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How does Twitter affect traditional journalism?
Founded in March 2006, Twitter is now arguably the biggest social networking site in the 
world. As of the third quarter of 2016, Twitter averaged at 317 million monthly active users 
(Statista 2017).

In a modern world where people want information immediately, journalists are being forced 
to speed up the traditional journalistic process. As soon as a news outlet receives 
newsworthy material, people want to know. Waiting to complete or verify a story could 
mean a competitor delivers the information faster. In the past, media organisations were in 
competition with each other but today, if they hold on to a story too long, they risk being 
beaten to it by citizen journalists.

According to Arant and Meyer (2009), traditional journalism stresses values such as 
fairness and objectivity so as to establish its credibility among readers. Traditional 
journalism has also been used to describe forms of journalistic discourse that were 
originally offline, including both print and broadcast journalism (Nguyen and Western 2006).

The death of Michael Jackson in 2009 is a prime example of how Twitter can deliver news 
faster than any other source. Users of the social networking site broke the story ahead of 
any major news organisation as soon as the UCLA Medical Center officially announced his 
death. Social network sites, search engines and news websites reported heavy traffic 
volumes in the hour the story broke. That single story showed how news is consumed and 
disseminated in social media, and how quickly it can be reached (Alejandro 2010).

Introduction & Background

Literature Review
A study conducted by Farida Vis (2013) found that Twitter can be used as an effective reporting tool. Journalists Paul Lewis 
and Ravi Somaiya made extensive use of the social networking site during the UK riots in 2011, and as a result attracted a 
significant number of followers to their Twitter feed.

Twitter can be used by journalists and media outlets to conduct research. Ali Ahmad (2010) suggests that Twitter is now 
used as a “collaborative research tool by editors and journalists working on stories and blogs, both for ideas and to provide 
evidence for all branches of news - breaking, foreign, entertainment and others.”

Traditional media exist for authoritative news sources. According to Haewoon Kwak et al (2010), people who have a good 
social position still read newspapers and watch the news on television. Therefore, the frame of traditional news media 
remains important. 

Farhi (2009) refers to how newspapers have adapted to the rise of Twitter by creating their own Twitter accounts to post 
swift-changing updates following natural disasters in their areas, and how reporters now routinely tweet from all kinds of 
events including speeches, conferences and sporting events.

The rise of Twitter and social media poses a major challenge to journalists. William Dutton (2007) at the Oxford Internet 
Institute suggested that a new “Fifth Estate” has emerged. He argued that we are witnessing the emergence of powerful 
new voices and networks which can act independently of the traditional media.

Matt Rosoff (2011) claims that Twitter is “faster, more accurate, and more entertaining than any other news source out 
there.”
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Strengths & Weaknesses

Ethical Considerations
In this investigation, there are ethical considerations with interviews 
and survey research. Informed consent should be obtained by the 
researcher when conducting a survey. It is important to provide the 
participants with information such as the contact name and address of 
the researcher, details of how and why the respondent was selected, 
the aims of the study, any potential benefits or harm resulting from the 
study, and what will happen to the information provided. 

With interviews, it is important that procedures are laid out in writing,  
and the interviewer should be aware of issues involving their own 
safety when undertaking an interview. Confidentiality is also a concern 
and interviewees should not normally be named unless permission has 
been obtained.

The researcher must also consider how they conduct the interview. 
They should decide whether to be actively involved in the interview, 
seek to protect and reinforce the participant, challenge the participant 
or use particular quotes in reporting the interview.

This is a modern issue affecting newsrooms today. Twitter continues to grow in popularity and the rise of citizen journalism 
has arguably questioned the purpose of traditional journalism in today’s world.
Survey research produces data on real-world observations and the breadth of coverage of many professional journalists 
means it is more likely than some other approaches to obtain data based on a representative sample. 
Interviews are more personalised and can go into depth about a topic. Any ambiguous questions can be clarified and the 
researcher does not limit the respondent to fixed answers.

Realistically can only survey a limited amount of journalists, which may influence the result of the research.
Interviews can be expensive and provide unreliable information. The responses may not reflect real attitudes and may not be 
accurate.
Limited resources, limited time and limited money when carrying out the research may lead to unfair results.
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Surveys and interviews will provide the best possible results for this investigation. A 
combination of these two methods will allow an in-depth study of this topic as professionals in 
the media industry can directly offer their views.

A qualitative telephone survey is one appropriate method of research that could be used for 
this investigation. This would be carried out by asking a number of professional journalists 
working in traditional journalism about Twitter and how it affects their work. The reason for 
using this particular method is that it would allow a two-way interaction between the 
researcher and respondent, and telephone surveys are cheaper and quicker than face-to-face 
interviewing. Although they can be time consuming (Walter et al 1999), a telephone survey is 
arguably a better survey method than postal questionnaires because the response rate for 
postal questionnaires is usually low (Kelley et al 2003).

Qualitative researchers who conduct interviews can lead to an advanced understanding of a 
particular issue (Jacob and Furgerson 2012). Interviews with professional journalists will 
provide greater detail and depth, and can be tailored specifically to the knowledge and 
experience of the interviewee. Interviews can investigate the topic further (Gillham 2000) and 
can be used to support the responses to the survey. In this case a semi-structured interview is 
most appropriate. This combines a pre-determined set of open questions with the opportunity 
for the interviewer to explore particular themes. This is appropriate because although some 
responses can be anticipated, it may be necessary to explore others in greater depth. 

Questions will focus on whether Twitter has changed the role of a modern journalist, whether 
reporters use the site to their advantage, and whether Twitter poses any serious challenges to 
the future of traditional journalism.
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