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accounts of risk incidents. Contemporaneously, technological advances have
enabled members of the public to create and disseminate independent media
products. The growth in ‘citizen journalism’ has been facilitated by technological
convergence and the development of an interactive media environment in which
citizens are not simply sources of information and/or audiences, but also recorders
and creators of news. Despite fundamental changes in news production, the impact
of citizen journalism on the reporting of risk remains an undeveloped area. This
article maps out the range of effects that citizen journalism has on the production
and presentation of risk information. From a constructive angle, we consider the
extent to which citizen journalism adds to the plurality of risk discourses,
democratises news flows and sets alternate news values. This positive account is
counterbalanced by an analysis of the limits of citizen journalism, including the
problem of distortion, issues of unequal access and the embedding of populist
forms of news presentation. In the light of this analysis, the article concludes by
illuminating salient research gaps and identifying areas ripe for empirical
investigation.
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Introduction

In recent times there has been a flourishing debate in media and cultural studies about
the implications of a decline in audience share for traditional news outlets – such as
terrestrial broadcasting networks and daily newspapers – and a concomitant rise in the
popularity of alternative new media sources, particularly those that are internet based
(see Atton 2007; Hughes, Kitzinger, and Murdock 2006; Maher 2007). The shifting
terrain of media consumption is connected to a palette of factors, including the evolu-
tion of new media technologies, wider public access to the internet, the globalisation
of information flows and the growing popularity of ‘citizen journalism’ (Anderson
2006; Gillmor 2005; Lasica 2003). The emergence of various forms of citizen journal-
ism has enabled the public to perform ‘an active role in the process of collecting,
reporting, analysing and disseminating news and information’ (Bowman and Willis
2003, 2). As such, citizen journalism has considerable implications for, inter alia,
news making, political consciousness, the media production process, consumption
practices and the globalisation of information (see Atton and Wickenden 2005;
Bardoel and Deuze 2001; Costera-Meijer 2001; Deuze 2005). Despite changing
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modes of gathering and disseminating news, the impact of citizen journalism on the
risk communications process remains an under-explored topic in risk research. In this
respect, one of the most salient areas of investigation lies in trying to understand what
subterranean shifts in media production/consumption might mean for the construction,
mediation and interpretation of risk. In order to work towards this goal it is first neces-
sary to consider some of the possibilities and shortcomings associated with citizen
journalism, both as a source of risk news and as a broader cultural practice. Following
on from this discussion I wish to home in on present gaps in the literature and turn up
a cluster of empirical questions worthy of further excavation.

Risk communication and citizen journalism

Before we unravel the issues that surround the impact of citizen journalism on the
mediation of risk, some contextual comments about the relationship between culture,
risk and the media are required. Existing research has long suggested that public atti-
tudes are influenced by the media, which play a vital role in shaping understandings
of and responses to risk (see Eldridge 1999; Hansen 2000; Reilly 1999; Wales and
Mythen 2002). Such inquiries have enabled – amongst other things – an insightful
entrée into the operation of news values, an understanding of the relationship between
lay and expert actors, a reproof against media distortion and a perspicacious view of
the representational impact of news sourcing amongst professional journalists.
Research into the mediation of risk has also been shaped by the pioneering Social
Amplification of Risk Framework (SARF). Those following SARF have sought to
explore the connections between technical assessments of harm and public perceptions
of risk, noting the axial role played by the media in amplifying or attenuating social
risks (see Kasperson et al. 1988; Kasperson and Kasperson 1996; Pidgeon, Kasperson,
and Slovic 2003). Social amplification of risk is said to occur at two moments, those
of information transfer and public engagement. Various understandings of risk are thus
constructed and processed by individuals and social amplification stations, such as
scientific experts and the news media, creating secondary effects (Kasperson and
Kasperson 2006; Pidgeon, Kasperson, and Slovic 2003). The impact that this
pioneering work has had in risk research should not be understated (see Anderson
1997; Lofstedt 2006; Pidgeon, Kasperson, and Slovic 2003; Taylor-Gooby and Zinn
2006). Despite its historical value as a mechanism for capturing the social construction
of risk, the SARF model assumes a traditional media diet of television news, radio and
newspapers. This focus is understandable given that these media have been identified
as key sites of public information about risk. Yet it continues to be assumed in the liter-
ature that the production and dissemination of risk communications still takes place
exclusively through traditional media forms. As a result, domestic television, high
circulation newspapers and radio have been accorded precedence in narratives around
the reporting of risk, whilst alternative new media sources have assumed a progres-
sively more uncomfortable position as the elephant in the room. The globalised and
complexly differentiated nature of the contemporary media – alongside the fact that
people now make as well as consume news about risk events – requires that more
diffuse and nuanced modes of analysis are developed in future. In relation to SARF,
new media technologies clearly alter both the moment of public engagement and the
quality of information transfer. In this regard, if we consider some of the most iconic
news events of recent times – 9/11, 7/7, the Iraq War, Hurricane Katrina and the
Mumbai attacks – three observations stand out. Firstly, formative images of global risk
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incidents are invariably recorded by members of the public close to the epicentre, using
mobile phones and digital camcorders, as opposed to professional journalists
(Anderson 2006, 115; Lee 2007). In a fluid, technologised culture, media devices such
as mobile phones are influential in the circulation of images and information about
risk. Although there are ethical issues at stake to which I will return, the swiftness of
media response means that catastrophic events from around the globe unfold instanta-
neously. Second, trans-national media outlets are increasingly drawing upon citizen
accounts of risk incidents, as indicated by the web portals for uploading footage
deployed by CNN, the BBC and Sky News. Third, the internet has become an estab-
lished forum for interactive debate and discussion about the causes and consequences
of hazards.

