflict, as well as the implication(s) for 
production, dissemination and reception of news and information. This article is 
based on interviews with foreign correspondents, online journalists and editors, and 
evaluates the impact of social media on producers of news and their professional 
values. It seeks to understand the challenges and possibilities within social media for 
mainstream journalists attempting to bring news and information about, war and 
conflict in distant countries to their locale (and sometimes global) audiences. This 
article shows that compared with traditional media, social media use by journalists 
opens new possibilities for fast news dissemination, pluralised voices in reportage 
and extended audience reach. However, conjunction with the possibilities offered by 
fast, multi-medium, and multi-sources information, finding verifiable information of a 
quality suitable for reporting is actually quite challenging for journalists using social 
media. 

While the first three articles discuss the various impacts social media use has had 
on the production and presentation of news about war and conflict, article four "The 
impact of curation on stories’ objectivity: audience criteria of perceived objectivity of 
Storify" is based on audience responses to the use of social media in reportage (see 
Table four). This explores changes in audience consumption due to the introduction 
of social media. Through an experiment, participants were randomly assigned one of 
three scenarios covering Kofi Annan’s peace plan for Syria: (1) a traditional online 
article; (2) a Storify “story” by an amateur curator, and (3) a Storify “story” by a 
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professional curator. They were asked questions about the perceived objectivity of 
the story they were assigned. Findings suggest that the format, the curator’s profile 
and the content impact on the perceived objectivity of an article or story. In particular, 
the format was more significant in affecting the perceived story objectivity regardless 
of the content or the curator’s profile. In other words, the format of the platform will 
certainly influence audience judgment of news quality. Storify “stories” were rated as 
less objective than the online article even if they presented the same content and 
regardless of the identity of the curator (i.e. professional or amateur). This article 
indicates that even if social media provides new options in terms of newsgathering 
and storytelling, journalists have also to negotiate the challenges related to audience 
engagement with their reportage.  

Lastly in the fifth article, "Reporting conflicts with Storify: an exploratory study on 
audience response and reaction" the same scenarios used in the fourth article were 
retained but the aim was slightly different; this article tested if the Storify format, 
when compared with a traditional online reporting format, would increase audience 
response and recollection of events of conflict reported in the news (see Table five). 
Findings suggest no significant difference between the three formats for presenting 
news. The Storify format neither improved audience response nor recollection of 
events of conflict. Although Storify provides new ways of presenting news with raw 
material directly aggregated from social media, participants did not show more 
significant concern to the event reported. These finding suggest that even if social 
media helps audiences to be “closer” to events of war and crisis, this does not 
necessarily equate to more audience concern or engagement. The engagement and 
concern for war and conflict is related to the content delivered rather than the format, 
highlighting where the profession of journalism with its focus on storytelling is still 
needed.  

The findings of this dissertation contribute to the field of research about war and 
conflict reportage in a digital, online and social news environment. The first two 
articles highlight new insights about news frames, specifically by outlining how Storify 
has framed the Middle East revolutions. Both articles two and three open new 
perspectives to a better understanding of how social media can be used by 
journalists and integrated in newsrooms. Additionally, these articles give new 
perspectives about how social media influences news reporting practices, news 
production and news delivery when reporting on war and conflict. Finally, articles four 
and five underline audience attitudes to new platforms for disseminating news, with 
an emphasis on the influence of new news formats. Notably, article four proposes a 
scale to measure the concept of perceived objectivity. Both the last two articles are 
points of departure for further research into the changes in news consumption in a 
social media era. 
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Table one – Overview of article 1  

Research questions Method Sample 

o What are the characteristics of digital activism and 

war news coverage, by way of media content curation? 

Who are the actors involved in media content 

curation? 

o Are the frames and sources used by traditional 

media also present in media content curation? Why 

would they still work or not work in this context? 

o Are readers of media content curation platforms 

acquiring a broader overview of conflicts compared 

with readers of traditional media content? 

Content 

Analysis 

Stories 

collected 

from Storify 

 

Table two – Overview of article 2 

Research questions Method Sample 

o What are the changes relative to traditional modes 

of journalistic practice engendered by the use of social 

media technologies and media content curation 

platforms for news reporting in times of crisis? 

o What are the issues and challenges brought by 

these changes? In what way should media adapt or 

evolve when reporting conflicts? 

o What is the dominant attitude of journalists who 

used media content curation as to whether the tool is 

appropriate for reportage in crises? 

Content 

Analysis 

+ 

Structured 

interviews 

Stories 

collected 

from Storify 

+ 

Journalists 

who have 

reported the 

“Arab Spring” 

though 

Storify 
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Table three – Overview of article 3 

Research questions Method Sample 

o What is the impact of social media on mainstream 

journalists’ practice in investigating and reporting 

cultures for newsrooms when reporting war and 

conflict?  

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Swiss media 

professionals

 

Table four – Overview of article 4 

Research questions Method Sample 

o To what extent is the Storify format perceived as 

being objective compared with traditional ways of 

reporting online news? 

o How do audience age, education, gender, IT 

background, nationality and time spent in online news 

influence the perceived objectivity of stories? 

Expe-

riments 

Swiss and 

American 

End-users 

 

Table five – Overview of article 5  

Research questions Method Sample 

o To what extent does Storify impact on the 

audience’s secondary crisis communication responses 

compared with traditional ways of reporting news 

online? 

o To what extent does Storify impact on the 

Expe-

riments 

Swiss and 

American 

End-users 
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audience’s recollection of events compared with 

traditional ways of reporting news online? 
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2. Literature Review  
The coverage of news is undergoing major changes. In a globalised and migratory 

world, the coverage of war and conflict takes on a new significance when borders no 
longer determine impact on audiences (e.g. domestic vs international) (Beck, 2000, 
p. 20). Globalised media and public environments are shaped by constant 
information flows (Heinrich, 2012, p. 770). The introduction of networked platforms 
such as social media has brought new possibilities for news distribution and 
exchange but also challenges for journalists covering conflict and war. The aim of 
this literature review is to present a summary of the current understanding of these 
changes, which relates mainly to three major transformations that have affected 
journalists and their working environment: economic pressures on traditional news 
coverage, global interdependence at the community level and technological 
innovation (Hamilton & Jenner, 2004, p. 303). These transformations have affected 
the structure of media organisations – centralisation of media markets and 
journalists’ routines – news organisations and routines. In particular, the global 
interdependence at the community level has influenced how audiences consume 
news – from “compassion fatigue” to globalised audiences. Technological innovation 
brought the emergence of alternative forms of journalism – the emergence of citizen 
and participatory journalism. This last change, especially in regard to the advent of 
social media and their integration in newsrooms activities, will represent the major 
focus of the literature review – social media possibilities and challenges to journalists 
reporting on war and conflict, and online media content curation.  

2.1 Media ownership concentration  

While coverage of war and conflict continues to be a major and important aspect 
of news reporting, the globalisation of media markets has affected the ways in which 
news organisations are able to bring war and conflict news to their audiences. 
Changes in the media landscape – including economic pressure, shrinking in editorial 
autonomy, changes in media technologies – have brought deep budgets cuts to 
newsrooms as well as the closure of major foreign news bureaus (Sambrook, 2010). 
As an example, E. Scherer (2011, p. 29) reported that the Boston Globe, the 
Baltimore Sun, the Newsday, the US News and the World report have all closed their 
foreign bureaus and discharged their permanent foreign correspondents. Journalists 
also face professional uncertainties that weaken rather than improve their working 
conditions due to the above mentioned changes (Paulussen, 2012). While 
newsrooms rely more and more on freelance stringers and local journalists for news, 
these journalists are often being put into dangerous situations to meet editorial 
requirements; some remaining underpaid and living in precarious conditions to do so 
(Cottle, 2008). It is in this context that the “parachute” foreign correspondent has 
emerged as a new professional position. It is “a technique that entails dispatching 
reporters to cover a major story” (Hamilton & Jenner, 2004, p. 309). Although they 
are still expensive, they are cheaper than having permanent correspondents based 
overseas (Hamilton & Jenner, 2004, p. ibid). A possible disadvantage of relying on 
this type of reporter is that they do not necessarily have an exhaustive knowledge of 
the conflict area, as would a permanent foreign correspondent. These changes have 
amounted to what some consider being an institutional crisis in professional 
journalism (Kester, 2010; Sambook, 2010; Barton, 2009;).  

Another important external factor that affects professional journalism is the 
emergence of global media conglomerates. The pressure to survive in a harsh 
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economic climate has meant that some media companies have merged or 
collaborated with other media organisations to produce news (Hjarvard, 2000, p. 
684). The necessity for media companies to generate profit can undermine the work 
of journalists. Researchers have been concerned by the dominance of Western 
global news agencies that might support westernised discourses to the detriment of 
diversity in the coverage of geo-political and economic issues (Thussu & Freedman 
2003; McChesney 1999; Boyd-Barrett & Rantanen, 1998). The ever-increasing cost 
of foreign bureaus, coupled with the availability of cheaper, mostly online news wires 
has meant that relying on global conglomerates for news content tends to be cheaper 
(Hamilton & Jenner, 2004, p. 305). In this context, D. K. Thussu and D. Freedman 
(2003) have spoken of “CNNisation”, or the homogenisation of the types of news and 
information disseminated due to less reporting diversity and by extension, an 
increased “infotainment” value in the coverage of news driven by profits, ratings and 
24-7 content requirements (Henry, 2007; Thussu, 2007; Cottle, 2006, p. 85). As S. 
Cottle suggests: "rather than contributing to a diversified ‘global public sphere’, then, 
new regional news channels represent a universalisation of ‘US-style’ journalism and 
an increasing homogenisation of news structures and content around the world” 
(Cottle, 2009, p. 344).  

Other scholars (e.g. Volkmer, 1999) position themselves at the other extreme, 
suggesting that globalised media and public environments increase opportunities to 
obtain multi-faceted information. I. Volkmer (2003,1999) argues that today’s 
“mediated global interconnectedness” supports cultural differences and allows 
audiences around the world to learn about war and conflict because of the 
emergence of a mediated “global public sphere” and the creation of cosmopolitan 
citizenship. Others argue (Archetti, 2013, ibid) that although global media 
conglomerates can, to some extent, lead to a homogenisation of news they can also 
sustain deeper and high-quality reporting through the leading position that they enjoy 
in the market. These divergent opinions are probably due to the early life of this 
phenomenon and that analysis has been run only in the short term. More research is 
required to understand the true impact of global media conglomerates on journalism 
practices. 

Another external factor affecting the coverage of war and conflict is the financial 
crisis that hit some media organisations, leading to job cuts. For instance, in the print 
sector the decreasing number of journalists is explained by the fact that newspapers 
prefer to cover local news rather than international news as it represents a more 
stable source of revenue (Adams & Ovide, 2009). In order to survive, newspapers 
started to focus on niche news markets, offering content that cannot already be 
accessed for free online (Archetti, 2013, p. 420). The availability of news online that 
covers war and conflict for global audiences can explain why some scholars have 
claimed that war correspondents become “redundant” (Kester, 2010, p. 51-2; 
Sambook, 2010; Barton, 2009). However, more recent studies (e.g. Archetti, 2013; 
Heinrich, 2012) have argued that the profession of war correspondents is evolving, 
but not at its end.  

In this section, it has been shown that the transformations that media 
organisations went through and the strategies they followed had an impact on the 
coverage of war and conflict through a globalised and standardised representation of 
news. Through a content analysis, articles one and two seek to investigate whether 
the standardised coverage of war and conflict persists even when journalists rely on 
social media as a source of information. Social media content comes from many 
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different sources and could present several different perspectives, disrupting the 
tendency towards homogenisation of news and information about war and conflict. 
To confirm or refute this hypothesis, the frames and the sources will be examined in 
order to compare recent coverage of war and conflict with past ones.  

2.2 News organisation and routines  

While the institutionalised news environment has an impact on the way in which 
journalists are able to report on war and conflict, more pertinent to the way in which 
news content is represented is the impact of news routines on journalists. News 
routines have been defined as “those patterned, routinized, repeated practices and 
forms that media workers use to do their jobs” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 105). 
These routines emerge partly because of the scarce resources of media 
organisations compared with the huge amount of information that could become 
news (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, ibid). This scarcity is also related to technology, 
financial constraints, deadlines, space and norms (Reese, 2001; Lacy, 2000). In 
theory, the establishment of these routines should ensure the production and 
distribution of a quality product to the audience within the constraints of time and 
space and without a loss of efficiency (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 108-9). With 
these routines – and their representation as professional journalistic conduct – 
journalists attempt to follow particular standards in the creation of content, protecting 
their reputation and credibility and being relied upon as trustworthy sources of news 
information.  

The routine work and tasks of journalists can lead to events receiving broadly 
similar coverage because journalists rely on the same sources (Archetti 2013; Boyd-
Barrett & Rantanen, 1998; Paterson, 1997). Indeed when it comes to representations 
of conflict, journalists' professional norms show a bias towards the use of official 
sources (e.g. Dimitrova et al, 2005, 2004; Griffin, 2004; Hall et al., 1978). It has been 
shown that official sources (e.g. the government and/or the military) can manipulate 
coverage through biased or one-sided accounts of events (Robinson et al., 2010; 
Carruthers, 2000; Bennett, 1990; Hallin, 1986). The vested interests of official 
sources might also lead to censorship of what might otherwise be deemed important 
information.  

Another limit in terms of newsgathering is that journalists working in situations of 
war and conflict are often dependent “on the host-country media for information and 
ideas” (Morrison & Tumber, 1985, p. 466). Journalists working in conflict situations 
often work on tight budgets and on their own (Morrison & Tumber,; 1985, 1981, p. 
23p. 458; Wu & Hamilton, 2004, p. 527). Therefore, journalists are often time poor 
and reliant on sources with vested interests for content. Some journalists may even 
rely on content from wire services (Archetti, 2013, p. 422). Furthermore, they may be 
tempted to reuse without re-working or further researching what has already been 
disseminated online – a phenomenon called ‘churnalism’ (Atkins, 2011; Davies, 
2008).  

These issues can explain why many academic studies have concluded that most 
coverage of war and conflict is standardised to some extent and representation of 
war and conflict has recurrent themes (e.g. Dimitrova & Neznanski, 2006; Dimitrova 
et al., 2004; Griffin, 2004; Campbell, 1997; Harris, 1994; Morrison, 1994; Kellner, 
1992). These limitations will be further investigated in article three to see whether 
social media might help to overcome some of the limitations and provide a more 
complete and balanced coverage of war and conflict.  
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2.3 From “compassion fatigue” to globalised audiences  

Other scholars have focussed their attention on the effects that reportage of war 
and conflict might have on the audience that demand this news and information. 
Some scholars (e.g. Altmeppen, 2010; Robinson, 2007) have claimed that war 
correspondents will disappear because the audience is no longer concerned with war 
and conflict, a decline explained by what Moeller (1999) and Tester (2011) call 
“compassion fatigue”. Some Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) refer to the 
same phenomenon as “media fatigue” (Cottle 2008), corresponding to the decreasing 
audience engagement with news reporting war and conflict or other types of violence. 
According to Moeller (1999, p. 2):  

Compassion fatigue is the unacknowledged cause of much of the failure of 
international reporting today. It is at the base of many of the complaints about the 
public’s short attention span, the media’s peripatetic journalism, the public’s 
boredom with international news, the media’s preoccupation with crisis coverage.  

Through the notion of “compassion fatigue”, scholarly research has encapsulated 
“the failures, practices and forms of international news reporting to audience-based 
questions about levels of news engagement and interests” (Cottle, 2009, p. 350). 
According to S. Cottle (2009, ibid), this concept is not exhaustive and studies on the 
news media’s “spectacle of suffering” (Chouliaraki, 2006) and discourses of global 
compassion (Höijer, 2004) might compensate the lack of the work on “compassion 
fatigue” and better acknowledge the complexities of this phenomenon. The current 
discussions about “compassion fatigue” are addressed by focussing on how the 
audience discern and react to mediated images of human pain – rather than how 
media should select, represent and explain the content of these kinds of images 
(Cottle 2008). This calls for the need for studies that investigate how media approach 
this problem, so the third article in this thesis presents some discussion and research 
results about how journalists position themselves in overcoming this issue.  

However, in a networked era “compassion fatigue” cannot fully describe the 
relation between a distant audience and journalists presenting news about war and 
conflict. Instead, it appears that the impact of an event in one part of the globe is 
much more significant (Sambrook, 2010, p. 59) because people have private and 
professional connections in many more countries than ever before. In a world where 
international trade and markets as well as human migration are growing, the line 
between foreign and domestic news is blurring (Hamilton & Jenner, 2004, ibid). 
People affected by war and conflict are more likely than ever to be dispersed and 
thus exceedingly dependent on media coverage. Nonetheless, the issues of news in 
a globalised world are discussed less compared with other sectors such as finance, 
governance or culture (Hjarvard, 2000, p. 686). While domestic and foreign news 
agendas are becoming uniquely aggregated as the news reporting tends towards 
much more global news perspectives, the events are still framed to support national 
political interests (Hjarvard, 2000, ibid). Indeed, everyday coverage of international 
and foreign politics is still debated at a national level by the media and political 
institutions (Hjarvard, 2000, ibid). K. Hafez illustrated the above argument in relation 
to the coverage of the 9/11, the 2001 Afghanistan war and the 2003 Iraq war:  

The media around the world shared the same agenda but they framed it according 
to their own homegrown narratives. Today’s international exchanges of images 
and information, it seems, are no guarantee for global intertextuality in news, for 
growing awareness of the other’s stories and perspectives, and for an increased 
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complexity of the world views in the mass media and beyond (as cited in Heinrich, 
2012, 769).  

According to A. Heinrich (2012, ibid), this divide is still noticeable in the coverage 
of the recent protests that shaped the Middle East countries. She reported that 
mainstream media often lack the “intertextuality” that could provide a 
multidimensional understanding of the events covered on the ground.  

This section highlighted that the problem of “compassion fatigue” cannot be the 
only source of the decline of the coverage of war and conflict (Hamilton & Jenner, 
2004, ibid). It is too simple to blame the audience as the main source of this “crisis”. 
Even if the audience tends to be more global, the coverage of war and conflict 
struggles to follow this pattern. Article three further presents the respondents’ opinion 
concerning whether social media can bring a broader view on events compared with 
traditional media and thus overcome this “national view” on the coverage of war and 
conflict. The fifth article will also test, through an experiment, if social media can 
increase audience engagement and concern about war and conflict.  

Within the present online and social media enabled environment, audiences have 
increasingly been turning to alternative sources of news and information. While some 
academic discussions have focussed on why this turn to alternative online news 
providers might spell the end of professional journalism, others have shown that new 
forms of information gathering and dissemination based on online networks have 
brought journalists and users closer together. This latest relationship between 
journalists and users is discussed in the next section.  

2.4 The emergence of citizen and participatory journalism  

The Internet has brought changes to the role of media organisations and the way 
audiences use and access news. This began with users being invited to comment on 
news media websites and has significantly progressed to forms of production and 
dissemination of news and information (Singer, 2014, p. 57). Amateur journalists can 
now “intervene” in the different stages of the news creation cycle, from 
newsgathering processes to selection, editing, production and delivery (Deuze et al., 
2007). The audience become “users, fans, citizens and publics” (Gillespie, 2013, p. 
97). This array of user contribution to news content is usually encapsulated in the 
term “citizen journalism” (Allan & Thorsen, 2009; Outing, 2005). Citizen journalism is 
centred around people rather than on elite production and dissemination of news. It is 
perceived as being “democratic more than profit-centred, less conceptually 
ambiguous, more partisan and empathic, more participatory, engaging and 
empowering, and more oriented towards problem solving” (Shaw, 2012, p. 63). 
Similarly, according to C. Atton (2001), citizen journalism allows the voiceless to be 
heard. Social media can be considered an important part of citizen journalism in that 
it enables the easy and immediate production and dissemination of news and 
information. This was the case for events such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the 2009 
London Underground bombing, the Mumbai terrorist attacks of 2008 (Mortensen, 
2011, p. 66), and now the “Arab Spring”. J. Jarvis (2008) considers social media 
contributions to be a new form of citizen journalism – what he terms “eyewitness 
journalism”. Similarly according to N. Thurman and A. Hermida (2009), social media 
is part of the development of participatory or citizen journalism. They belong to the 
trend defined by M. Deuze (2005, p. 452) as an alteration from “individualistic, ‘top-
down’ mono-media journalism to team-based, ‘participatory’ multimedia journalism”. 
H. Jenkins refers to all these trends as convergence culture: “an unstable cultural 
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process which catalyses a series of unpredictable interactions between different 
media systems and users (radio, television and online) capable of generating new 
forms of participatory culture and social and political organisation” (as cited in 
Gillespie, 2013, p. 95). However, A. Hermida (2010) emphasised that even if micro-
blogging platforms such as Twitter were considered part of citizen journalism, they 
also work with their own communication, structure and peculiarities. A. Hermida 
(2010) proposed to characterise this evolving form of journalism as “ambient 
journalism"; a system that allows different methods to collect, communicate, share 
and display news and information. 

The technology-enabled ease of production and dissemination of news content 
has led some academics to suggest that the line between professional and amateur 
journalists is now blurred (Tumber, 2006). Behind the concept of citizen journalism 
lies the idea that any individual with Internet access can communicate news and 
information to global audiences (Archetti, 2013). This decreased distinction has also 
led some scholars (Hiatt, 2007; Kalb, 1991) to envision the disappearance altogether 
of professionalised journalism, though less dramatic claims have suggested that the 
profession is undergoing a transition of professional journalism's role and activities 
(Hamilton & Jenner, 2004). Recent research (Clarke & Bromely, 2011, p. 4-5) has 
indicated that traditional and innovative journalistic practices are merging in 
reportage. Coverage of war and conflict has therefore taken on a “hybridism”, relying 
on components such as “orthodox journalism, social media, civic expression and 
public assembly” (Clarke & Bromely, 2011, p. 5). The following are examples of these 
developments:  

 The emergence of 24/7 reporting. Although the emergence of 24/7 real-time 
news demands more time, effort and resources, it also opens more 
channels for covering events around the world (Sambrook, 2010, p. 98; 
Cottle, 2008).  

 Decrease of the time of news delivery. The Internet has reduced the time of 
news delivery through features instantaneously provided by hand-held 
devices or social media. Digitisation has increased the speed of news and it 
has removed the distance between producer and receiver, creating more 
immediacy but also the risk of superficiality (Kester, 2010, p. 53-4). 

 Unlimited space. The unlimited space in the online environment enables the 
emergence of a plurality of news providers that threatens the monopoly of 
delivery of major media companies. The flow of information becomes thus a 
many-to-many model where all news providers can be at the same level 
(Rheingold, 2002). Coverage of war and conflict can thus gain in complexity 
and in addition, forgotten war and conflict areas and the long-term evolution 
of those events can be covered.  

 New forms of user contribution. With the advent of the Internet, new forms 
of user contribution in the news cycle have arisen (Lewis, Kaufhold & 
Lasorsa, 2010). As an example, platforms such as Indymedia (Platon & 
Deuze, 2003) and OhMyNews (Kim & Hamilton, 2006) allow amateurs to 
actively participate in the news cycle. Once users have an Internet 
connection and the right software, it is easy to create content and share it 
with people around the world. This plurality of available voices introduces 
alternative points of view on war and conflict and gives people who were 
previously voiceless the opportunity to be heard.  
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 New available voices in the media coverage. In their content analysis of 
Flemish newspapers S. Paulussen & R. Harder (2014) found that social 
media had become a common source of information for journalists. Social 
media does not seem to be subject to the typical “hierarchy of credibility”. 
Journalists’ primary sources on social media are ordinary citizens, 
celebrities and sports people rather than politicians, official institutions or 
experts. M. Broersma & T. Graham (2013) argued something similar; 
supporting that social media does not weaken the power of elite sources but 
has the potential to increase the diversity of voices in the news. Therefore, it 
can contribute to bringing balance in the coverage of war and conflict.  

The introduction of user-generated content in newsrooms has raised some 
concerns among scholars, especially with regard to journalistic norms of impartiality, 
detachment and balanced coverage (Sambrook, 2010, p. 98; Cottle, 2008). Others 
(e.g. Havalais, 2002, p. 26-32) worried about whether amateur journalists introduce 
misinformation, through the spread of rumours and ideological statements in place of 
“news”. There could be other undesirable effects including the publication of 
manipulated or unverified information, lack of original investigation and poor 
information quality (Quandt & Singer, 2009, p. 139). In contrast, some scholars (e.g. 
Hamilton & Jenner, 2004) acknowledged the positive impact of amateur reportage in 
the media sphere. Indeed, they can provide alternative points of views that were not 
present in traditional reportage as well as serving the public to be better informed in a 
time where the number of professional journalists is in decline. These changes have 
also affected other institutions such as politics, the economy and culture that affect 
and are impacted by the presence and the role of journalism (Quandt & Singer, 2009, 
p. ibid).  

In this thesis, issues related to the ways in which forms of amateur or citizen 
journalism are used will be debated in articles three and four. In article three, the 
thesis discusses the way in which source material taken from citizen journalists is 
used by journalists to cover war and conflict. Extending this discussion, article four 
will discuss how the audience perceives the “objectivity” of articles that are sourced 
from or utilise social media content. Thus, these two articles provide an overview of 
the use of user generated content by journalists and the issues that may arise from 
its use.  

2.5 Social media possibilities and challenges to journalists reporting on war and 
conflict  

Social media offers several advantages for journalists who cover war and conflict. 
Social media provides opportunities for new perspectives and information delivery in 
the media (Sacco et al., 2012). Each user can play several roles and in a multitude of 
communities (Java et al., 2007, p. 8). Another benefit of social media is in terms of 
dissemination of information. Any individual can provide real-time updates on an 
event. The information flow is faster and can quickly pass around social networks 
and have impacts in ways never experienced before. For this reason, social media 
has also become an important source of information during conflict and crisis. From 
the Asian tsunamis in 2004 to the Mumbai terrorist attacks in 2008, the Haiti 
Earthquake in 2010 to the “Arab Spring” in 2011, social media has been represented 
as a “free news agency” because it helps to alert people around the globe about 
breaking news and provide real-time information as events unfold without need for 
expensive resources (Hermida, Lewis & Zamith, 2012; Sambrook, 2010).  
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It has been argued (Cottle, 2006) that these advantages might have the potential 
to help to recognise and legitimise the political views and democratic aspirations of 
activist or opposition groups, as well as "sustaining new forms of social conviviality in 
everyday life and thereby sustaining, both virtually and physically, pluralised identities 
and interaction in emergent civil societies". In other words, in their complementing 
and pluralised roles of peer-to-peer production, social media can support moral and 
political qualities such as democracy and social justice (Benkler & Nissenbaum, 
2006, p. 1). This form of citizen journalism can thus push individuals to behave as 
witnesses during crises (Gripsrud & Moe, 2011; Allan, 2009; Dahlgren, 2005). An 
example of these developments was seen in the Iranian elections in June 2009. This 
event highlighted the opposition to the government-determined to restrict access to 
information – and the co-operation between newspapers, broadcasters and Iranian 
citizens to inform global audiences about the conflict occurring there (Newman, 
2009).  

Another ongoing example of the complexities of use of social media to report news 
and information is the “Arab Spring”. While social media played the role of 
“watchdog” of state controlled national media and spread information to global 
audiences, international news organisations also disseminated social media content 
back into various repressive states to inform those directly impacted by the conflict. 
In this particular example, social media facilitated communication among protesters, 
attempted to thwart state censorship and helped to reach audiences around the 
world. Similarly, mainstream newspapers and broadcasters integrated links to social 
media on their own websites, constantly spreading breaking news from the heart of 
the protests (Cottle, 2011, p. 298).  

The content delivered in real-time from the heart of the event is then spread on 
platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter and Facebook (McCosker, 2013). 
Therefore, social media enables the disintermediation of news and undermines the 
gatekeeping function of journalists (Hermida, 2010). An example of the journalists’ 
losing their role as gatekeepers is the London bombing of 2005. The use of social 
media technologies allowed eyewitnesses to replace the role of journalists in 
reporting what was happening during the attack. In fact, they delivered alternative 
evidence and viewpoints, at a time of national crisis, simply by using their mobile 
phones to record and distribute proof of the attacks (Ost et al., 2008). Journalists 
have thus been challenged by developments in the use of social media to report 
news and information. Compared with earlier forms of user-generated content, social 
media has lowered the barriers to citizen contributions to news. While blogs still 
require some writing talent and time, social media allows for real-time reporting by 
any individual. Social media has introduced a new channel for citizen journalism 
based on “chunks” of information provided by many authors. While social media has 
brought innovative uses, some research has shown that “eyewitness journalism” 
based on social media does have some disadvantages (Stanoevska et al., 2012a). 
Some of these issues are summarised as follow:  

 The sheer amount of information provided is overwhelming and cannot 
reach everyone; 

 The information pushed forward by new contributions vanishes from 
readers' screens; 

 Several sources can talk about the same events but from different 
perspectives without any coherent frame; and,  
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 Eyewitness journalism in social media often lacks a clear storyline.  

These limitations suggest the need for a mediating force that can make sense of 
all the different information flowing through social media, especially to find the most 
valuable content and to give credit to the right sources. It is in this context that new 
online media content curation platforms have been introduced. The next section 
gives some insights on these platforms.  

2.6 Online media content curation  

The roots of media content curation stem from the basic concept of curation 
proposed by S. Rosenbaum (2011) but applied to the social media context and going 
beyond simple and automatic aggregation. It deals with a large amount of content 
from diverse sources and describes curation activities of identifying, selecting, 
verifying, organising, describing, maintaining and preserving existing artefacts as well 
as integrating them into a holistic resource (Rotman et al., 2011). Curation involves 
human skill and expertise to carefully sort, regroup and display content in a way that 
is appealing for its intended audience (Pache, 2011). Media content curation 
platforms allow users to collect content from different sources. Their re-organisation 
ends up as a single viewpoint/story reflected in a resulting story publication (Scoble, 
2010). The function of these platforms is to enable story creation based on original 
single contributions from both online sites of media outlets and social media. The 
selected original contributions are effectively “glued together” with some background 
and contextual narrative, which is provided by a curator (or author). The role of 
curators therefore is to collect and organise existing content such as tweets, blog 
posts or uploaded photos and videos but without themselves creating new tweets, 
blog posts, photos or videos per se (Duh et al., 2012). In aggregating their selection 
of social and traditional media, curators can create news stories or articles according 
to the chosen interface or curation platform. 

Web services and start-ups such as Curated.by, Scoop.it and Togetter have 
emerged in recent years. Through online media content curation, media 
professionals and amateurs can create stories (e.g. Storify.com, Storiful.com and 
Summify.com), articles and journals (e.g. Paper.li and Trunk.ly) and they can share 
them on the web. Stories mainly concern national and international news events (e.g. 
the “Arab Spring” and Hurricane Katrina), sports, arts and entertainment, technology, 
business and personal life. They can result in a composition of videos (e.g. 
Redux.com and Magnify.com), RSS (e.g. BlogBridge.com), and social media such as 
Twitter (e.g. Keepstream.com and Togetter.com).  

