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ABSTRACT
The platform of news media is constantly and rapidly evolving as the Internet
permeates the ways news outlets communicate with the public, and the ways we
communicate with each other. If previously, news organizations were the gatekeepers of
journalism, now, the public voice can create a news network of its own by quickly
sharing information through social media. Web 2.0 (namely, the social media networks of
Facebook and Twitter) has re-shaped journalism, transforming the news industry into a
much more comprehensive, feedback-oriented and instant realm of connection between
the givers and bearers of news. The new media is the public media – a new generation of
journalism spread in the form of “re-Tweets,” Facebook “likes” and blogs. An example
of the new era of journalism is the breaking of the “Sandusky scandal” at the
Pennsylvania State University in 2011, when reporters scrambled to be first in breaking
the news, at times overlooking accuracy.
The questions this thesis will attempt to answer are (1) how did social media have
an effect in the coverage of the events leading up to, during and after the “Sandusky
Scandal” at the Pennsylvania State University; (2) has social media simultaneously
created more pressure to break news first and a higher tolerance for errors; and (3) given
new modes of communication and instant information, how will journalists maintain
credibility in the future?
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Chapter 1
Introduction
It was a cold November night.
Before I even had a chance to turn on the news, my Twitter feed was already
buzzing.
Panic. Shock. Outrage.
“Riot for Joe Pa!” “Fire the BOT!” “Media, get off our campus!”
On November 9, 2011, students stormed the streets of State College to riot,
holding signs, chanting, and even overturning a local news truck. The chaos broke out
after Penn State’s Board of Trustees’ (“BOT”) fired head football coach Joe Paterno over
the telephone. The decision was made amidst reports that Paterno covered up sex crimes
by former assistant coach Gerald (“Jerry”) Sandusky to protect the Penn State football
program. The BOT also removed University President Graham Spanier, one of the
highest-paid university presidents, from his position.
As the scandal unfolded in the months following, from Joe Paterno’s death in
January to Sandusky’s conviction on 45 counts of child sex abuse in June, to the
unprecedented NCAA sanctions against Penn State in July, social media played a key
role in keeping the public informed of the latest developments and organizing a public
response to those developments.
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In this thesis, I explore the magnitude of the “Sandusky scandal” and its effect on
the Penn State community, as well as how social media was used as the scandal broke. I
first cover the events leading up to and surrounding the scandal and the aftermath. In this
section, I outline Sandusky’s career and the first allegations of abuse that later resulted in
a full-fledged investigation and eventual conviction. Next, I examine the new generation
of digital and multimedia that has completely changed the way people receive the news. I
also explain how new forms of communication have created a journalistic environment of
more competition and less accuracy. Further, I demonstrate the power of social media
during this scandal to inform, educate, correct and organize, and how it will continue to
play a role in the future. Lastly, I discuss media ethics, and how they must be reformed to
meet the challenges of an increasingly digital age.
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Chapter 2
A Scandal Unfolds
Four days before students rioted in Beaver Canyon, Jerry Sandusky was arrested
on 40 charges related to sexually abusing eight minors. A month later, in December 2011,
he was charged with 12 more counts involving two more young boys. It was an ugly
chapter in an unfolding saga – an almost unbelievable story of how an esteemed assistant
football coach at a prestigious university that stressed “success with honor” used his
position to sexually assault 10 young boys. Prosecutors have said Sandusky earned his
victims’ trust through “grooming tactics,” lavishing the youths with gifts and
opportunities that would otherwise not have been available to them. On June 22, 2012, a
jury found Sandusky guilty of 45 of 48 counts against him, including involuntary deviate
sexual intercourse, indecent assault, criminal intent to commit indecent assault, unlawful
contact with minors, corruption of minors, and endangering the welfare of children. The
scandal resulted in a 30-60 year prison sentence for Sandusky, which he began serving in
October 2012. The scandal resulted in severe repercussions for the Penn State community
as well.
Exactly six months after Joe Paterno’s death on January 22, 2012, newly
appointed Penn State President Rodney Erickson decided to remove Paterno’s statue
outside Beaver Stadium. He announced, “I fully realize that my decision will not be
popular in some Penn State circles, but I am certain it is the right and principled
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decision.” In July 2012, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (“NCAA”)
slammed down unprecedented sanctions against Penn State for “unprecedented failure of
institutional integrity leading to a culture in which a football program was held in higher
esteem than the values of the institution, the values of the NCAA, the values of higher
education, and most disturbingly the values of human decency.” On its Website, it
released a statement saying, “By perpetuating a ‘football first’ culture that ultimately
enabled serial child sexual abuse to occur, The Pennsylvania State University leadership
failed to value and uphold institutional integrity, resulting in a breach of the NCAA
constitution and rules.” The sanctions cost Penn State $60 million, a clearing of all wins
from 1998-2001, a four-year ban on bowl games, five years of probation, and a reduction
of 20 football scholarships per year for four years. After the NCAA’s sanctions were
announced, nine Penn State football players transferred to other schools and one quit the
team.