Clearly, the diversification of formats means that the media landscape is in transi-
tion and public habits are in flux. In particular, young technologically literate
consumers augment consumption of traditional media with news drawn from ‘new’
media sources, often accessed via the internet and mobile phones (see Roberts and
Foehr 2008).1 The process and the space of risk communication has therefore become
dispersed as new media technologies widen out the modes and channels through
which risk issues can be reported and purveyed. In particular, there has been great
fanfare around Web 2.0, the technology through which websites have been
transformed from flat content to a platform where users can modify or edit the
content of webpages (Gauntlett 2007). Other transformations – including synergy of
media technologies, the expansion of niche media audiences and mixed patterns of
news consumption – all make citizen journalism a prime area of investigation into the
future of the media and risk communications.

Having sketched out the sociocultural context in which the representation and
mediation of risk takes place, I wish now to lock more tightly onto the phenomenon
of citizen journalism. In order to grasp some of the possibilities and the pitfalls of citi-
zen journalism in the documentation of risk incidents it is critical that we understand
both its elements and the central claims made by its advocates. In some senses citizen
journalism has always existed. It cannot be but people that make and collect news, edit
information and shape opinion. Despite the rapid development and utilisation of tech-
nology, news creation remains a human process that is directly affected and influenced
by cultural norms, values and behaviours. Whilst this remains historically constant,
what is different in the contemporary making of news is the nature and degree of input
by ‘ordinary’ citizens (Rosen 2006). As there are few content restrictions to publish-
ing online, those previously defined as the audience can, in theory, become the
producers of news, fulfilling the roles of journalist, broadcaster and editor. This is
precisely the idea underpinning many open source user generated sites such as
Wikipedia that allow the ideas of the many to be transmitted and alternative social
news sites such as Indymedia and Newsvine (Tapscott and Williams 2007). The
opportunities presented by ‘citizen journalism’ need to be understood as part of a
wider transference from media as vertical and hierarchical to a mixed situation which
includes engagement with horizontal and interactive platforms. It has been commonly
argued that the citizen journalism ‘movement’ began in the US during the 1988
presidential election (Dvorkin 2007; Meyer 2007). In the course of the campaign,
sections of the American public expressed dissatisfaction about bland media reporting
of the issues and disillusionment with mainstream politics. As a mobilised response,
groups of citizens began creating and distributing their own versions of the issues and
events in various formats.
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Since this time, citizen journalism has developed through news aggregator sites,
weblogs, message boards and wikis. As the popularity of citizen journalism has gath-
ered pace, liquid networks have been established. Some of these networks have
evolved into highly subscribed sites of alternative news. For example, the Korea-based
website OhmyNews has over two million visitors per day, boasts over 42,000 citizen
contributors and produces an average of 160 articles per day (Ihlwan and Hall 2006,
46). Ambitious activists have excitedly proclaimed that a ‘DIY revolution’ is taking
place in and through new media, typified by the embedding of blogging sites, video
sharing websites and social news outlets. It is argued that citizen journalism is under-
taken by networked individuals that prioritise the values of community, dialogue,
respect and collaboration (Bowman and Willis 2003, 12). As the cost of producing
online journalism is meagre, the possibility of access is enhanced and international
dialogues facilitated. Further, as Skelton (2004, 151) points out, fresh cultural
networks can be fostered through the internet’s faculty for connecting proximate and
distant worlds. The creation of online communities both stretches and reconfigures
space and place, as people seek out others with similar or alternative proclivities and
interests across the globe. Building on this point, Castells (2007) posits that the concat-
enation of technologies facilitating ‘mass self-communication’ collapse the local and
the global and foster the solidification of networked communities. For technophiles, a
substantial increase in peer-to-peer interactions has eroded gate-keeping hierarchies as
public-based social news sites that set their own topics and agendas. Thus, one of the
vaunted distinctions drawn between citizen journalism and professional journalism is
that ‘no editor comes between the author and the reader’ (Lasica 2003, 1). It is incon-
testable that there has been increased public interest in and engagement with citizen
journalism in the last decade (Lightburn 2005; Maher 2007). In particular, aggregator
sites where entries are added chronologically have become popular amongst computer
literate publics (Schaffer 2007, 16). At present there are well over five million internet
diaries that constitute the ‘blogosphere’. Many contributions to open source sites effec-
tively turn the ‘filter then publish’ model of professional journalism on its head with
postings being corrected, challenged and removed over time (Bowman and Willis
2003, 21). Furthermore, far from remaining public territory, weblogs are now being
deployed as news devices by major media companies, as indicated by recent coverage
of international conflicts, including the occupation of Iraq and the war in Afghanistan.2