Some academics have argued that media content curation may become a new 
journalistic genre (Stanoevska et al., 2012a; Stanoevska et al., 2012b). In particular, 
through this kind of platform journalists could adopt a new role in their work – that is 
as mediators between the audience and what is said on social media. A. Hermida 
(2010) reported that the role of the curator is to search, select and put into 
perspective the enormous amount of information spread on social media. These new 
platforms could be the start for implementing more efficiently social media in 
newsrooms (Giardina et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2013; Sacco et al., 2013). Thus, it is 
suggested that they have the potential to take all the benefits that social media can 
offer to journalists. It is possible to imagine that the journalists could become the 
curators of social media. Using their expertise, they could be the ones in charge of 
selecting only the relevant pieces of information, verifying the sources and the 
content and putting it in context. One has to be mindful of the limitations and 
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challenges these platforms present to journalists. The format could be too far from 
what both the audience and journalists are used to, compromising the life span of 
these platforms. In addition to traditional journalistic skills, journalists would need to 
acquire additional skills to manage effectively the information on these platforms. As 
an example, they would need to be confident with IT systems, their dynamics (i.e. the 
different inter-players) and curation practices on social media. Another disadvantage 
is that such platforms do not readily allow for re-working of the information since the 
content is moulded by raw social media information. Therefore, besides providing 
accurate and relevant content, it will be difficult for journalists to show their writing 
talent. Finally, it would be also challenging to find the right balance between social 
media content and on the ground content. Here, a solution could be that the 
journalists integrate curated stories with the content from their own social media 
accounts.  

Comparatively, online media content curation tools have not been the subject of 
much academic scrutiny, as they are relative newcomers to the social media field. 
Much of the research about online media content curation platforms has been 
descriptive (Duh et al., 2012; Chen & Moeller, 2011; Fincham, 2011; Liu, 2010). The 
effects that the journalistic use of these platforms might have on journalistic practices 
have not yet been analysed. For these reasons, I have chosen to examine online 
media content curation platforms with other social media as I consider them a 
derivative product of social media. Insight analysis of online media content curation 
platforms is provided in articles one, two, four and five. 
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3. Methodology  
In this section, the methods used to collect and analyse the data included in the 

five articles are presented. The project combines quantitative and qualitative 
methods for data collection and data analysis. Triangulation of data sources and 
methods has been chosen in order to obtain completeness and complementarity of 
findings (Meijer et al., 2002; Arksey & Knight, 1999; Jick, 1979). By using a variety of 
methods and by applying those to a wide range of information sources, internal 
validity of results can thus be maintained (Arksey & Knight, 1999).  

The first article was based on a content analysis of 100 Storify “stories” written by 
both amateurs and media professionals covering the “Arab Spring”. Content analysis 
was selected as the best method to investigate frames and sources of stories 
because it allowed examining the media messages and assessing communication 
content (Riff et al., 2014). The second article combines a content analysis of 234 
Storify “stories” about the “Arab Spring” written by media professionals with seven 
structured interviews with journalists who used Storify to cover the events of the 
“Arab Spring”. Using both methods was essential for an in-depth analysis of how 
journalistic practices have been affected by the use of social media, in particular in 
terms of newsgathering (i.e. source and frame selection). Data in the third article was 
collected through 22 semi-structured interviews with journalists covering war and 
conflict, editors and online digital media professionals. Collecting their experiences 
was useful to understanding how journalists position themselves and their practices 
within this new media environment. In the fourth article an experiment was conducted 
with 207 students to test the degree of perceived objectivity by the potential audience 
of a social media platform such as Storify compared with more traditional ways of 
reporting. Another experiment was run with 165 students to collect the data for the 
fifth article aiming to test if social media platforms such as Storify can increase the 
audience engagement and recall of events.  

3.1 Selection of the methodology background  

3.1.1 Content Analysis  

Framing theory provides a basis for investigating the aspects that journalists 
accentuate when reporting a news event. It examines which events are covered by 
media organisations and the ones that are avoided, as well as how they classify and 
categorise social events (Entman, 1991). By examining the repetition of certain 
frames as well as their sources one can provide evidence for changes in the 
coverage of war and conflict since the introduction of social media, compared with 
traditional formats of news reporting.  

Much research has focussed on the investigation of frames and their effects (e.g. 
Price et al., 1997; McLeod et al., 1994; Edelman, 1993; Entman, 1993, 1991; Graber, 
1993, 1988; Iyengar & Simon, 1993; Gamson, 1992; Zaller, 1992; Neuman et al., 
1992; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Iyengar, 1991; Tuchman, 1978; Goffman, 1974). Two 
distinctive approaches exist in the content analysis of frames in the news (Semetko & 
Valkenburg, 2000). The first of these is called the “inductive” approach and involves 
examining a news story with an open view in order to discover the possible frames 
(Gamson, 1992). The limitations of such an approach are that firstly, it is not easy to 
replicate results, secondly, it is time-consuming and lastly, it usually involves only 
small samples (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). The other approach is deductive, 
dealing with the definition of certain frames before performing a content analysis. The 
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aim is to illustrate whether frames are recurrent in the sample. This approach has 
several advantages such as ease of replication, application to large samples and 
comparison to media coverage (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). This approach will 
thus be used in the content analyses of this dissertation.  

It has been suggested (Scheufele, 1999) that framing is characterised by 
theoretical and empirical vagueness. In particular, generally applicable 
operationalization is hard to achieve, still keeping a constant conceptual definition of 
framing theory (Entman, 1933). To overcome this limitation, D. Scheufele (1999, p. 
106) proposed to distinguish between media frames and individual frames. The first 
concept regroups how journalists identify, classify and transfer information to their 
audience (Entman, 1993, p. 52; Gitlin, 1980, p. 7). The second approach represents 
how audiences make sense of the information consumed (McLeod et al., 1987). In 
the analyses performed in the articles one and two, the media frames was preferred 
because the focus was on how the “Arab Spring” was covered, thus how the 
message was delivered to the audience. Moreover, D. Scheufele (1999, p. 107) 
added another level of complexity in the classification of frames. He argued that with 
respect to their focus on media or audience, frames could also be divided on frames 
as independent or dependent variables. If frames are viewed as dependent variables, 
it means that the role of the various factors affecting the construction of frames is 
investigated. At the media level, frames as dependent variables are related to effects 
such as social structural or organisational variables (e.g. Shoemaker & Reese, 1996) 
and, individual or ideological variables (e.g. Tuchman, 1978). With regard to the 
audience level, frames as dependent variables are analysed as the results of the way 
mass media frame an issue (e.g. Price et al., 1996, 1995). In contrast, frames 
intended as independent variables considered the effects of framing (Sheufele, 1999, 
p. ibid). In relation to the media, frames as an independent variable examine how 
media frames influence the audience’s perception of certain issues. At the audience 
level, it corresponds to questioning how individual frames influence individual 
perception of issues. The content analyses in articles one and two considered frames 
both as a media dependent and independent variables because the research 
questions were centred on the frames used by curators (i.e. media) to cover the 
events of the “Arab Spring” (i.e. dependent variable) and how these frames have 
affected the coverage of those events (i.e. independent variable).  

The selected frames where chosen from previous content and textual analysis on 
the coverage of war and conflict (Schwalbe, 2006; Dimitrova et al., 2005; Valkenburg 
et al., 1999; Neuman et al., 1992). The most common frames were: the military 
conflict (emphasis is on the military conflict/action); human interest (emphasis is on 
the human participants in the event); economic consequences (emphasis is on the 
economic repercussions of the event, the costs of the event); morality (emphasis is 
on moral messages and religious tenets related to the event); attribution of 
responsibility (emphasis is on the party/person responsible for the event); diagnostic 
(emphasis is on the reasons for the event) and prognostic (emphasis is on the 
prognosis, the outcome of the event). It was noted that frames are not necessarily 
static and that they can change after time (Snow & Benford, 1988; Snow et al., 
1986). As the “Arab Spring” was recognised as a time of major civic engagement, the 
“solidarity” frame – which represents messages of solidarity from people not directly 
involved in the war or conflict – has been added to the analysis.  

In article one and article two, content analyses were used to explore whether the 
frames used in traditional coverage of war and conflict persist with the introduction of 
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social media to reportage. The frames identified were compared with results from 
previous studies on the coverage of war and conflict to see if they held the same 
importance. The social media platform examined within the content analyses was the 
Storify website. Focussing the research on Storify also gave some idea about the 
impact of online media content curation platforms on journalistic practices. The “Arab 
Spring” was selected as the topic for the content analyses because this event 
contributed more recent examples of collaboration between those who witnessed and 
those who reported on the events. Finally, it was considered more appropriate to 
investigate a group of stories, rather than an individual account. This choice can be 
supported by the fact that some biases could have been introduced according to the 
professional and social category of the selected account. In addition, it was important 
to have both amateurs’ and professionals’ stories included in the sample because 
with social media both groups can create and deliver content.  

The first analysis was focussed on the changes in frames and sources due to 
social media. In the second content analysis, the authors tried to examine the 
changes in journalistic reporting practices, thus the sample of the second content 
analysis was slightly different. There were more stories to analyse and they were 
exclusively written by media professionals. Moreover, the unit of analysis was not a 
specific single contribution (i.e. photo, video or hyperlink) but the coders considered 
the whole Storify “story”. This means that the coders have not focussed on the 
frame(s) of each single contribution included in the Storify “stories” but on the 
narrative and storyline that the curators gave to their stories. The Storify platform 
signals when the final story was posted, as well as the time post of each single 
contribution that was used to build the story, therefore it is possible to measure the 
period between the original source publication and the story publication. Thus the 
analysis was also run according to time as a factor representing the length of time 
between the stories publication and the original contributions dissemination on other 
social media platforms. It was important to consider this factor because according to 
journalists deadlines it can influence the choice of sources and thus the frames used 
in the story. Journalists will rely only on the sources that they have the time to 
consult, as they must respond quickly to the information flows on social media. 
Finally, the sources were coded both with regard to the original contributor’s profile 
(i.e. media, citizen, official etc.) and according to the type of original medium (i.e. 
Twitter, Facebook, Flicker, YouTube etc.). Through this additional category it was 
possible to see if journalists preferred a specific social media platform or because of 
their diversity they used these platforms to include some specific types of coverage 
or complement the information collect on other platforms. Moreover, it was possible 
to understand if, according to the time factor, there were different choices in terms of 
selection of medium (i.e. social media platforms). This allows not only a more in-
depth understanding of the relationship between social media and journalists but also 
the link that can exist between all the different networked platforms. Articles one and 
two provide a detailed description of the code book, with an in-depth description of 
each category and their items as well as the selection criteria of stories to be 
included in the sample of analysis.  

3.1.2 Interviews 

The main findings that emerged from the second content analysis in article two 
were supplemented by some interviews with journalists who used Storify to cover the 
“Arab Spring”. This additional data helped to assess if findings from both analyses 
(i.e. the content analysis and the interviews) matched, increasing the reliability of the 
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results. Structured interviews were preferred because all the participants were from 
different countries. Furthermore, because of their work engagements it was easier for 
them to answer the questions in a limited time frame. This was not restrictive in 
collecting the data because the questions were structured according to the goals of 
the content analysis. In particular, the authors were interested to learn how these 
journalists have used Storify to cover the events of the “Arab Spring”.  

Combining these two methods creates a fuller picture of journalistic use of social 
media during war and conflict. Moreover, it overcomes some of the limitations of both 
methods. For example, one limitation of content analysis is that some bias can 
emerge when the coder is determined to find specific frames. On the other hand, the 
answers of interview respondents may be self-serving. Indeed, both methods need to 
be supplemented with other research sources or other participants’ answers. This 
explains why the two methods have been used together.  

To investigate how journalists position themselves and their practices within this 
new media environment, article three utilises semi-structured interviews, focussing 
on each respondent’s experience rather than centring on data collection (Brennen, 
2012, p. 28). In collecting the information about journalists’ routines and on how they 
organise their work, it has been possible to acquire some solid background about 
how they may rely on fact and be limited by use of social media in their work. The 
journalists interviewed had different backgrounds, length of work experience, ages 
and incomes, as well as different positions in mainstream media, which created some 
contrast in views about social media (Diefenbach, 2009). Data from different 
interviews that refer to the same issues enable certain patterns to be observed; 
additionally, this approach improves the quality of the interviews, enabling the 
interviewers to crosscheck and to compare the data (Diefenbach, 2009). Semi-
structured interviews present the greatest flexibility in administrating pre-defined 
questions while also permitting follow-up questions (Brennen, 2012, p. 28). Finally, 
semi-structured interviews allow the researchers to make adjustments in relation to 
the questions asked to the interviewees; this is important as it allows the researcher 
to follow up points of interest that are raised during the interview. Articles two and 
three provide a detailed description of the profiles of respondents, including why and 
how they have been selected, the type of questions, the length time of the interviews, 
and the contextual guides that were used to conceptualise the transcribed material.  

3.1.3 Experiments  

Experiments are an empirical procedure undertaken in order to verify, refute, and 
establish the validity of a hypothesis (Gorard, 2004, p. 161). Controlled experiments 
are thus repeatable over time. Experiments allow the control and manipulation of 
variables in order to adjust them for the target problem. Therefore, they provide 
insight into cause-and-effect by indicating what outcome occurs when a particular 
factor is manipulated (Gorard, 2004, p. ibid). The experiments used in this thesis 
were focussed on investigating how the audience reacts to new news formats. In the 
experiments, three scenarios were built in order to test if the specificity of the Storify 
format affects variables such as perceived objectivity, secondary crisis 
communication responses and audience recall of events. The Storify format was thus 
compared with a traditional online journal article. These two formats represent the 
two first scenarios of the experiments. An online article written by Al Jazeera 
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reporting Kofi Annan’s peace plan for Syria was chosen as the control group1. To test 
the Storify format, a Storify “story” reporting the same information and written by an 
amateur curator was selected as the treatment group2.  

The design of experiments is flexible because different numbers of groups or 
tested variables can be taken into account, including qualitative observation that is 
then converted into a numeric code (Gorard, 2004, p. ibid). This means that it has 
been possible to add a second treatment group to the experiments without affecting 
the outcome. To avoid the presence of factors that can undermine the results and 
conclusions, a third scenario was included in the experiment. At this level, the 
manipulation was not on the factor format but on the curator’s profile. In the third 
scenario the author’s profile of the same Storify “story” of the treatment group was 
modified with the profile of Al Jazeera. This allowed the experiment to show that the 
difference between the traditional online article and the Storify stories was due to the 
format or the profile of the curator (author). If differences were not found, it was 
suggested that neither the format nor the curator’s profile affected the constructs 
analysed. In this case, the content, which was the only factor that was not 
manipulated, may thus explain the scores assigned by participants to each scenario.  

The selection of Storify as the main platform for the analysis is in line with the 
conclusions in the content analyses. The motivations to cover an event that was part 
of the “Arab Spring” are equivalent to those outlined in the content analyses. Similar 
to the content analyses, the inclusion of amateur stories was necessary not only to 
avoid an “author” effect, but also to take into consideration that on social media both 
professionals and amateurs can deliver/create content. The author, the content and 
the format are all constructs that affect perceived credibility of stories (Delforce, 
1985). It would be impossible to represent the whole Internet population. However, 
different cultural groups are presented on Storify, a platform available in many 
different languages. It was thus important to take into account the variable nationality 
during the data analysis in order to discover any potential effects on the results. This 
is why at least two different countries were selected for collecting the data; namely, 
Switzerland, where the author resides; and the US, where the platform was first 
introduced. Finally, having already analysed the content through the content 
analyses, there was a preference for focussing on the Storify format.  

The scenarios were randomly assigned to the same number of participants within 
the three groups. Only after participants had read the article and completed the 
questionnaire were the results obtained by the experimenters for analysis. If a 
significant difference between groups was observed, this difference could be 
attributed to the treatment that operated in the scenario(s) (i.e. format or curator’s 
profile). For all experiments, age, nationality, education, IT background and time 
spent online reading the news were considered as control variables. The different 
outcomes of the three groups were statistically examined to form conclusions. 
Multinomial regression models, ANOVA (F-tests), Kruskal-Wallis (H) and Mann-
Whitney U tests were used to discuss the results in order to get not only the 
significant variables that affect each construct but also to predict the probability of the 
audience’s behaviour given one of the scenarios.  

                                                      
1 http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/04/201242154611877231.html 
2 http://storify.com/NiloTabrizy/syria-accepts-kofi-anan-s-peace-plan 
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Article four and article five provide an in-depth description of how the scenarios 
were built, how the participants were selected and how the experiments were run.  
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4. Collection of articles 

4.1 Article 1: Social media curation and journalistic reporting on the Arab Spring3 

 
Vittoria Sacco, University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland 
Marco Giardina, University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland  

and  
Dr Katarina Stanoevska, University of St. Gallen, Switzerland 
 

Abstract  

Arab uprisings have shown how information delivered by eyewitnesses has 
changed the way news is produced and distributed. War coverage narratives, 
created by filtering and curating news of the Middle East uprisings, have been 
crafted by media professionals and amateurs using Storify, a media content 
curation platform. This chapter investigates the nature of emerging media 
content curation platforms’ coverage of the “Arab Spring”. It explores and 
empirically analyses the characteristics and potential role of content curation 
in society and news delivery activities, particularly in times of crisis. Findings 
indicate that Storify both perpetuates and disrupts traditional news frames and 
sources. Stories exceed both government and editorial policies by providing 
alternative sources and building a media space where several cultures and 
opinions may be represented, thus, showing a more human and realistic face 
of events. However, our empirical analysis also indicates the use of a large 
number of unknown sources, engendering a lack of accuracy. 

  

                                                      
3Published: Sacco, V., Giardina, M., & Stanoevska-Slabeva, K. (2013). Social media 
curation and journalistic reporting on the “Arab Sping”. In E. Hayes, K. Battles and W. 
Hilton-Morrow (Eds.), War of the Worlds to Social Media (pp. 211-235), New York: 
Peter Lang. 
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Introduction and Motivation 

Recently, Arab uprisings have proven the extent to which social media can support 
“digital activism”, showing their power to coordinate communication and action 
around the world and make everyone a reporter (Eltantawy & Weist, 2011). During 
the “Arab Spring”, information, pictures and videos were diffused not only by media 
organizations or group leaders but also by protesters themselves (Eltantawy & Weist, 
2011). Challenging journalists, social media have turned out to be important sources 
of information (eyewitnesses’ information) and distribution channels of breaking 
news, employed by media organizations and users (Jarvis, 2008; Newman, 2011). 
However, in the context of “digital activism,” social media have raised concerns with 
respect to the efforts needed for extracting the best content in real time. Often, 
people only have access to the information posted by their small communities, 
lacking an overall picture of the recent events discussed on social media. Immersed 
in events, activists may not know what is happening elsewhere on the same day.  

Consequently, media content curation practices have arisen to make sense of the 
stream of information posted on social media. In this study, the term “media content 
curation” means the curation of any social or traditional online media content. Based 
on the old principal of museum curation, media content curation knits technological 
and human skills for selecting, classifying, preserving, contextualizing and crafting 
traditional media sources and social media content in curated narratives (Fincham, 
2011; Rosenbaum, 2011). Curation platforms enable the collection of content from 
different sources, the re-organization of that content into one’s own story, and the 
publication of that story (Scoble, 2010). The role of curators is to collect and organise 
existing content such as tweets, blog posts or uploaded photos and videos without 
creating new tweets, blog posts, photos or videos per se (Duh et al., 2012). Unlike 
content marketing, it does not drive people through their decision making process 
about products and services (Gaasterland, 2011). Research on curation tools and 
practices is in its preliminary stages (Chen & Moeller, 2011; Duh, et al., 2012; 
Fincham, 2011; S. B. Liu, 2010).  

In this context, Storify emerged in September 2010 as one of these media content 
curation platforms. According to K. Fincham (2011), Storify provides a solution for 
helping journalists to give context to the stream of social media information. B. 
Herman (as cited in Fincham, 2011, p. 56), co-founder of Storify, has defined Storify 
as the means of creating 21st century wire posts that are dynamic stories that can be 
embedded across the web. Storify includes several sources, while at the same time 
posting one’s own story as the primary source of information. Storify allows users to 
choose tweets, Facebook content, Flicker photos, YouTube videos, Google 
searches, RSS feeds, other users’ Storify “stories” and gather them into a single 
story with contextualizing comments. Then, the stories can be published on other 
platforms such as Twitter, Facebook or blogs where readers can comment on the 
story. Currently, readers can also directly comment on stories on Storify. Storify 
represents an additional tool in the vast world of alternative journalism, questioning 
the traditional role of gatekeeper journalists (Stanoevska-Slabeva, Sacco, & 
Giardina, 2012). Storify has been used by media professionals and amateurs not 
only to tell stories about entertainment but also for news reporting on natural 
disasters (e.g. Hurricane Irene) and conflicts (e.g. “Arab Spring”).  

We argue that media content curation platforms enable the same kind of “constant 
communicative presence” celebrated in the War of the Worlds radio drama (Hayes & 
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Battles, 2011). By gathering content from different sources (i.e. traditional and social 
media) and re-organizing them into unique stories, Storify uses the same technique 
of “dispatch” to coordinate multiple communication media and dispatch them to users 
(Scoble, 2010). Dispatch also implies that users can send their own messages to 
Storify. While Storify demonstrates continuities with broadcasting, however, it also 
goes beyond “dispatch” to offer a platform through which to assemble diverse 
messages and give context and insight into the meaning of information that is 
otherwise spread throughout social media. 

This study explores the continuities and discontinuities between Storify and 
traditional forms of journalism. A content analysis of 100 Storify stories was 
performed in order to investigate the framing and sourcing employed. First, we ask 
whether the same frames found in traditional journalism are also present in Storify 
coverage of the “Arab Spring”. After investigating a range of news frames, we find 
that the human interest frame dominated Storify coverage. Second, we ask what 
kinds of sources Storify writers have drawn on most in covering the Middle East 
Revolutions. Our findings indicate that media organizations and citizens are the 
most-used sources.  

Literature Review and theoretical background 

C. Rosen (2005) contends that liberal access to television, the ubiquity of 
inexpensive digital cameras in mobile devices, and the instantaneous delivery of 
images via Twitter, Facebook, and other social networks, show a progressively visual 
culture. Specifically, war images seem to play a central role in what audiences 
discern about war (Sontag, 2003). Thus, it has become essential to analyse web-
specific features such as photos, multimedia and hyperlinks in order to understand 
war coverage. Web-specific features were mostly explored using framing techniques. 
Indeed, Matthes (2009) claims that an understanding of the visual elements of 
framing is necessary to understand the framing process as a whole. 

Performing a frame analysis helps to reveal how media organizations have 
chosen, ordered, underlined, reported and omitted certain aspects of an event using 
or discarding words and/or images and so on (Schwalbe, 2006). D. Tewksbuy & D. 
A. Scheufele (2009) and R. M. Etman (2003) define framing as the practice by which 
journalists report some issues in the news with designated images and words to 
accentuate or support a certain interpretation. Visual images, multimedia, and 
hyperlinks are some features of framing among several others such as metaphors, 
exemplars and/or catch phrases (Gamson & Lasch, 1981; Hertog & McLeod, 2001). 
Based on the study by L. Rodriguez and D. V. Dimitrova (2011) on typologies of 
framing, this study identifies frames by numbering the items and distinct elements 
pictured in Storify stories. Frames result from distinguishing elements and by 
establishing or merging visual impression into categories following some principles of 
organization (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011).  

Goffman (1974) was the first to introduce the concept of framing, arguing that the 
context and organization of messages influence the public agenda about those 
messages. According to their coverage, visual, multimedia and hyperlink frames may 
influence the public’s perception of war reporting. S. Fahmy et al. (2007) report that a 
large number of studies have been conducted on visual framing in media, focusing in 
particular on war and terrorism coverage. We explore some of those key findings 
below and use them to define the main variables for this investigation. 
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Photos  

The power of the image has been investigated in many studies showing that 
governments try to influence public opinion by censoring images that could engender 
empathy for the enemy (Elliott & Lester, 2001). S. Moriarty and D. Show (as cited in 
Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011), have explored visual framing of Operation Desert 
Storm in three U.S. news magazines. They have found that the most recurrent frame 
in the first Persian Gulf War was the ideological frame, combining war technology 
with science fiction imagery. They argue that this frame served to restrict the 
audience’s ability to discern the gravity of the conflict and the real cost of war.  

Research on media coverage of the Gulf and Afghanistan Wars confirms that 
images do not picture “natural, spontaneous, or independent views of locations or 
occurrences” (Griffin, 2004, p. 399). Rather, Griffin (2004) finds that half of the 
images from the Iraq invasion employ frames that emphasise U.S. political and 
military power at the expense of covering the human and economic aspects of the 
conflict. In war coverage, “militainment” is likely to prevail in distorting combat news 
into fictional entertainment, frequently accentuating patriotic values (Andersen & 
Phillips, 2003, p. 219). Normally, people are not included in such coverage and when 
they are, the portrayals are stereotypical or ethnocentric (Wall, 2006, p. 112). 
Correspondingly, C. King and P. Lester (as cited in S. Fahmy & Kim, 2008) show that 
images of the Iraq War rarely portrayed pictures of civilian casualties. Griffin (2004) 
concludes that the idea that news media picture human pain and show viewers the 
conditions of the oppressed in order to encourage social reform is only a myth.  

In contrast, B. Wojdynski’s (2009) findings show that among online sources 
analysed (e.g. photo galleries, audio slideshows, etc.) covering the 2007 Iraq War, 
civilian human interest frames were the most represented frames. Indeed, the photos 
of the Abu Ghraib scandal have been one of the great media spectacles of the war; 
engendering doubts regarding the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq (Kellner, 
2008). With the advent of new technologies, then, people have used the power of the 
image to express themselves and to show their reality, encountering less censorship 
and reaching diverse audiences.  

Multimedia 

The space dedicated to multimedia and their preponderance in news has grown 
with the innovation and evolution of technologies and digital devices. Multimedia 
formats used by news outlets do not necessarily displace dominant news frames 
(Kellner, 2004; Dimitrova & Neznanski, 2006). However, with digital technologies and 
new media, new forms of reporting have emerged that challenge mainstream 
corporate media and government restrictions and, consequently, promote alternative 
media frames.  

The cases of two Egyptian activists provide vivid examples of how digital media 
enabled new forms of reporting during the “Arab Spring” (Aouragh, 2011). Ramy 
Roof gathered camera phone content filmed during the shutdown of the Internet 
connection and posted it online once the Internet connection was re-established. This 
content was then redistributed by media organizations (Aouragh, 2011). M. Wall and 
S. El Zahed (2011) have analysed the role of YouTube during the Egyptian uprisings 
of 2011 as a form of participatory media. They have built a case study on the videos 
posted by the young activist Asmaa Mafouz. The videos were mostly viewed firstly by 
Egyptians and then by people from Saudi Arabia. In contrast with past political 
rhetoric in Egypt, Mahfouz has used simple words, deprived of ideology or political 
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viewpoint, to call citizens to participate in protests, showing that freedom of 
expression is not always obvious in Egypt. Moreover, M. Wall and S. El Zahed (2011) 
have claimed that these videos symbolise a sort of Egyptian citizens’ guide to 
protest.  

Hyperlinks 

Hyperlink usage allows news organizations to gain space, time and to better 
distribute news (Himelboim, 2010). Through hyperlinks, readers can have access to 
different sources of information and can better navigate through the volume of 
information provided on the Web (Connolly-Ahern, Williams, & Kaid, 2003). For N. 
Paul (as cited in Dimitrova et al., 2003), the online reporter has to link to relevant 
documents, sources and expert opinion to give more context to the story. Thus, 
hyperlinks can be a solution to achieving these goals. Furthermore, the power of 
hyperlinks seems to reside in their interactivity, connectivity (Peng, Tham, & 
Xiaoming, 1999), simplicity of learning (Eveland & Dunwoody, 2001) and their ability 
to give control to readers (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2000). 

Editorial norms, however, can restrict the way hyperlinks are included in online news. 
In his study, I. Himelboim (2010) demonstrates that news media prefer linking to 
traditional and/or recognized sources such as other news media and/or governmental 
organizations rather than blogs or other Web sources (Himelboim, 2010). Using 
content analysis on online newspapers’ hyperlinks, D. V. Dimitrova et al. (2003) 
shows that online newspapers use hyperlinks as a gatekeeping device. 

Research Questions & Methodology  

Data gathering 

This study investigates 100 Storify stories on the Middle East uprising which 
include 220 photos, 165 multimedia, and 561 hyperlinks. These stories cover the 
period from April 25th 2011, when Storify opened to the public, to the end of August 
2011, when the analysis was completed. Google search was used to collect the 
sample because Storify lacked an internal search engine at the time of the study and 
it was difficult to monitor the constant flow of updates on the Internet. The following 
keywords were used to build the dataset: revolution, rebellion, freedom, flag, fight 
and civil war followed by the name of the specific country. The name of the cities or 
places where major events took place and the names of dictators were also used.  

The sample is composed of stories written in English and covering Yemen (20), 
Syria (20), Bahrain (20), Libya (20) and Egypt (20). In our preliminary investigations, 
we observed that both Arab journalists and amateurs privileged the English language 
in their Storify “stories” about the Arab protests. Therefore, we decided to focus on 
how people report international events in English using content curation platforms to 
reach a broad audience. Restricting the language used within the curated stories was 
also helpful in creating a clearly focused and balanced sample. Moreover, only 
English speakers were available for coding.  

Content Analysis 

This study uses content analysis to identify which content and sources have been 
included or excluded in Storify news stories. Content analysis is the preferred method 
for analysing visual and textual framing (Jackson, 2011; Grabe & Bucy, 2008; 
Fahmy, 2007; King & Lester, 2005; Wanta & Chang, 2001; Sherer, 1989). Past 
research has used content analysis to examine propaganda phenomena in wartime 
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since it is difficult to get some information through surveys in times of crisis 
(Krippendorff, 2004). Content analysis distinguishes itself by its unobtrusive appraisal 
of communication, its ability to assess the effects of environmental variables and 
source characteristics on communication content, and its capacity to investigate the 
nature and effect of specific messages (Kolbe & Burnett, 1991). Content analysis 
limitations reside in reporting only specific elements in communication and returning 
categorical data (Kolbe & Burnett, 1991, p. 244). 

Coding process  

Storify is a multimedia platform where curators can chose their sources and mix 
different Web-specific features as well as decide to privilege or use only one specific 
channel. It was not uncommon to see stories that used only tweets, photos or videos, 
along with stories that combined these sources. Following other framing analysts, 
this study coded photos, multimedia, and hyperlinks as units of analysis (Dimitrova & 
Neznanski, 2006; Parry, 2010). The coder noted the number of photos, multimedia, 
and hyperlinks present in each story. The Hyperlinks’ destinations were also 
identified (Dimitrova et al., 2003). Following B. L. Massey and M. R. Levy (1999), all 
digitized audios and videos were coded as multimedia features. With the statistical 
software R4 and through crosstabs, relationships involving the coded variables have 
been evaluated in order to make inferences about their meaning.  

Frames  

Scholarly studies by L. Xigen et al. (2002), H. A. Semetko and P. M. Valkenburg 
(2000) , D. V. Dimitrova et al. (2004) and D. V. Dimitrova and M. Neznanski (2006) 
identify recurring frames used by journalists when reporting on war. This study 
identifies several of these same frames in the photo, multimedia, and hyperlink 
features of Storify “stories”: 

 The military conflict frame represents conflicts between individuals, groups, 
or institutions (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000) and it is related to combat, 
troops, arsenals, and the damage and destructions caused by the conflicts.  

 The human interest frame evokes emotions in readers when presenting an 
event (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). It shows civilian, soldier, protester, 
prisoner, refugee and/or military lives, as well as causalities, atrocities, 
sufferance, protests and demonstrations.  

 The economic consequences frame concerns the economic repercussions 
of an event on individuals, groups, institutions, regions or countries 
(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). In these countries, this frame typically 
related to changes in oil prices and economic slowdowns.  