History: Sandusky’s Career
From 1963 to 1965, Sandusky played defensive end for the Penn State football
team. After graduating first in his class, he spent most of his coaching career at Penn
State, serving as assistant coach to Joe Paterno from 1969 to 1999. During his time as
assistant coach, he gained a reputation for developing fine linebackers, an effort fans
dubbed “Linebacker U.” On two separate occasions, in 1986 and 1999, the American
Football Coaches Association (“AFCA”) named Sandusky Assistant Coach of the Year.
According to the AFCA website, the award was first presented in 1997 and “was created
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to honor assistant coaches who excel in community service, commitment to the studentathlete, on-field coaching success and AFCA professional organization involvement.”
In 1977, Sandusky founded a group home for young, troubled boys called The
Second Mile. It eventually grew into a non-profit charity, which was dedicated to serving
underprivileged and at-risk youth in Pennsylvania. From presidents to head coaches of
professional sports, politicians and the community, The Second Mile received wide
praise. At multiple points in his career, Sandusky was offered the head coaching position
at a number of other universities, including Temple University, University of Maryland
and University of Virginia. Meanwhile, in light of Paterno’s old age, there was
speculation that the head coach position would be passed off to Sandusky. However, in
May 1999, Sandusky was told he would not be succeeding Paterno as head coach of the
Penn State football program. Sandusky then decided to retire and devote more attention
and time to his charity. The university gave him an unusual retirement package, including
“emeritus” status, substantial financial benefits, and unlimited, unrestricted, lifetime
access to the university’s recreational facilities.

Sandusky Scandal: Timeline of Key Events
Penn State Police and the Department of Public Welfare first launched an
investigation of Sandusky in June 1998 after reports surfaced that he molested a boy in
the Penn State locker room showers. The boy’s mother contacted Penn State Police after
realizing the boy’s hair was wet after he had been with Sandusky and hearing they had
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showered together. However, no charges were filed after Centre County’s district
attorney decided there was not enough evidence to pursue a case.
In 2000, Penn State janitor James Calhoun reportedly told his co-workers and a
supervisor that he saw Sandusky performing oral sex on a boy in the football locker
rooms. He never made an official report. Several months later, in 2001, then-graduate
assistant Mike McQueary reported to Paterno that he saw Sandusky sexually assault a
boy in the Penn State locker room showers. Paterno then reported the incident to Penn
State administrators Tim Curley and Gary Schultz, who were charged with perjury and
failure to report suspected child abuse. On November 6, 2011, Curley resigned from his
position as Penn State athletic director and Schultz resigned as vice president of business
and finance. As of April 2013, Curley and Schultz are still awaiting their trials but
maintain their innocence.
The Pennsylvania attorney general’s office convened a grand jury to look into
Sandusky in 2009, after a student at Central Mountain High School (about an hour from
Penn State’s University Park campus) alleged Sandusky had sexually abused him several
times over the span of four years. The boy is identified as “Victim 1” in the grand jury
report, and he is recognized as the catalyst for the investigation into Sandusky and his
eventual conviction. As the investigation continued, it was discovered that Sandusky met
all of the eight boys identified by the grand jury through The Second Mile. Some of his
victims were as young as eight years old. In 2010, Sandusky reluctantly resigned from
daily involvement in The Second Mile. As of April 2013, in the aftermath of the scandal,
The Second Mile is requesting a transfer of its assets and programs to another charity.
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Chapter 3
The New Age of Multimedia
The journalism world has rapidly evolved from the era when reporters and writers
were the gatekeepers of news and the public was the static receiver. News now “emerges
from an ecosystem in which journalists, sources, readers and viewers exchange
information” (Economist). This concept of a next-generation Web was dubbed “Web 2.0”
by O’Reilly Media in 2004. It demonstrates a greater collaboration between Internet users
and content providers, allowing the average person to control online content in the form
of blogs, sharing and social media sites. According to Jay Rosen, professor of journalism
at New York University, editorial control and production shifted around 1999 to “the
people formerly known as the audience.” The public does not need a traditional,
established news organization to quickly and easily share links with masses of people
through the Internet.
Recent research finds social media has not only become increasingly pervasive in
the ways that users ingest their news, but also increasingly viewed as a credible and
trusted source for news. A 2013 George Washington University Graduate School of
Political Management/ORI survey finds that users trust social media as much as or more
than traditional news outlets. Twitter, launched less than a decade ago in 2006, now
stands on the same playing field as traditional television news outlets, radio and print,
with over 500 million registered users as of 2012.
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However, a Pew Excellence in Journalism survey found that the brand of a news
organization is still the most important factor in where consumers go for news. Almost a
quarter of the United States population now gets its news digitally. No matter which
platform, journalists are still required to uphold their brand and the reputations of their
brands. In short, credibility matters now more than ever.