As we shall see, the increasing mixity between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media – both at the
level of production and consumption – blurs the boundaries between ‘citizen’ and
‘professional’ journalism. As Bardoel and Deuze (2001) argue, productive forms of
‘network journalism’ have emerged that hybridise the functions and skills of profes-
sional journalists with the civic possibilities of citizen journalism.

New mediations of risk? Capturing the problems and issues

Having mapped out co-existent forms of citizen journalism and elucidated the claims
made by promoters of citizen journalism, it is necessary to consider the implications
of citizen journalism for the reporting of risk. Can citizen journalism extend the
narrowness of risk representations mediated by traditional platforms? What are the
problems associated with citizen journalism? Does citizen journalism heighten or
diminish what Beck (2009, 40) dubs the ‘threat imagination’ of the public? In the last
decade, citizen journalism – both at the micro level of weblogging and more macro
representations on public news sites – has become more popular and more widely
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culturally accepted. There are numerous examples of citizen sourced filmic images of
risk episodes being deployed by professional media organisations, including the 2008
and 2005 terrorist attacks in Mumbai and London and footage filmed by witnesses to
the tsunami in the Indian Ocean in 2004. Some of the potential gains of the World
Wide Web in complimenting coverage provided by traditional platforms include its
capacity to convey extensive witness accounts, enable discursive forums and purvey
in-depth personal reflections on risky episodes, practices and places. This said,
academic debate about the value of citizen journalism has yielded something of a
gravitational pull towards either technophilia or technophobia: 

On the one hand, those nursing a growing distrust towards the dominant ‘objective’
media discourse tend to celebrate the localisation of blog content or its potential for radi-
cal journalism whereas, on the other hand, the self-legitimating dominant media
discourse continues to dismiss bloggers for their lack of institutional norms, ethics and
practices. (Maher 2007)3

It is worth disentangling and separating out some of these issues and denoting their
implications for the reporting of risk. From a positive vantage point, citizen journalism
can add to the plurality of discourses circulating about hazardous events, provide an
alternate agenda from mainstream news and bring into question the political and
cultural logics that underpin risk incidents. As different forms of citizen coverage of
7/7 and of the Iraq War indicate, public contributions can enhance the diversity of the
media mix and open up wider and broader channels of communication about risk. At
a rudimentary level, wider access to publishing technologies has increased the degree
of citizen input, offered greater scope for public expression and allowed a plurality of
views to be heard. Although the framing of risk incidents by traditional media portals
remains crucial in shaping hazard perceptions amongst different publics, new media
platforms are now being utilised alongside – and in some cases instead of – newspapers,
television and radio (Roberts and Foehr 2008).