 The morality frame denotes the presence of moral messages, religious 
tenets or social prescriptions when the event is reported (Semetko & 
Valkenburg, 2000). It comprises stories covering collective behaviours, 
voices, or opinions, which demonstrate antiwar or anti-government 
attitudes, the critique of political and war strategies, diplomacy, and 
national/international interest in the rebellions.  

 The responsibility frame corresponds to the attribution of responsibilities to 
either the government, an individual, or a group for the causes or solutions 
of an event (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).  

                                                      
4http://www.r-project.org/ 
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 The diagnostic frame is related to the reasons for which an event has 
happened (Dimitrova, et al., 2004).  

 The prognostic frame deals with information about the further evolutions of 
an event and the post revolutions, constructions, life and opportunities for 
citizens (Dimitrova, et al., 2004). 

Thus, if at least one of these frames was present in a photo, multimedia, or 
hyperlink, the coder has marked 1 otherwise he has marked 0. A binary coding was 
chosen for framing categories because Storify “stories” are composed of several 
different ones and it was difficult to estimate what was the most emphasized frame in 
each story. That is why the sum of the percentages of each column of ref. Annex 2, 
Table 1 is not 100%. Instead, it was possible to count how many sources or hyperlink 
destinations were present in each story thus giving discrete variables (see Annex 2, 
Codebook).  

Since everyone can disseminate information using social media and no editorial 
norms are imposed, we hypothesize that social media is a more egalitarian media 
where people have more freedom to express themselves and can post all kinds of 
content. Complexity and diversity can be expressed freely and without intervention of 
some to censor or to control the content. Therefore, we expect that the human 
interest frame will be the most covered frame by photos and multimedia, showing a 
more human and truthful face of everyday wars, protesters, and civilians’ conditions.  

Generally, the role of hyperlinks consist of helping to obtain in-depth reporting 
(Kovarik & Kovarik, 2002) and complete the missing information. We expected that 
human interest is the most common frame covered by hyperlinks because of this in-
depth reporting, followed by the diagnostic and the responsibility frames which give 
an overall picture of the conflicts.  

RQ1: Are the same frames of traditional journalism present in Storify coverage of 
the “Arab Spring”? Why or why not?  

H1: The human interest frame will be the dominant frame.  

Sources  

Storify “stories” include original contributions from traditional and social media. All 
original contributions involved in the curated stories are attributed to original authors 
themselves (ref. Annex 2, Figure 1). For example, it is possible to click on Twitter 
accounts when tweets, Twitpic or Yfrog are used in the stories to see the original 
author’s profile of the post. We assume that if the person claims a specific origin, his 
contribution was marked as true. This allows us to construct a category for citizens, 
trusting what they pretend to be. The limitation is that even if we can verify 
journalists’ nationality and occupation through their official media companies, for 
common citizens it has not always been possible. As an example, if a person says to 
be Syrian we consider him Syrian knowing that it can be faked. But, it was not really 
possible to prove if he lied or not on his origin and status. We know that in social 
media people can have fake profiles. During the “Arab Spring”, the story of the Gay 
Girl in Damascus5 produced a lot of buzz, an example of the social media limits. 
However, we estimate that some fake profiles are easier to recognize than others.  

                                                      
5http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jun/13/gay-girl-damascus-tom-macmaster  
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Based on previous studies of L. Xigen et al (2002), H. A. Semetko and P. M. 
Valkenburg (2000) and D. V. Dimitrova, et al. (2004) on information sources used in 
articles reporting on war, the following source categories have been coded:  

 Media represents all members of traditional and online media such as 
media organizations, journalists, reporters, photographers and 
correspondents of the entire world.  

 Citizens corresponds to eyewitnesses, civilians, victims, prisoners, 
protesters, local participants, soldiers, and their families present in the 
country where the uprisings have taken place.  

 Non-Arab People are comments or posts of people not involved physically 
in the rebellions and that do not live in Arab countries. This comprises of 
U.S., European, Asian, and Latin American citizens, experts and/or civic 
groups. 

 Arab People is associated to Arab people, expatriates, and refugees that do 
not live in the country of the rebellions but come from an Arab country. 

 Unknown sources are sources not identified or that could not be part of the 
other categories. Some profile information on original contributors was 
inaccessible disallowing their classification. This category also includes 
websites such as Wikipedia, Google map and/or NGOs. For these kinds of 
websites, the problem was in identifying who had posted the information. 

The Middle East revolutions have been characterized as examples of participatory 
and citizen journalism (Eltantawy & Weist, 2011). We accept that the sources used 
the most were media organizations and citizens. It is likely that eyewitnesses easily 
covered the conflict as well as everyday life conditions because they are free from 
norms and policies, sustaining our first hypothesis.  

RQ1: What are the kinds of original sources that have been used to report the 
Middle East Revolutions in Storify “stories”? 

H1: The most used sources will be media organizations and citizens. 

Reliability 

Intercoder reliability is the method by which independent coders assess a 
characteristic of a message and reach the same conclusion. In content analysis, 
reliability is represented by a tacit agreement among coders about classifying the 
inspected variables. As suggested by D. Riffe and A. Freitag (1997), 10% of the 
sample was randomly selected and used to measure the intercoder reliability. Since 
only one researcher has coded the entire sample, another colleague was trained for 
coding the shared 10%.  

Krippendorff’s α has been chosen as reliability index because it allows constant 
reliability standards and can be used for several metrics, for any number of values 
per variable (α is independent of this number), for any kind of sample size, and for 
samples containing missing values (Krippendorff, 2004). Researchers can rely on 
variables with reliabilities above α equal to 0.8 (Krippendorff, 2004). Variables with α 
between 0.667 and 0.8 are considered reliable only for drawing tentative conclusions 
(Krippendorff, 2004). Krippendorff’s α = 0.88 measuring intercoder reliability of 
frames attributes (ref. Annex 2, Table 1) which means that 88% agreement is what 
can be expected by chance. Instead, for sources (ref. Annex 2, Table 2), 
Krippendorff’s α = 0.82. Hyperlinks’ redirection reliability index = 0.856 (with α 
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normal). According to values of indices, it can be deduced that findings are 
acceptable.  

Results 

As it is shown in ref. Annex1, Figure 1, on the top right, there is the description of 
the curator (author) profile. We have found that 55% of the stories were written by 
media professionals and the remaining 45% by amateurs. In addition, the most 
present Web-specific features were hyperlinks. They range from 0 to 198 (median6 = 
1 and sd = 20.50). This high presence of hyperlinks can be justified by the fact that 
the components present salient but relatively low information (for example tweets 
have only maximum 140 characters), the authors thus adding material and in-depth 
coverage using hyperlinks. These findings are in line with those of D. V. Dimitrova 
and M. Neznanski (2006) showing that hyperlinks turn into an established feature of 
online news. Then, there are multimedia with a range between 0 to 18 (median = 1 
and sd = 2.63). Finally, photos seem less represented, with a range that goes from 0 
to 14 (median = 1 and sd = 3.01) per story.  

Photos 

In ref. Annex 2, Table 1, results show that the most common frame in media 
content curation images was the human interest frame. Indeed, 89% of the selected 
stories cover this frame. Then, there was the military conflict frame represented in 
27% of the sampled stories and finally the diagnostic frame denoted in only 13% of 
the sample. In this sample, the other frames are not represented. It is quite difficult to 
have a visual representation of the other frames. They have been taken into account 
since we have expected to find them in the multimedia’s and hyperlink’s categories.  

Examples of the military conflict frame are images that present city destructions, 
weapons, maps, and/or soldiers7. Instead, people holding signs with words like 
“freedom” that attest the reasons of protests constitute one sort of diagnostic frame8. 
Whereas images of dead bodies, injured people or protesters have been the most 
common portrayals forming the human interest9 frame. Some of them have been raw 
images, picturing martyred and harrowing bodies. Others evince injured children, 
unleashing the wrath of spectators. As advocated by R. Andersen (1989), the 
authority of image in stories is to illustrate the truth of conflicts and their awful 
consequences on the entire world population, provoking reactions on watchers. 
However, in traditional media, these sensitive images would have been censored or 
at least they would have been unusual.  

The most used sources have been the media, unknown sources, and citizens. 
36% of the stories can be composed by media professionals as main sources of 
information, 32% by unknown sources and 22% by citizens. The other categories of 
sources are present but with less importance than the ones quoted above. Only 6% 
and 4% respectively of the stories have used Arab people and non-Arab people as 
                                                      
6We present median because it is more robust when extreme or outliers observations 
are detected.  
7Example of military conflict frame image (6th image by Wordpress) 
http://storify.com/ajstream/bahrain  
8Example of diagnostic fame image (3rd image by The Guardian) 
http://storify.com/citizenside/syrie 
9Example of human interest frame image (1st image by Ajstream) 
http://storify.com/ajstream/bahrain 
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sources of information (ref. Annex 2, Table 2). This could explain the two major 
frames. Citizens posted photos of their everyday life during the conflict. Probably 
because it did not matter to them if photos had been about the conflict or the human 
suffering; their goal has been to denounce to the world what was happening in their 
countries. They were calling for new resistance and support. In times of crisis the 
same phenomenon noted in time of disaster (Liu, Palen, Sutton, Hughes, & Vieweg, 
2008) seems to happen: people often take photos to report and illustrate events. 
Media and readers (Arab people and Non-Arab people sources) have also posted 
photos that they have found on social networks or on online media to discuss the 
conflict, showing their indignation about government policies and in some way 
sustaining and giving dignity to protesters, victims, and their families.  

Sources non-related to media organizations and independent media can provide 
media education, critiques, and inform people about how media organizations work 
so that they can contribute to its transformation. But as already revealed for blogs 
during international events (Campbell & Gibson, 2009; Drezner & Farrell, 2004), they 
also have the potential to show to the audience another face of conflicts, since most 
of the time journalists are embedded with the army or NGOs or they are banned 
(difficult to be on the field), or they can be manipulated by one of the parties so that 
they can only present a restrictive view on events. Often, the local media's 
censorship gives us a superficial and limited vision of what is happening and what 
continues to happen in these countries. It is clear that in these cases having a direct 
witness that spreads content on social networks can open our eyes to the truth of the 
conflict.  

One can argue that the prevalence of the human interest frame emerged from the 
expression of curators selecting and curating their own list of sources. Previous 
studies on the “Arab Spring” and their coverage showed that both media professional 
and amateur curators have particularly accentuated this frame mostly for the same 
reasons quoted above of media and Arab/non-Arab sources. When curators are 
people from the country where the revolutions take place, motivation joins the ones 
of citizen sources (Sacco, Giardina, & Stanoevska, 2012; Stanoevska-Slabeva, et al., 
2012). Surely, even with these new technologies, the stories written by journalists 
follow the principles laid down by their profession explaining the presence of similar 
frames. However, when we talk about war, issues such as fighting, victims, causes 
etc. are the key factors to characterizing conflicts. So, these specific frames are not 
necessarily derived from traditional journalism rather than from the war itself. Of 
course as seen in the results, by permitting the expression of a greater number of 
people, social media, Storify, and media content curation narratives resulting from 
this continuous process, allow the voice of anyone to reach anyone who is present in 
these networks. As a result, a more human face prevails in the coverage of news 
events since many of these sources are not constrained by journalist principles 
where you have to report events with an objective view. There is a will of the people 
to show the reality of the conflict beyond the political or religious differences as 
people continue to die on the street (i.e. Syria). The atrocities of the war are not its 
motivation or its responsibility, but its consequences that are always linked to themes 
of death and suffering. Centring on the human interest frame, these stories have the 
potential to sensitize and convince the reader to support victims by helping to stop 
these massacres, as a last and desperate call for help. 

The high percentage of unknown sources (32%) results in a lack of stories’ 
credibility. In these cases, verification must be made by readers themselves or new 
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tools have to be adapted for ensuring accuracy and journalistic norms, policies and 
quality. With all the information available, it is difficult to monitor sources. Both the 
author of the story and the readers should become virtual reporters or detectives. 
Media content curation implies sources verification that can be done by the author of 
the story or by the reader through cross-checking or other methods. But the process 
takes time and dedication. It seems that, on the one hand, social media and media 
content curation increase the risk of getting fake information. But, on the other hand, 
they give the possibility of having several points of view from different sources that 
have been hardly available up to now.  

Findings suggest a prevalence of the human interest frame and media and citizens 
as principal sources of information. But, the high percentage of unknown sources 
does not allow us to tell which category they could belong to which creates bias in 
computation. Hence, a limitation of media content curation resides in the impossibility 
to always verify its sources, thus leaving it a fragile tool to be used with caution and 
discretion. The position of Storify10 in this regard bares all the responsibility to the 
curator in terms of accuracy and integrity of such content. Storify does not yet 
present an adequately efficient way of filtering sources which may be due to its 
policies. Sources have to be checked by the curator or the reader himself. So if not 
previously done by the curator, the reader has to verify sources as earlier forms of 
gatewatching (Bruns, 2003, 2008; Stanoevska-Slabeva, et al., 2012). 

Multimedia  

As for the photos, the most common frames in media content curation multimedia 
coverage are the human interest frame and the military conflict frame. They have 
been coded in 85% and 48% of the selected stories. Then, the responsibility frame 
follows, denoted in 17% of the sampled stories, and the diagnostic frame perceived 
in 14% of the sample. The other frame categories are almost absent. In essence, the 
prognostic and the morality frame have been detected in only 2% of the stories and 
there was no representation of the economic frame in this specific sample (ref. 
Annex1, Table 1).  

Multimedia seem to privilege human aspects11 and the evolution and actions of 
conflicts12. For multimedia there is a smaller gap between the two principal frames 
compared with the subsection previously presented. It has to be underlined that 
some videos composing these kinds of stories will probably be censored in traditional 
media or their visualization will be preceded by comments preventing sensible 
persons.  

The main sources used for multimedia have been the media (50%) and citizens 
(23%). The other categories of sources have been marginally represented. Arab and 
non-Arab people have been coded as sources of information in 10% of the stories 
and unknown sources only in 7% of the stories (ref. Annex 2, Table 2). Most of the 
posted videos have been taken from online sites of media organizations or from 
YouTube pages. Parts of the videos have no sources or no name and/or any link 
through which the reader can assess the legitimacy of the coverage. But, the 

                                                      
10http://storify.com/tos  
11Example of human interest frame video (4th and 5th videos by freelattakia) 
http://storify.com/citizenside/syria-the-showdown  
12Example of military conflict frame video (1st and 3rd videos by UgaritNews and 
freelattakia) http://storify.com/citizenside/syria-the-showdown  
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percentage of unknown sources, which was equal to 7%, is less than the one for 
photos which was 32%. A big effort must be done in the direction of verification of 
sources.  

In times of crisis, storytellers seem to rely on the media and citizens as sources of 
information and privilege the human interest frame.  

Hyperlinks 

The military conflict frame (68%), the human interest frame (68%), the diagnostic 
frame (24%) and the responsibility frame (18%) have been the most covered frames 
by hyperlinks. The three other frames have been presented with smaller 
percentages. The prognostic frame was coded on only 7%, the economic frame on 
only 4% and finally, the morality frame on only 3% of the selected stories (ref. Annex 
2, Table 1).  

Frames that are generally most covered in photos and in multimedia are also the 
most covered in hyperlinks. Hyperlinks seem to complete and illustrate with an in-
depth coverage the main subject of stories. Since tweets are not longer than 140 
words, RSS feeds are cut, Facebook comments do not exceed few sentences and, 
on average, videos range from 30 seconds to 10 min, to get the real overview of 
events the reader should rely on hyperlinks. Moreover, as we will see later on, almost 
one fourth of the hyperlinks belong to online newspapers, where readers can access 
a more traditional way to read and find information.  

The most used sources have been citizens (40%), the media (33%) and unknown 
(15%) sources. Other categories of sources have been marginally represented. Non-
Arab people have been quoted in 8% of the selected stories whereas Arab people in 
only 4% of the sampled stories (ref. Annex 2, Table 2). As previously, the media and 
citizens are the main sources. The majority of hyperlinks are given in tweets. Photos 
and multimedia also have hyperlinks, but they show the same photo or multimedia 
existing in the story, redirecting readers to the main platforms where photos or 
multimedia were initially posted. In most of the cases, professional authors quote 
other media sources, giving hyperlinks to their website. Citizens often tweet 
hyperlinks on videos to show the atrocities of the conflict or their fight for freedom. 
They also rely on media sources like Al Jazeera, finding them more credible because 
they report information about people that are physically in the heart of the conflict, as 
eyewitnesses and/or reporters.  

Authors have aimed to give relevance and accuracy to their stories by adding 
supplementary information through hyperlinks. As stated by Deuze (1999), 
incorporating hyperlinks can give readers more options for personalization. Through 
hyperlinks, readers can access archived stories and read original source materials. 

Hyperlink redirection has been primarily used for videos13 in 50% of the cases, 
principally YouTube videos and, for online newspapers’ websites14, 29% of the cases 
(ref. Annex 2, Table 3). Then 10% of the hyperlinks are on social media networks15, 

                                                      
13Hyperlink on video (by NoonArabia) http://storify.com/interzonerebels/yemen3  
14Hyperlink on the Los Angeles Times (second last tweet by jimmurphySF) 
http://storify.com/citizenside/syria-the-showdown  
15Hyperlink on social media (by monaeltahawy) 
http://storify.com/ajstream/dispatches-from-sanaa  
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and finally on various websites16 (6%) like NGOs or the White House websites and 
Blogs17 (5%) (ref. Annex 2, Table 3). These findings contradict the ones of D. V. 
Dimitrova et al. (2003), who suggest that hyperlinks have been designed more for 
videos than for photos and that the majority of hyperlinks are of textual content. 
Therefore, it seems that the world is moving towards more visual content. Moreover, 
there is a diversification in hyperlinks’ application which was not the case when D. V. 
Dimitrova et al. (2003) had done their content analysis. It seems that the Web is 
more open-minded than before since hyperlinks no more than redirect readers within 
the same newspapers’ official websites when authors are media professionals.  

Since hyperlinks’ main destinations are to videos, it compensates with the relative 
small presence of multimedia compared with the hyperlinks found in the introduction 
of this section. Most of the videos coverage has reported the conflict and the human 
toll filmed by conventional media or eyewitnesses. The presence of online 
newspapers seems here to give editorial credibility and accuracy even for amateurs’ 
stories. Social media is imposing their presence step by step. Sometimes there have 
been tweets containing salient words; sometimes there have been wall 
conversations. In this specific sample, blogs seem to have been left behind, maybe 
because relevant actions were mostly shared instantaneously on social media and 
blogs take more time to be updated. 

Once again, the most covered frames are the human interest and military conflict 
frames with, as their main sources, the media and citizens.  

Summary of results  

Since the end of the Cold War and the spread of broadband and wireless 
networks, user-generated content has been growing (Stochetti, 2003). The borderline 
that separates professional journalists and their audience seems to be blurring 
(Bruns, 2005; Jenkins, 2006). Through new technologies, user-generated content 
shows more real-time and in-depth reporting. 

As previously discussed, media content curation Web-specific features seem to 
frame more intensively the human interest frame and the military conflict frame with 
sources relying on media organizations and their staffs and citizens. Contrariwise to 
traditional media, media content curation has all the potentials allowing audience to 
be involved in both the creation and reception of news. Thus, there have been made 
some changes in frames and sources due to the evolution of people’s mentality but 
also to the way news is produced and delivered. Since the advent of participatory 
and citizen journalism there has been a shift from official sources relegating public 
opinion and conforming to political elite debates (Bennett, 1990; Cook, 1994; Griffin, 
2004; Herman & Chomsky, 1994) to an increasing number of available voices with 
frames involving more human and emotional aspects (Dimitrova & Neznanski, 2006; 
Kellner, 2008; Wojdynski, 2009). Media content curation does not drastically change 
the way of news reporting, rather it continues to point out users’ participation as 
sources of information and a more human face when covering news events in line 
with previous research on photos, multimedia, and hyperlinks. The presence of 
several sources and even content of media organizations in the same story might 

                                                      
16Hyperlink on other website (by vnessi) http://storify.com/burhanco/ali-ferzat-syrian-
cartoonist-attacked  
17Hyperlink on Blog (1st tweet of scoobydoo007) 
http://storify.com/interzonerebels/tweets-and-news-from-taiz  
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help readers to obtain an overview of the truthfulness of an event. Since curation 
might allow the collection of content from several platforms, it has the potential to 
overcome the divergence that has been underlined by S. Keith, et al. (2009) 
regarding people who base their viewpoints on a single medium and might develop 
slightly diverse impressions about the war as compared with people who access 
several platforms. Thus, media content curation might both perpetuate and disrupt 
traditional ways of war reporting.  

Curation can be seen as an intermediary between several actors as it has been 
the case of radio during the War of the Worlds broadcast (Hayes & Battles, 2011) 
when it functioned as a communication linkage with a constant moving group of 
actors. Storify “stories” can be seen as the War of the Worlds radio broadcast (Hayes 
& Battles, 2011, pp. 56-57 & 60) as it is part of a wide system of sharing and 
interrelation between media organizations, different communication technologies, 
people, and audiences. Moreover, just as social media have helped the organization 
of protests during the “Arab Spring”, radio has coordinated military operations in the 
radio broadcast War of the Worlds (Hayes & Battles, 2011). Thus, Storify is one 
example showing the continuities between early broadcasting and social media 
collection processes. Furthermore, Storify goes behind simple “dispatch.” It has the 
potential to make sense of the constant flow of information shared on social media, 
pointing out relevant information, giving to it context and insight.  

Conclusion & Discussion 

In the past, war coverage mainstream media has mostly relied on official sources 
relegating public opinion and conforming to political elites. Instead, media content 
curation seems to be part of those independent sources capable of exceeding both 
government and editorial policies. It provides alternative sources on conflicts, 
overcoming geographic restrictions in an attempt to ensure international information 
flow. Media content curation continues to contribute to building a media space where 
several cultures and opinions might be represented and where everyone can create 
news content using the same “dispatch” technique of the War of the Worlds 
broadcast sustaining the argument of the collection about continuities between early 
broadcasting and social media. Storify also goes beyond “dispatch” allowing context 
and insight on original contribution.  

There is a growing willingness of audience to participate in news production and in 
news distribution and to show a more human and realistic face of events. Moreover, 
sources provided by non-professional reporters are free of journalistic norms, so that 
amateurs and citizens have the possibility to report even the most sensitive topics. 
As reported in the result section, Storify both perpetuates and disrupts traditional 
news frames and sources. With its aggregation of traditional and new media, media 
content curation is a non-conventional genre like the results of radio broadcast used 
to be at the time of the radio drama War of the Worlds (Lovgen, 2005), which 
detained a unique power over its audience.  

Analysing the reactions to the War of the Worlds radio play, H. Cantril (1940) has 
proven the importance of the environment and the effects it triggers. At that time, 
people’s fear of the war and of the possibility of a foreign (German) attack or invasion 
engendered an excessive reaction after the radio drama. M. McCombs (2002) has 
suggested that conflict environments increase media effects. V. Cambridge (2002) 
has added that in times of stress, the consumption of media rises, thus increasing the 
power of media. Consequently, the role played by traditional and new media during 
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the “Arab Spring” has been to amplify the insurrections against governments and 
influence national and international opinion rather than to have been the cause of the 
conflict itself.  

However, Storify differentiates from traditional media where the information has 
been previously verified bringing about a large amount of unknown sources and 
engendering lack of accuracy. The high presence of unknown sources can be due to 
superficiality, wanted or not wanted, of the curator but also by the limits that social 
media have in terms of source verification since they are one of the most used 
sources of information in Storify stories. Triangulation of the sources remains an 
essential activity and these new tools have to be adapted to do it more automatically, 
otherwise it can give rise to confusion, as it happened for the 1938 War of the Worlds 
broadcast (Heyer, 2003).  

Limitations & Further Research 

Nevertheless, this study presents some limitations as it does not detail a 
comprehensive analysis of all Storify “stories” on the Middle East revolutions, in all 
languages, and during the whole period of rebellion, nor the construction of a 
representative sample, as it is difficult to estimate the exact number of created stories 
reporting the “Arab Spring” in Storify. Moreover, it could have been interesting to 
compare these results not only with results of past war coverage but also with other 
media content curation platforms and/or media, reporting the same events. In 
addition, the categories that have been used for analysing the data are quite general 
and in line with previous research on frames and sources which was sufficient for an 
exploratory study underlining the key frames and sources used in stories. Next steps 
could consist of taking categories one by one and creating sub categories in order to 
see, for example, if the human interest frame covers more intensively civilians or 
military causalities, protestants’ or militaries’ everyday life conditions and so on, thus 
highlighting a clear position of the curator. The next steps might be to ask whether 
the representation of these frames is the same in traditional media as in the 
alternative media. But for this, a connotative or ideological analysis of frames 
(Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011) has to be done and not just to look at the denotative 
aspect as it was done in this study. 
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Annex 1 

Codebook 

For each story the next steps have been followed. 

Curator category 

a) If the curator is a media professional or a media organization code 1  
b) Otherwise, if it is an amateur code 0 

Web-specific features descriptive variables 

a) Count the number of photos 
b) Count the number of multimedia (videos and audio tapes)  
c) Count the number of hyperlinks  

Photos Frames 

Look at each photo. Code one when you find one of the following frame otherwise 
code 0.  

a) Human 
b) Military  
c) Diagnostic 
d) Responsibility  
e) Prognostic  
f) Economic  
g) Morality  

Multimedia Frames 

Watch and listen to each multimedia. Code one when you find one of the following 
frame otherwise code 0.  

h) Human 
i) Military  
j) Diagnostic 
k) Responsibility  
l) Prognostic  
m) Economic  
n) Morality  

Hyperlinks Frames 

Click on each hyperlink and look into the page where you are redirected. Code one 
when you find one of the following frame otherwise code 0.  

o) Human 
p) Military  
q) Diagnostic 
r) Responsibility  
s) Prognostic  
t) Economic  
u) Morality  

Photos Sources  

Look at original contributors accounts and count how many original photo sources 
are from: 
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a) Media professionals  
b) Citizens 
c) Arab people  
d) Non-Arab people 
e) Unknown sources 

Multimedia Sources  

Look at original contributors accounts and count how many original multimedia 
sources are from: 

a) Media professionals  
b) Citizens 
c) Arab people  
d) Non-Arab people 
e) Unknown sources 

Hyperlinks Sources  

Look at original contributors accounts and count how many original hyperlinks 
sources are from: 

a) Media professionals  
b) Citizens 
c) Arab people  
d) Non-Arab people 
e) Unknown sources 

Hyperlinks’ destination 

Click on each hyperlink and count how many hyperlinks redirect the reader on:  

a) An online journal webpage 
b) A blog webpage 
c) A social media webpage 
d) A video platform webpage 
e) Other webpages 
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Annex 2 

Tables & Figures 

Table 1 - Frames of Web-specific features 

Frames Photos (%) Multimedia 
(%) 

Hyperlinks (%) 

Human 89 85 68 

Military 27 48 68 

Diagnostic 13 14 24 

Responsibility െ 17 18 

Prognostic െ 2 7 

Economic െ െ 4 

Morality െ 2 3 

- It means that the frame was not present at all.  

 

Table 2 – Sources of Web-specific features 

Sources Photos (%) Multimedia (%) Hyperlinks (%) 

Media 
Professionals 

36 50 33 

Citizens 22 23 40 

Arab People 6 10 4 

Non-Arab People 4 10 8 

Unknown 32 7 15 

Sum 100 100 100 

 

Table 3 – Destination of hyperlinks  

Redirection Hyperlinks (%) 

Videos 50 

Online Journals 29 

Social Media 10 

Blogs 5 

Other categories 6 

Sum  100 
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Figure 1 – Example of curated media content (source: Storify.com)
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4.2 Article 2: Using Storify: challenges and opportunities for journalists covering 
crises18 

 
Vittoria Sacco, University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland  

and  
Dr Diana Bossio, Swinburne University of Technology, Australia 
 

Abstract 

The recent “Arab Spring” protests have been widely discussed in the media as an 
example of a shift in the dissemination of news and information during a crisis. Apart 
from the youth-driven resistance played out on the streets, the “Arab Spring” 
movement is also noteworthy for the millions of texts, images and videos that were 
transmitted through social media networks and indirectly disseminated on 
mainstream news networks. While social media has played an increasingly crucial 
role as source of information for journalists during times of crisis, concerns have 
been raised about the veracity of information and the effort needed to extract the best 
content in real time. To overcome this problem, ex-journalist Burt Herman created the 
online platform Storify as a pioneering media content curation service. Media content 
curation knits technological and human skill in selecting, classifying, preserving, 
contextualizing and crafting traditional media sources and social media content into 
one coherent narrative. This article examines the changes to traditional modes of 
journalistic practice engendered by the use of Storify and other social media tools for 
reportage in times of crisis. The research utilizes a content analysis of Storify 
“stories” written by media professionals about the “Arab Spring” and seven interviews 
with media professionals who have used Storify to report during the “Arab Spring”. 
Journalists have responded positively to Storify because of the diversity of sources, 
accessibility, new story presentation possibilities and the ability to quickly search and 
select sources using a transparent process. However, our analysis found that some 
of the limitations of Storify are technical, specifically in terms of design and software.  

Keywords: Digital media practices, social media, Storify, “Arab Spring”, content 
analysis, interviews.  
  

                                                      
18Published: Sacco, V., & Bossio, D. (2014). Using Storify: challenges and 
opportunities for journalists covering conflicts. Journal of Applied Journalism and 
Media Studies, 3(1), 27-45. DOI: 10.1386/ajms.3.27_1.  
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Introduction 

Reporting news and information during crisis situations has always been one of 
the most important aspects of journalistic practice. From the Vietnam War to the 
Japanese nuclear meltdown in 2011, providing information about what is happening 
“on the street” during a crisis has always been just as important as reporting how 
governmental officials have responded. Traditionally, this type of reportage has been 
the work of journalists, foreign correspondents and “stringers” who were flown quickly 
in and out of a crisis. However, this type of journalism has been eroded somewhat by 
shrinking newsrooms, large media conglomerations and wire services, and 
processes of “embedding” journalists with military personnel on the ground. Some 
journalists have attempted to circumvent these limitations by utilizing more 
collaborative, social media-enabled investigative techniques, and this was particularly 
evident during the recent uprisings encapsulated by the “Arab Spring”. The “Arab 
Spring” was the moniker given to the series of revolutionary uprisings that began in 
Tunisia in 2011 and then seemingly “spread” to Egypt, Libya, Syria and other nations 
in the region. One aspect of the protests that has been discussed in the media and in 
academia was the seeming shift in news production processes towards much more 
collaborative interactions between those who witnessed and those who reported on 
the events of the “Arab Spring”. Are these new networked, collaborative and social 
media-enabled forms of reportage the “future” of journalism in crisis situations? Or 
are they simply one of many tools that are available to those doing the “hard work” of 
reporting on the street? This article presents the results of an empirical analysis 
examining how the use of the digital media content curation tool Storify has affected 
professional journalistic practice in times of crisis. 

Storify is a website that allows users to create stories or timelines using photos, 
video, links to websites, and social media such as Twitter. It allows users to “drag” 
unconnected content from multiple online networks into Storify under one story 
“theme”. Users can also collaborate to offer multiple perspectives on a story by 
editing, re-ordering the elements or adding text to explain the context of a story. The 
concept was created by ex-journalist Burt Herman and Xavier Damman, who won 
several public grants before Khosla Ventures funded the concept with $2 million in 
2010. Since opening to the public in 2011, the site has been growing in popularity, 
especially amongst freelance journalists and mainstream news organizations such as 
Al Jazeera. Storify has become popular because of its ease of use in collating news 
about significant events such as elections, extreme weather events, crises and large 
social movements. For example, CBC News used Storify to cover the 2011 London 
riots and many major news events such as the US presidential elections have 
featured on the site.  