What Journalism Looks Like Today
Economic woes and a new era of digital journalism have forced news
organizations to re-evaluate their newsrooms and re-construct themselves appropriately –
or to fail. As a result, newsrooms are smaller. Professional newsroom employment is at a
20-year low. Reporters are younger, less experienced and more prone to error. More
reporters are expected to be “one-man bands,” filming video, interviewing subjects,
writing scripts and editing packages – all the while verifying facts and churning out
information as quickly as possible. More than 150 newspapers shut down in 2011. The
New York Times has consistently shrunk its staff for the past five years to stay afloat. In
2008, the Los Angeles Times cut 250 positions paired with a 15% decrease in the number
of pages. The Washington Post cut its staff by over 200 people in the past three years.
The Chicago Tribune cut around 20 workers in 2011 and continued its staff cuts in the
beginning of 2012 to “reduce costs as it continues to grapple with a changing media
landscape and challenging economy” (Martin).
Staff cuts have forced news organizations to scale down the scope of their
coverage, focusing less on foreign and national affairs and more on stories that fit with
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the budget. Naturally, a decline in staff and revenue has caused journalistic quality to
decline as well. While print journalism struggles to find its place on the Web while
sustaining revenue, on the flip side, digital news consumption has continued its rapid
increase. Figure (3-1) below illustrates the public’s presence online, with 17.2% of
people now turning to the Internet for news. Newspapers on the other hand lost 4% of
their audience.
Figure 3-1 Graph of Audiences in Media Platforms

It is a Catch-22 of sorts. The technology boom has created a portal for real-time,
second-by-second information updates that can be shared en masse. Social media allows
reporters to share stories with unprecedented efficiency and speed; however, it also
allows reporters to share misinformation just as quickly without properly verifying the
facts. A 475-page report by the Federal Communications Commission says, “because of
the growth of digital platforms, at the same time there has been a decline in quality as a
result of the same technology boom” (Flint).
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The ‘Era of Error’
According to survey research by the Pew Research Center in 2011, public trust in
news media has been steadily decreasing over the past several decades. Two-thirds of
Americans surveyed said stories are “often inaccurate.” In one of the most
comprehensive and extensive studies of journalistic inaccuracy, Pew found reporting
errors were at the highest level over the past 70 years. Out of 4,800 news sources over 14
different newspapers, 61% of local news and feature stories had errors. They were not
simply typos or name mistakes, but blatant inaccuracy in reporting, including
“misleading or distorted quotes, the omission of information or the overplaying of
inconsequential facts (read: hype).” As a result of growing inaccuracies, credibility of the
entire news media is at stake. As Washington Post reporter Paul Farhi says, “Mistakes
happen — and they hurt not just an individual reporter and his or her publication but the
media's reputation as a whole.”
One particularly egregious error in the coverage of the Sandusky scandal occurred
when a reporter Tweeted that Joe Paterno had been sentenced to 30-60 years in prison in
the “sexual abuse case” at Penn State (Figure 3-2). Even though she corrected the
mistake, these kinds of catastrophic errors for the sake of being “timely” discredit the
efforts of diligent, fact-checking journalists and news organizations.
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Figure 3-2 Reporter Mis-Tweets Paterno as Sex Offender

