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ETHICS IN ACTION
DISTURBING ONLINE CONTENT
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ke an informed

online? Should your standards for publication
be different for online versus on the air or in the
paper? Arguments can be made on both sides.
However, it may help to remember that you should
be accountable to your audience and that ethical

decision making is about coming up with defensi-
ble answers.

Chapter 11 ® Producing: Digital 269

News organizations should discuss the issues
and be prepared to share with the public what went
into their decisions—ideally through a formal state-
ment published alongside the disturbing content or
informally with members of the public who might
contact the news organization about the decisions

d never

If the
g enough to war-

he content
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USER-GENERATED CONTENT

User-generated content (UGC) is exactly what it sounds like. It is news and information
produced by people who use the medium or service to which they are contributing.
Facebook, Pinterest, Instagram, YouTube, LinkedIn and Twitter are all examples of user-
generated content sites. Newsrooms now routinely rely on user-generated content for story
ideas or as elements within daily news stories.

For example, one study looked at how journalists from BBC World News integrated
user-generated content into their reports on the conflict in Syria. More than half of the
35 video news stories analyzed opened with a user-generated clip.”

Jennifer Hoppenstedt, an executive producer for news and social media at WLS-TV in
Chicago, sees UGC as helping the station improve the quality of its journalism by connect-
ing people in the community to each other.

“This story came from our Facebook page: an 89-year-old Popsicle vendor had a daughter
who died, leaving him two grandsons to raise. The story took off, and we started reporting it on
all platforms. A GoFundMe raised about $400,000 [for the grandfather],” said Hoppenstedt.

Sometimes UGC is nothing more than a story tip and sometimes it’s a piece of video
that illustrates the horrors of war, but as we discussed in Chapter 5, journalists using UGC

must verify the source and accuracy of the information before reporting it. Often, digital
producers are required to vet UGC in addition to obtaining the rights and permission

to use the content, as well as determining how the creator should be credited or, in some
cases, paid.

Crowdsourcing

Another form of UGC is crowdsourcing, which the Online Journalism Review defines
as “the use of a large group of readers to report a news story.” Crowdsourcing brings mul-
tiple pieces of information together to produce a complete story. Crowdsourcing is often

described as “pro-am” journalism, because it’s the result of a collaboration between profes-
sionals and amateurs.

News organizations have used crowdsourcing to cover breaking news stories like severe
weather and election fraud. The Washington Post, for example, relied on crowdsourcing to

track clean-up efforts after a massive blizzard. Readers were invited to send updates from
their neighborhoods that the newsroom then plotted on an online map.
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effort. Instead of rewarding people with
money, you create a way to say thank you,
by showing the participants what their
contributions led to. For example, NPR
Ccreated an app that pinpointed accessible
playgrounds for children with disabilities,
and built into the app was a way for the
public to identify more playgrounds

get from the audience. For example,
iReport's “Hurricane Katrina Then and
Now" required a lot more effort than
they first thought, since they were asking
photographers to “line up the old photo
with the present-day view, linking the
past and present in one frame.” The very
strict guidelines led to a more powerful

and to share photos and other valuable project.
information with those most interested in . ) . )
T — 5. Tapinto people’s passions. PBS receijved

more than 1,000 responses when they
asked Phish fans to share their reasons
for investing in the group’s music.

The late Steve Buttry also suggested
that news organizations “prime the

pump”—especially for “the albatross of
says the more boundaries you set and annual stories” such as Mother's Day or

the more specific you can get about Halloween—and simply let people tell their
what you want, the more creativity you'll own stories.

4. Know what you're asking. Before you
ask contributors to send in a specific
type of content, try it yourself—you'll
figure out what actually works and what
doesn't. Facebook’s Dorinne Mendoza

The Guardian newspaper in London used crowdsourcing in a different way, when it
asked readers to help review a massive public release of formerly classified documents detail-
ing five years of expense claims from every member of Parliament. Abour 20,000 volunteers
weighed in, helping the newspaper find and report the biggest scoops quickly.

Deborah Acosta, a video journalist for the New York Times, says social media has made
crowdsourcing easier and more effective than ever. She points to a terrorist attack in Paris as
agood example.

“At the moment that it happened, you know we’re not on the ground there, we don’t
know what’s going on, but we do know that we can go on Instagram or go on Fac
on Twitter or on Snapchat and see what people are sharing in that moment and then getalot
of clues about what it is that’s going on and contact those people directly and be like, ‘Hey,

where are you? What are you doing? What is going on?™

ebook or

For the Paris story, Acosta used Instagram to find an important eyewitness. “I saw a post
from a guy hiding in a café nearby, literally in the moment that it occurred, and I'm texting
with him. This guy in Paris that has just run from this theater because of what just had hap-
pened. And he’s telling me what's going on and he’s safe. He’s in a café. He's going to head
back home. He’s going to send me photos,” Acosta said. “That is so powerful to be able to do.

Otherwise, how am I going to find out what’s going on down there? To be able to connect
with someone via Instagram, that’s on t

he ground in a café experiencing it that moment;
that’s the power of social media.”

*
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note on every page. For example, here’s what The Kansas City Star says: “Lively, open, civil
debate is the goal. Please refrain from personal attacks or comments thar are racist,

vulgar or
otherwise inappropriate.”

No matter how stringent filters are, distasteful comments can slip through. Most news
sites enlist the help of readers to flag or “report as abuse” any comments they find objection-
able. The site’s editors can then remove comments that violate the terms of use. Some news
organizations have set up software to remove a comment automatically if it’s been flagged

by a certain number of users. And some will ban users who repeatedly violate the site’s
standards.

that using Facebook Connect for comments has kept exchanges more civil, because peoples’
posts are tied to users’ real names. Some sites require all comments to be screened by an edi-
‘ ‘ tor before posting. Depending on the popularity of the site, that can be a huge undertaking,

, Many sites charge editors and reporters with reviewing comments on stories after they have
been posted and arranging to remove any that violate the terms of service.
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pages, there shall be a clear distinction made—
other effective method—between editorial and
Commission, which regulates deceptive advertisi

tent” or “paid advertising” can make clear an onlj

news article or editorial regularly published in the
paper. In both cases, this content should be clearly
labelled, although in practice the disclosure may
not appear throughout the program, or be printed
invery small type.

On the web, the line between news and adver-
tising is even blurrier. Native advertising is content
that is deliberately designed to match the style
of the platform it appears on. When The Atlantic

sial church. A social media backlash forced the
magazine to take the ad down less than 12 hours
after it was posted. “We screwed up,” editors said.
“There's a certain amount of subterfuge implicit
in the idea of advertorial content,” said Edward
Wasserman, dean of the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley's graduate school of journalism.
“Advertisers wouldn't do it ifitdidn’t convey greater
authority and persuasiveness” than a typical ad.”

The American Society of Magazine Editors suggests this guideline: “On all online

through words, design, placement, or any
advertising content.” The Federa] Trade
ng, says a label chat states “sponsored con-
ne story is an ad.