This article analyses the use of Storify through a content analysis of 234 Storify 
“stories” written by media professionals about the “Arab Spring”. The content analysis 
focuses on the journalists’ choice of sources and frames for covering the “Arab 
Spring” protests. We also utilized qualitative data from interviews conducted with 
seven media professionals who used Storify as part of their reporting practice. The 
interviews focused on how journalists thought new forms of networked journalism 
were changing their traditional reporting practices in crisis situations. In line with the 
content analysis results, journalists said they utilized Storify within a variety of social 
media tools because of the diversity of sources, the tool’s accessibility, the new story 
presentation possibilities and the ability to quickly search and select sources using a 



69 
 

transparent process. However, interviewees also suggested some technical 
limitations of digital media content curation platforms.  

Theoretical framework 

Reportage of news and information in crisis situations has been impacted by a 
variety of technological, economic and institutional changes in journalism. S. 
Livingstone and G. Asmolov (2010) suggest non-state actors, non-spatial 
relationships, information abundance and microelectronic technologies are 
increasingly characterizing the changes in “foreign news reporting”. As a result of 
these changes, much academic research (Cremedas & Lysak, 2011; Saltzis & 
Dickinson, 2008) has evidenced the increase in workflow and thus, work pressure on 
journalists who now need to be multi-skilled across platforms and publish more 
quickly than ever before.  

Traditionally, academic research has highlighted the slow uptake of digital and 
online tools by professional journalists. E. Mitchelstein and P. J. Boczkowski suggest 
that journalistic participation in online training has also been slow:  

journalistic operations have tended not to realize the potential of new 
technologies, thus affecting limited change across the industry…[and] although 
online media made users participation possible, the fact that interactivity was 
counterintuitive with the principles of traditional journalistic culture tended to 
diminish the willingness to explore audience participation (2009, p. 567).  

Similarly, traditional understanding of journalistic practice (see Hall et al, 1978) 
suggests that elite sources such as government, business or police are often used as 
the primary credible voices by journalists who are often impeded by organizational 
and logistical limitations. 

However, newer academic research points to the innovations that various 
journalists are bringing to their practice; this can be seen in the form of using new 
tools (such as Storify), new presentation techniques and new interactions with their 
audience as “credible sources”. These shifts suggest a need to re-articulate the role 
and institutional practices of journalism in an age where the new tools, techniques 
and interactions with their audience or other types of journalists are fundamentally 
changing traditional journalism.  

Contemporary academic study of online alternative journalism has taken into 
account grassroots journalistic practice, including citizen journalism, video posting 
and the use of social media to distribute news. These studies have been based on 
theoretical frameworks encapsulating the “democratization” of the news process 
through online citizen journalism, or “produsers” (Bruns, 2005). More broadly, the 
social repercussions of technological change, such as blogging, citizen journalism 
and alternative media, have meant that it has been the act of citizens, rather than 
professional journalists, that have allowed for reporting, analysing and disseminating 
of information of a global scale (Bowman & Willis, 2003, p. 9). As L. Livingstone 
suggests (1999) the conventional “one to many” model of disseminating news has 
been usurped somewhat by the user-generated media created with relatively 
inexpensive and user-friendly digital software. Thus the model for academic study 
around online, alternative media has been very much about discovering the potential 
of new forms of journalistic practice and the political, social and cultural impacts of 
the various forms of alternative journalism being practiced globally. 

More contemporary theoretical frameworks have also suggested the ways in which 
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productive interactions between professional and non-professional media actors 
could occur. By defining a framework for understanding new types of news work, 
media production and journalism as an integrated whole, M. Deuze (2003) for 
example, has investigated the way in which online and converged media have been 
incorporated into journalism. He suggests (2003, p. 206) that digital and networked 
journalism cannot always be tied to the work that defines the salaried media 
practitioners in traditional media formats. T. Harcup (2005, p. 362) refers to J. 
Downing (2001) when he suggests that there has been a realization that alternative 
and mainstream media are not binary opposites. Downing (2001, p. ix) suggests 
instead that “the edges are almost always blurred” between the demarcation of 
alternative and mainstream journalistic practices and functions. More recently A. 
Heinrich (2011, p. 58) has argued that there is evidence of the potential for globalized 
networks of interaction between mainstream and alternative modes of journalistic 
practice, but they have not yet been applied to a conceptual model of practical 
interaction.  

Other academic research (Bruns, 2003; Bowman & Willis, 2003) has suggested 
that the various effects on journalistic practice will come to be expressed in new ways 
of formulating and presenting news. For example, the possible news functions of 
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have all been the subject of media and academic 
scrutiny. Much of this scrutiny has revolved around questions of the speed and 
veracity of news and information presented via Twitter and Facebook; although no 
one doubts the potential of social media for developing new investigative practices in 
journalism. A. Hermida (2010, p. 297), for example, poses that Twitter is “micro-
blogging as “awareness systems” that provide journalists with more complex ways of 
understanding and reporting on the subtleties of public communication”. Similarly, D. 
Lasorsa et al.’s (2012, p. 19) research on Twitter found that social media tools 
altered the presentation of journalists’ reportage:  

journalists more freely express opinions, a common micro-blogging practice 
but one which contests the journalistic norm of objectivity (impartiality and non-
partisanship). To a lesser extent, the journalists also adopted two other norm-
related micro-blogging features: providing accountability and transparency 
regarding how they conduct their work, and sharing user-generated content with 
their followers.  

Other research has examined the way in which new media tools and media users 
have affected the norms of journalism and the values of the “news” genre. For 
example, L. Peer and T. Ksiazek (2011, p. 53) have suggested successful YouTube 
news videos adopt traditional standards when it came to the production elements of 
sound and image, but content provision was different, particularly in the forms of 
narration that were used and what could be considered “professional standards” of 
reporting. For example, online news was generally biased towards a particular point 
of view, did not consult outside sources for verification and had a particular agenda 
(Peer & Ksiazek, 2011, p. 54). Other research (Sakaki et al., 2010; Campbell & 
Gibson, 2009; Drezner & Farrel, 2004) has shown that journalists use online news 
sources as background research tool, social networking and for story ideas, but do 
not trust the Internet as their only source.  

The “Arab Spring” protests have highlighted several shifts in the reportage of crisis 
situations by professional journalists. Recent research that has emerged from 
preliminary studies of the “Arab Spring” has highlighted the collaborative processes 
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of news production by journalists and activists. This has been along similar 
arguments as forwarded by N. Bruno (2011) and A. Hermida (2012) who have 
presented the journalism in the digital media age as a kind of curatorial role; a real-
time professional curator who “lays bare the manner through which a news story is 
constructed, as fragments of information are contested, denied or verified” (Hermida, 
2012, p. 8). For example, A. Hermida et al. (2012) found that non-elite sources 
dominated the news production processes of journalists covering the “Arab Spring”, 
as did G. Lotan et al. (2011) who found that both journalists and activists were key 
information sources during the crisis. M. Nanabhay and R. Farmanfarmaian (2011) 
provided a slightly more nuanced analysis, suggesting that alternative media 
practitioners amplify the protest in the public sphere using social media, while 
mainstream media coverage transforms this process into a “spectacular” with 24/7 
rolling coverage. This is supported by S. Aday et al’s research (2013) which suggests 
that the vast amount of attention to social media content about the “Arab Spring” 
came from outside the Middle East regions, showing social media as a useful tool for 
amplification of news events, rather than for the protests themselves. 

Comparatively, Storify and other media content curation tools have not been the 
subject of as much academic scrutiny as they are relative newcomers to the social 
media field. Much of the research about Storify has been purely descriptive. For 
example, K. Fincham (2011, p. 56) describes some of the potential benefits that 
Storify creates for an “overcrowded” media sphere:  

If social media is killing context, Storify can help journalists and students put 
it back together again. Storify was initially aimed at journalists but it is 
increasingly applicable in the classroom as it helps teach students how to 
contextualize the streams of social media information. 

However, the effects that the journalistic use of Storify might have on the practices 
of news gathering and its presentation as reportage has not yet been analysed. 

Research Methodology 

Our article explores the challenges and opportunities associated with the 
journalistic use of Storify during the “Arab Spring” protests. Our research question 
was as follow: have traditional modes of journalistic practice and reportage in times 
of crisis changed with the use of Storify? To explore this, we used a mix of content 
analysis and structured interview techniques applied to a wide range of information 
sources (e.g. text-based, video-based, photo-based and registered tapes) to ensure 
internal validity of results (Meijer, Verloop & Beijaard, 2002; Arksey & Knight, 1999; 
Jick, 1979). 

The sample for the content analysis was taken from 450 Storify stories about the 
“Arab Spring”, collected though Google as Storify did not have an internal search 
engine at the time of the study. Keywords referring to recent protests in Arab 
countries, names of major governmental players, major events and their places were 
used for building the dataset (Dimitrova & Neznanski, 2006). At the end of this 
process, the sample comprised 234 stories about the “Arab Spring” written in English 
by media professionals and covering the period from the beginning of the protests 
(January/February 2011) to the end of August 2011, when the analysis was 
completed.  

The content analysis was utilized to illustrate the different frames through which 
journalists presented their reportage (Fahmy, 2007; King & Lester, 2005; Wanta & 
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Chang, 2001; Sherer, 1989). A methodological focus on framing attempts to highlight 
a journalist’s or media organization’s choices in ordering, emphasizing and omitting 
reportage of aspects of an event (Schwalbe, 2006; Entman, 1991, 1993; Gamson & 
Modigliani, 1987). The principal components of framing are choices around visual 
images, multimedia and hyperlinks, and use of language like metaphors, exemplars 
and/or catch phrases (Gamson & Lasch, 1983).  

S. Fahmy et al.(2007) suggest that much research on framing has emphasized 
reporting on war and terrorism and this also seems appropriate to crisis events. We 
have thus utilized existing literature around framing in war time to provide a 
framework for our methodological approach to the content analysis (see Appendix 
One). Frames around military conflict, human interest, responsibility and economics 
have been cited as the most evident frames in news reportage about war 
(Valkenburg, Semetko, & De Vreese as cited in Xigen, Lindsay, & Mogensen, 2002; 
Dimitrova, Kaid & Williams, 2004; Griffin, 2004). Many studies on recent conflicts 
however, have addressed framing from the human-interest perspective versus the 
soldier-focused or governmental perspectives (Wojdynski, 2009; Schwalbe, Silcock & 
Keith, 2008; Peng, Tham & Xiaoming, 1999). On the basis of these previous studies, 
we have presented similar themes to analyse the frames for each Storify “story”. The 
choice of frames corresponding to war might seem problematic in that the “Arab 
Spring” has not been characterized by organized military conflict; however many of 
the frames have similarities with experiences and situations that occurred during the 
protests. Moreover, some protests reached the stage of conflict (i.e. Libya and Syria) 
comparable more broadly to situations of war. We nonetheless ensured that we 
adequately acknowledged the complexity of the protests by using binary coding as 
our preferred analysis framework. This was especially important as Storify stories are 
most often composed with several different forms of content and this sometimes 
made it difficult to indicate the most emphasized frame in each story.  

Further research has discussed the important role of sources in framing (Andsager 
& Powers, 1999; Nacos, 1994; Colby & Cook, 1991) and thus we have analysed the 
number and variety of authors or content creators who have been engaged with a 
Storify “story”. Findings related to recent conflicts have highlighted that citizen-
generated content has often prevailed as main source of information (Hamdy, 2010; 
Newman, 2009; Ost, Granhag, Udell, & af Hjelmsäter, 2008). The “Arab Spring” 
protests have also been characterized by examples of widespread use of 
participatory and citizen journalism (Eltantawy & Weist, 2011). While all contributions 
in a curated story on Storify are attributed to original authors themselves, there was a 
limitation in that identification of citizen content on Storify was not always possible 
(see Appendix 2 for how the sources have been coded).  

Since media curated stories are based on various contributions from social media 
or the traditional media, the subsequent analysis of the sources has also focused on 
the type of channels preferred by media professionals as a source of information. For 
example, it could be possible that media professionals privileged RSS feeds from 
their own organization or other media organizations because they considered them 
more reliable sources of information. Conversely, some media professionals could 
have favoured alternative channels such as tweets, photos or multimedia.  

To complete the analysis, interviews were also conducted with journalists who 
used Storify to report on the “Arab Spring” protests. This added qualitative data to 
assess the perception of Storify by journalists, and a broader understanding of 
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journalists’ use of curated media formats and curated sources. In order to identify 
gaps in the development of digital media curation platforms, it is important to outline 
journalists’ concerns and experiences as they are implicated in the tool’s success. In 
other words, interviews should bear a relevant, truthful and reliable relationship to 
empirical facts (Lindlof & Taylor, 2010). The interview subjects were journalists who 
were identified as most often using digital media content curation platforms for 
reporting the “Arab Spring”. The sample is composed of seven journalists with 
different backgrounds and experiences. We structured questionnaire-type interviews 
which were organized around a list of selected open-ended questions and coded 
answers using the key themes. 

Results and Discussion 

Use of sources by reporters 

The study firstly examined the procedures used by media professionals when 
searching for information about conflicts: the major sources of information to which 
they referred, the angle they chose to tell the story and their perception of the 
benefits and the limitations of using Storify to report such events. Additionally, the 
respondents discussed their reaction to changes brought by social media tools such 
Storify in their reporting practices during crises.  

The interview data provide an overall impression of the ways in which journalists 
are using social media content in their reportage. The journalists we interviewed were 
asked which social media they used in their everyday reporting and why they used 
social media in their reportage. Many subjects suggested that social media is useful 
as an “originator” of news; that is, social media assumes the role of an initiator of 
news, or as a source of initial information about a subject. Participant B said: “I 
monitor Twitter through lists of topics I have created looking for newsworthy updates 
and work with my newsroom to verify what we see. What we find there may lead to 
sources, interviews and full blown stories or entries into live blogs”. Social media was 
also suggested as a tool to interview and collaborate with people. Participant C said: 
“To interview; to find sources; to collaborate, follow colleagues and to break news as 
well as post links to my blog”. Participant E described the utility of Twitter to keep 
track of international news:  

For my work I use mostly Twitter to find what happens in other countries (i.e. 
during “Arab Spring” it was according me the most important source to read what 
people says [sic], even if I knew that some tweets were “controlled”). It's like a 
puzzle from many different sources. You should select carefully the pieces of the 
puzzle to see the picture. 

The interview data is reflected in the content analysis results, where journalists 
appeared to be using social media and citizens as their major sources during the 
“Arab Spring” on Storify (see Table 1). Results are presented according to the time 
coverage. The “hours” coverage means that the story was published within one hour 
of the original contribution, the “daily” coverage refers to the story publication within 
24 hours of the oldest curated source used in the story and finally, the “days” 
coverage shows when the story was published later than 24 hours after the first 
original source (i.e. several days coverage).  

The categories media and citizens illustrate the highest percentage of 
contributions to media coverage during the “Arab Spring”. In the daily coverage, 87% 
of the curators used media sources and 57% were citizen sources. Most of the time, 
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journalists used the RSS feeds of the media company that they belonged to, but also 
other mainstream media companies, to confirm information about the protests. Media 
professionals also quoted their own content such as their own tweets (i.e. category 
themselves). Citizens’ corresponds to eyewitness accounts who posted the progress 
on protests and the strained relations between governments and civilians. The 
Others category which comprises sources that cannot be part of other categories and 
unknown sources have been still coded, showing that it is still difficult to verify 
information on social media. In the interviews, some respondents also emphasized 
giving a “voice” to specific groups of people and using a more “human-interest” style 
in their Storify reportage. For example, participant G said:  

I like the option that notifies users that they are part of my stories and giving 
credit to them. It is so easy to find even the smallest parts of a story and the way 
people react to an event or braking news. I can feel the sense of the public on a 
story.  

Original Contributors Hours (%) Daily (%) Days (%) 

Media professionals 87 94 87 

Citizens 57 56 67 

Non-Arab People 56 52 67 

Arab People 47 38 35 

Themselves 23 28 31 

NGOs 13 13 30 

Government 11 6 9 

Others 8 4 13 

Table 1 – Media professionals’ choice of original contributors according to time 
coverage 

 

In the hourly and daily coverage, tweets were the most used digital sources (35% 
and 37%) compared with several days’ coverage, where videos and photos prevailed 
(see Table 2). This is probably due to the speed needed for hourly and daily updates 
on social media. In the course of several days, however, more material allowed 
curators to create more complete stories, adding photos and videos.  

The journalists we interviewed also suggested that curating stories on Storify 
allowed more time to collect different components of events and gave a more “global” 
perspective during the course of several days’ coverage. Participant A gave an 
example of this reporting practice: “I did a Storify about how Arab rappers were 
engaging themselves in the ‘Arab Spring’ through their music using YouTube videos, 
tweets and links to other online material of theirs”. Respondents also said Storify 
gave more context to information on social media. For example, participant D said: 
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“The first time that I used Storify was when I saw a flood of tweets from 
@angryarbiya and wanted to read them chronologically. She was telling a story that 
wasn’t as compelling to read backwards”.  

Digital sources Hours (%) Daily (%) Days (%) Sum 

Twitter 35 37 28 100 

Twitpics 22 21 57 100 

Facebook 4 65 31 100 

Facebook Photos 0 0 100 100 

Flicker 17 20 63 100 

Yfrog 28 24 48 100 

Lockers 23 27 50 100 

YouTube 14 19 67 100 

RSS 15 30 55 100 

Others 19 17 64 100 

Table 2 – Media professionals’ use of digital sources according to time coverage  

Framing of coverage by reporters  

 

The content analysis shows that in the hourly and daily coverage, media 
professionals privilege the use of the military (i.e. 72% and 79% respectively) and 
human interest frames (i.e. 72% and 76% respectively). Media sources are obliged to 
cover events with general information and governmental responses, thus giving rise 
to coverage mostly related to the military, diagnostic and responsibility frames (i.e. 
general information). Conversely, eyewitnesses add their own point of view of the 
conflict, increasing the presence of the human interest frame within the coverage (i.e. 
personal information). After several days’ coverage all the frames percentages 
increase (see Table 3). This is probably due to time passing, permitting more 
information to be published.  
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Frames Hours (%) Daily (%) Days (%) 

Military 72 79 73 

Human 72 76 87 

Diagnostic 24 25 47 

Responsibility 20 21 25 

Solidarity 20 25 15 

Prognostic 13 3 4 

Morality 9 6 7 

Economic 1 4 4 

Table 3 – Media professionals’ choice of frames according to time coverage 

Storify: positive and negative applications 

 

In line with the content analysis results, journalists that we interviewed suggested 
that Storify is likely to escape limitations presented to traditional journalists, 
especially because many different perspectives can be weaved together. 
Interviewees acknowledged the power of Storify was the access to a number of 
sources. Participant D said: “It’s an extremely useful way to collect material from a 
plurality of sources and pull it together”. Similarly, participant A observed that “Storify 
is good for analysis of trends in the media and stories in the social media sphere 
because of the way I can aggregate information and show from first-hand sources 
whatever topic I am studying”.  

Interestingly, Storify was viewed by interviewees as a “second step” in news 
production. It is not where the news is necessarily created, but rather where news is 
documented and stored in a logical or narrative order, and through the journalist's 
particular understanding of the flow of information on social media. For example, 
participant D liked: “The way I can use it to impose order, whether chronological or 
topical”. Participant A thought that “Storify is better for collecting all the leads 'post-
breaking' and [to] create an overview to be able to analyse news”. Similarly, 
participant C said “It’s better for documenting than reporting”. Other benefits seem to 
be ease of usage in creating new stories or updating old ones. Participant C said: 
“It’s easy to use and enables one to provide narrative based on tweets”.  

The overall attitude toward Storify from the interviewees was positive. Most 
suggested that Storify presented new opportunities for researching and presenting 
coverage of news events. Journalists who we interviewed suggested it could help to 
make sense of valuable information that would otherwise go unnoticed in social 
media. This was reflected by participant D’s comment: “It encourages a different kind 
of storytelling. I have started to appreciate embedding the social media source in my 
online stories”. Participant A said Storify was one of the best new ways to put 
together pieces of information from several platforms:  
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The main benefit is to be able to give the reader the link to the sources, instead 
of only a quote. This way he/she can fact check the sources themselves or get 
even more information about the topic by following the link...I think Storify puts 
readers and journalists in a healthier relationship and allows for source 
transparency. 

The interviewees also suggested some limitations of Storify for reportage; it seems 
that the platform still needs improvements in design and software to better suit the 
needs of journalists. Participant D said “The limitations are technical: when the 
storypad doesn’t clear, it loses a lot of its use as an instant news gathering tool”. 
Participant B also suggested that “It is dependent on the Twitter API, and that is often 
‘buggy’. Sometimes you can't search or get access to a tweet you need”. Participant 
G said: “It needs more resources from other social media (e.g. Pinterest and 
Instagram)”. Participant G also said that language can also be constraining: “My 
language (Greek) is a limitation when my story comes from both Greek and other 
foreign speaking people”.  

The format of Storify itself also seems to limit both journalists and audiences from 
integrating this kind of storytelling into their everyday reading and production habits. 
Participant F said: “It’s ugly. The user experience is still to be ameliorated”. Similarly, 
participant A stated that “The format is hard to embed in a standard news outlet”. 
Correspondingly, participant E said: “Now I don’t use it often, not because I don’t find 
it useful but just because newspapers in Greece are not so ‘modern’”. Finally, 
checking the original source of information is still challenging on Storify, as in other 
social media. According to participant E, “The limitation is ‘how to know what’s true’ 
like in other social media”. 

Participants were also asked to comment on whether Storify stories could be 
considered more “realistic” than traditional journalistic articles because of the 
presence of so many “original” voices. We asked this in order to ascertain whether 
the prevalence of different frames in the content analysis was because of the 
uniqueness of the tool or the story author themselves. On one hand, the human 
dimension seems to be related to subjective factors specific to the content creator, 
rather than the characteristics offered by the platform on itself. This was supported by 
participant D who said: “That’s not up to Storify; it’s up to the writer. Unless you’re 
storifying every tweet in a topic in context, it’s all subjective”. Participant F also said:  

Storify is a curating-tool, nothing more, nothing less. It still depends on the 
journalist on the other side of the screen to decide, whether a news, picture, video 
or tweet is worth to be storified or not. It’s more or less real-time so the decision-
making gets faster. But again: I wouldn’t say Storify changes the way journalists 
work, it is just another channel where you can collect news that you will find 
elsewhere as well. So it’s not about news making, it’s about – if you like – “news 
taking”.  

On the other hand, curators can give space to a multitude of different voices by 
adding directly original contributions to the stories. Participant E said this suggested 
more “realistic” reporting because: “you could include many different sources, 
reactions and opinions, not only from the traditional media but mostly from witnesses 
and experts”. Another respondent said: “If realistic means the transparency of the 
reader to check and follow the sources, then yes”. 

Finally, interviewees were asked about the potential of Storify to be a solution to 
the difficulty of verifying and presenting news and information in times of crisis. The 
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majority of participants were ambivalent despite their enthusiastic use of Storify. 
Participant E said: “I’m not sure. It could be, but there is always a question about how 
to cross check news in social media”. However, participant G was enthusiastic about 
the possibilities of Storify use during crisis: “Especially for twitter search (a solution 
when it might be difficult or impossible to access information)”, they were otherwise 
sceptical about the possibilities for more “realistic” reporting: “No way! Only pure 
journalism can do that with experience and many traditional tools”. Similarly, 
participant F said: “No. During the ‘Arab Spring’ I storified from Munich, Germany, 
about technical issues in downtown Cairo during the internet-blackout. So I had the 
information the readers hadn’t. Without access to information Storify is useless 
IMHO”.  

Conclusion  

The advent of new forms of journalistic practice has been evidenced by a shift 
away from the singular use of “official sources” or the political elite (Griffin, 2004; 
Herman & Chomsky, 1994; Cook, 1994; Bennett, 1990) to a larger number of voices 
(Wojdynski, 2009; Kellner, 2008; Dimitrova & Neznanski, 2006). In this article we 
argue that Storify does not necessarily change processes of news reporting, but 
rather, points to increased user participation in news events, and increased 
collaboration with journalists through the use of social media. Our results indicate 
that within contemporary coverage of conflict there is more space for people who 
were traditionally voiceless in media coverage. Furthermore, our findings suggest 
that journalists have responded positively to Storify because of the diversity of 
sources, its accessibility, the new story presentation possibilities and the ability to 
quickly search and select sources using a transparent process. However, our 
analysis found that some of the limitations of digital media content curation were 
technical, specifically in terms of design and software. The verification of information 
for example is still as challenging as for other social media. Nevertheless, the true 
potential seems to be the opportunity for journalists to use their talent as story-tellers 
to inform their audience almost instantaneously and with a more “realistic” version of 
the facts. It is important to note that this study is the first step of a research process. 
A further study could also be carried out with a larger or more varied population of 
media professionals. It would also be interesting to extend the research to other 
situations of crisis and/or digital media content curation platforms to compare 
similarities and differences among events and tools.  

Social media and digital media content curation platforms do not threaten 
traditional media; rather they can be viewed as complementary media channels 
accessible to journalists and to the audience to understand a news event. We can 
suggest instead that digital media content curation platforms will probably encounter 
the same challenges as prior communication technologies (i.e. blogs and radio), 
which at first intimidate journalists and then become part of the mainstream media 
practice. Storify is only one of many steps in meeting the requirements of journalists 
in a dynamic media ecosystem. Perhaps in future it will be not uncommon to see 
media companies building their own platforms for curating social media content and 
delivering high-quality news.  
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Appendix One 

Frames used in news reporting 

Frames  Definition References 

Military 
Conflict 

If at least one component of the story refers to 
human tools, analysis and description of military 
operation and diplomatic efforts for war. 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004) 
and Semetko & 

Valkenburg (2000) 

Human 
Interest 

If at least one component of the story describes 
personal stories about soldiers, fighters, victims, 
prisoners, refugees, their families and civilians 
engendering emotions on audience. 

Dimitrova, et al. 
(2004), Xigen, et al. 

(2002) and Semetko & 
Valkenburg (2000) 

Economic 
consequences 

If at least one component of the story represents 
the economic repercussions of an event on 
individual groups, institutions, regions or 
countries (i.e. changes in oil prices or slowdown 
of the economy). 

Xigen, et al. (2002) 
and Semetko & 

Valkenburg (2000) 

Responsibility If at least one component of the story denotes 
the attribution of responsibilities for the causes 
or solutions of an event. 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004) 
and Semetko & 

Valkenburg (2000) 

Diagnostic If at least one component of the story shows the 
causes and motivations for which an event has 
happened. 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004)

Prognostic If at least one component of the story emphasis 
the information about the further evolutions of 
events and the post-revolution constructions. 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004) 
and Semetko & 

Valkenburg (2000) 

Morality If at least one component of the story treats the 
presence of moral messages, religious tenets or 
social prescription when the event is reported. 

Semetko & Valkenburg 
(2000) 

Solidarity If at least one component of the story has words 
of encouragement, solidarity messages, 
guidelines and counsels based on past 
experiences. 

- 
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Appendix Two 

Sources used by reporters 

Original 
Contributors 

Definition Sources 

Media 
professionals 

All level of media professionals involved in 
media organizations without country 
distinction.  

Dimitrova, et al. (2004), 
Lee (2004) and 

Semetko & Valkenburg 
(2000) 

Citizens Eyewitnesses, victims, prisoners, fighters, 
protesters and their families from the country of 
revolutions.  

Xigen, et al. (2002) 

Non-Arab 
People 

People not physically involved in the rebellions 
and that do not live in Arab countries. 

Lee (2004) and Xigen, 
et al. (2002). 

Arab People Arab people, expatriates and refugees that do 
not live in the countries of the rebellion stories.

Lee (2004) and Xigen, 
et al. (2002) 

Themselves Social media posts of the writers themselves. Dimitrova, et al. (2004)

NGOs Non-profit organizations (i.e. Amnesty 
International or the Red Cross). 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004) 
and Xigen, et al. (2002)

Official sources Official and administration authorities (i.e. 
members of governments or military forces). 

Dimitrova, et al. (2004), 
Lee (2004) and Xigen, 

et al. (2002) 

Others Sources not identified or that could not be part 
of the other categories. 

Lee (2004) and Xigen, 
et al. (2002) 
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4.3 Article 3: Using social media in the news reportage of War & Conflict: 
Opportunities and Challenges19 
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Abstract 

Based on interviews with Swiss journalists who specialise in war and international 
reportage, this article investigates the extent to which social media impacts on 
reportage of war and conflict. The interviews examine journalists’ perceptions of the 
threats and opportunities posed by use of social media in reporting conflict, by 
investigating how journalists position themselves and their practices within this new 
media ecosystem. In particular, the interviews explore whether challenges to 
professional journalism encountered in previous studies of reportage of war and 
conflict are overcome by the use of social media. It explores if social media can 
mitigate the effects of military and government restriction of information, changing 
newsroom dynamics and issues of audience engagement in reportage of conflict. 
The findings highlight that in the context of war and conflict the dynamism creates 
opportunities for fast, news dissemination, pluralised voices in reportage and 
extended audience reach. However, reporters must also negotiate the complexities 
that fast, multi-medium and multi-sourced information create for reporting practices, 
especially in terms of verification of information and contextualisation. Thus this 
article argues that although social media adds dynamism to journalistic 
environments, this dynamism also brings new levels of complexity to journalistic 
practice that professional media workers must negotiate.  

Keywords: social media, war & conflict, journalistic practice 
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Introduction 

Journalists have always had a place on the battlefield. As the eyewitnesses of war 
and conflict, they report first-hand the experiences of those engaged in the 
confrontation, as well as those who suffer its consequences. Historically, journalists 
have worked at, or close to, the scene of war and conflict. Foreign correspondents, 
stringers and other international media workers have worked with activists, 
governmental sources and non-governmental or charitable organisations to report 
the news of war and conflict to audiences far from the crisis. The significance of good 
journalistic work–and the importance of independently verified news and information 
during war and conflict overall–has not changed. But in a globalised, digitised and 
online world, the way in which both journalists and audiences experience and engage 
with news about war and conflict has changed. Increasingly globalised economic, 
migratory and media environments have brought otherwise distant and disparate 
people closer to war’s touch (Sylvester, 2011). These globalised conditions have also 
meant the economic rationalisation of journalistic work; news agencies and 
freelancers have replaced the foreign news desks and correspondents dedicated to 
reportage of war and conflict to international audiences. Where traditional news and 
information producers have decreased in number in some places, the number of 
information networks has only increased. Digital online and social media have 
allowed these otherwise disparate audiences not only to talk directly to journalists, 
but also to each other in multi-faceted conversations in real time. The advent of new 
devices and online social networks has thus furthered the spread of journalistic 
information, but also the number of voices producing news and information in the 
public sphere. This has also brought dramatic changes to the journalistic 
environment in which journalists do their work. While much media and academic 
discourse has lamented the “death” of traditional reportage and international news 
desks (e.g. Sambrook, 2010; Moeller 1999), more recent discussion has also 
focused on the possibilities of social media networks for reportage of international 
war and crisis (e.g. Zhang, 2013; Otto & O Meyer, 2012). The interactions between 
journalists and different activists during the recent so-called “Arab Spring” protests 
have been a recent example of both the hope and hyperbole that the use of social 
media engenders. This contribution resides somewhere in the middle: it seeks to 
understand the challenges and possibilities for mainstream journalists attempting to 
bring news and information about war and conflict in distant countries to their local 
(and sometimes global) audiences. Taking these recent discussions of journalistic 
use of social media as a starting point, this article seeks to explore whether reportage 
of war and conflict has changed since the advent of social media use by journalists. 
More specifically, the study will investigate journalistic understanding of the 
potentialities and challenges of the incorporation of social media into reportage of 
war and conflict. To do so, semi-structured interviews were conducted with Swiss 
journalists with specialisation in war and international reportage to engage with their 
experiences of the effects of social media on their reporting practices. The findings 
will illustrate the argument that social media adds dynamism to journalistic 
environments at a time when both the production processes and audience 
engagement with news and information is changing. Nonetheless this dynamism also 
adds new levels of complexity to journalistic practice that professional media workers 
must negotiate–with varying results depending on context and expertise. 
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Literature Review: War, conflict and journalistic work in the digital age 

The evolution of the newsroom in an increasingly complex media environment 
deserves careful comparative analysis. The changing dynamics of reporting practice 
during war and conflict is of particular interest because it is often a period of 
demanding, yet important journalistic practice; journalists are working in situations 
where they are time and resource restricted, doing physically demanding and at 
times dangerous work, but with an important news imperative–gaining information 
not just for their own audiences, but for those most impacted by the situation. 
Scholars in communication, media and journalism have also paid great attention to 
issues in reporting war because of the dramatic nature of events and relevance of 
reportage for states and publics, as well as the investment by media organisations in 
terms of resources and time to cover those events (Tumber, 2009, p. 386). Recent 
studies have emphasized the need for further research about how journalists cover 
war and conflict in terms of content and source selection; how images and depictions 
of the different parties engaged in a conflict are represented, as well as economic, 
political, social and cultural impact of war reportage at a local and global level (e.g. 
Robinson et al., 2009). In this paper, we define war and conflict as an unexpected 
and overwhelming event that threatens the lives of a number of people (Thelwall & 
Stuart, 2007). 