Accuracy Matters: The “Credibility Crisis” and How It Affects Public Perception of
Media
The same Pew research found that newspaper credibility significantly declined as
a result of frequency and severity of errors. Sources who had been adversely affected by a
reporter’s error were less willing to cooperate with the press a second time. As seen in
Figure 3-3, over the past 10 years, the public increasingly distrusts its newspapers.

12

Figure 3-3 Public Perceptions of Newspaper Credibility Declines

Matt Kucharski, senior vice president of Padilla Speer Beardsley, has said, “The
decline in credibility of the media is no surprise. Budget cutbacks mean less original
reporting and more ‘forwarding’ of news from other sources. The problem is, nobody’s
taking time to vet the original story to see if it’s really accurate. Regardless of who is to
blame… professionals need to exercise even more news judgment than in the past
because there are fewer reporters out there to separate the good from the garbage.”
Many Americans believe the news media is unbalanced and tainted by
partisanship. Many also doubt journalists’ willingness to admit their mistakes.
Journalists, however, understand the “credibility crisis” exists. A 2012 Pew Research
Survey found that “national print reporters and editors cite credibility as the main
problem; more than twice as many pointed to declining public trust, as opposed to
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shrinking news audiences, as the biggest problem facing journalism.” Without public
trust and confidence, news organizations cease to have a meaningful function in
American society.
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Chapter 4
Role of Social Media in Coverage of the Sandusky Scandal
For weeks following Sandusky’s arrest, news outlets from all over the country
swarmed the streets of State College, camping their news vans outside Old Main and Joe
Paterno’s home. Local reporters who covered the scandal agree social media was
instrumental in gathering and breaking news. New York Times reporter Mark Viera said
social media played an extremely important role in his coverage of the scandal and that
Twitter “almost in an instant became a more valuable reporting tool” than he could have
imagined. Statecollege.com reporter Nate Mink, who also covered the scandal, told me
that “Twitter was the main social media vehicle used with this story, and it served as the
most efficient news gathering tool during long days where developments could transpire
by the hour.”

Media Reaction to Spanier’s Cancellation of Paterno Press Conference
On November 8, 2011, Paterno was set to answer questions about his handling of
the initial information about Sandusky in the showers during his weekly press
conference. It was the first time he was to speak to media after Sandusky’s arrest.
However, minutes before the press conference had been scheduled to begin, it was
canceled. Immediately, it was known through Twitter. Illustrated in Figure 4-1, Ganim
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Tweeted to her followers that President Graham Spanier had canceled the press
conference. By the time the image was saved, there were already 78 re-Tweets.
Figure 4-1 Ganim Tweets Out Paterno Press Conference Canceled

Other media outlets followed suit soon after, uploading photos of the curt
statement they were given about the canceled press conference (see Figure 4-2).
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Figure 4-2 Reporters Upload Penn State Statement on Canceled Paterno Press
Conference

Social Media As a Tool to Mobilize
In a front-page editorial on November 8, 2011, the Harrisburg Patriot-News
called for the dismissal of both Paterno and Spanier for failing in their “moral authority”
by not reporting Sandusky when they first heard the allegations against him. When the
Board of Trustees fired Paterno over the telephone the next night, there was instant
reaction from the public on Twitter. As seen in Figure 4-3, responses to Paterno’s firing
ranged from furious to understanding to accepting, polarizing thousands of people
already burdened by the scandal.
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Figure 4-3 Twitter Explodes With Reaction to Paterno Firing
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Twitter also allowed people to share details to mobilize and organize. Shown in
Figure 4-4, Reporter Ben Jones Tweeted about an expected “student walk” down Beaver
Avenue on November 8, 2011. For people who did not know previously know about a
possible demonstration, this information was now instantly available to them.