As I will elaborate, a wider research agenda that explores the impact of mixed
media usage and is sensitive to the habits of differentiated groups is needed. Whilst it
is prudent to bear in mind the defining role of access to economic and cultural
resources, for relatively affluent and technologically adept individuals the internet can
be utilised as a vehicle for commenting on, analysing and interpreting risk incidents.
To cite but one example, in the week following the events of 11 September 2001 in
the US, a third of American internet users either read or posted material in chat rooms,
bulletin boards or other online forums about the attacks.4 In addition to contributing
to the stock of mediated modes of situating and processing the tragedy, such contribu-
tions also progressed to how the situation might be managed in the future, ‘although
many early posts reflected outrage at the events, online discussions soon migrated to
grieving, discussion and debate on how to respond’ (Bowman and Willis 2003, 40).
This demonstrates that, in addition to providing an avenue for processing emotions,
there are discursive aspects of citizen journalism that go beyond cataloguing events.
Insofar as professional journalists habitually use official definitions of risk situations
to reduce libel possibilities and to aid source retention, citizen journalists are less
restricted or routinised. Politicised citizen journalists have rallied against the tendency
within professional journalism to produce black and white accounts of news events
that gloss over the grey areas that might otherwise be productively debated (see
Dvorkin 2007). As Schaffer (2007) reasons, it is possible that citizen journalism can
act as a bridge media which links traditional journalism with new media. As citizen
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journalists become up-skilled in news production and conventional news outlets rely
more heavily on public inputs the divisions become hazier. Such remapped media
forms can help to transcend the outmoded distinction in the reporting of risk events
between hard facts to be delivered by experts and emotional accounts espoused by lay
actors. There are also ways in which dimensions of citizen journalism – such as contri-
butions on bulletin boards and blogs – can lead to greater depth of expression and
wider understanding of the consequences of particular life events and disasters
(Costera-Meijer 2001, 189). The plethora of websites set up in response to the situa-
tion in Iraq is noteworthy and includes experiential diaries posted by Iraqi citizens,
independent records of reported deaths and political discussion forums. Such diverse
contributions to public knowledge about life threatening hazards go beyond the
traditional incident-led agenda of risk reporting. Many Iraqi people have posted
accounts of their everyday lived experiences, some as victims – or relatives of victims
– wounded by occupying allied troops (see Maher 2007).

One of the most well-known public contributions from inside Iraq is that of Salam
Pax who has written extensively about life in Baghdad before, during and post the
American invasion of the city. Written under a nom de plume, the critical and
provocative style of the blog became so popular that servers hosting the site were over-
whelmed by the number of visitors. Reinforcing the synergy between old and new
media, Pax’s weblog has appeared on Western news programmes such as Newsnight
and the author has been awarded media honours for his experiential, bird’s eye cover-
age of the situation in Iraq.5 Whilst the Iraq War is more of a sequence of dangerous
happenings than a discrete risk incident, the events of 7 July 2005 raise some interest-
ing questions around the deployment of citizen journalism. Due to the ubiquity of
handheld technological hardware – mainly mobile phones – within minutes of the
terrorist attacks on the London Underground system pictures of injured passengers
were beamed by satellite around the world. Within the hour, blogs were appearing
about the incident on webpages and the BBC news network had received over 50
public pictures from the scene (Douglas 2005). Within a few hours, the first video foot-
age taken by those actually trapped in the train wreckage became public (Lee 2007,
185). These acts of citizen journalism were quite basic in the sense that they did not
require a high degree of technological technique, nor critical reflection on behalf of
those recording them. Yet they added an instant and shocking visual element to the
unfolding tragedy that simply would not have been possible in previous epochs. As
Allan (2007, 14) convincingly argues, in this instance, the eyewitness reports of those
caught up in the bomb attacks helped shape and remould mainstream news coverage,
with major internet news providers such as the Guardian Unlimited opening up their
websites to public contributions and reflections.