Traditional issues in the reportage of war and conflict 

Traditional academic study of reportage of war and conflict has centred on still-
pertinent challenges to professional journalism; namely, the effects of military and 
government restriction of information, changing newsroom dynamics such as 
centralised news production and issues of audience engagement with reportage of 
conflict over time. Historically, journalists working during conflict have experienced 
difficulty in negotiating government censorship and military control. Academic study 
has revealed issues associated with embedded journalism, as military and 
government officials become more adept at “handling” media requests for information 
during conflict. These processes find their “raison d’être” in the apparent 
safeguarding of military personnel, as well as their own strategic and ideological 
objectives (Robinson et al, 2010). However, academic study has showed that this 
type of restriction also has the effect of whitewashing information available to 
journalists to report about war and conflict. Issues that emerge from embedded 
journalism are thought to include less critical engagement with the work of military 
personnel (Morrison, 1994) and an increase in the use of patriotic frames when 
covering conflicts (Bromely, 2004). 

Another key challenge illustrated in more recent academic study is the new 
restrictions placed on newsrooms and journalists’ “routinized” work (Tuchman, 1978). 
Economic and cultural pressures have meant that journalists have been forced to 
take “short cuts” when collecting information. This has meant stories have quoted 
only the sources that journalists have had the time to consult in keeping up with the 
demands of a 24-hour newsroom, where large, global news organisations expect 
around the clock updates and opinion on crises to unfold in real-time (Campbell, 
1997; Gaunt, 1990). The issues that have emerged from the changing newsroom 
included this narrowing of information sources, as well as the privileging of some 
sources and information over others, and increased pressure on journalists. Much 
academic research (e.g. Hodgkins, 2002; Kendrick, 1994) has analysed CNN’s video 
reportage of the Desert Storm operations during the Persian Gulf War in 1991 as the 
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best example of issues arising from embedded journalism and changing newsroom 
pressures (Reese, 2011). Described as “war as infotainment” (Kellner, 1992), images 
produced during operation Desert Storm were predominantly used to tell a patriotic 
“good” versus “bad” narrative, veiling the war's cultural and political complexities to 
fulfil the opinion, commentary and video imagery needs during 24-hour coverage. 
During the wars in Iraq mainstream media organisations were criticised for 
stereotypical representation of Muslim people and simplistic news coverage (Cottle, 
2011b). However, it was perhaps the 9/11 terrorist attacks that illustrated the 
globalisation of reportage of conflict and the issues created by simplistic narratives 
and representations in the news such as the “Global War on Terror” coverage with 
spectacular imagery and reportage of emblematic, theatrical events (Cottle, 2008).  

Given the increased “infotainment” value of news coverage, especially in 
broadcasting and online news, a related issue of audience engagement with war and 
conflict reportage has also emerged in academic stay. S. Moeller (1999) has 
suggested that international journalism is in decline partly due to audience 
“compassion fatigue”. The notion of “compassion fatigue” suggests an audience's 
decreased concern over time for international affairs and the way that these events 
are covered by mainstream media. Journalistic reportage thus has the potential to 
stress particular forms of engagement contributing to a mobilisation of publics and 
the creation of a collective memory amongst audiences (Ibrahim, 2010, p. 122). 
Equally being exposed in a daily basis to distant suffering, the audience can develop 
apathy and disengagement within events which results in “compassion fatigue” (e.g. 
Ibrahim, 2010). These challenges have been utilised as the basis of interviews with 
Swiss journalists to explore whether social media might overcome some of these 
issues; though some preliminary academic research on the use of social media has 
also been utilised as a framework for interview discussion.  

Social media use in reportage of war and conflict 

While issues of media restriction, increased pressure and disengaged audiences 
continue to challenge war reportage, the changes wrought by the emergence of 
digital, online and social communication networks have affected all realms of 
journalism, including war reportage. The recent “Arab Spring” protests in Middle 
Eastern countries show evidence of new forms of reportage of conflicts including not 
only more voices being reported on, but also the inclusion of those previously 
unheard voices on global networks for themselves (Reese, 2011). While some have 
proclaimed the new “democratisation” of the media with the onset of user generated 
content and increased social media use, others have cited issues of surveillance, 
incorrect and hoax reporting and subjective information.  

During the “Arab Spring”, for example, some close cooperation between those 
who witnessed and those who reported (i.e. the media) illustrated some new 
possibilities to democratise the media space during a conflict. Mainstream news 
organisations integrated links to other platforms like blogs, videos and tweets from 
other voices in the public sphere, constantly spreading breaking news from the heart 
of the protests (Cottle, 2011a, p. 298). During the Tunisian, Egyptian and Syrian 
protests, social media was seen to play a “watchdog” role in ensuring that state 
controlled media did not disseminate false information to global audiences. 
International news organisations also disseminated eyewitnesses’ social media 
content back into the repressive states to inform local audience.  
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However, others have claimed that social media brings new challenges to the 
professional norms and practices of journalism. A. Hermida (2009) has suggested 
the editorial values of accuracy, impartiality and fairness cannot match with the 
immediate, uncensored and unmediated flow of information of the blogosphere. 
Another such issue is associated with social media’s capacity to undermine the 
gatekeeping function of journalists (Hermida, 2010). Scholars have pointed out that 
the boundaries between witnesses and journalists are blurring (e.g. Andén-
Papadopoulos, 2009; Allan et al., 2007) and citizens’ online news dissemination can 
work in competition with journalistic work. A final issue is the contradictory reports, 
rumours and/or speculation that can be spread quickly and globally on social media 
(Hermida, 2012). The ambiguous relationship between social media and the 
coverage of foreign news underlines the need of further research. In particular, in-
depth investigation is necessary to fully understand the complex dynamics behind 
this relationship.  

Methodology: Interviews with Swiss Journalists  

Taking these varying viewpoints about the use of social media during war and 
crisis as a starting point, this article investigates journalists' perceptions of how their 
reportage of war and conflict has been affected by the inclusion of social media use 
in their practice. The investigation poses the following research question:  

What is the impact of social media on the practices of mainstream journalists in 
investigating and reporting cultures for newsrooms when reporting war and conflict? 

To investigate this question, journalists and other editorial staff working in fields of 
foreign correspondence and war reportage were interviewed about examples in their 
own work that illustrated the possibilities and challenges posed by the use of social 
media in reporting war and conflict. The study then examined the strategies 
employed by editors and journalists, exploring both their normative reporting 
practices and their use of social media in reporting crisis to compare the perceptions 
of change with actual changes in their practice.  

Existing research has followed similar lines of enquiry (e.g. Cottle, 2011a, 2011b; 
2008; Sambrook, 2010), though has focussed mainly on US and UK mainstream 
media. Swiss journalists were selected because they might provide different data 
from existing research. Switzerland is a country with a small media system, whilst 
also having a diverse population, a wealthy economy and geographical distance from 
major conflict areas. Swiss journalists work in small newsrooms, away from crisis, 
though with a diverse audience, and might thus offer an interesting perspective on 
social media use. Although to some extent the results apply mostly to the Swiss 
condition and therefore cannot be generalizable, it is still of great relevance to 
analyse Swiss media. This is because Swiss media organisations usually do not 
have the budget strength of organisations like the BCC or CNN to resource 
journalists when conflicts happen. Resources are also scarce because only a few 
journalists in Switzerland have had the right training to cover war. Finally, the crises 
that hit media companies all over the world has affected Swiss media, engendering 
budget cuts, especially in foreign bureaus. This has led to the coverage of foreign 
news in Switzerland to rest mostly on news agencies, other foreign media companies 
and online sources. It is particularly this last point which is of great relevance for this 
study as Swiss journalists may have developed innovative ways to work with social 
media content to cover foreign news. This could illustrate a relevant contribution on 
the understanding of how social media shapes the reportage of war and conflict.  
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Interviewees were 22 journalists of major Swiss media companies, covering print, 
TV and radio. They were predominantly males (20). They were mainly involved in 
coverage of foreign news. They ranged from correspondents with more junior profiles 
(average age around 30 years old) to heads of foreign news (average age around 50 
years old) which corresponds to senior and editor work profiles. In addition, 
journalists who worked in the multimedia and online section were also interviewed. 
This was necessary because these journalists interact daily with all the other news 
sections. Furthermore, they monitor activity on social media as well as they take care 
of social media accounts associated with their media company. Similarly, journalists 
from the national press agency were included in the sample because they also report 
on social media. Moreover, they can work as the intermediary between Swiss media 
companies and other foreign media companies. The sample also attempted to 
represent the morphology of Switzerland, which is composed of different official and 
national languages; each linguistically different region having its own media and 
production policies. Table 1 reports the profiles of the participants.  

 

Table 1 – Interviewees’ profile 

Swiss 
Media 

Print Radio/Television Others 

French  

ESH Media Group (1): 
Head of multimedia 

and Online  

 
TSR (National Public 

broadcaster) (3): Head 
of foreign news & 

Head of Multimedia 
and Online & Social 

Media Specialist  

UN Correspondent (1) 

La Liberté (1): foreign 
news correspondent  

   
 

Le Temps (Tamedia 
Group) (2): Head of 

foreign news & 
Multimedia journalist 

   

ATS (National Press 
Agency) (2): Assistant 

Editor of foreign news & 
Head of foreign news  

La Tribune de Genève 
(Tamedia Group) (1): 
Head of foreign news     

German  
The Blick (Ringier 
Group) (1): Senior 

Editor of foreign news

 
SRF (National Public 

broadcaster) (3): Head 
of multimedia and 

Online & Quality and 
Market Director & 
Assistant Editor of 

foreign news   
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NZZ (AZ Medien 
Group) (1):Community 

Manager     

Italian  

 
Corriere del Ticino (5): 
Head of foreign news 

& Multimedia and 
Online Team (4 

journalists) 

RSI (National Public 
broadcaster)(1): Head 

of multimedia and 
Online 

  
 

The semi-structured interviews were privileged because they were organised 
around a list of selected open-ended questions, allowing the collection of standard 
information about the informants (Arksey & Knight, 1999). The interviews were 
performed from February 2013 to May 2013, ranging from 38 minutes to 2 hours in 
length. Choosing interviews might also be a limitation because all the respondents 
were journalists or marketers, and usually journalism “professionals” are regarded as 
having quite tightly knit areas of conformity and social origin (e.g. O’sullivan & 
Heinonen, 2008). To minimise the negative impact of this limit on the result, the 
sample included several kinds of journalists’ who held different positions and thus 
who showed different ages and incomes. A last limitation of interviews is their 
subjective nature which can come both from the interviewers–the interviewing and 
analysis phases will hardly be performed objectively, and the interviewees–they will 
answers to the questions according their subjective viewpoint or in a manner that 
would please the interviewer(s) (Hycner, 1985, p. 296). The structure during the 
interview and analysis phases can help to limit the first type of subjectivity (Hycner, 
1985, ibid). The second type of subjectivity is less problematic because it can result 
valuable in investigating a phenomenon in terms of the own experience of the 
respondent(s) (Hycner, 1985, ibid).  

Discussion 

The literature section of this paper illustrated the most recent debates about the 
use of social media in reportage of war and conflict, suggesting the dual role that 
social media can have in supplementing journalistic work. In completing the analysis 
of the interview data obtained from Swiss journalists, this paper will firstly present the 
opportunities journalists suggested were apparent in using social media while 
reporting on war and conflict and secondly, the challenges that the same journalists’ 
faced. This structure will assist in illustrating some of the overlapping complexities 
that journalists negotiate when they use, or rely on, social media to cover war and 
conflict.  

Possibilities: from the improvement of capacity to audience engagement on a global 
scale 

Much contemporary research has shown that journalists can potentially have 
direct access to many more sources of information on social media (Hermida et al., 
2012), which has the potential to increase the diversity of perspectives and content in 
the reportage. Social media gives a space and more importantly, a presence to those 
who were previously unseen or voiceless in the media sphere, or who were 
considered a negligible part of an otherwise packed new agenda (Otto & O Meyer, 
2012; Reese, 2011). In the semi-structured interviews, one of the participants 
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highlighted the importance of these new available voices on social media to increase 
diversity of reportage especially during a complex conflict situation: “Even if there are 
conflicts on which the audience and also journalists have absolutely no information, 
there is always one of the camps that manages to communicate. Social media can 
bring to light the images of the silent camp” (Participant L, 9 April 2013). On social 
media, the increased number of available voices with different experiences can 
support pluralised identities and interaction between people. Furthermore, news 
narratives do not have to rely on the voices of “officials” or elites. Thus, social media 
might help to overcome in part the effects of military and government restriction of 
information during wartime. As reported by one participant, this was certainly 
evidenced during the “Arab Spring”:  

“We must report as objectively as possible. But when you realize that there is 
total censorship, as was the case in Tunisia, you do not reach people but these 
people fail to react, to carry messages via tweets, you say this is what we must 
relay because censorship is an objective condition!” (Participant H, 5 March 2013). 

In sourcing the many voices that tell the story of war however, journalists face 
many dangers and professional hindrances. According to S. Cottle (2008), the 
geographic access and the danger of travelling in conflict zones can sometimes 
hinder communication with those considered “opposition” or simply divergent voices. 
Many of the journalists interviewed that through the use of social media they could 
cover more remote geographic areas that would otherwise not be reached, due to 
location, the cost of getting there or the suddenness of events. One participant 
suggested that this made a significant difference to foreign correspondents’ reporting 
of other perspectives on conflict and war:  

“These tools allow foreign correspondents to follow and be followed by NGOs, 
news agencies, groups’ pressures etc. It is a tool for them to improve the visibility of 
their work as well as to have direct access to sources and be aware of unfolding 
events. Through social media, they can reach more people”. (Participant P, 10 April 
2013). An example of this kind of social media use in action is journalists’ reportage 
of the events of conflict in Libya in the initial days of the “Arab Spring”. YouTube 
content was integrated into mainstream media for reporting the attacks on rebel 
forces in Libya during the 2011 conflict after journalists were banned from Libyan 
territory by the government (Cottle, 2011a). S. Cottle (2011a, p. 302) reported that 
the group were “dubbed ‘The Global YouTube News Bureau” and they assisted by 
bringing “vivid images bearing witness to human rights abuses and impending 
humanitarian catastrophe circulated despite the absence of foreign correspondents 
on the ground. As they did, so calls were increasingly heard for those responsible to 
be pursued and prosecuted in the International Criminal Court”.  

Thus, the use of social media during war and conflict has a positive impact on 
professional practice when traditional investigative practices are compromised. 
However, newer research has also shown the influence of social media by 
demonstrating it integration into traditional work routines (e.g. Otto & O Meyer, 2012). 
In his interviews with Chinese war correspondents S. I. Zhang (2013, p. 321) 
remarked that social media are established part of today journalists’ work routines 
and are considered supplementary reporting tools. Similarly, in their analysis on the 
changing practices of journalists to cover the “Arab Spring”, D. Bossio & S. Bebawi 
(2013) pointed out that several journalists used Twitter to supplement their 
investigations. The interview participants noted that social media is complementary to 
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traditional journalism practices; particularly as an alert when something newsworthy 
is going to happen. One participant used the example of the Egyptian “Arab Spring” 
protests to demonstrate the ways in which social media were integrated into 
traditional sourcing of news: 

“We also look at the general atmosphere. For example, after the assassination 
of the opposition in Egypt it would have ended there, except that suddenly we see 
the entire blogosphere that started rustle in a way that might result into a protest. 
Here, there is no need to check the info, it is a mood. So we switch to the modality 
on alert” (Participant F, 12 February 2013).  

This concept of an “alert” is related to the capacity of social media to keep 
journalists attuned to breaking news and real-time information when events unfold 
(Hermida et. al, 2012). This is extremely important as a supplement to journalists 
traditional work routines in an age where lack of resources, smaller newsroom and 
24-7 deadlines mean they cannot always be on location or covering each event 
during a conflict or war situation. In this context, one of the participants highlighted 
the importance of the immediacy of social media when covering unfolding events:  

“It is the immediacy of being able to find information but also contact sources. If 
you join sources on Twitter you have much more chance of reaching them directly 
than by phone or anything else” (Participant K, 12 March 2013).  

This immediacy can help journalists to find relevant sources of information in short 
time frame. In this way, journalists keep up with the demands of 24-hour newsroom 
without obscuring the cultural or social complexities of a particular conflict situation. 
Further to this, social media assists journalist to avoid simplistic and stereotypical 
narratives and representations. For instance, one of the journalists’ interviewees 
sustained that social media can help people to become closer to different cultures as 
well as they can create true solidarity movements:  

“The ‘Arab Spring’ could not be stereotyped because people saw the protesters 
on social media. The viewers saw that the protesters were people like them. In 
these cases, the content that spread on social media has a positive impact on 
people who are not directly affected by these events. This content can be 
compared with some of the photos published during the Vietnam War that 
contributed massively to strengthen the peace movement in the United States or 
the photos of Abu Ghraib that caused real scandals and later opened debates 
about the legitimacy of the Iraq War” (Participant H, 5 March 2013).  

Similarly, S. Joseph (2012, p. 153) used the example of the social media accounts 
of the daughter of Abdullhadi Al Khawaja, a human rights activist in Bahrain who was 
jailed for life in June 2011 for dissident crimes (@angryarabiya) to show how tweets 
reach a global audience in real-time. She concluded that social media information 
can be accessed by a large and geographical diverse audience and thus assist to 
further the audience’s engagement in an otherwise ignored news story. Thus, social 
media can assist to overcome the problem of “compassion fatigue” because 
otherwise distant audiences connect with events in an intimate, first hand narrative 
from eye witnesses, transported to them through the journalist’s reportage. In this 
regard, one of the journalists’ respondents added that the spreading capacity of 
social media is also an advantage, especially for correspondents to reach an 
international audience:  
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“Because they cover international news, several people over the world can be 
interested in the content of our correspondents, not only the usual readers of the 
newspaper. Also, they can reach younger audience that is less attached to the 
paper format. Thus, social media help us to promote our stories and reach new 
audiences.” (Participant P, 10 April 2013).  

During the “Arab Spring” for example, protests, hand-held devices and social 
media were used to deliver content about breaking news events reaching people 
around the world (Eltantawy & Weist, 2011). Through social media, citizens’ 
productions reach a larger audience because the content is spread worldwide and 
users can access it instantaneously (Mortensen, 2011, p. 67). This was evidenced 
during the “Arab Spring” on key events such as the “Day of Anger” (25th January) 
followed by the “Day of Rage” and the “March of the Millions” (1st February) in Egypt, 
where amateurs images reached international public and media attention (Cottle, 
2011a, p. 294). Although social media has been seen to have the potential to 
overcome some of the limits placed on journalists in covering war and conflict, 
participants have also highlighted some limitations. The next section presents the 
difficulties that journalists have to face when using social media in their reporting 
practices. This illustrates the various complexities that journalists negotiate when 
they rely on fast, multi-medium and multi-sourced information.  

Issues: from misinformation to manipulation and audience distance 

Despite the increased opportunities for journalists to enrich their reportage with the 
use of social media, there have been some complexities in the use of social media 
during conflicts that journalists have attempted to negotiate. These issues range from 
technical limitations, especially in terms of access to quality content, to the overall 
verification of information, which can lead to misinformation, manipulation or 
subjective reportage. The information spread on social media may not match with the 
standards of objectivity, independence and accountability to which journalists feel 
compelled, whether by law, or by professional codes of ethics, to conform (Hermida, 
2012). This challenges journalists because social media requires time not only to be 
verified, but also to be found in the masses of content that is posted on various 
platforms. Therefore, journalists reporting on war and conflict have suggested that 
social media content requires deft skill in finding relevant information and 
contextualising often first hand and subjective information. For Swiss journalists 
covering conflict from a distance, the biggest issue in using social media is finding 
good quality of sources in terms of verifiable first-hand accounts of conflict:  

“Around the same time frame of the ‘Arab Spring’, all these events happened 
also in Iran but, we could not use user generated content. We were unable to say 
that it happens at a particular time or at a particular place. That is why the Iranian 
protests had less visibility in the news compared to the other events that shaped 
the Arab countries.” (Participant G, 13 March 2013). 

Similarly, another participant highlighted the difficulty to cross-check sources on 
social media compared to traditional sources:  

“Much more difficult is if you watch a video on YouTube or if you see on social 
media all these videos of Syria where it is really difficult to tell if it is really from 
today. Is it from this area? Is it really a Syrian attach? It is hard to verify all these 
propaganda footages” (Participant N, 21 May 2013).  
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In an interesting illustration of the complexity of the use of social media during war 
and conflict, another participant highlighted the issue of finding quality sources 
online, suggesting the necessity to have journalists on the ground: 

“I went in the summer of 2011 to Hamas to see with my eyes the young people 
who placed videos online during the protests. I established a link with these 
individuals to understand how they work and gain confidence in the content that 
they uploaded online. The trusted sources have become sources of trust because 
I went to see them and I know who they are. That does not mean that all of their 
content is good. However, I obtained a better view of the scheme and, thus, a 
better analysis of what they produce and distribute online” (Participant F, 12 
February 2013).  

Another participant illustrated with an example related to the “Arab Spring” the 
importance of having journalists on the ground to ensure misleading information 
spread on social media does not “infect” their reportage:  

“At the beginning of the protests in Syria, on social media there was a debate 
on whether the government would have fallen or not. As a journalist, I decided to 
contact specialists on Syria who told me that it would stand. Then, I also went on 
the ground and I observed the same. However, it was not the whole speech that 
was on social media at that time. It is the job of journalists to look for people who 
know the country and regularly travel there” (Participant P, 10 April 2013).  

The issue of verification has been addressed by other studies of journalism 
practices (e.g. Hermida & Thurman, 2008, Thurman, 2008). According to the findings 
of S. Paulussen and P. Ugille (2008, p. 34), although journalists tend increasingly to 
use “non-official” sources for newsgathering, they face issues of trust and reliability. 
Even if social media opens the gate to new voices and gives immediate and direct 
access to sources, the best practice in order to provide accurate coverage appears to 
be finding the balance between the information spread on social media and that 
collected “on the ground”. This is another way to look at the complementary relation 
that can exist between social media and traditional types of reportage, showing that 
both forms of reportage can co-exist in an online digital environment.  

Most of the participants agreed that the challenge and benefit of social media 
resides in its speed of dissemination, which creates a challenge for journalists 
attempting to find quality source material that is also verifiable. One of the 
participants for example said that journalists must apply the same critical analysis to 
social media as to traditional sources of information, though this is difficult in the 24-
hour newsroom:  

“I think the whole issue of do you trust a source it is not terribly different than as 
it has use to be before. […] Quality on social media is really an issue and it is not 
surprising that it is where the all thing about journalism comes again! It is the 
training and a set of professionalism that goes into it. […] Like any new medium 
that was new at its time, such as the phone, the TV and the radio, it has played a 
part in these news events. Misinformation has always existed. Today the only 
difference is that the audience and the speediness are not the same” (Participant 
D, 20 March 2013).  

As a result of misinformation spreading on social media, hoaxes and incorrect 
information can quickly become global news. The “fake” blog, “A Gay Girl in 
Damascus” duped many journalists during the “Arab Spring” illustrates this last issue. 
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Amina Araf, an American Syrian lesbian, was considered by many media 
organisations such as CNN and CBC as an “authentic voice” for the movement 
against the repressive government of Bashar al-Assad (Bennett, 2011, p. 188). It was 
found however after several months that Amina was a fictional character created by 
an American student, Tom MacMaster. This example shows how the Internet allows 
people to easily alter, conceal and manipulate information. It also suggests that 
traditional journalistic fact-checking and verification practices have to be adapted to 
more networked approaches in the digital sphere (Bennett, 2011, ibid.). 

As an extension of spreading misinformation, social media can be also a fertile 
ground for pressure groups and governmental organisations, not only to disseminate 
propaganda and manipulated information, but also to introduce censorship. 
According to S. Cottle (2011a), social media tools have been developed by 
repressive states to target and debilitate the online voices of opposition groups and 
deny dissident voices communication channels to the outside world. Some agents 
may take advantage of the openness of social media, spreading misinformation or by 
undermining the credibility of their opponents. For example, the ‘‘Syrian Electronic 
Army’’ is a hacker group whose aim has been to bring down, deface, or otherwise 
target sites that host anti-regime content, as well as targeting news websites 
(Youmans & York, 2012). One of the participants gave an example of how social 
media can be used for propaganda. He described a specific event in Syria during the 
“Arab Spring”: 

“On the Internet, everything is not clear because behind there is a machine of 
opinion that is not visible and that is extremely efficient. It is almost a laboratory 
where people, from pressure groups to governments, know how to make a buzz. 
[…] The Assad’s regime used social media to promote his football championship, 
to show that there was a real life; however, this action was surreal because 
typically cities such as Homs were at war. The dictatorial regimes wanted to sell 
an image to the audience. Assad is very powerful because he quickly understood 
that, on Facebook, there were people in the revolution. Consequently, he has 
created fake accounts of the revolution to make them lose credibility. He 
exaggerated the information, and then, he blamed them as liars” (Participant K, 12 
March 2013).  

Nonetheless, opposition groups also understood the potential of social media 
during the protests in the Middle East. Social media become channels for activism 
and for spreading messages about state abuses. Real communications strategies 
were implemented for reaching wide audiences. In this context, the same participant 
illustrated how the protests were organised in Libya during the “Arab Spring”:  

“Before posting a video, there was really an organisation, and there was real 
activism, which means that the communication was never performed superficially. 
There were people who had satellite phones and other foreign phone chips. 
Among these people in Libya, there were those who mastered image and video, 
and others were just repeaters, which mean that they delivered the content., 
Facebook pages emerged very quickly with well-organised information that has 
become real archives” (Participant K, 12 March 2013).  

Another participant noted something similar but insisted that it is up to the 
journalists to avoid these risks—that have always been part of the reportage of war 
and conflict: 
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“Some sites are widely read and have become the subject of takeover. For 
example, there are sites that have been created and claimed that they were the 
United Nations, while saying the opposite of what the United Nations would defend 
in reality. […] However, you are in charge of the selection and it is your 
responsibility the kind of reality that you will present through your sources’ 
selection. It really depends on how you build your own picture of reality and what 
sources you will use to build this reality. Here lies the challenge. The respective 
players are well aware of the weight of the story. So everyone wants to impose 
their narrative” (Participant J, 19 March 2013). 

Journalists can also become targets on social media. Although social media 
increases the visibility of journalists who can promote their stories and reach a wider 
audience, social media can put the life of correspondents at risk because it is easy to 
identify and track people on these channels. One of the journalists interviewed 
clarified this danger by telling a personal account of dangers they faced: 

“When I went to Syria I had to cancel my social media accounts to preserve my 
integrity. Immediately after I received a lot of messages from my friends asking me 
what was happening. I was stuck because I could not reveal the real reason for my 
act. But I realised that these accounts are a big risk for me. I was very active on 
them during the “Arab Spring” when I was still in Switzerland. These activities 
could somehow turn against me when I am on the ground. It was curious to see 
how it undermines me and at the same time these tools help me a lot because 
people send me documents, people make me connections with others, I find 
informants, sometimes they are become friends of mine and then I was able to 
meet them face to face” (Participant K, 12 March 2013).  

Although “new” technologies and social media have played a key role in the way 
the “Arab Spring” spread, it cannot be the only way to eradicate the “fog of 
propaganda” (Rodgers, 2011, p. 95). While social media helped citizen engagement 
during the protests in Middle East, there have also been Internet shutdowns 
instigated by governmental organisations, and both journalists and cyber-activists 
have been victims of authoritarian actions (Ghannam, 2011). Social media thus 
becomes a contested site (Khondker, 2011) where each group tries to impose their 
narrative. It is professional journalistic practices that become the way to protect 
audiences from possible manipulation and misinformation.  

The issues that have been presented so far can thus impact on audience 
engagement with news, especially if they question its trustfulness and unbiasedness. 
In particular, journalists’ respondents have stressed that social media can be taken 
out of context and can also create an illusory perception of participation which can 
lead to audience disengagement about foreign news. For instance, one of the 
journalists’ participants expressed concern about the accessibility of violent videos 
and images on social media such as YouTube which could increase audience 
indifference to faraway conflicts:  

“Over time people can become indifferent. I do not think that social media can 
make this information more concerning. Instead, I am worried about the opposite. 
When images accumulate, they also lose strength, especially when they are seen 
on platforms such as YouTube in which there is no context or explanation. 
Therefore, these images are not of any interest because the users cannot make 
sense of them. Thus, it is here where the media can be useful” (Participant L, 9 
April 2013).  
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Another journalist’s respondent even suggested that the over use of user-
generated content like videos would make conflict seem like entertainment instead of 
news: 

“I am strongly opposed to the kind of videos on YouTube because I think in a 
way it is like pornography. People get kick out of it and then they move to the next 
one. I think photos and stories that really go in depth have a much broader effect 
than several brutal videos” (Participant Q, 24 February 2013).  

Instead, another journalist interviewed worried about the illusory participative 
nature of social media:  

“The problem is that it has become very easy with social media to believe that 
users have done something. However, in the end, the users only follow Twitter 
feeds, which is neither thinking nor being creative; this action does not create any 
value” (Participant K, 12 March 2013).  

Similarly, M. Gladwell argued that social media encourages “slacktivism”, or 
superficial, minimal effort in support of cause (Youmans & York, 2012, p. 316). 
Although social media has the potential through more human narratives to increase 
the audience’s engagement, the lack of context can undermine this potential. It can 
be envisioned that the “complementary” relationship which could link traditional 
journalistic practices to social media could overcome this issue. Journalists would 
thus provide the context which is initially missing on social media to deliver accurate 
but also personalised information and narratives to their audiences on a global scale.  