Figure 4-4 Ben Jones Tweets About Expected Demonstration

Shortly after news of Paterno’s firing broke, Penn State students flocked to Old
Main, the school’s administration building, shouting things like, “We want Joe back!”
and “One more game!” Students then proceeded to riot in Beaver Canyon. For three
hours, police with riot gear and tear gas dealt with thousands of students, some of whom
were tearing down lampposts. The scene was chaotic, with some students taking off their
shirts to mask their faces against the pepper spray. Some blew horns and vuvuzelas.
Others chanted, “We Are Penn State,” as they marched down Beaver Avenue. Students,
angry with the media’s coverage of the scandal, toppled a news truck and smashed out
the windows. Many “believed that the news media had exaggerated Mr. Paterno’s role in
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the scandal surrounding accusations that a former assistant coach, Jerry Sandusky,
sexually assaulted young boys” (Schweber).
During the riot, Twitter was on fire with trending topics such as #PSUCharges.
Figure 4-5 illustrates the power of Twitter to enable people who were not at the scene to
visualize exactly what was happening.
Figure 4-5 #PSUCharges Overtakes Twitter
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Instantly, the world knew Penn State students flipped over and smashed an
Altoona news truck. Instantly, the world knew what Penn State students were capable of
when they were unhappy with a major decision. Students and reporters alike were sharing
information with their followers through social media (as seen in Figure 4-6), allowing
the public to get a second-by-second update on the events.
Figure 4-6 Reporters Cover Beaver Canyon Riot on Twitter

Students also used Twitter to mobilize for a positive cause. On January 25, 2012,
thousands of mourners for Paterno formed a human chain along the funeral procession
route in State College after two Penn State students created a Facebook event called
“Guide Joe Paterno Home.” Figure 4-7 is a screenshot of the Facebook event description.
Mourners also used the #guideJOEhome Twitter hash tag to upload photos of the
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procession and Tweet their thoughts, as seen in Figure 4-8. Reporters like Ganim also
Tweeted about the procession (illustrated in Figure 4-9).
Figure 4-7 Students Organize Mourning Route for Public Through Facebook

Figure 4-8 Public Uploads Photos of Human Chain Along Paterno Funeral
Procession
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Figure 4-9 Ganim Tweets About Planned Human Chain

Restricted Media Access During Sandusky Trial
Because broadcasting and cameras are not permitted in Pennsylvania courtrooms,
Twitter was the main outlet that reporters used to share nearly “live” trial coverage during
the Sandusky trial. Penn State ethics professor Russell Eshleman told me he
“[remembers] following along as the witnesses were testifying – simply by monitoring
[his] Twitter feed.” Previously, reporters covering court cases would have to tag-team to
adequately, accurately and quickly cover a trial. One reporter would enter the courtroom,
take notes and come out to report on what happened while another reporter took his
place. There would be day-end updates; second-by-second live trial coverage was
unthinkable. Now, Twitter has revolutionized the journalism process, enabling reporters
to send information directly from the courtroom with a few clicks on a mobile device.
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Live coverage of breaking news enabled readers to feel in the loop, to know
exactly what was happening at the exact time it was happening. As seen in Figure 4-10,
reporters like Sara Ganim (who was instrumental in breaking the Sandusky story), used
Twitter to update their followers from inside the courtroom during Sandusky’s trial.
Twitter offers an instant “inside look” of events as they unfold.
Figure 4-10 Reporters Live-Tweet From Courthouse During Trial