Such rich forms of citizen journalism tap into and lend support to McLuhan and
Powers’ (1992) celebration of the media’s capacity to convey information globally and
aid mutual cultural understandings. In addition to the global reach of new media tech-
nologies, ‘hyperlocal journalism’ is also flourishing and can be a source of community
resilience in the face of catastrophes. Hyperlocal sites commonly have a rolling front
page where posts that reflect the key issues in a locale are chronologically added
(Schaffer 2007, 10). Such platforms allow local citizens to share their opinions,
emotions, thoughts and experiences and have the capability to strengthen and (re)build
community identity and relations (Meyer 2007, 1). Following on from local and
regional crises, such sites can help re-establish a sense of community togetherness, as
occurred both during and in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans. All
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of this is not to commit to the idea that local sites are in and of themselves a virtue.
Nonetheless, if one compares the potential for public engagement in media debates
about risk issues in the present day with the prospect three decades ago, the opportu-
nities are far greater. It would not have been possible, for instance, for citizens of
London and Baghdad to converse in real time about the strife and violence in their
cities. Insofar as openness can bring problems if those engaging in discussion are irre-
sponsible or malevolent, the internet makes life more difficult for power hungry actors
and institutions wishing to dictate the agenda. It is this very openness and the implicit
impossibility of securing control that has led some to cast citizen journalism as a
crucial driver in the replenishment of the public sphere. In this oeuvre, Gimmler (2001,
31) views the internet as a tool for promoting equality of access to communication and
information. Similarly, Gillmor (2005) believes that the World Wide Web can be
conducive to the formation of discursive bonds through use as a forum for public opin-
ion and knowledge transfer. Some promoters of citizen journalism have gone as far as
celebrating a transference from consumers to ‘prosumers’ who are (inter)active in their
media engagement (see Tapscott and Williams 2007). This proposed shift is doubtless
patchy and incomplete, but as Hughes, Kitzinger, and Murdock (2006, 266) reason,
‘the increasing ubiquity of the internet shifts the balance between expert knowledge,
everyday experience and personal testimony and increases opportunities for public
participation in debates around shared risks’. These potentially progressive factors can
be juxtaposed with the shortcomings of citizen journalism as a channel for circulating
information about risk.

To this end, questions have been raised about unequal access, distortion, reliability
and quality of outputs (Maher 2007). Although the banner claims made by acolytes of
citizen journalism appeal to the liberal and democratic minded, it is wise to be circum-
spect about what citizen journalism actually means for those that engage in it on a
routine basis. As with other areas of cultural life, academics need to be reflexive
enough to recognise that the categories we create are not necessarily experienced or
upheld by those whom we profess to talk for. Citizen journalists as a constructed
category have, in reality, intricate, diverse and contradictory attitudes towards news
journalism (see Matheson 2004). As far as public news sites are concerned, critics of
citizen journalism have posited that portrayals of particular news items can suffer from
distortion due to the personal bias of individual contributors. In traditional media
organisations, editors impose regulations on data collection, media professionals
double check facts and lawyers are employed to check whether stories are libellous.
With their livelihoods in mind, professional journalists may be prone to self-censorship
on controversial issues for fear of falling foul of libel law or offending sources. Insofar
as these organisational procedures can restrict the autonomy of journalists, they do tend
to reduce glaring inaccuracies. Whilst social news sites often follow policies to avoid
libel and slander, the conventional checks and balances are not routinely adhered to.
Thus, citizen journalists may not be as self-regulating or reflexive about their output
as professional journalists, nor are they as well versed on the intricacies of libel law.
Given the roaming geography of user-generated content on the internet, inevitable
problems arise around informational credibility and accreditation. These sticking
points themselves get into the bowels of more profound matters such as the extent to
which citizen journalism extends or inhibits the flow of information and the degree to
which changing modes of news dissemination improve or reduce coverage of risk
incidents. Clearly attitudes and values expressed through blogs or on opinion forums
can serve the emotive function of giving vent to anger and blame. The relatively
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anonymous nature of aggregator blogs makes them attractive to rumour mongers and
mischief makers. Defamation can take various forms, such as the altering of picture
images or the corruption of witness accounts. Doctored photos of the 9/11 attacks in
America and the malicious fictions circulating about false attacks in London on 7 July
2005 are but two examples. In an age of instantaneous information flows, Mark
Twain’s old adage has never been more apposite. Lies can indeed go around the world
whilst truth is pulling its boots on. This is not to claim that mainstream traditional
media have an unblemished record so far as accuracy and impartiality is concerned.
The incursions made by critical media theory indicate otherwise. Yet there is perhaps
more accountability and more at stake for professional journalists in maintaining a
tight ethical code and steering clear of hearsay.