Conclusion: the effects and the future of social media use in covering conflicts  

The interviews with Swiss journalists evidenced in this article illustrates that social 
media can already be considered an established part of journalists’ work environment 
and norms of practice. However, social media has also complicated the task of 
journalists, creating issues that journalists must negotiate as part of their work 
practices in reporting war and conflict. It has been found that social media has a dual 
character, with features that present simultaneous advantages and disadvantages for 
mainstream journalists when reporting war and conflict. Taking the “Arab Spring” as 
basis for the discussion has been useful to show that although social media has been 
a key source of information to deliver an accurate and a broad coverage of events, 
limits of its usage have also arisen. It can be concluded that social media can 
complement traditional media because they can work as alert; they give direct 
access to sources and remotes areas. The dynamism that these channels allows 
open new possibilities for fast, news disseminations, pluralised voices in reportage 
and extended audience reach. However, the reporters have to face also the 
drawbacks that go in pair with fast, multi-medium and multi-sources information, 
especially in terms of verification of information and contextualisation. The Swiss 
journalists interviewed suggested that much of the content they encountered on 
social media is out of context and lacked of in-depth explanations. This highlights the 
need for journalists to act with the same kind of gatewatching attitude they bring to 
traditional reportage.  

Relying on their professional principals, journalists can be the gatekeepers of 
social media information, verifying the information spread on these channels, adding 
value and pinpointing relevant and accurate content, as well as ensuring quality. 
According to Hermida et al. (2012, p. 11), “in a networked media environment, the 
journalist emerges as a central node trusted to authenticate, interpret, and 
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contextualise information flows on social awareness streams, drawing on a 
distributed and networked newsroom where knowledge and expertise are fluid, 
dynamic and hybrid”. To avoid the risks present in social media, journalists are 
required to find equilibrium between editorial choices and freedom of information, 
between traditional ground research and online research. Media professionals can 
take the best from the information delivered on social media as well as from the 
capacities that these tools offer in terms of access to sources and reaching 
international audiences. Traditional media practices can merge with social media in 
order to make social media stand as a positive vehicle to cover war and conflict and 
let foreign news gain their deserved attention.  

Being based only on interview with Swiss journalists, the results of this research 
cannot be generalizable. Some comparison with social media usage in several 
newsrooms from very different countries which have diverse degree of freedom of 
expression and technology skills should be added to this preliminary research. 
Network analysis can be also interesting to look at how (mis)information spreads on 
these channels. Other such studies could examine the different relationships that link 
the various cyber-actors (e.g. journalists, politicians, NGOs and activists) as well as 
the complexity and nuances of the practice of journalism, and its organisational and 
institutional policies. Further research should also investigate if social media affects 
the attitude that audiences form about war and conflict as well as how social media 
impacts the collective memory of war and conflict.  
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4.4 Article 4: The impact of curation on stories’ objectivity: audience criteria of 
perceived objectivity of Storify20 

 
Vittoria Sacco, University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland  

and  
Dr Yanjun Zhao, Cameron University, US 
 
Abstract  

A case study on Storify with an experimental design was conducted with 207 
students to test new forms of storytelling on an audience’s perception of objectivity. 
Findings suggest three main constructs impacted perceived objectivity: the format, 
the author, and the content. Among these elements, the formats took a greater 
weight and inevitably affected the perceived objectivity of the story regardless of the 
content or the author. In addition, age, IT background, and education level increased 
the perceived objectivity of an article no matter what the given scenario was. 
Differences among countries were also found. 

Keywords: Perceived objectivity, foreign news, social media, audience 
  

                                                      
20Published: Sacco, V., & Zhao, Y. (2014). The impact of curation on stories’ 
objectivity: Audience criteria of perceived objectivity of Storify. The official research 
journal of the International Symposium on Online Journalism, 4(1), 91-111.  
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Introduction  

Online content can reflect distorted reality as well as assist in the discovery of 
dishonesty (Bennett, 2011). The proliferation of online news platforms has influenced 
the manner in which Internet users get their information about international affairs. 
But how do they judge this information? The journalistic principle of objectivity is 
often tried out in the Internet where a multitude of voices can be heard. Transparent 
news processes are needed in order to preserve public trust (Sambrook, 2010). 
However, user-generated content is questioned with respect to its legitimacy to be 
used as news content because they provide a specific point of view (Mortensen, 
2011). That is why further studies on perceived objectivity are needed, especially 
when journalists rely on user-generated content.  

It is in this context that new digital media content curation platforms have been 
introduced. These new platforms aim to assist users curate content from the web and 
distribute it in a meaningful way. They range from simple social media aggregators 
and discovery engines to more complex, full-blown publishing solutions for 
organizations (WebAdvantage, 2011). Among them, Storify is a type of curation 
online reporting platform that allows its users to organize pieces of information 
scattered across the web into a coherent narrative without creating new news 
content. As an interactive and multimedia platform, its interface is visually similar to a 
social network web page. Since its launch in 2011, the site has been growing in 
popularity among freelance journalists and mainstream news organizations, such as 
New York Times, the Washington Post, NBC News, CBC News in Canada, and Al 
Jazeera, helping them to cover unfolding events such as Hurricane Katrina, the “Arab 
Spring,” and the US presidential elections (Sacco & Bossio, 2014).  

Storify has its strengths in diverse sources, decreasing the risk of a one-sided 
report. Nevertheless, it may suffer from its social media nature. Because social 
media have been used to portray subjective points of view (Sonnenberg, 2009), they 
have the potential to distort reality. It is likely that at the sight of the social media 
structure, the audience will immediately prejudge and distrust the content (Chia & 
Cenite, 2012). Furthermore, the impact of Storify on objectivity might depend on 
many situational factors, such as the user’s education level, familiarity with curation 
tools, and online reading habits (e.g., Johnson & Kaye 2004; Bucy, 2003; Ibelema & 
Powell, 2001; Mulder, 1981). Relying on user-generated content, Storify’s objectivity 
is still in question. Will Internet users trust the information delivered on this new 
platform?  

Research in the field of digital curation tools and practices is still in a preliminary 
stage (Duh, et al., 2012; Fincham, 2011; Liu, 2010). To fill this research gap, the 
objectivity of news produced on Storify platforms is analysed by means of a case 
study to examine the impact of curation on audience’s perception of objectivity. The 
purpose of this study is to explore the extent to which Storify is perceived as being 
objective by end-users compared to more traditional ways of reporting news online.  

Literature Review 

The quest of objectivity in journalism 

The notion of objectivity has been debated and questioned, giving birth to two 
schools of thought (Gibran, 2006; Donsbach & Klett, 1993). On one hand, some 
scholars consider objectivity as a norm (Berry, 2005; Lichtenberg, 1992). On the 
other hand, others argue that objectivity is only an illusion that encourages the 
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permanence of existing structures of power to the detriment of critical analysis 
(Overholser, 2004; Durham, 1998; Rosen, 1993; Schudson, 1978). Four categories 
characterize the major works in the field of objectivity, emphasizing the diverse facets 
of the complexity and controversy behind it (Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006). J. R. 
Munoz-Torres (2012) and S. Ward (2004) inspected the philosophical-ethical 
dimension of objectivity, whereas J. Soloski (1989), H. J. Gans (1979) and G. 
Tuchman (1972) explored the social-organizational one. Other studies have focused 
on the political-economic (Hackett & Zhao, 1988; Hallin, 1986; Hall et al., 1978) and 
policy (Chalaby 1998; Harvey, 1998; Donsbach & Klett 1993) aspects of objectivity.  

The main criticism of objectivity was that the truth is not systematically reached by 
certain practice (Frost, 2000). In fact, the reporting can be neither objective nor true 
even if the journalist employs a balanced coverage (i.e. equal amount of space for 
both sides engaged in the event). Moreover, if one considers the moral imperatives 
as part of the role of journalists, neutrality may be also challenging (Seib, 2002). 
Following this perspective, objectivity becomes an “occupational ideology” (Roshco, 
1975) or a “strategic ritual” (Tuchman, 1972) in the eyes of scholars and 
practitioners. This vision of objectivity is legitimate but restricts the multi-
dimensionality of the term. It confines the focus on the use that journalists make of 
this notion rather than on the notion itself (Gauthier, 1993). To fill this gap, G. 
Gauthier (ibid) tried to determine whether or not it is possible to be objective in 
journalism. He proposed some situations where media professionals could achieve 
objective coverage. First, straight news reporting can be objective. Second, the genre 
“news story” can be objective. Third, news collection is limited by available sources 
and deadline pressures. Fourth, objectivity does not apply to the formal, “external” 
conditions of news reporting. Finally, objectivity is restricted to the way reporting is 
operated. In other words, objectivity is primarily related to how the journalist reports 
the facts, and to the way he/she processes information.  

Objectivity as a journalistic concept seems thus extremely difficult to define and 
has been the subject of much research. Objectivity is not the synonym of balance, 
accuracy, or fairness. Objectivity is not found in the news stories themselves but, 
rather, in the method a journalist uses as he/she collects information, processes that 
information, and creates a news story. In other words, objectivity resides in 
performance. Therefore, this performance seems extremely related to journalists’ 
routines.  

Audience criteria of objective coverage  

Detached from the principles founding journalism, an audience builds its own idea 
of objective coverage. This will partially affect its media preferences. The study by B. 
Delforce (1985) represents one of the main efforts in understanding how the 
audience rates the perceived objectivity of a news article. According to his findings, 
there are five major pillars:  

a) “Tell everything, hide nothing” (objectivity 1) 

This concept can be reformulated through a comparison: the most objective text is 
the one that tells the most. Objectivity is thus the amount of information given or the 
accuracy of the details provided. Another way to illustrate this concept, using a 
negative assertion, can be that the non-objective text is the one that is exposed to 
censorship, the one that “hides” information.  
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The Storify format allows a curator to include different kind of content (e.g. text, 
audio, video, or images). Thus, it has the potential to condense the information 
without losing depth. However, since the curator includes original sources of content 
without editing, a reader might feel that some information is missing. Thus the reader 
will still find traditional ways of reporting more completed and exhaustive.  

b)  “Tell the truth, be transparent” (objectivity 2) 

In this case, the non-objective text is the one that lies. This concept is not 
fundamentally different from the previous one: it is in what is said about the event 
that the lack of perceived objectivity is observed. But this time the focus is on the 
linguistic phenomena. This proves that the language used could represent for the 
audience the degree of transparency. 

In this case, Storify can represent a disadvantage. Since the curator uses original 
contribution produced by users without journalist writing skills, the information 
delivered could be clumsy. Without a doubt, it is also the responsibility of the curator 
to choose the right content.  

c)  Be neutral (objectivity 3a + 3b) 

This third guideline is different from the two previous ones. We assume, at least 
implicitly, the lack of consensus on reality and its meaning. An audience accepts that 
covered stories give rise to controversy, but journalists take no part in this 
controversy. An audience becomes particularly aware of words in the report in its 
attempts to detect a favourable or unfavourable journalistic bias.  

Here, the Storify platform and curation can help to reach neutrality. Presenting the 
original sources of information can bring a sense of plurality of voices, thus different 
points of view are presented. Of course, the reader might look at the content of these 
different voices to check if they really represent divergent opinions. The curator is still 
the one who will select the contributions to build the story. Thus, he/she is the only 
one in charge of making the reporting neutral.  

d) General scepticism and absolute relativism (not represented in Figure 1)  

Are diametrically opposed. The first—skepticism—could be translated as "all the 
same bad stuff...", "the press is corrupted...", and other similar negative judgments. 
This negative judgment is simply extended to all the media. Thus, in the comparative 
study of articles covering the same event, all the articles are compared to show the 
difference from reality. In contrast, from a philosophical point of view, the audiences 
assume that the concept of objectivity exists but is not followed by journalists. 
Audiences perceive differences between news stories covering same event but 
cannot explain why and where the differences are. As a result, the audience 
develops a feeling of helpless distrust.  

In this case, the format is not questioned. What matters is a shared feeling about 
the media as an entity. Maybe here curated stories written by an amateur could gain 
sympathy because they are out of the media apparatus.  

e) Journalism as an ethic (not represented in Figure 1) 

This concept refers to an audience’s expectation that the journalist is honest. This 
is often accepted as an exception: it is admitted that the reporter expresses an 
opinion, but the opinion provided should take the form of a comment and not simply 
narrative. 
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In Storify the comments of the curator are clearly visible. They appear with a 
special font. Therefore, the reader can easily see where the curator has intervened. 
This can help transparency. 

Figure 1 shows the model conceptualized by B. Delforce (1985). The combination 
of the different aspects of objectivity constitutes some of the adjectives that are 
generally used to measure the concept of objectivity and credibility in media studies. 
This model will be the basis to operationalize the concept of perceived objectivity. 
Several scholars have attempted to measure perceived objectivity (Nolan & 
Marjoribanks, 2006; Wien, 2005; Westerstähl, 1983; Andrén & Veirup, 1979). In 
particular, C. Wien (2005) justifies the possibility of measuring perceived objectivity. 
She suggests that fairness can be graded. Because fairness is directly associated 
with perceived objectivity, one can thus be more or less objective. The next step 
involves characterizing the meaning of being fair. This is accomplished through 
balanced and accurate coverage. In this case, a balanced coverage is one without 
partisanship. Accuracy is the synonym of reporting only the facts and quoting the 
sources. Another key element that cannot be separated from the notion of perceived 
objectivity is truth (Munoz-Torres, 2012; Wien, 2005). It can be associated with the 
experience of the author (curator), his/her sources and the brand that he/she belongs 
to, as well as the perceptions related to the news medium through which those 
sources operate (Gunter et al., 2009). Relevance has been considered as an 
additional key concept explaining perceived objectivity, in the sense that news can 
only have value for the audience if journalists cover events which the audiences care 
about or can somehow feel involved in (McQuail, 1992). Other identified attributes to 
measure perceived objectivity includes reliability, authority, verification of facts, and 
neutrality (Ryan, 2009; Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006; Wien, 2005; Tuchman, 1972). 



108 
 

 

These attributes are parts of the perceived credibility measure. Actually, S. S. 
Sundar (1999) defined credibility as a “global evaluation of the objectivity of the 
story”. Indeed, perceived objectivity will affect the perceived acceptability or strength 
of a message’s persuasiveness (Sundar, 1999). These two concepts are interrelated. 
The results of the perceived objectivity will somehow inevitably influence the overall 
perceived credibility of a news story. This leads to the first research question: 

RQ1: To what extent is the Storify format perceived as being objective compared 
to traditional ways of reporting online news?  

A. Flanagin and M. Metzeger (2000) showed that the genre and the design of the 
website have an impact on its perceived credibility. Since the Storify format is visually 
different from the traditional news format, differences could be found among ratings. 
Visual features like design and aesthetics do play a vital role in how information is 
perceived and used (e.g., Alsudani & Casey, 2009). When an audience views a 
report from Storify, they will first judge the online platform based on its appearance, 
design, and organization of the information (Alsudani & Casey 2009; Fogg, 2002; 
Walthen & Burkell, 2002). Because of its visual uniqueness, Storify’s news stories 
and their perceived objectivity can be positively or negatively affected by its format. 
For example, S. S. Sundar (1998) found that stories with quotes perform significantly 
better in terms of credibility and news quality than stories without quotes. Since 
Storify is a collection of social media content, which mostly comes from Twitter, the 
user has access to the original source of information. The presence of quotations can 
thus positively impact the perceived objectivity and credibility rating. On the other 
hand, multimedia content leads to negative evaluations of the platform (Sundar, 
2000). Since Storify allows the curator to introduce videos, photos etc., this might 
undermine user judgment of the platform. This leads to H1: 

H1: The format has an impact on the perceived objectivity of Storify stories. 

Previous researchers have shown that factors such as age (Bucy, 2003), income 
(Ibelema & Powell, 2001), education (Mulder, 1981), gender (Robinson & Kohut, 
1988), and race (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2005) are also associated with different 
degrees of perceived credibility of sources and medium. In fact, it has been shown 
that the more people actively consume online information, the more they find the 
information credible (Johnson & Kaye 2004, Schweiger 2000). In addition, it was 
proved in the early work on channel credibility that the more an individual uses the 
media, the higher their credibility score for that medium ends up being (Whitney, 
1986; Cobbey, 1980; Shaw, 1973; Greenberg, 1966; Westley & Severin, 1964). J. D. 
Greer (2003) showed that the time spent on the Web was a significant predictor of 
new media credibility. On the other hand, W. Wanta and Y. W. Hu (1994) found no 
relationship between the frequency of media usage and credibility. In contrast, they 
showed that a relationship exists between reliance and credibility. S. Kiousis (2001) 
and T. J. Johnson and B. K. Kaye (2002) also found that for both political and sports 
news, time spent online was not related to the perception of credibility. Since the 
relationship between media use and perceived credibility remain unclear, the user’s 
profile attributes (i.e. control variables) were also tested with respect to their effect on 
the perceived objectivity scale.  

RQ2: How will audiences’ age, education, gender, IT background, nationality, and 
time spent in online news influence their perceived objectivity of stories? 
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Methodology  

Study design  

To test the hypothesis, experimental design was selected as the research method, 
because it allows causal inference on the effects of exposures to online digital 
content, on the interest in different news coverage formats, and on the perception 
and quality evaluation (Thorson, Wicks & Leshner, 2012; Ha & Chan-Olmsted, 2001). 
Participants were randomly assigned to three scenarios: (1) traditional online article; 
(2) Storify format by an amateur curator, and (3) Storify format by a professional 
curator. Experimental conditions were randomly assigned to participants. Written in 
English, the scenarios and questions for participants were randomly sent via emails, 
which took participants less than 10 minutes to respond to.  

The participants were 207 students in different fields ranging from communication 
studies to science fields from the University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland, and Cameron 
University in the US. It was necessary to have participants in different fields because 
the user’s profile could affect the score of perceived objectivity. Furthermore, 
knowing that Internet users are mostly young and educated, this small sample 
includes the profile of current and future users of these new platforms. It was also 
kept in mind that Storify is an international platform where stories can be written in 
many different languages, which is a proof of its international audience.  

Each scenario had 69 respondents with an equal combination of US and non-US 
students. 74% of the participants were undergraduate students, 19% were pursuing 
their master’s degree, and 7% had an associate degree. Males accounted for 37% of 
the respondents. 10% of the participants were less than 20 years old, 73% between 
20 and 25 years old, and 17% more than 25 years old. Another preliminary question 
was their time spent online to read news. Answering this question was necessary in 
order to explore if those who care more about news and those who read more online 
would easily accept new formats like Storify. A total of 54% of the respondents 
declared to spend less than 30 minutes per day. Around 27% of them spend from 30 
minutes to 1 hour per day, whereas 12% spend from one to two hours per day. The 
remaining 7% of them spend more than two hours per day. Participants were also 
asked to rate their computer skills. Again, this control variable might affect the 
perception of this new online platform by the end-users. The better a person’s 
computer skills are, the more likely it is that he/she will show a positive attitude to 
new IT systems. About 17% of the participants have rated their IT background as 
low, 66% as middle, and 17% as high. Finally, respondents were asked to answer if 
they were familiar with the Storify platforms at the outset of the experiment, prior to 
the exposure to the respective scenarios. Around 61% of them have responded to 
have knowledge of it. This is useful because those who know the platform have in 
some ways accepted it. They have also already formulated a judgment on it. For 
those who are not familiar, it can be a way to test their initial reactions when viewing 
this new format. 

Stimuli 

To verify the research hypothesis, three scenarios were developed by considering 
different combinations of formats and authors. The first scenario was composed by 
an online journal article from Al Jazeera21 about Annan’s peace plan. To avoid 
                                                      
21 Scenario 1 (traditional online article): 
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/04/201242154611877231.html 
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sensitive subjects that can hurt some participants, one of the major events 
concerning international policies during the “Arab Spring” was selected as the main 
subject of the stimuli. Choosing an internationally covered event was a consequence 
of having participants from different countries. The experiment was undertaken from 
January to May 2013, a time frame when the “Arab Spring” was an event widely 
discussed in the media. The second scenario was a curation story from Storify22 
presenting the same coverage of the online journal article. A third scenario had the 
same content as the second scenario except for the author’s profile. In this scenario, 
the author was edited to be Al Jazeera. In this way, it was possible to compare if the 
perceived objectivity changes among authors reporting the same message and/or if 
the perceived objectivity was affected by differences in formats. To be sure that the 
two Storify stories could be compared to the online journal article, the information 
delivered had to be identical. All three scenarios presented the same content and 
structure: context of the event, acceptance of the plan, scepticism of the public about 
the plan, and continuing violence in Syria. Therefore, only the format on how the 
information was delivered was different: one was the traditional news website, and 
the others were the Storify format (i.e., a collection of social media content from 
different sources). Although this study did not chose US main-stream media 
organizations such as New York Times, Al Jazeera has done some remarkable 
reporting and won prestigious awards. The stigma carried by Al Jazeera questioning 
its allegiance might be present among some American students; however, in Europe 
it does not suffer from this disbelief. Moreover, even if the stigma was present during 
the experiment, it would not have undermined or affected the results since both 
professional scenarios shared the same author. In this experiment, the researchers 
were not interested in differences between media outlets; rather, they were interested 
in different formats of consuming news online.  

Measurement  

In this study, the concept of perceived objectivity refers to the set of notions 
debated in the literature review. The perceived objectivity was thus defined by a total 
of eight items including reliability (Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006), authority (Ryan, 
2009), trustworthiness (Gunter et al., 2009; Wien, 2005; Westerstähl, 1983), 
balanced coverage (Ryan, 2009; McGoldrick, 2006; Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006; 
Wien, 2005; McQuail, 1992; Westerstähl, 1983), fact verification (Ryan, 2009; 
Gibran, 2006; Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006; Tuchman, 1972), fairness (Ryan, 2009; 
Wien, 2005; McQuail, 1992), accuracy (Ryan, 2009; Wien, 2005; McQuail, 1992), 
and relevance (McQuail, 1992; Westerstähl, 1983). Items were measured with a 5-
point Likert-type (1 = very poor to 5 = very good) scale question (“How do you rate 
the curator objectivity in terms of X?”). Respondents were also asked to answer if 
they found the author opponent, supportive or neutral (Ryan, 2009; Gibran, 2006; 
Nolan & Marjoribanks, 2006; McQuail, 1992; Westerstähl, 1983) when reporting the 
news and, using an open question, what “objective” meant to them.  

The concept of perceived objectivity is multi-dimensional, and the Likert-scale 
covered the main parameters in relation to perceived objectivity as seen in the 
literature review. As shown in Figure 1, the reality effect was covered by the items 
reliability and fact verification; the neutrality effect by the item balanced coverage; the 

                                                      
22 Scenario 2 (Storify story): http://storify.com/NiloTabrizy/syria-accepts-kofi-anan-s-
peace-plan 
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completeness effect by fairness and relevance; and the accuracy and the truth effect 
by the items “trustworthiness and authority.  

Results 

Reliability and validity of the objective construct  

The reliability and internal consistency of the construct were assessed using 
Cronbach’s alpha. A Cronbach’s alpha of .823 was obtained for the perceived 
objectivity scale. This measure assures the consistency of the scale (Bagozzi & Yi, 
1988). 

Test of hypotheses  

An overview of the differences among three scenarios 

Using MANOVA, a first test was conducted to get a big picture of the difference 
among the three scenarios with respect to objectivity. The model included all the 
objectivity items as dependent variables and used the scenarios as independent 
variables. The results indicated significant differences among the three scenarios (F 
= 3.791, p < .001, Wilks’ Lambda = .766). A check on the mean difference suggested 
higher ratings for the traditional scenario and lower ratings for the curation scenarios. 
At first glance, the traditional online news format is perceived as being more objective 
than the Storify format. Therefore, the format could be a significant factor in 
determining the perceived objectivity. 

H1 involves the difference between the traditional format and curation formats, so 
a MANOVA comparison was conducted between the traditional format scenario (N = 
69) and the curation scenarios (N = 138). Results indicated significant differences 
between the two groups. The traditional format scenario showed a higher objectivity 
score than the curation format scenarios (F = 5.512, Wilk’s Lambda = .824, p < .001, 
partial eta Squared = .176). Therefore H1 was supported.  

The Comparison in Author and Format  

To avoid confounding factors, the content information delivered in all three 
scenarios was the same, and the researchers manipulated the curator’s profile to 
have one Storify story written by an amateur and one by a professional (the same 
brand as the traditional online article). To test if the authorship affects the perceived 
objectivity of the story, another MANOVA test was conducted between the two 
curation scenarios. The results did not to show a significant difference in the 
multivariate model (F = 1.841, p = .075). This suggests that the format has a stronger 
impact on perceived objectivity than the author’s profile.  

To investigate the above results more deeply, multinomial logistic regression 
models were used. This type of regression model predicts the probabilities of the 
different possible outcomes of a categorically distributed dependent variable, given a 
set of categorical independent variables. With the following analysis, it will be 
possible to measure each single construct that defines the perceived objectivity scale 
in relation to the given scenarios. Because of the small sample size, the Likert-scale 
was reduced from 5 to 3 levels. Levels 1 = very poor and 2 = poor were regrouped 
into a new level 1, the level 3 = acceptable became level 2, and levels 4 = good and 
5 = very good merged in to level 3. 

In Table 1, two models are compared. The first one, “Intercept only,” simply fits an 
intercept to predict the dependent variables, which in our case are the different items 
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used to measure the perceived objectivity. The second one, “Final”, represents a 
model that contains the specified dependent variables (i.e. the groups’ scenarios). 
This model was reached through an iterative process that maximized the log 
likelihood of the outcomes indicated by outcome variable. Therefore, the “Final” 
model should improve upon the “Intercept Only” model. This can be checked in the 
column which reports the differences in the -2Log Likelihood values related to the 
models. In the fourth column, a chi-square test was used to check whether there 
were any regression’s coefficients equal to zero in the model. All tests used 5% alpha 
standard. As shown in the last column where the p-values are reported, the variables 
reliability, balanced coverage and author indicated insignificant results. This means 
that the independent variables had no effect on these three constructs. In other 
words, there was no significant difference in the answers of the respondents for 
these three constructs in any of the three scenarios. For these constructs, there is no 
need for further analysis.  

 

Table 1 – Criteria of model fit and likelihood ratio tests 

Table 2 shows the estimated multinomial logistic regression coefficients of the 
models. A function of the multinomial logit model is that it estimates k-1 models, 
where k is the number of levels of the outcome variable. In this case, the level 1 of 
each construct was treated as the referenced group. Therefore, a model for level 2 
relative to level 1 and a model for level 3 relative to level 1 were estimated. The 
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importance of Table 2 resides in the fact that it allows building Table 3 (see endnotes 
of Table 3 for the computations). Without Table 2 the ratio of probabilities could not 
have been calculated.  

 

Table 2 – Multinomial regression 

In Table 3, the ratio of the probabilities was calculated to compare them and to 
measure the probability that the respondent will rate the analysed items as level 1, 2 
or 3 based on what group he/she is in. For the group in the first scenario (traditional 
online article), the probability of rating level 3 for the item fairness is 5.376 times 
larger than the probability of answering level 1 and 2.125 times larger of answering 
level 2 than level 1. The ratios of scenario 2 (Storify amateur) for the item fairness 
are more or less equal to scenario 1’s rating, which means that there is no 
preference in choosing one of the given levels. For scenario 3 (Storify professional), 
there is a higher probability that respondents select level 2 or 3 even if the difference 
is not as clear as in the first scenario. In general, the respondents in scenarios 1 and 
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3 (i.e., articles/stories written by media professionals) will find the article/story more 
fair than not (i.e., higher probability that the respondents will choose level 2 or 3 than 
level 1). The same reasoning can be used for the constructs accuracy and relevance. 
For the group in scenario 1, the probability of answering level 3 to the item authority 
is 3.351 times larger than the probability of answering level 1, and those same 
respondents are 1.416 times more likely to select level 2 than level 1. In general, the 
respondents in scenario 1 will find the article more authoritative. In scenarios 2 and 3 
(i.e. Storify stories written by both amateurs and media professionals), there will be a 
higher probability that respondents will rate authority as level 2, which corresponds to 
a neutral rate, rather than choosing the other possible levels. The same conclusion 
can be drawn for the items trustworthiness and fact verification.  

To sum up, the constructs fairness, accuracy, and relevance present an author 
effect. These constructs have a higher probability to be rated positively if stories are 
written by media professionals. This seems to refute the MANOVA results. However, 
the reader should remember that the MANOVA test compared only the authors of the 
curation stories, while in this case all the three scenarios were analysed and 
compared. The constructs authority, trustworthiness, and fact verification show a 
format effect, confirming H1. These constructs have a higher probability of being 
rated positively if the format is a traditional online news format. Finally, the scores of 
the constructs reliability, balanced coverage, and author do not depend on the format 
or on the author, but rather on the content. Therefore, there is no difference in their 
rating probability between scenarios.  

 

 

Table 3 – Probability ratio23 

                                                      
23 As follow there is an example to explain how the probabilities of the variables 
“Fairness” in Table 3 have been calculated using Table 2: 

 Scenario 1: p(k=2)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=2))) = exp(.754) = 
2.125 

 Scenario 1: p(k=3)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=3))) = exp(1.682) = 
5.376 

 Scenario 2: p(k=2)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=2)) + 
beta(scenario2(Fairness=2)*1)) = exp(.754-.667) = 1.091 
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Control Variables 

This study was conducted in both the United States and Switzerland. Participants 
came from several countries, mainly Switzerland, the US, and other European 
countries. Since data was collected from the US as well as from Switzerland, the 
control variable nationality was recoded as European and American. Other countries, 
such as China and Cuba, were coded by the location where the data was collected. 
Therefore the final nationality data was thus grouped into Europeans (N = 150) and 
Americans (N = 57). A comparison showed significant difference between 
nationalities on overall objectivity (F = 3.540, Wilks’ Lambda = .879, p = .001). Table 
4 shows the impact of nationality on individual items of objectivity scale in detail. The 
most significant difference is noticed in the variables fact verification and relevance, 
In general, perceived objectivity scored higher (i.e. greater means) when rated by 
American students than when rated by Europeans.  

 

Table 4 – Nationality difference on objectivity items 

The MANOVA test included all the control variables. Among them, education level 
(F = 2.004, p = .047) and IT background (F = 2.668, p = .008) showed significant 
influence on perception of objectivity. Furthermore, age showed significant impacts 
on relevance (F = 4.565, p = .034), education was a significant factor for 
trustworthiness (F = 5.420, p = .021), and IT background was a strong factor for fact 
verification (F = 14.516, p .001).  

Discussion 

In this study, the applicability of measuring the concept of perceived objectivity 
was assessed. In addition, the relationships among the format, the author, and the 
content of Storify were compared with traditional forms of reporting online news. Main 
findings suggest that (1) articles will have higher probability of being found as 
authoritative, trustworthy and reporting verified facts if the format is that of traditional 

                                                                                                                                                                      

 Scenario 2: p(k=3)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=3)) + 
beta(scenario2(Fairness=3)*1)) = exp(1.682-1.637) = 1.046 

 Scenario 3: p(k=2)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=2)) + 
beta(scenario3(Fairness=2))*1) = exp(.754-.348) = 1.501 

 Scenario 3: p(k=3)/p(k=1) = exp(beta(intercept(Fairness=3)) + 
beta(scenario3(Fairness=3))*1) = exp(1.682-1.053) = 1.876 
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online news rather than that Storify. Furthermore, (2) articles written by media 
professionals have a higher probability of being rated fair, accurate, and relevant 
than articles written by amateurs—regardless of format. Lastly, (3) the reliability, the 
neutrality of the author, and the balance are independent of the format and the 
authorship. They seem related to the content reported in the article/story.  