At the beginning of the trial, reporters were allowed electronic communication
from the courtroom, which meant they could update their Twitters, Websites and blogs
the moment they received new information in the courtroom. The catch: they could use
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electronic communication as long as they did not contain direct quotes. However, after
the media asked Judge John Cleland to clarify what exactly could be broadcast from the
courtroom, the judge banned laptops or phones from the courtroom altogether. Although
there were reporters and news organizations that respected the judge’s order, many
reporters ignored the rule and Tweeted information from inside the courtroom anyway.
Cleland blasted the media in a support brief, saying, “During the trial I had permitted
credentialed reporters to possess and use electronic devices in the courtroom as ‘tools of
the trade’ as long as they were not used to broadcast from the courtroom while court was
in session ... those arrangements broke down significantly during coverage of the
sentencing.” He also said, “Through research and complaints from other reporters who
had been scooped, it became readily apparent that there had been violations of the
Sentencing Decorum Order by a disheartening number of reporters.” Ironically, reporters
used Twitter and other forms of social media to relay this message, as seen below in
Figure 4-11.
Figure 4-11 Reporters Tweet on Restricted Media Access
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How the Media “Killed” Joe Paterno
On January 21, 2012, the media “killed” Joe Paterno.
Student-run blog Onward State caused outrage, confusion and disappointment
after prematurely reporting Paterno’s death. Figure 4-12 shows the original Tweet that set
off a downward spiral of misinformation.
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Figure 4-12 Onward State Tweets Joe Paterno Has Died

Rather than racing to verify the sources and facts, national news media outlets,
such as CBSSports.com, raced to spread the news as quickly as possible. They did not
attribute to a source or Onward State in its report at all.
Instantly, the news caught fire.
Within the span of 15 minutes, The Guardian and The Star-Ledger had posted
stories based on CBSSports’s story, and Twitter was rampant with trending topics about
Paterno’s death. Wikipedia even updated the date of Joe Paterno’s death as January 21,
2012. The public immediately responded to Paterno’s “death” as well. Figure 4-13
illustrates the media frenzy. Figure 4-14 shows the public response on Twitter to media
reports of Paterno’s death.
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Figure 4-13 Media Outlets Tweet Paterno Has Died

28

Figure 4-14 Public Responds to Reports of Paterno's Death
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The problem was that the original information released by Onward State was false
and unverified. As illustrated in Figure 4-15, Joe Paterno’s sons, Scott and Jay Paterno,
quickly jumped to their own Twitters to correct the false information.
Figure 4-15 Paterno Sons Correct False Information of Joe's Death

Later that night, the retractions started coming. Figure 4-16 shows Onward State’s
clarification and eventual retraction of the original Tweet. Managing editor Devon
Edwards released a statement resigning from his position and apologizing to the public
and the Paterno family (Figure 4-17).
Figure 4-16 Onward State Retracts Original Tweet of Paterno's Death
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Figure 4-17 Onward State Managing Editor Resigns
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Around midnight, CBSSports.com managing editor Mark Swanson released an
apology (see Figure 4-18) to the Paterno family and the public, admitting the network
failed to verify the original report, and “fell short of [expectations]” to hold itself to high
journalistic standards. Swanson did not resign from his post as managing editor.
Figure 4-18 Swanson Apologizes to Paterno Family in Statement

Throughout the chaos in trying to confirm Paterno’s death, all it took was a
simple e-mail to confirm the veracity of the original Onward State report. New York
Times reporter Mark Viera took the time to reach out to the Paterno family’s
spokesperson, who immediately responded in an e-mail: “Absolutely not true.” Viera
released the spokesman’s brief statement on Twitter, which was instantly cited by other
news outlets. Because inaccuracy serves no purpose to readers, Viera believes “being
right is always paramount to being first.”
Part of a journalist’s responsibility as outlined in the Society of Professional
Journalist’s Code of Ethics is to minimize harm. A slew of journalists and media outlets
failed in this regard. In an article released after the false statements about Joe Paterno’s
death were debunked, Poynter Institute journalist Craig Silverman said, “The glory of
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being first is fleeting, and seeking it is a risky activity.” StateCollege.com’s Nate Mink
said that though there is an incentive to break news first, that ideal is strictly “an ego
thing.” CNN’s Holly Yan said, “The incident highlighted the crucial clash in today's
hyper-competitive news environment: getting it fast versus getting it right.”
Clay Travis, a writer for OutkickTheCoverage.com, accused CBSSports.com of
releasing the false information for ratings gain:
People ask, why rush to be first with a death report?
And the answer is easy, because being first -- even if your reporting isn't original
in the least, which CBS's wasn't here -- makes it rain pageviews.
The reason why CBS wanted its story out so rapidly was because millions of
people would and did visit the site to click on that article. An article, by the way,
that would have never attributed the location of the original source of the news.
As far as millions of readers would know, CBS had broken the story itself. As the
story grew CBS would have embedded links to its own obituary, to columns about
what Paterno's legacy was, being first wouldn't just redound to CBS's benefit for
years in search, it would also lead to hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of
additional page views via the embedded links in the original post.
The danger of social media is that anyone can instantly pass along
misinformation. Media outlets assume that as long as they attribute to a source, they are
innocent if misinformation is spread. However, media outlets that do not take the time to
verify the facts or check sources before releasing news are equally guilty of bad
journalism. As the legendary television icon Walter Cronkite once said, “Get it first, but
get it right.”