Although risk rumours arguably travel faster and further than ever before, the
internet can also challenge risk mythologies and act as a corrective to inaccurate
reporting of risk events. Particular theories or assumed sequences of events can be
debated amongst audiences in a way that is not possible through unilinear technolo-
gies. Of course, there are distinct ways in which forms of citizen journalism are
presented, discussed and interpreted. Some critics have argued that citizen journalism
acts as a lightning rod for the development of a populist news agenda which is more
concerned with reporting drama and sensation than factual or political news. On many
social news sites news items establish currency through a user ratings system rather
than a standard editorial process. Whilst supporters of citizen journalism have claimed
that ‘no editor comes between the author and the reader’ (Lasica 2003, 1), search
engines, such as Google and Yahoo, exist in the interstice between reporter and audi-
ence, ordering, filtering and ranking sites and steering users towards popular sites.
Furthermore, it is important to recognise that the performance of citizen journalism
does not take place in a sealed space. Citizen accounts can themselves be reframed and
repackaged by multinational media conglomerations.

Besides concerns about objectivity, ethics and distortion, there are also limits to
citizen journalism’s ability to reshape the news agenda. It is probable that the news
values famously identified by Galtung and Ruge (1974) have become amplified rather
than transformed by online journalism. Although grand claims have been made about
the ability of public news aggregator sites to reshape the news agenda, an alternate set
of news values is yet to emerge. Set against a cultural climate in which individualisa-
tion, personalisation and self-reflection are encouraged, mixes of pre-existent news
values – such as unpredictability, frequency and threshold – have ossified. The
proclivity for grisly and shocking images of human disasters has been exacerbated,
not attenuated, by a rise in internet usage (Meyer 2007, 4). This trend can be aligned
to the desire within news organisations and amongst members of the public for ‘as it
happens’ reporting from the scene of incidents, regardless of geographical proximity,
‘real-time images can now be transmitted globally, increasing their intensity and
potential power to dominate news agendas’ (Anderson 2006, 115). It is a moot point
as to whether such instantaneous and graphic footage of risk incidents serves to galva-
nise through shock or whether it promotes feelings of blame and the venting of spleen.
It has already been noted that traditional media coverage of the causes of risk events
tends to lack appreciation of the complex and contingent processes out of which risk
incidents develop. Alongside a shortage of adequate historical contextualisation, the
dramatic, event-centric nature of journalistic risk reporting can gloss over the social,
economic and political processes that underlie such events. This trend may actually be
aggravated by the possibility of gaining ‘on the spot’ public images. As Lee (2007,
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188) muses with reference to the 7/7 attacks, ‘it is the elevated event, pure event, de-
contextualised and de-historicised which is flashed and reflected, often fleetingly, on
to the psyche of the news-consuming public or community’. Needless to say, the
mediated aftermath of terrorist attacks can serve to intensify distrust and generalise
hatred of those defined as risky, dangerous ‘others’.

Whilst the framing of events by (citizen) journalists is a weighty component of
news making, the meaning made of accounts of risk episodes will be determined by
the individual in the process of engagement with discrete media products. Different
people with different backgrounds, needs and values will come to different understand-
ings of hazards. For instance, the internet may lead some to gratuitously seek macabre
images of human tragedies. Others may turn to denser, political news coverage that
takes accounts of historical drivers and enables discursive exchange. In some senses
then, citizen journalism opens up the possibility of the popular – in the sense that
participation in news making is broadened – but also runs the risk of populism. This
popular/populism balance is itself underscored by access to resources. There are
intersections between traditional and new media in public patterns of consumption, but
ability to participate is uneven. Material divides still exist between those that are able
to express themselves – both economically and culturally – through new media tech-
nologies and those that remain excluded. Whilst ordinary people may theoretically be
able to publish online, the ‘non-line’ community constitutes the global majority. The
extent to which citizen journalism presents a radical challenge to the hegemony of
global multi-media corporations is critically dependent on access. In the UK over a
third of households still did not have access to the internet by 2008.6 In more affluent
nations, material restrictions on access intertwine with culture and class to impose
barriers to participation. Participation is not just about being able to gain technological
access. It is also about being suitably equipped with the right economic, educative and
cultural resources to learn how to travel along the information superhighway. The real
test for citizen journalism lies in the extent to which it is able to give a voice to the
excluded and disenfranchised. If women on low incomes, those lacking adequate
education, the elderly, poor and marginalised ethnic minorities do not have the oppor-
tunity to acquire the technologies and skills required to participate, extant cleavages
are more likely to be widened rather than narrowed.