If the answers to the open-question “how do you judge the objectivity of an 
article?” are regrouped by topics, the article format results as one of the pillars of 
perceived objectivity. For instance, a participant in a Storify scenario written by a 
media professional highlighted that “raw citations make it difficult to sort out and 
judge the quality of the article. Raw information does not help to understand the 
event” (Male, 26, Master degree). This precise quotation emphasized a format 
limitation of Storify stories and can explain why the Storify format was perceived less 
objective than the traditional format. The second topic highlighted was the 
importance of the author’s profile. Another participant in the Storify scenario written 
by a media professional pinpointed that “it is more objective because the writers are 
from professional fields and the language is clean” (Female, 38, Associated degree). 
Finally, the last topic concerned the content. Therefore, the quality of an article in 
terms of objectivity is thus related to the author, the format, and the “content.” This 
was both supported by the empirical analysis and the answers to the open-question. 

Three main criteria fall in this “content” category, which was not manipulated in this 
experiment. These include the neutrality of the author, the presence of multiple points 
of view, and the way the facts are related. According to one participant, for an author 
to reach objectivity, he/she should “present facts correctly and support his comments 
with different quotes from different points of view” (Male, 29, Master degree, Storify 
amateur group). Similarly, another respondent noted that “the absence of personal 
pre-conceived opinions and not taking a position help the author to be objective” 
(Male, 23, Bachelor degree, traditional article group). In the context of war reporting, 
a participant defined the objectivity of an article as “whenever the two parts of a 
conflict are exposed and none is judged better than the other.” Nevertheless, some 
participants pointed out that being objective is not always possible and completely 
achievable: “Presenting information as facts is not sufficient to inform readers. 
Neutrality and objectivity do not exist and the information would be much more 
valuable with an explanation about the underneath ideology of the author” (Male, 24, 
Master degree, traditional article group). The following example is a participant’s 
thought: “in my opinion, you will be automatically subjective as an author because 
even if you try to be unbiased, you have always some kind of choice to make when 
you write an article” (Male, 20, Bachelor, degree, traditional article group). The fact 
that Storify allows the curator to aggregate content of social networks, especially 
tweets, seems to be propitious to get what the audience expects in terms of quoting 
and plurality of voices. Indeed, another participant said, “I like that in Storify stories 
you can present different points of view with little titles that allow us to understand the 
context in which they have been created” (Female, 25, Master degree, Storify 
professional group).  

In addition, findings indicated that the control variables explain some differences 
among the scores of perceived objectivity in the different groups. For example, 
American students have found the articles more objective than Europeans did. This 
can be due to the cultural habit of adapting faster to new technologies. Perhaps, as 
was noticed by Y. Tsfati and J. N. Cappela (2003), a lower level of trust in 
mainstream media can conduct the audience to privilege alternative sources. In the 
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same way, the higher an individual’s education level and computer skills, the less 
he/she will fear innovation and changes. In other words, an IT background and higher 
education level will accordingly increase the perceived objectivity of an article. 
Similarly, the older a respondent is, the more likely it is for him/her to find the article 
relevant. These findings are in line with previous researches (Bucy, 2003; Mulder, 
1981). This experiment failed to find time spent reading online news as a significant 
factor affecting perceived objectivity. This result seems in agreement with more 
recent research measuring the relationship between the frequency of media usage 
and perceived credibility (Johnson & Kaye, 2002; Kiousis, 2001; Wanta & Hu, 1994).  

As a conclusion, this study indicated that Storify is perceived as being less 
objective than the traditional online news format. People are more used to traditional 
formats and hence trust them more. Digital media content curation is still very new for 
people, so it is hard for them to accept it as an objective source. However, it is likely 
that as digital media content curation develops and people get used to these new 
formats, they will be considered as more impartial. This has been the case of online 
news—the more people read online news, the more they find online information 
credible. The implementation of Storify as a new way of reporting news is still 
possible. The stories will probably grow in perceived objectivity if written by media 
professionals and if their format converges to a more traditional format of consuming 
news online.  

One of the implications for practitioners that want to implement new online news 
platforms is that the format of a news story is what will make the first 
judgment/impression of the news story. In addition, the format of the platform will 
influence audience judgment of news quality. As it was showed in previous studies 
(Alsudani & Casey, 2009; Fogg; 2002; Walthen & Burkell, 2002), this first impression 
is built even before the evaluation of the message credibility. This suggests that the 
format will inevitably affect story credibility regardless of the content or the author. 
Practitioners should thus know their audience’s preferences in terms of news 
consumption in order to provide a new platform with aesthetic appeal. Sundar (1999) 
used the term representativeness as the extent to which the story can fall in the 
category of news. This can sometimes occur even if the content of the story is not 
strictly news. To be perceived as news, the story should be similar to a “typical” news 
story. It should keep features integral to the broad stereotype of news (Sundar, 
1999). Similarly, the implication for academia is that the findings, supported by 
previous studies, demonstrated that perceived objectivity is conceived in several 
dimensions. In this contribution, the three main factors were the format, the author, 
and the content that interact together and influence one another to form the 
audience’s perception of a news platform. Another important result was that, even 
though the definition of the concept of objectivity was criticized, when the 
respondents were asked to explain what objectivity meant to them, the traditional 
items were found in the answers. This proves that it is possible to build a perceived 
objectivity scale (which of course is far from the principle of objectivity understood by 
a journalist and taught in journalism classes). Therefore, it seems that there is a 
distance between the audience’s perceived objectivity and the journalistic principle. 
Finally, some of the components of the audience’s profile will affect the perceived 
objectivity scale.  

There are limitations of the methodology in this study. Due to the difficulty in 
obtaining a random sample, a self-selected one was used. This implies that the 
results cannot be generalized to the entire populations of Switzerland or the United 
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States. In this regard, future research should sample a large population to validate 
the findings of this study. Moreover, the study centred on one type of news (i.e., 
international affairs) and one type of digital media content curation platform (i.e., 
Storify). Future studies should investigate news coverage by considering a wider 
range of formats, media, and content. Using one single news topic to test the 
hypotheses cannot guarantee that the hypotheses can be supported using a different 
type of news.  
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4.5 Article 5: Reporting conflicts with Storify: an exploratory study on audience 
response and reaction24 
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and 
Dr Yanjun Zhao, Cameron University, US 
 

Abstract 

Through an experimental survey administered to 165 students, this study attempted 
to understand to what extent Storify affects the “secondary crisis communication 
responses” and the “recollection of events” by the audience compared to traditional 
ways of reporting news online. Major findings suggested that the format and the 
curators were not determinant factors of crisis communication responses and 
recollection of events. The analysis failed also to find nationality and IT background 
as significant predictors of both constructs. Results, however, indicated that time 
spent reading online news, readers’ age, gender and education level explained some 
of the differences in the responses among groups.  
 
 
Keywords: new media, social media, secondary crisis communication, recollection of 
events. 
  

                                                      
24Sacco, V., & Zhao, Y. (2014) Reporting conflict with Storify: an exploratory study on 
audience response and reaction. Proceedings of ANZCA, Melbourne, AU, 9-11 July.  
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Introduction  

Social media have changed the dynamics of covering news events with access to 
information in significant and innovative ways (Joseph, 2012). Social media opens 
the door to unfiltered information associated with any person affected by an event 
who has decided to share their story. Social media has become the hub for political 
and social activism, influencing the intrinsic nature of crises (Mayfield, 2011) and 
creating a sense of community (Macias, Hilyard & Freimuth, 2009). The protests that 
started in Tunisia and Egypt and then spread to other Middle Eastern countries 
demonstrated the importance of social media as a central instrument of 
communication, which in turn intensified the revolutions themselves (Howard & 
Parks, 2012). During the “Arab Spring”, social media proved its power to coordinate 
the protests, informing people both inside and outside the countries about breaking 
news events, and provided an accessible medium for new voices (Eltantawy & Weist, 
2011). However, the accessibility and case-of-use of social media leaves it 
vulnerable to people who wish to spread false information (Bennett, 2011). In 
particular, concerns grew with regard to the capacity of social media to inhibit 
activists and empower authoritarian governments (Youmans & York, 2012). Thus, 
social media is becoming a neutral area in which a number of causes can be 
supported and campaigned for (Kenner, 2011). 

Finding the content deemed to be the most “valuable” can be quite time-
consuming. This is due to the rapid updates and the spread of information around the 
world, and different authors who attempt to impose their version of events. There is a 
need to manage the enormous flow of information distributed across social media 
and give credit to the right sources. It is within this context that Storify has emerged 
as an online media content curation platform. Storify allows users to organise pieces 
of information scattered across the web into a coherent narrative without creating 
new content (Scoble, 2010). The selected original contributions are “glued together” 
to create a story. The story’s background and context information is provided by the 
curator. In fact, Storify has already been used by media organisations to cover a 
range of major events, including Hurricane Katrina, the “Arab Spring”, the US 
Presidential elections and other news stories (Sacco & Bossio, 2014). Because 
Storify offers a more personal and human voice through original social media 
content, curators can quickly communicate during crises and engage a broader 
audience (Sacco et al., 2013).  

Preliminary research is currently being undertaken in the field of digital curation 
tools and practices. This research has focused primarily on the characteristics of the 
specific storytelling platforms (Duh, et al., 2012; Chen and Moeller, 2011; Fincham, 
2011; Liu, 2010). However, this research leaves important social media curation 
functions not yet well understood. Importantly, the area of how storytelling platforms 
play a role as information product and social networks during crises and emergencies 
has not yet been fully investigated. To address this gap in the literature, this article 
aims to investigate the impact of social media curation on audiences’ concerns and 
understandings of the news. More specifically, its focus will be on the audiences’ 
secondary crisis communication responses and their recollection of events. Drawing 
on an experiment with 165 students from Switzerland and the US, the study explores 
the potential of Storify to increase audiences’ general engagement with news stories 
compared to more traditional ways of reporting news online. 
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Literature Review  

In this section, major works on audience reception are reviewed with an emphasis 
on the notion of “compassion fatigue”. This concept is of great interest for discussing 
how social media and Storify may help to increase audience engagement with the 
news. Finally, changes in reporting brought by new media are examined for their 
ability to overcome the problem of “compassion fatigue”.  

Audience reception  

The concept of audience has not received as much attention as other aspects of 
the journalism field (Madianou, 2009). This leads to a lack of research on audience 
interpretation and investigation (Schudson, 2000, p. 194). Studies on audience 
reception have been influenced by two major approaches. The first is based on the 
work of S. Hall (1980) who conceived an “Encoding/Decoding” model for audience 
interpretation of the news. The second approach drawn from the work of J. W. Carey 
(1989), who considers news consumption as a ritual based on ethnographic methods 
for investigation. Previous findings have shown that audiences’ understandings of the 
news are related to a number of major factors. These factors include the text itself 
and the ideological context in which it was created and delivered (Leibes, 1997; 
Morley, 1992, 1980; Lewis, 1991; Philo, 1990), the educational level of the receivers 
(Madianou, 2005; Morley, 1999; Liebes, 1997), pre-determining opinions (Liebes, 
1997; Kitzinger, 1993; Brid, 1992), the time spend on news media (Madianou, 2007; 
Philo, 1990) and other demographic variables (Morely, 1980). Furthermore, a study 
by J. Kitzinger (1999) found that people recall only certain aspects of the news. 
Participants in this study tended to perform well in generic conversations of the news, 
but could not remember the specific “facts”. In this regard, some experiments have 
also been run by cognitive psychologists (e.g. Richardson, 2005) and political 
scientists (e.g. Iyengar, 1993) interested in how news coverage can impact group 
identities and public opinion. In particular, a recent report by the Pew research centre 
(Smith, 2013) has shown that people who have high level of education and earn high 
incomes are more likely than others to participate in civic life online. This implies that 
the education level and the socio-economic background of a person may affect their 
willingness to engage in political conversation, especially in the virtual space. 
Furthermore, media use has also been found as a factor explaining individuals’ 
participation in civic and political causes (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2010). A. Wellman et 
al.’s quantitative study (2001) demonstrated that a positive relationship exists 
between media, used as an information conduit (e.g., television news), community 
building (e.g., online communities), and civic participation. By allowing the sharing of 
ideas and enabling different groups of people to interact, the Internet can be an 
additional vehicle to promote civic engagement (McLeod et al., 1999). As social 
media is a part of the wider Internet world, it can present a number of similar 
characteristics, thus potentially it can cultivate or enhance audiences’ civic 
engagement.  

This section underlines that a user’s profile can influence their understanding and 
concern about news, particularly for topics related to politics and foreign policy. 
Furthermore, the type of medium can also determine audiences’ engagement and 
recollection of events. Therefore, the analysis presented in this article includes the 
examination of variables such the user’s age, gender and education, as well as 
manipulating the format in which the information is delivered to measure audience 
engagement and recollection of events. 
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The concept of “compassion fatigue”  

In the context of crisis reporting, the term “compassion fatigue” was coined to 
define audiences’ responses to images of crises, suffering and disasters (Cottle, 
2008). This concept is of great relevance to this research, because it can be seen as 
the bridge between how media transfer a message and how audiences respond 
emotionally to the message. Compassion is thus related to an ethical responsiveness 
or concern for foreign individuals from remote areas, cultures and societies (Höijer, 
2004, p. 514). This suggests that compassion is related to diverse actors such as 
politicians, humanitarian organisations, the media and the audience/citizens. In 
particular, the media plays the role of intermediary between audiences understanding 
and reaction, and humanitarian organisations and politics (Höijer, 2004: ibid). S. D. 
Moeller (1999, p. 2) claimed that “compassion fatigue” is the origin of most causes of 
the decline of crisis reporting. In particular, she explained that “compassion fatigue” is 
an underlying reason that motivates editors and producers to give to correspondents 
only specific types of stories to cover. Furthermore, it is thought that this 
phenomenon of “compassion fatigue” can discourage complex coverage of the news, 
adds boundaries for story selection, and can encourage dramatised coverage.  

The phenomenon of “compassion fatigue” touches several fields of interest. In one 
area, sociologists, media studies, communication field and humanitarians have 
primarily focused their efforts on the representation of distant suffering (Höijer, 2004; 
Tester, 2001; Moeller, 1998). The pioneer of the so-called “Politics of Pity” has been 
L. Boltanski (1999), who highlighted three axes for summarising emotional 
commitment to distant suffering. More recently, L. Chouliaraki (2006) conceived a 
model based on discourse analysis for examining mediated representation of distant 
suffering. In contrast, social psychologists have centred their research on the 
reception of the message and audience (in)action (Eckel et al., 2007; Levine & 
Thompson, 2004). However, relatively few studies have been concerned with how 
audiences respond to communication about distant suffering (Seu, 2010, p. 440). 
This indicates a need for further studies on audience reception.  

Because of their distinctive qualities, social media platforms such as Storify may 
have the potential to overcome the problem of “compassion fatigue”. In the next 
section, the changes brought by social media in crisis reporting are presented, with 
an emphasis on how social media impacts on audience reception and reaction of 
distant suffering. This examination helps to build hypotheses on the effect of Storify 
on audience engagement and recollection of events.  

The emergence of social media  

Social media has changed the way information is created and diffused. A 
significant change includes how individuals make sense of crises and form things 
such as public knowledge, emotion and action both on a global or local scale. The 
ability of social media to encompass instantaneous posts emancipates those who 
were previously unseen or voiceless in the media stage and those who had a 
negligible part in the media coverage (Pantti et al., 2012). Social media currently 
contributes as an independent means of recording crises (Chouliaraki, 2010; Allan & 
Thorsen, 2009; Zelizer, 2007; Allan, 2006). R. D. Berenger (2006) claims that the 
main sources people resort to in a time of ongoing conflict are increasingly non-
traditional media and digital news sources. Indeed, social media represents an added 
value in news production and storytelling, allowing new forms of immediacy, 
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promptness and audience commitment (Sambrook, 2010; Newman, 2009; Wardle & 
Williams, 2008). Social media can claim to be a reflection of the experiences of a 
person. It is suggested that social media has a capacity to show true emotions – 
opening up new avenues for audiences to receive information and consume news 
content (e.g., Williams et al., 2011; Pantti & Bakker, 2009). Throughout their 
discourse analysis on tweets of the revolution in Egypt, Z. Papacharissi and F. 
Oliveira (2012) found it challenging to separate factual reports from expressions of 
camaraderie. In fact, most of the tweets represented expressions of solidarity. This 
suggests that social media has the power to link people from a number of different 
cultures. Z. Papacharissi and F. Oliveira (2012) also demonstrated that tweets 
published throughout the “Arab Spring” combined emotion with opinion, and drama 
with fact. Therefore, information from eyewitness accounts has the potential to give 
more human aspects to a crisis. Social media has the ability to make a direct 
emotional impact on the receiver, which in turn creates closeness between the 
impacted audience and citizens who were directly affected. Because the audience 
may find it easier to identify with those citizens, their concern and engagement of 
faraway events may also increase when crises occur.  

According to D. Bennett (2008), social media provides a collective experience that 
is necessary for an effective protest movement, particularly amongst young people 
who have grown up with this digital media ecosystem. Thanks to the unique 
possibilities of interaction with very different groups of people offered by social 
media, younger generations can increasingly follow and participate in a number of 
collective issues (Valenzuela et al., 2011). As an example, a recent study 
(Valenzuela et al., 2012) suggested that social media could mobilise those who are 
not already involved in political activities. However, some scholars are more skeptical 
about the effects of social media on civic engagement. M. Gladwell (2010) has talked 
about “slacktivism” which is understood to be a superficial, minimal-effort 
engagement in support of causes. E. Morozov (2011) warned about the additional 
opportunities that social media can provide for state repression – as was the case 
with the “Syrian Electronic Army”. Perhaps, the relatively short time spam of social 
media means that its impact on civic engagement in the long term is yet unclear. This 
shows a clear need for further research in this field.  

Because Storify is based on original contributions from social media, it may have 
the potential to present a broader view on crises. Indeed, Storify stories results in a 
collection of social media content selected by the curator which may represent the 
different voices available on social media. As a form of social media, Storify may also 
show the same possibilities of increasing audiences’ engagement. Moreover, Storify 
offers a curator the opportunity to give context to social media content, and only 
select the most relevant and accurate pieces for publication. Indeed, the Storify 
format allows curators to incorporate unrelated content from diverse online networks 
under one story “theme”. This suggests that Storify stories can provide different 
viewpoints by editing and re-ordering the original social media contributions, as well 
as by adding text to explain the context. Based on the curator’s expertise, platforms 
such as Storify can overcome some limitations of other social media (e.g. Twitter and 
Facebook), particularly issues related to misinformation and lack of contextualisation. 
Storify manages to maintain the advantages of other social media platforms 
presented at the beginning of this section – for instance, Storify stories will also 
provide more human narratives and the possibility of interaction with original sources 
and other readers. Because Storify stories include raw social media material, the 
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audience is exposed to information from eyewitness accounts, which in turn provide 
a view of unfolding events. Resulting on a collection of social media content, Storify 
highlights transparency and allows the reader to have access to original sources and 
content. Each of these features suggests that the format of Storify could be more 
attractive than traditional online news formats when reporting crises. This may lead to 
more audience engagement when crises are reported on Storify than on more 
traditional news formats.  

This leads to the first research question and hypothesis:  

RQ1: To what extent does Storify impact on the audiences’ secondary crisis 
communication responses as compared to traditional ways of reporting news online?  

H1: There will be more responses on secondary crises communication on the part 
of readers using Storify than from those using traditional ways of reporting news 
online.  

An increased number of responses on the part of the audience does not 
necessarily mean they remember the content better. Because users may have 
limited knowledge and experience with Storify format – observed in previous 
experiments (Sacco & Zhao, 2014; Zhao & Sacco, 2014) – even if audience 
engagement is increased, this does not necessarily imply that the audience 
effectively understands the content drawn from social media to tell a story.  

There are certain features of Storify that may in fact mitigate a deeper 
understanding of content. For instance, although Storify presents visual coverage, it 
does not necessarily follow that the reader is motivated to search deeper for the 
information reported. It is possible that readers could more effectively grasp 
information conveyed from traditional media channels than from Storify. It may be 
that end-users could struggle to handle all the different contributions and types of 
sources that are included in a story theme. This is because the audience is less 
familiar with this new format of reporting news. Furthermore, Storify is a collection of 
social media content, making it difficult for the curator to re-work the information than 
in traditional online news articles. The storytelling may result in a “collage” of existing 
content, which could in turn lack a certain uniformity and digestibility. This leads to 
the second research question and hypothesis: 

RQ2: To what extent does Storify impact on the audiences’ recollection of events 
as compared to traditional ways of reporting news online?  

H2: Readers will more effectively recall the events if the information is presented 
in traditional online news formats than on Storify.  

Method  

An experimental design was chosen allowing for causal inference to be drawn 
between exposure to online digital content and its effects on perception and quality 
evaluation (Thorson et al., 2012; Ha & Chan‐Olmsted, 2001). Moreover, the 
experimental design method allows for some variables to be controlled, whilst others 
can be manipulated. The experiment was conducted online after ethics IRB approval. 
Data collection took place from February till June 2013 at both the University of 
Neuchâtel, in Switzerland, and at Cameroon University, in US.  
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Study Design  

Overall, three scenarios with different combinations of formats and curators were 
built to match with the study hypotheses. The manipulation was centred on the 
comparison between the Storify format and the traditional online journal article 
format. The first stimulus consisted of an online journal article written by Al Jazeera 
about Kofi Annan’s peace plan for Syria. The second one involved a curated story 
from Storify written by an amateur and presenting the same information as the online 
journal article. To avoid a curator effect on the data, a third scenario was created. 
The third stimulus was the same Storify story of the amateur curator but the 
information concerning the curator’s profile was replaced with the profile of Al 
Jazeera to have the same curator of the online journal article25.  

The diversity in the scenarios allowed comparison of the secondary crisis 
communication responses and the recollection of events by the audience. The main 
aim was to investigate the changes among curators reporting the same message 
and/or if differences in formats affect audience responses for the two analysed 
constructs. As it has been stated in the first hypothesis, it was expected that the 
Storify format would elicit a greater audience engagement compared to the traditional 
online article. For the second hypothesis, it was expected that the participants 
assigned to the traditional online article scenario would have better recollection of 
events than for the Storify groups. With regards to the curator’s profile, it was thought 
that the group viewing the Storify story written by a professional would elicit greater 
audience engagement and recollection of events, than the group of the Storify story 
written by an amateur. This is because the authors hypothesised that audiences are 
likely to consider professional journalists as a more trustworthy and authoritative 
source than amateurs curators.  

The three different experimental conditions (i.e. a traditional online article, a Storify 
story by a media professional, and a Storify story by an amateur) were randomly 
assigned to participants. All material was written in English and sent via email. All 
articles selected for the stimuli reported a description of the peace plan for Syria 
presented by the UN President, Kofi Annan, which was one of the major events 
regarding international policy during the “Arab Spring”. The recent event of the “Arab 
Spring” was being widely discussed at the time of the survey and had received vast 
media coverage from around the world. A feature of the reporting regarding the “Arab 
Spring” has shown how information delivered by eyewitnesses has changed the way 
news is produced and distributed. Millions of texts, images, and videos from the 
streets of the revolution at the time were distributed directly throughout social media 
networks, and were also indirectly broadcasted through news networks such as Al 
Jazeera and CNN. Furthermore, other research (e.g., Bimber et al., 2005; Flanagin et 
al., 2006; Segerberg & Bennett, 2011) has underlined that the “Arab Spring” is a 
notable case study to investigate the relationship between social media and 
collective engagement.  

                                                      
25To get an overview of the scenarios: 
‐ Scenario 1 (traditional online article): 

http://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/04/201242154611877231.ht
ml 

‐ Scenario 2 (Storify story): http://storify.com/NiloTabrizy/syria-accepts-kofi-
anan-s-peace-plan 
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Measurement  

Two types of responses were measured in this study: secondary crisis 
communication and recollection of events. For the first measure, the scale was taken 
from the work of F. Schultz et al. (2011), A. M. J. Temmink (2011) and K. D. 
Sweetser and E. Metzgar (2007). Together, these authors have experimentally 
analysed the effect of traditional and new media on the recipients’ secondary crisis 
communications at the level of private organisations. The analysis undertaken in this 
study is quite similar, except for the type of crisis and organisation that are under 
investigation. However, the appropriateness of the scale was supported by the fact 
that events such as the “Arab Spring” are part of a broader crisis (Zillich et al., 2011). 
The items included in the construct secondary crisis communication were: 
show/forward the message, tell friends about the event, leave the message, concern 
with the event discussed, embracing with the event discussed and impression of the 
event discussed. For each item, participants chose responses on a 5-point Likert-
type scale. With regard to the recollection of events, simple and general questions 
about the content of the article/story were addressed. Participants were asked to 
select one of three choices: the curator of the article, the event reported, the country 
in the spotlight, the principal actors of the story, the reaction of the people quoted in 
the article, and to determine if the peace plan has been accepted. For each factually 
correct response, the coders coded 1, otherwise they coded 0 (i.e. dummy variable) 
which ended in a final mark between zero and six points. 

Sample 

A total of 165 students took part in the study, including 60 from Cameron 
University and 105 from the University of Neuchâtel. Participants were recruited from 
the student’s mailing list at the University of Neuchâtel, whereas participants from 
Cameron University were students who followed the classes of one of the 
researchers. The researchers selected young people because it was found within the 
literature that younger generations are potentially the ones who will be most affected 
about changes brought by social media. Most of the respondents were 
undergraduate students (77%), with 16% enrolled in post-graduate programs and 7% 
having an associate degree. The scenarios were viewed by 55 participants each, 
with equal representation of US and Swiss students. The respondents were 
predominantly female (62%). The age of the respondents ranged from less than 
twenty years old (12%) to more than twenty-five years old (15%) with the population 
between twenty and twenty-five years old have the greatest representation (73%).  

The time spent online to read news was also investigated since the key focus of 
the experiment was online news. This variable was chosen because the literature 
indicates that the more individuals consume news online the easier it will be to recall 
information as well as accept new news formats. For instance, P. Norris (2002) found 
that individuals who usually consume news are also more engaged in politics and 
citizenship. Younger generations may be less concerned by the news, as 58% of the 
participants within this study spent less than thirty minutes per day reading news 
online. Another 27% of participants indicated that they spent between thirty minutes 
and one hour per day reading news online, whilst 10% declared they spent between 
one hour and two hours per day. Only 5% of participants spent more than two hours 
per day reading news online. Data was also collected relating to the computer skills 
of the participants. This control variable was taken into account because it may 
influence the perception of the Storify platform. It is possible that the more a person 
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feels comfortable with the technology, the more they will present a positive attitude 
towards Storify. Most of the participants evaluated their IT background as being 
moderate (61%), with others indicating low competence (19%) and high skill level 
(20%). Prior to the exposure to the respective stimuli, respondents were also asked if 
they had knowledge of Storify, with 16% attesting having had previous experience of 
it. This finding still supports the novelty of the phenomenon, assuming that some 
could remain surprised about how the information is presented in Storify.  

Results  

To test the hypotheses, the Kruskal-Wallis test (H) was computed. This test was 
selected as it is a non-parametric test equivalent to the one-way analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) and effectively fits the nature of the measured variables.  

Crisis Communication  

Table 1 reports the results of the Kruskal-Wallis test for the items defining the 
construct secondary crisis communication responses. There were no differences 
among the three groups in terms of rating the secondary crisis communication 
responses (i.e. all the p-values were greater than 0.05). This means that no matter 
the format (i.e. traditional online article vs the Storify format) and the curator (i.e. 
professional vs amateur) people will react in the same way or present the same 
attitude towards the reported news. Therefore, H1 was not supported. 

Regarding the means, the lowest scores were observed for the variables 
show/forward the message (around 2/5) and tell friends about the events (around 
2.5/5). In contrast, the highest scores were measured for the items feel concerned 
about the event and embracing the cause discussed (around 3/5). This meant that 
participants will show a more positive attitude towards embracing the cause 
discussed and will feel concerned about the event reported, rather than sharing the 
message within their network. This also suggested that, no matter the format and the 
curator, participants have shown a higher personal engagement rather than an 
effective willingness to interact with their community. For each of the items listed on 
the scale, the standard deviations were very low showing that the data were not 
spread far from the means. This implies that participants produced similar behaviour 
when rating the items regardless of the assigned scenario.  

Recollection of events  

Table 2 reports the results of the Kruskal-Wallis test for the items defining the 
construct recollection of events. A significant difference was found on the items 
author, principal actors and peace plan acceptance (i.e. p-values smaller than 0.05). 
Since pair-wise comparison cannot be made using the Kruskal-Wallis test and in 
order to understand the causes behind these differences, the Mann-Whitney U test 
was used.  

For the item principal actors a significant difference was found between the 
traditional group and the amateur Storify group (W = 1815, p < .001) as well as 
between the traditional group and the professional Storify group (W = 2035, p < 
.001). No significant difference was observed between the professional Storify group 
and the amateur Storify group (W = 1292.5, p = 0.095). Due to the fact that there was 
no difference in the scores of the two Storify scenarios, but there was a difference 
between the Storify scenarios and the traditional scenario, it can be concluded that 
the variable principal actors present a “format effect”. By comparing the scores, in the 
traditional group 98.18% of the answers for this item were corrects (i.e. participants 
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recalled that the articles talked about Kofi Annan and Bashar Al Assad) whereas only 
63.64% and 78.18% were corrected in the professional Storify cluster and amateur 
Storify cluster respectively. Therefore, these results indicated that participants given 
the traditional scenario had the correct answer more times than the ones given the 
Storify scenarios for this variable.  

In regard to the item peace plan acceptance a Mann-Whitney U test also showed 
that there was a significant difference between the traditional group and the amateur 
Storify group (W = 1072.5, p = .002) as well as between the traditional group and the 
professional Storify group (W = 1210, p = 0.032). No significant difference was found 
between the professional Storify group and the amateur Storify group (W = 1375, p = 
0.341). As for the previous variable, a format effect has also been found. However in 
this case, in the traditional groups participants scored lower (only 29.09% of them 
had correct answer) than in the amateur Storify cluster (49.09% of correct answer) or 
professional Storify cluster (58.18% of correct answer).  

Finally, with respect to the item author a significant difference was found between 
the traditional group and the professional Storify group (W = 2035, p < .001) and 
between the professional Storify group and amateur Storify group (W = 1045, p < 
.001). No significant difference was observed between the traditional group and the 
amateur Storify group (W = 1567.5, p = 0.700). In this case, the difference could not 
be explained by either the format or by the curator, suggesting that other variables 
can affect audience recollection of events. In the traditional and amateur Storify 
group 43.64% and 40.00% respectively of the respondents identified the correct 
identity of the curator. In the professional Storify only 9.09% had the correct answer 
for this question. Accordingly, H2 was not supported for all the items related to the 
construct recollection of events. H2 was supported only for the item principal actors.  

Impact of control variables  

As highlighted in the literature review, an audience profile can influence their 
attitudes towards news content (e.g. Madianou, 2007; Philo, 1990; Morely, 1980). 
Therefore, a multivariate analysis was conducted to test the impact of control 
variables on secondary crises communication. In Table 3, results showed that (1) 
age was a predictor for the item embrace the cause discussed and that (2) time 
spent on news was a strong predictor for both show/forward the message and leave 
the message. The analysis failed to find gender, education, IT background and 
nationality as significant predictor of secondary crisis communication.  

Similarly, another test was conducted on the construct recollection of events. As 
shown in Table 4, (1) gender was a significant predictor for the subject of the story, 
(2) education level was a predictor for the country information as well as the 
interviewees reaction, and (3) time spent on news was a predictor for both subject 
information as well as interviewees reaction.  

Conclusions  

This study investigated whether information presented directly on social media and 
accessed via platforms such as Storify can improve audience secondary crisis 
communication responses and recollection of events compared to more traditional 
online news formats.  