33

Social Media as a Forum of Opinion
The Internet and social media have allowed billions of people worldwide a voice.
According to 2013 Exploredia statistics, about 2.1 billion people of the world’s 7 billion
are regular Internet users. The Vice President of International Operations for Twitter,
Shailesh Rao, said, “Social media has brought a human face to the world of Internet.” To
him, “Twitter is a town square where people meet, discuss things, agree and disagree.”
Similarly, Twitter co-founder Biz Stone said, Twitter “gives folks who might not
otherwise have a voice, a voice.” This new type of citizen journalism gives people an
outlet to share their thoughts and feelings with others, while digesting what others have to
say as well. The most innovative part is that this town square is global and continually
expanding.
Social media allows people to participate in the media instead of being passive
consumers of the news. It offers a more diverse platform than television, radio or print by
giving people a chance to “debate and generate new ideas” (Naidu). When Jerry
Sandusky was convicted of 45 counts of child sex abuse in June 2012, Twitter was
rampant with tens of thousands of personal opinions, from sarcastic to sad. Figure 4-19
illustrates the opinions below.
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Figure 4-19 Twitter Users Respond to Sandusky's Guilty Verdict

The public’s ability to have a voice through social media has completely
transformed the way that news organizations and the community act and interact. It has
opened up a worldwide forum for people to gather, share and generate new ideas, instead
of digesting a single reporter’s summary of events. Social media has the power to directly
change societies, as seen in uprisings in Egypt and Libya over the past several years. The
revolutionary Arab Spring demonstrations that began in December 2010 are considered
largely possible due to social media and its function of organizing events and expressing
frustration with the government. A report done by the Dubai School of Government
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found that “nearly 9 in 10 Egyptians and Tunisians surveyed in March [2011] said they
were using Facebook to organize protests or spread awareness of them” and “all but one
of the protests called for on Facebook ended up coming to life on the streets” (Huang).
Social media can give people the power to change the world.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions
I believe in and support the power of social media to bring communities all over
the world together by tapping into a wealth of immediate Internet information. In August
2012, a small Ohio town gained worldwide attention after Steubenville High School
football players allegedly raped an underage girl at a party and uploaded photos and
Tweets about it over social media. The activist hacker group, Anonymous, posted a video
online showing students joking about the assault. Social media was also key in keeping
people informed about the case, allowing people to voice opinions through blogs,
Websites and personal social media sites on “everything from the behavior of the football
team to the integrity of the investigation” (Almasy).
Similarly, in December 2012, a 23-year-old physiotherapy intern in India was
beaten and gang raped on a bus. She died from her injuries two weeks later. The incident
shocked and outraged the world, leading to public protests in cities all over India. Reema
Ganguly, who posted photos, videos and updates from New Delhi protests, told
Washington Post reporters, “Facebook is not just about making friends. After the gangrape incident, we aired our grievances, shared stories of our experiences of facing sexual
violence daily in this city and signed petitions. Word spreads like wildfire on social
media. Does the government even understand this anger?” Through collaborative voices
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on social media calling for widespread action and legislative reform, all of the accused
men were arrested and charged with sexual assault and murder.
From instantly knowing the latest news on the Steubenville rapes to allowing
people to rally against gang rapes in India from halfway across the world, social media
continues to be an instrumental tool to share information quickly and efficiently. In the
same way, social media was essential in keeping the public informed about the latest
happenings in the Sandusky scandal, as well as creating a space for public conversation.
National and local reporters heavily relied on social media to share whatever information
they received as quickly as possible. With a couple taps on a mobile phone or the click of
a button, stories could be changed, edited and updated, and Tweets sent out to the masses.
However, the rise of journalism through social media has not been without
drawbacks. There is a bigger potential for error as a result of the ability to break news
even faster than before. The easy “anywhere, anytime” accessibility to camera phones,
social media and the Internet has created an era of “citizen journalism.” Social media