Understanding new media and risk: towards a research agenda

The impact of both the internet and associated new communication technologies on
the construction and circulation of news is a vital area of future study (see Anderson
2006; Bardoel and Deuze 2001). As risk incidents are central to the news agenda, the
way in which social dangers are (re)presented can act as a barometer for gauging some
of the advantages and limits of citizen journalism. Prior to concluding, I would like to
propose five avenues through which the role of citizen journalism in the risk
communications process can be further investigated. These research questions are not
exhaustive and are posed in the spirit of provocation. Although the overlap is consid-
erable, for analytical purposes the issues documented here revolve around media
consumption/audiences, ethics, new mediations of risk/fear, content and technological
navigation. First, we might want to ask some basic but vital questions about media
consumption and media audiences. As Atton (2007) argues, there is a pressing need
to find out more about particular alternative media practices and about how audiences
use their content. What do different forms of citizen journalism mean for makers and
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consumers of news? Are individuals and groups more likely to use certain public
sources for information about risk events? If so, which ones and why? What is the
relationship between citizens that make and those that consume citizen journalism? Is
the one practice likely to encourage the other? It is, of course, expectable that divergent
styles of usage and presentation of citizen journalism will arise between different coun-
tries, classes and creeds (see Hass 2003). But what are the precise impacts of cultural
context, geography, ethnicity and gender on the creation and interpretation of citizen
produced news about risk? Second, in addition to issues around consumption and audi-
ences, there are some sticky ethical issues that are ripe for inquiry. Without doubt, the
ethics of certain aspects of citizen journalism are open to question. Is it humane to stand
by and film the suffering of people in the aftermath of a disaster, rather than seeking
to aid or assist the wounded? What is gained by filming and disseminating horrific
images of human suffering? Butting up to these ethical concerns are a third set of issues
congregating around the relationship between new mediations of risk and the consti-
tution of fear. How do citizen contributions indent upon people’s perceptions of risk
and their broader geographies of fear? More specifically, what are the psychological
and cultural impacts of graphic public images of large scale disasters, such as the foot-
age of planes soaring into the World Trade Centre? How do these media events impact
on individual and collective memories and how – if at all – are they stitched to proceed-
ing incidents? The link between representations of risk and the generation of moral
panics is pertinent here and worthy of systematic analysis. Evidently, powerful actors
and institutions are not beyond utilising the media to harness public fears about risks
to the public (see Mythen and Walklate 2006). The extent to which this endeavour is
successful is yet to be properly calibrated. Fourth, it would be sagacious to dig deeper
into the actual content of citizen journalism as a multifaceted practice. In what ways
can citizen journalists shape the news agenda around risk? How, if at all, does the rise
of citizen journalism affect the balance between expert and lay contributions in the
reporting of risk? How do changing patterns of news sourcing affect the content of news
about human tragedies? As Atton and Wickenden (2005) indicate, alternative news
sites are not necessarily direct portals for ‘ordinary’ citizens to express their views.
Instead, such outlets will be driven by their institutional and political values and may
tend to favour the opinions of counter-experts. Fifth, there is a lack of clarity around
the ways in which people actually navigate different media technologies and respond
to information about risk. How does the diversification of media platforms through
which risk news is available influence media audiences? Are some technologies trusted
more than others? Does the possibility of manipulation by (non)media professionals
mean that people negotiate different media technologies in different ways? Does the
portability and accessibility of new media technologies affect which risks are covered
and indeed how or why they are covered? To what extent are people mixing old with
new media? Whilst empirical research has shown that young people are likely to ‘stack’
or ‘multitask’ their media habits (Roberts and Foehr 2008) how does this play out across
a wider demographic and what does it mean for meaning making around risk? If risk
research is to keep pace with a rapidly changing and technologised world, such
conundrums should be brought into focus.