Two manipulations were performed: the format (i.e. Storify vs traditional online 
article) and the curator’s profile (i.e. amateur vs professional). Because the results 
showed no significant difference in the secondary crisis communication responses 
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with regard to the Storify scenarios or the traditional article, this indicates that the 
manipulations performed do not affect the behaviour of the participants for this 
construct. In other words, no matter the format (i.e. Storify or traditional online article) 
and the curator (i.e. professional vs amateur), the participants showed the same level 
of engagement and had similar scores for the items included in the construct 
secondary crisis communication. It can be concluded that the format and the curator 
do not affect audience engagement. This suggests that in the willingness to improve 
secondary crisis communication responses of the audience, the format and the 
curator have no effect. The format and the curator are not determinant factors of 
secondary crisis communication responses. Because the content was the only factor 
that was kept constant in all three scenarios, it can be suggested that the content 
matters more than a curator’s profile and the format when it comes to audience 
engagement.  

Although differences were not observed among the three scenarios, some 
secondary crisis communication items rated higher scores across the experiment. 
For example, the participants rated their concern and their willingness to embrace the 
cause higher than their willingness to show/forward/share the message with their 
communities. This suggests that even in platforms such as Storify that allow more 
interactivity among curators, sources and audience, receivers still hesitate to take 
part in the process. In the future, it may be hypothesised that these findings are also 
related to the type of coverage that was presented. The results may have been 
slightly different if stories about fiction or entertainment had been used. When it 
comes to more serious topics the reactions can be contrasted. As B. Höijer (2004) 
stated, the sentiment of powerlessness often overwhelms those such as pity and 
anger, causing a type of passivity in the audience. Moreover, the findings indicated 
that other variables can influence this construct. The test of control variables showed 
that age and the time spent reading online news significantly impacted the rating of 
some of the items defining the construct secondary crisis communication. This 
suggests that the end-users profile is likely to play a key role in the development and 
life span of these new platforms. For example, it was found that the older participants 
are, the more likely they are to embrace the cause discussed. This may be due to the 
fact that the older people are, the more informed they may be in politics and global 
world dynamics. The more time spent reading news online, the more willingness 
participants demonstrated in showing/forwarding the message. Certainly, these 
people are particularly interested in news and thus they would enjoy participating in 
public debates.  

With respect to the recollection of events, items such as the subject, the country 
and the interviewees reaction showed no difference in the three scenarios. This 
means that the recollection of these variables is neither influenced by the type of 
format (i.e. Storify vs traditional online article) in which the information is presented 
nor by the profile of the curator (i.e. amateur vs professional). Overall, these three 
items were recalled strongly in all three scenarios. In particular, the higher response 
scores were observed for the interviewees reaction. Thus, it can be concluded that 
the audience seemed particularly sensitive to the opinion of others.  

For the item principal actors and peace plan acceptance a format effect was 
found. However, the effect was in the opposite direction. Participants in the Storify 
scenarios recalled more effectively the item peace plan acceptance than participants 
who were given the traditional online news article, but in turn scored lower for the 
item principal actors. It has to be remembered that the key content of the stimuli was 
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regarding the peace plan acceptance. The fact that participants in the Storify 
scenarios performed well for this item suggests that fears about the difficulty of 
understanding content delivered in this format may be unfounded. However, since 
only these two items present a format effect which goes in the opposite direction, it 
cannot be possible to conclude which format is easier to recall. Nevertheless, it can 
be said that the format appears to influence the recollection of events.  

As for the construct secondary crisis communication, some of the items included in 
the recollection of events can also be explained by the user’s profile. As an example, 
the more participants were educated, the higher they scored in the recall of the 
country and in the interviewees reaction. Participants’ level of education was in turn 
related to a better knowledge of the world and seemed to help people be more open 
listening the others. The time spent online reading news was another factor affecting 
the items subject and interviewees reaction. People who were particularly interested 
in news were more likely to receive and pay attention to breaking news. Therefore, 
these participants held a broader knowledge of contemporary wars and conflicts. 
Each of these results is in line with previous studies on audience reception (e.g. 
Madianou, 2007; Philo, 1990; Morely, 1980). 

To conclude, it has been shown that even if social media can potentially help 
audiences to get closer to events in a time of crisis, it appears that this does not 
necessarily enhance audiences’ engagement dramatically when compared to more 
traditional ways of presenting news. A promising finding was that even though the 
Storify format is completely different from what people traditionally consume, their 
recollection of events appears to be as effective as when they received the 
information in more traditional formats. Thus, it can be determined that social media 
at large may not be the solution to overcoming the problem of “compassion fatigue”, 
but are more likely to continue to be viable in the digital media ecosystem. This is 
because the audience showed a positive attitude in understanding the information 
reported in these platforms. Based on social media content, it appears that platforms 
such as Storify have no detrimental effects on audience understanding and 
recollection of events. It was also made clear that participants held no strong 
preference for one format over another. The combination of raw social media 
information with a good curator can have the same effect on audience recall and 
reaction as traditional online news formats. As differences have not been noted, the 
Storify format could be an alternative way of presenting such coverage. 

As this is an exploratory study, the results cannot be generalised. Future research 
should sample a larger population to validate the findings of this study. However, 
according to a recent study from the Pew research centre (Duggan, 2013), this small 
sample reflects the Internet population, which is composed of mostly young and 
educated people. Furthermore, other news topics and different digital media content 
curation platforms should be investigated. It will be helpful to perform similar research 
once these platforms have become more common, or complement this study with in-
depth interviews and focus groups with potential audience for these platforms.  
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Appendix  

Table 1 – Scenarios difference on crisis communication items  

 Traditional Professional 
Storify 

Amateur 
Storify H p-value 

 Mean (sd) Mean (sd) Mean (sd)

Show/forward 
the message 

1.93 (.92) 1.96 (.77) 2.00 (.67) .73 .693 

Tell friends 
about the event 

2.45 (1.07) 2.31 (1.05) 2.47 (.86) 1.42 .493 

Leave the 
message 

2.95 (1.08) 2.76 (1.02) 2.58 (.94) 3.34 .188 

Feel concerned 
about the event 

2.89 (1.08) 2.69 (.96) 3.13 
(1.00) 

5.30 .070 

Embrace the 
cause 
discussed 

2.93 (1.03) 2.75 (1.06) 3.18 
(1.02) 

6.00 .050 

Note: control variables included IT background, time spent reading online, gender, 
age, and education level.  

 

Table 2 – Scenarios difference on the recall of events items  

 Traditional Professional 
Storify 

Amateur 
Storify H p-value 

 Score (%) Score (%) Score (%) 

Author (curator) 43.64 9.09 40.00 18.45 <.001 

Subject 65.45 52.73 61.82 1.96 .376 

Country reported 90.91 78.18 89.09 4.32 .115 

Principal actors 98.18 63.64 78.18 20.56 <.001 

Peace plan 
acceptance 

29.09 49.09 58.18 9.78 .008 

Interviewees’ 
reaction 

72.73 72.73 63.64 1.43 .490 

Note: control variables included IT background, time spent reading online, gender, 
age, and education level.  
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Table 3 – Multivariate Regression of Crisis Communication on Control Variables 

 Age Gender Education It 
Background 

Time on 
news 

Nationality

Show/forward 
the message 

.008 .795 1.602 .133 5.180* .092 

Tell friends 
about the 
event 

.212 2.382 .480 1.746 .819 .083 

Leave the 
message 

.003 .001 1.550 1.625 4.632* 3.797 

Feel 
concerned 
about the 
event 

1.229 2.851 .002 .414 3.033 .183 

Embrace the 
cause 
discussed 

5.192* 2.311 2.859 .344 2.534 .213 

Note: The numbers in Table 3 are F-values; numbers with * indicate significant 
results.  

 

Table 4 – Multivariate Regression of Recall on Control Variables 

 Age Gender Education It 
Background 

Time 
on 

news 

Nationality

Author 
(curator) 

.151 1.887 .806 .199 .324 .564 

Subject 2.036 7.527* .125 3.741 8.812* 1.349 

Country 
reported 

.227 .333 5.577* 3.601 2.574 .182 

Principal 
actors 

.259 .025 1.442 .033 .096 2.401 

Peace plan 
acceptance 

.169 .102 .054 .212 .004 .685 

Interviewees’ 
reaction 

.004 .254 5.777* .012 3.912* .027 

Note: The numbers in Table 4 are F-values; numbers with* indicate significant 
results.  
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5. Conclusions 
The motivation for this study was the desire to understand why some wars and 

conflicts do not receive the attention they deserve in the news. As others have done 
(e.g. Brough & Li, 2013; Christensen, 2009), I saw in social media the potential to 
bring news about distant war and conflict closer to the audience while still providing 
balance in the reportage. However, the more social media has become a common 
tool, the more challenges it brings to traditional notions of journalism and of freedom 
of information more broadly. Unfortunately, as with other mediums, social media can 
be a channel that works both with and against balanced and objective reporting 
strategies. Consequently, the initial enthusiasm for these channels expressed by 
commentators and scholars seems to become gradually more cautious. In particular, 
during the Middle East uprisings in 2011, scholars initially saw Twitter and Facebook 
as new channels for instigating, organising and reporting on socio-political changes. 
The term “social media revolution” was even coined to describe these protests (e.g. 
Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011; Lotan et al., 2011). With more accurate studies completed 
on the use of these platforms, this description has also been challenged (Wojcieszak 
& Smith, 2014, p. 204; Bruns et al., 2013, p. 871). This unclear relationship between 
social media and news in the literature has motivated my desire to undertake this 
study.  

The conclusion of this thesis summarises the main findings about the usage of 
social media by media organisations in the reportage of war and conflict. The first 
section of the conclusion crosschecks my results with previous and current research 
in the fields. I highlight new research, as well as research that corroborates existing 
knowledge and how this links with the different parts of this dissertation. The next 
section addresses the issues that emerged from the study in order to reach 
conclusions about the role of social media in coverage of war and conflict. I also use 
these limitations as a basis to delineate areas of further research.  

This thesis began by arguing that use of different social media has brought a new 
dynamism to the coverage of war and conflict through increased possibilities in 
sourcing, producing and disseminating news and information. However, this 
dynamism has also meant that journalists covering war and conflict must also face 
new and complex professional and social issues that affect reportage of war and 
conflict. In forwarding this argument, the presentation of five research articles 
illustrated the advantages and disadvantages of social media use by journalists 
during war and conflict. The first articles presented suggested that social media might 
have the potential to enhance the reportage of war and conflict in a number of ways. 
Social media was seen to provide (a) journalistic access to remote areas; (b) 
additional sources of information that can promote alternative frames in reportage; 
and, (c) more complex (as opposed to simplistic) coverage of war and conflict. The 
last article presented in the thesis suggested that multi-angled reportage could be 
presented to the audience, helping them to understand and engage with the causes 
and consequences of war and conflict. Therefore, social media enriches the news 
reporting, (d) allowing the audience to develop critical awareness of war and conflict; 
(e) increasing public engagement due to the more human-centred narratives 
produced by social media accounts of war and conflict; and, lastly (e) engaging with 
more innovative news formats.  

However, the use of social media also presents challenges to journalists. These 
drawbacks illustrate the complexities of the use of social media where according to 
the interest group that uses these tools, social media can both help democratic 
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processes as well as represent a threat. The articles (in particular articles one, two 
and three) presented in this thesis showed that social media can also become a 
source of (a) misinformation, (b) manipulation and (c) subjective reporting. Due to its 
capacity to spread information and engage debate, social media is often used by 
diverse agents to influence public perception including understanding, feelings and 
values. Many actors with many different interests can seek to impose their own 
narrative on social media. As social media engages and creates new communities, 
these communities can become “social system[s] containing radical inequalities and 
conflicts of interests” (Williams, 1975, p. 149). Despite the advantages brought by 
social media, journalists who cover war and conflict are confronted with these 
limitations and must negotiate new professional methods for reporting in this new 
media environment.  

5.1 Characteristics of social media during war and conflict covered 

The first article presented in this dissertation utilised a content analysis of Storify 
“stories” published during the “Arab Spring”. The authors used existing frames and 
sources from past research on the coverage of war and conflict to build a suitable 
coding process. The aim of this article was to investigate the changing practices in 
the sourcing and presenting of reportage about war and conflict. Previous research 
on the coverage of war and conflict found that the sources journalists relied on were 
“official sources” such as governments and military personnel. It was speculated that 
these sources might have changed slightly with the advent of social media. The 
results supported the assertion that the advent of social media promotes some 
alternative frames and sources. The main findings of the study suggested that the 
human-interest frame had greater coverage than the other frames, followed by the 
military conflict frame. The main sources of information used in the stories were 
media companies and citizens. When analysing the sources used by journalist Andy 
Carvin on his Twitter account, A. Hermida et al. (2012) also found that non-elite 
sources were preferred to other media or elite sources. Social media is thus seen to 
be more “people” oriented rather than “elite” oriented. The human-interest frame is 
mostly related to the coverage of the suffering of victims of conflicts, which is likely to 
sensitise public opinion on war and conflict realities (Shaw, 2012, p. 94). Stereotypes 
and clichés representing children and women that incite strong emotions in the 
spectators are associated also with this frame (Philippe, 2001). However, it can be 
assumed that through the human-interest frame, social media can “humanise” all 
sides of war and conflict. The positive implications of this representation of crisis are 
that social media might have the potential to allow the audience to understand the 
complexities as well as the realities of war and conflict. The audience might develop 
critical awareness of war and conflict because they are more exposed to the human 
face of events of war. S. Cottle (2008, p. 147) came to a similar conclusion, seeing 
alternative media as channels where the visualisation of suffering of distant “others” 
is humanised as a positive aspect of reportage on war and conflict.  

Previous research on the coverage of war and conflict has found that people are 
generally not represented in reportage and when they are, their portrayal is often 
stereotypical or ethnocentric (Wall, 2005, p. 12). Mobile devices and social media 
however have allowed citizens to use the power of images as “a screenshot of 
reality” (e.g., Williams et al., 2011; Pantti & Bakker, 2009). Therefore, social media 
such as Storify can be considered a more egalitarian media in which different sides 
of a conflict can be heard, lending to a more balanced reportage. The reportage has 
the potential to be more diverse and include a higher number of different sources and 
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more complexity through the presence of a variety of frames, avoiding dualistic types 
of reportage. It should also to be added that social media allows for extreme images 
of violence and suffering to be more accessible to audiences and weaken the 
barriers of censorship in terms of sensitive images and videos.  

Social media platforms such as Storify both perpetuate and disrupt traditional 
news frames and sources, as the content analysis underlined the presence of both 
old and new frames and sources. The principal advantage of platforms such as 
Storify seems to be that end-users can develop a more complete impression of 
events because the information comes from a variety of different sources, thus 
providing diverse points of view. It allows gathering content in different forms (e.g. 
photos, videos, text and hyperlinks), giving more options for personalisation and for 
supplementary information. End-users can have access to archived stories and read 
original source materials.  

However, in the analysis of Storify conducted in the first article it emerges that 
reporters sourced material from unknown sources and the identity of the original 
contributors could not always be determined. This highlights a problem with social 
media platforms such as Storify presenting insufficient ways to filter and verify 
sources. It also appears that the role of verification agents is still not well determined 
in these platforms. Although one can presume it should be up to the curator to check 
for the veracity of content and sources, end-users might actually end up with the 
responsibility of the verification of sources. The authenticity and the legitimacy of 
user-generated content that is integrated into reportage remains a major issue. This 
article concludes by asking whether there have been changes in journalists’ practices 
of reporting since the advent of social media and if these changes have indirectly 
affected traditional journalistic principles and norms. The second article presented in 
this dissertation attempts to answer these questions.  

By combining a content analysis of Storify “stories” about the “Arab Spring” with 
some interviews with the curators of the sampled stories, the second article 
presented in this dissertation investigates changes in journalists’ practices. It is 
directly related to the main thesis research question about the influence of social 
media on journalists and news organisations when they report war and conflict. The 
major findings of this investigation indicate that the dominant frames and sources 
were similar to those identified in the first content analysis. However, the results of 
the content analysis were then evaluated in relation to interviews with Storify 
curators. The interviews indicated that journalists and curators found Storify provided 
a more “global” perspective of events because it is possible to weave together 
different points of view. Many interviewees pointed out that the major advantage of 
Storify to journalistic practice was the ease of access it gave to a number of sources, 
along with groups of people who previously would have been “voiceless” in the news. 
Interviewees further suggested that the advantage of this access was the pursuit of 
more “realistic” and “transparent” reporting.  

The article argued that Storify can be considered as a “complementary” media 
channel, more suitable for documenting than for creating news content. The platform 
enables curators to store single social media contributions within a logical narrative 
and provide an overall context to individual user-generated content. The platform is 
flexible with several possibilities for news presentation, so curators can use their 
creativity and storytelling abilities to provide quality content. In addition, on Storify, 
curators are able to emphasise relevant information that otherwise would have gone 
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unnoticed. The interviews highlighted some limitations of Storify’s software and 
design, in particular, the limited appeal that the format has for curators and end-
users.  

As this article presents some advantages and disadvantages of social media use 
for journalists who cover a crisis, further analysis is required to investigate fully the 
complementary relationship that can exist between journalists and social media. The 
third article moves the analysis forward by investigating this complex relationship. In 
particular, the article focusses on how journalists deal with the complexity of social 
media and how their cultural and institutional values, as well as the news products 
have been affected by changes in newsgathering and news reporting due to the 
advent of social media. The journalists interviewed felt that social media was already 
an established part of their working environment and that it could be used as an 
“originator” of news. The findings suggest that social media acts typically as the 
initiator of news, as an initial source of information, stimulating and shaping breaking 
news. Therefore, social media can both play the role of alerting and giving ideas for 
new subjects for reportage. All the respondents agreed that social media could enrich 
their reportage by opening up new perspectives. The plurality of available voices and 
the ease of connecting with new and alternative sources can tell parts of the story 
that the audience might have otherwise missed. Social media can also assist 
journalists to become closer to different cultures, facilitating the proximity of news to 
the audience. Therefore, this article argues that social media has the potential to add 
complexity (as opposed to simplicity) to journalists’ coverage of war and conflict. This 
article argues that it is still the essential work of journalists to use their professional 
norms to verify sources and content as well as give context and explain the 
information. Similarly, N. Newman (2009, p. 10) envisioned the role of journalists in 
this digital online environment as “multi-media writers and curators, who can 
synthesise events in real-time with the best of the backchannel from social media”.  

Despite the continued importance of journalistic work in the age of digital and 
online media, there remains fear within newsrooms that social media could somehow 
damage the image of media outlets that use it as a source (Thurman, 2011, 
Domingo, 2008; Örnebring, 2008; Paulussen & Ugille, 2008). In particular, social 
media seems to challenge some journalistic principles such as impartiality and 
objectivity (Thurman, 2008). The findings of this thesis support the existence of these 
issues in journalistic practice. However, even if social media can be a strongly 
opinionated vehicle for news and information, the journalist is able to use 
professional norms and standards to negotiate these issues and deliver an objective 
coverage. Perceived objectivity however is quite a different notion. Perceived 
objectivity plays a role in the audience’s judgement of the credibility of news and 
broadly on its news preferences. Therefore, it remains questionable as to whether 
social media formats such as Storify are perceived as objective by end-users. The 
fourth article addressed this problem in examining the perception of social media 
content by audiences. Through an experiment with students, the investigation tested 
the extent to which the Storify format was perceived as being objective compared 
with traditional news reportage. This contribution focusses mostly on the format’s 
effect because the content was already analysed in articles one and two. One of the 
main findings in article two was that the format of Storify could present issues both 
for the curators and the end-users.  

According to the findings of this investigation, three main constructs affect the 
perceived objectivity of stories with the format of the story emerging as the dominant 
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factor in influencing the perceptions of objectivity, more than the curator’s profile and 
the content of the stories. In this study, the traditional format was always rated as 
more objective than the Storify format for each of the items that made up the 
perceived objectivity scale. These results were supported by the students’ answers to 
the open questions. Some of the control variables were found to be significant factors 
influencing the perceived objectivity rate. In particular nationality, age, IT background 
and education level influenced the perceived objectivity no matter the given scenario. 
In this experiment, findings suggest that individuals prefer to find and consume 
information in traditional formats rather than in social media format in times of crisis. 
This was particularly true during the Iranian election of 2009. Twitter was the least 
prevalent media platform used by citizens to search and share information 
(Wojcieszak & Smith, 2014, p. 91). This result can support the article’s argument that 
journalists are still considered authoritative figures by the audience. The article 
argues that social media is useful as a source but a professional journalist is still 
needed to elaborate and give context to information found online.  

In articles two and three, it was found that social media could improve audience 
engagement and to some extent overcome the sentiment of “compassion fatigue”. In 
the last article, the research focussed on testing whether platforms such as Storify 
could improve audience secondary crisis communication responses and recall of 
events compared with more traditional news formats. The results showed that there 
was no significant difference in the secondary crisis communication responses with 
regard to the Storify scenarios or the traditional article. Since both the format and the 
curator’s profile were manipulated this suggests that the format and the author do not 
affect audience engagement. Even in platforms such as Storify that allow more 
interactivity among curators, sources and audience, readers still hesitate to take part 
in the process. It might be hypothesised that those findings are also related to the 
type of coverage that was presented. The results might be slightly different if stories 
were about fiction or entertainment. When it comes to more serious topics such as 
war or conflict, the reactions could be contrasted. As B. Höijer (2004) stated, the 
sentiment of powerlessness often dominates all the others, causing a sort of passivity 
in the audience.  

In this last article, it was shown that even if social media has the potential to help 
audiences see events of war and crisis in more detail, it seems that social media 
platforms do not dramatically improve actual audience engagement compared with 
traditional news formats. Social media such as Storify are probably not the solution to 
overcome the problem of audience “compassion fatigue” but they can survive in the 
digital media ecosystem because the audience shows understanding of the 
information reported in these platforms. Based on social media content, such 
platforms will not damage the audience understanding and recall of events. The 
results indicate that one format is no more attractive than the other for the two 
analysed constructs. The combination of raw social media information with a good 
curator can have the same effect on audience recall and reaction as traditional news 
formats. No particular differences were noticed and the Storify format may just be an 
alternative way of presenting news with all the advantages and disadvantages 
discussed in this thesis. 

5.2 Discussion of findings – social media: a double-edged sword 

This thesis has reported on the “dualistic” nature of social media use for reportage 
and has emphasised where the profession of journalism is still needed in this 
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dynamic online digital environment. I place my findings in line with those who see 
journalism as a central component of society, with the important role of assisting 
citizens to “make sense both of their daily lives and of the ways in which they connect 
to the larger body of politic” (Zelizer, 2009, p. 31) even within new media formats 
such as social media platforms.  

The thesis' findings about the impact of social media do not follow the same 
deterministic logic as M. McLuhan and Q. Fiore’s vision (1967) of technological 
improvement. My vision relates more to that of R. Williams (1974) view of how 
technology shapes society. In my view, social media’s strengths and weaknesses are 
not limited by the power of these platforms themselves but rather in how the 
technology is used by individuals and more broadly by society. L. Diamond (as cited 
in Morozov, 2011, p. 296) has argued similarly to R. Williams’ view that “technology 
is merely a tool, open to both noble and nefarious purposes. Just as Radio and TV 
could be vehicles of information pluralism and rational debate, so they could also be 
commandeered by totalitarian regimes for fanatical mobilisation and total state 
control.” Similarly, D. Wolton (1999) argued that it is a mistake to believe that a 
technological innovation acts on a decisive manner on the communication process. 
The technology is only one of three aspects of communication; the other two are the 
cultural aspects, which govern the relationship between individuals and, the social 
aspects, which governs the relations of individuals with society. These views can be 
criticised because by focussing on the forces around technologies, and not on 
technologies themselves, they do not allow possibilities for manoeuvre. The solution 
is to find the balance between the views of L. Diamond, R. Williams and M. McLuhan. 
As suggested by E. Morozov (2011, p. ibid.), scholars should research both the “logic 
of technology and the logic of society that adopts it”. 

I see platforms such Storify only as a “starting point” for news formats that merge 
social media and traditional media practices. The interesting point of online media 
content curation platforms lies in the fact that journalists can play the role of curators 
of social media content – a role that most of the articles in this dissertation suggest is 
very important in the new media age. These platforms can help journalists to initiate 
relationships with communities and individuals that provide information about events 
of war and conflict. Mediating these relationships and the content that they bring, 
they can help journalists become the bridge between truth and audience that I 
envisioned in writing this dissertation. In this social environment, journalists can 
pursue both their professional and their social responsibilities by providing accurate 
coverage of the reality of war and conflict as a base for debate and dialogue and 
therefore “contribute to the prospects for monitory democracy by enabling the 
scrutiny and chastening of power” (Lynch, 2013, p. 20).  

5.3 Limitations of the study  

In each article the limitations of the study design, sample of analysis and the ability 
of the findings to be generalised are reported and general limitations of the overall 
dissertation can be drawn. The timeframe during which the thesis was written also 
needs to be taken into account. In particular, all the discussions of this collection of 
articles started from a specific event – the Middle East revolutions. Although the 
author tried as much as possible to draw parallels or underline differences with the 
coverage of previous war and conflict, in the meantime other protests and/or conflicts 
emerged, such as those in Ukraine. In the literature ethnic conflicts are represented 
only marginally. Thus, the findings could not be applied for all conflict zones. I want to 
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point out that during the “Arab Spring” social media was not the main motor of social 
protests even if it helped to amplify them. Based on S. Harlow’s (2012) findings, in 
Guatemala and more broadly in Latin America social media has shown the potential 
to not only enhance activism but also create organised offline movements. I would 
suggest further research could include regional conflicts in developing countries (e.g. 
protests in Venezuela) and developing nations (e.g. Darfur and Central Africa) as 
well as countries that have been victimised by terrorist attacks or continue to suffer of 
insecurity and political instability of past conflicts (e.g. Israeli-Palestinian, Afghanistan 
or Iraq). A comprehensive and worldwide vision would allow researchers to 
understand if the role of social media was more important in specific settings or even 
if it changes role depending on location (i.e. cultural values) or on the types of 
conflicts (e.g. ethnic conflicts).  

The other main limitation concerns the sample. The different studies of this 
dissertation mostly are based on Switzerland and the Swiss media. Although in the 
two first articles Storify can be considered an international social media platform, it is 
far from being representative of all the other online media content curation platforms, 
or even the blogosphere. Although it gives a global perspective on social media, the 
content will always depend on the choices of curators. Therefore, it is not always 
certain that stories presented on Storify represent the international media sphere or 
worldwide users. For the central article, interviews were based on Swiss media only. 
To get a broader picture and see if some diversity could be highlighted, in the two 
last articles the author tried to complete the analysis with data from other countries, 
running an experiment. In fact, differences among countries were recorded. To 
overcome this limitation, I recommend performing some comparison between 
journalistic social media usage in different countries, to examine a diversified sample 
that included the varying degrees of freedom of expression and the use of the 
Internet (e.g. countries such as Africa or China). It would also be important to 
compare different online media content curation platforms, like Paper.li or Storiful.  

Regarding limitations that concern the methodology, I would add that completing a 
network analysis could have been useful in particular for determining the relationship 
between the different sources of information. All the comparative analyses that I have 
previously mentioned could be completed with case studies or further content 
analysis. This study presents preliminary results in a media environment that is in 
continuous evolution. According to M. Gillespie (2013, p. 95), it is still too early to 
know the long-term impact of social media on journalism practices and social 
changes. Although this study is not extensive, it provides a sound framework for 
further research into fully understanding the role of social media during war and 
conflict. 

As a final remark, the author want also to acknowledge that, because of time 
constraints, the economic and regulation (e.g. governmental and institutional) 
aspects did not have the coverage they deserved in this thesis. These two aspects 
can be a starting point for further research. The author is aware that in this evolving 
digital and online ecosystem journalists have also to face important pressures that 
come from economic and regulation policies. Furthermore, the studies on audience 
reception, in particular the one which was based on the notion of perceived 
objectivity, reported only a particular vision of the complexity behind this notion. This 
is partly due to the restricted words space allowed to journal articles. Maybe if the 
thesis had been written as a monograph it would have been possible to consider all 
the nuances behind this delicate and widely discussed concept.  
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5.4 Further research on war reporting  

With regard to further research, several possible options might be pursued using 
the framework adopted in this thesis. I will start with further research concerning the 
content. In order to more broadly understand the role that social media plays in times 
of crisis I would approach the comparison with other types of crises. Social media 
could present both common aspects for all types of crises and play very specific roles 
according to the nature of the crisis analysed. Results would open new perspectives 
on the importance, or not of social media for society and news processing during an 
ongoing crisis. They would contribute to a more solid base for the comprehension of 
changes and adaptations that are necessary in this new online digital environment 
when reporting on crisis. 

In terms of producers, future research could focus on the relationship between 
journalists and other relevant actors such as governments, militaries, NGOs, other 
media companies, experts, witnesses and activists (not an exhaustive list) to see 
how the different sources seek to achieve their aims by using social media and 
developing communication strategies (Cottle, 2008, p. 147). This research is needed 
particularly because, while covering war and conflict, journalists are faced with very 
different sources that may restrict their access to information or try, as was stated in 
the literature section, to manipulate them. Indeed, the Middle East revolution 
increased the interest among scholars about how social media could be used for 
political strategizing and social mobilisation (Wojcieszak & Smith, 2014, p. 92).  

To understand more deeply the audience perspective, more research using focus 
groups and interviews or survey data could further analyse how audiences react to 
war and conflict news presented on social media and what impact social media might 
have on “compassion fatigue”. The aim would be to examine more broadly the impact 
of social media on audience response, recall and reaction. How images of war and 
conflict disseminated via social media – compared with mainstream media – affect 
audiences and influence the collective memory, could be explored.  

As a final possibility, further research on media education could provide ideas 
about how to build effective training programs and classes on social media in times 
of crisis. Further research could also examine the influence of social culture on the 
usage and life span of social media platforms.  

In conclusion, this dissertation underlines the key factors leading to an increasing 
acceptance of social media use by both newsrooms and audiences in the context of 
the coverage of war and conflict. For academics, it proposes some guidelines on how 
to analyse social media as a disruptive phenomenon in a continuously developing 
media sphere. For practitioners, it highlights the advantages and disadvantages of 
social media as well as possible strategies to more effectively and efficiently 
implement social media in newsrooms. It also provides some new perspectives on 
how journalists can regain their place in this changing online digital environment. The 
studies presented in this thesis support the importance of the journalism profession in 
delivering complex (as opposed to simplistic representations) and balanced coverage 
of the causes and consequences of war and conflict – even through social media 
platforms. I position myself in line with C. Friend and J. B. Singer (2007, p. 41) who 
presented the journalism profession as an unchanged profile no matter the media 
under scrutiny. Journalists’ profession will continue to rest on the delivery of general 
information, safeguard of freedom of expression and reporting verified facts. As 
suggested by D. Cornu (2013, p. 159-160), journalists should help citizens to find and 
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understand information they may believe. The journalist is no longer a gatekeeper 
but an indicator, a sense-maker. The journalist is not there anymore to deliver the 
information, which is already available in the digital and online space; he/she should 
care about its reliability in reporting facts and its validity of meaning. Finally as 
already pointed out by E. Scherer (2011, p. 15), the added value provided by 
journalists would also be the fast process of putting the information into context. E. 
Scherer (2007) explained that it would be necessary to save time to readers; I would 
add that it is necessary to protect readers from possible manipulation, censorship or 
misinformation as well as present the complexity of today’s war and conflict. In order 
for journalists to be able to fulfil such function, further research is finally needed to 
address (1) the internal tension that media organisations constantly face between 
their public service mission and the economic imperatives dictated by their firm 
nature and, (2) the economic opportunities and challenges linked to an uprising 
phenomenon called entrepreneurial journalism. 
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