allows the average person to have a voice through the Internet, which has positive and
negative effects. On one hand, the people have power that was unavailable to them
before. On the other, misinformation and rumors can be spread faster than ever; without
correct attribution or confirmed sources, hearsay disguised as truth becomes more
prevalent. It is apparent to me that now, more than ever, we still need real journalism
with real, reliable facts. News organizations must be responsible for this.
Decades ago, when print newspapers landed on every doorstep as the main
vehicle to read about and digest recent events, reporters were much more meticulous,
wanting to uphold the newspaper’s credibility. Today, more reporters are writing to the
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tune of, “write it now, fix it later.” Newsrooms and readers alike expect reporters to
release a story with the crux of the news and update and refine the story as more
information becomes available. Reporter Nate Mink believes grassroots news
organizations or blogs that hire inexperienced writers instead of educated journalists
could “create problems regarding accuracy.” City University of New York journalism
professor Jeff Jarvis, author of “Public Parts: How Sharing in the Digital Age Improves
the Way We Work and Live,” says, “We will see more of these cases. Mistakes will be
made and will be spread." Pew research suggests that contrary to what reporters say, the
public is happy to wait for the right information, because wrong information is useless
information. It is the journalists’ insatiable appetite for being first that drives the race to
break a story and information seconds before anyone else.
With a new era of quickly retractable or edited online blog posts, articles or
Tweets, there must be higher standards for accuracy in journalism, even if it is at the
expense of breaking news first. Media must work together to create new ethics codes that
reflect the increasingly digital era of journalism, especially “considering the ease with
which information now can be gathered from social networks and disseminated widely”
(Whitehouse). Media ethics codes exist to hold professional news organizations to a
superior standard. The line distinguishing professionals from amateurs lies in their
adherence to these principles. Through these ethics codes, news organizations pledge to
uphold integrity, honesty and transparency; to do good work, to be fair, to speak truth.
However, when these same news organizations fail to adhere to these standards for the
sake of expediency in a digital age, they are failing as journalists.
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When CBSSports.com decided to post on the Web that Paterno had passed away
without verifying the facts first, they failed in their duty as professionals. Ushering in
new forms of journalism must mean ushering in revised ethics codes to include
journalists’ responsibility in a digital age, such as the one revised by National Public
Radio (“NPR”). In 2010, NPR released a new version of its Ethics Handbook that
includes an entire section devoted to social media. This Ethics Handbook still focuses on
independence, accuracy, impartiality and accountability, just as print media ethics would,
while ensuring all journalists are held as accountable in social media as they are in print.
NPR states, “[We are] at its core a news organization. Our news content, whether on the
radio, on the Web, or in any other form, must attain the highest quality and strengthen our
credibility.” The key word here is “credibility.” Credibility, in any form of journalism,
must be attained and maintained.
News organizations and their professionals must commit to new ethics codes that
reflect journalism in an online platform. They must continue to adhere to the same ethics
principles that already exist, but now in a different realm. Otherwise, the walls separating
a professional from an amateur become hazy. Even if the forms of journalism change, the
craft of journalism doesn’t. Not everyone can be a doctor or a scientist, and not everyone
can be a journalist just because the Internet has paved the way for an unlimited space for
personal blogs, Websites and Twitter feeds. News organizations must recognize their
responsibility to maintaining accuracy, fairness and accountability in their work by
revising ethics codes to recognize social media as a credible way to spread information.
Contrary to what many people believe, journalism is not dying; instead,
innovation in technology is merely changing our platforms of communication at a rapid
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pace. News outlets and reporters that rely on digital media have an even greater
responsibility to ethics and their readers than ever before. Reporters must uphold their
reputation for accuracy. Misinformation, in the midst of the race to break news first,
cannot be tolerated as a slight misstep or an easily airbrushed nugget of information. Real
journalism is responsible. Going forward, the news industry must ensure that its digital
communications adhere to the strictest ethical standards.
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