In this article I have mapped out some of the parameters of citizen journalism in
the reporting of risk and collected up some of the promises of and margins to its devel-
opment. In order to build up a richer picture of the capacity of and limits to citizen
journalism in informing deeper understandings of risk discrete examples, such as 7/7
and the Iraq War, have been discussed. Nevertheless, it must be recognised that the
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production, circulation and consumption of news about risk will vary across portals
and from hazard to hazard, depending on impact, resonance, location, cultural value
and so on. Clearly, the dangers associated with financial crisis are quite distinct from
those triggered by global warming or the terrorist threat (Beck 2009, 201). Different
risks will be mediated in divergent ways and forms of citizen journalism will vary
across time and space producing distinct informational patterns and stages.7 If we take
the case of 7/7, initial public photographic footage may have simply recorded the
event, but was soon followed by emotional testimonies by survivors of the incident.
As time wore on, survivors of the event were able to publish reflective articles on
websites and experiential accounts appeared later in book form (see Tulloch 2006).
Greater research into the impacts and effects of citizen journalism and its fusing with
professional journalism may enable a more holistic understanding of the ways in
which news about risk is framed, navigated and digested in contemporary society. It
is critical too, that we keep a grip on the fact that mediated accounts play a role in
structuring people’s knowledge about and perceptions of risk events, but they do not
determine it. Social actors (dis)articulate and measure up media accounts against
vernacular knowledge, social interactions and personal biographies in making sense
of risk episodes (see Hughes, Kitzinger, and Murdock 2006, 260; Mythen 2004).
These caveats notwithstanding, it is reasonable to conclude that the practice of citizen
journalism increases the range of news sources available to the public and can poten-
tially serve to improve the quality of information circulating about risk incidents.
Internet-based forms of citizen journalism do offer opportunities for interactive
discussion and debate about risk episodes. In time, this positive facet may serve to
counter the historical trend of focussing on risk as event rather than process and the
ingrained tendency to home in on deaths, injuries and human dramas that are visual
and visceral (Hansen 1993; Hughes, Kitzinger, and Murdock 2006). Perhaps the great-
est promise of citizen journalism lies in its capacity to enable a plurality of voices to
be heard and a wider range of issues to be (re)presented. There is a palpable need to
learn more about the role of both traditional and new media technologies in the medi-
ation and representation of risk (Anderson 2006, 114). Researching the creation,
representation, communication and consumption of risks should not involve
constructing a rigid dichotomy between new-bespoke and old-mass media. As has
been noted, there is much interaction between the ideal type categories of citizen and
professional journalism, with the overlaps producing interesting areas of investiga-
tion. New media are not so much displacing traditional media, as being used in concert
with them (Roberts and Foehr 2008, 35).

Culturally progressive changes have surfaced from the transition from a centra-
lised hierarchical media to a more horizontal and dispersed media. Yet it is worth
unspooling the loops of citizen journalism, by putting aside the temptation to start off
from absolute notions of its triumphs or flaws. Meyer (2007, 1) denudes the motives
for such polar thinking, ‘debating over citizen journalism is like arguing over a
Rorschach test. Each sees in it the manifestation of his or her fondest hopes or worst
fears’. Whilst it is best to keep a critical and open mind, the cultural inclination to
communicate and respond instantaneously through mediated forms should not be
upheld as a virtue in its own right. The fundamental issue is about the quality of
information exchange – and its subsequent ability to enhance shared understandings –
rather than the speed at which information travels. The rapidity of response that
affluent Western media users are blessed with can at times be a burden in that it can
inhibit our proclivity to think, reflect and analyse. The drive to mediate risk incidents
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with haste does not ultimately mean that we are able to understand them better. This
remains the fundamental challenge for all stakeholders involved in the communication
of risk.

Notes
1. A study into changing patterns of news sourcing amongst the public reported that 17% of

Americans used the internet as a principal source of information about the war in Iraq.
Although the figure is unremarkable in itself, it is five times greater than the number who
used the internet as their main source of news about the September 11 terrorist attacks
(Bowman and Willis 2003, 8).

2. In certain instances video blogs have been the sole route of news out of crisis torn areas.
During the recent civil uprising in Burma, international news corporations were banned by
the government from reporting in the country, leading the BBC to counter on its news
website by displaying public photos and video citizen diaries of the conflict.

3. There are notable exceptions to this trend. For instance, writers such as Deuze (2005),
Atton (2007) and Allan (2007) have adopted a nuanced approach to studying alternative
forms of public media.

4. Statistic drawn from Pew Internet and American Life Project (2001).
5. See http://dear_raed.blogspot.com (accessed February 12, 2009).
6. Statistic sourced from UK Government Office for National Statistics. See http://

www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=8 (accessed March 5, 2009).
7. Historically speaking, gradual, process-based threats have been covered less frequently in

the mass media than spectacular incidents, particularly if they cannot be attached to
specific causes and victims. The more immediate risks resulting from the present financial
crisis – such as job losses, bank closures and repossessions – have received much greater
attention in traditional media in the UK than potentially more deleterious, but longer-term
environmental risks (see Beck 1999, 203).
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