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• How can they help journalists in their work?

• Might they threaten journalists’ jobs?

• How do they work?

• What biases might they have (and can we even find 

out)?

Tools for Algorithmic news 

detection & verification















• For stories mainstream media / 

newswires ignore

• To give editors heads-up on trends & 

sentiment

• To provide updates on a running story,

• To provide multimedia content & 

comment / contacts



•If Social Media breaks news faster than 

“newswires” (defined as Reuters, BBC, 

CNN, Google News, NYTimes, Guardian, 

Wired, The Register)

•If Social Media carries news not carried by 

newswires

•If newswires carry news not carried by 

Social Media 



Source: Osborn, M. and Dredze, M (2014) Facebook, Twitter and Google Plus for Breaking News: Is 

there a winner? Proceedings of the Eight International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social Media.

etc



Where Twitter was first

Source: Petrovic, S. Osborne, M, et al, 2013 Can Twitter Replace Newswire for Breaking 

News? Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social 

Media
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Source: Petrovic, S. Osborne, M, et al, 2013 Can Twitter Replace Newswire for Breaking 

News? Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social 

Media

Only carried on Twitter

Canadian Ice Hockey player



Source: Petrovic, S. Osborne, M, et al, 2013 Can Twitter Replace Newswire for Breaking 

News? Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social 

Media

Only carried on Twitter

UFC fighter



Source: Petrovic, S. Osborne, M, et al, 2013 Can Twitter Replace Newswire for Breaking 

News? Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social 

Media

Only carried on Twitter

London riots 2011



Source: Petrovic, S. Osborne, M, et al, 2013 Can Twitter Replace Newswire for Breaking 

News? Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social 

Media

Only carried on Twitter

UK riots 2011



Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) 



Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) 



Source: Paulussen and Harder (2014) 
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Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) Source: Paulussen and Harder (2014) 

Source: Soo Jung Moon and Patrick 

Hadley (2014)



Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) 



Source: Soo Jung Moon and Patrick 

Hadley (2014)

Twitter used as a primary source in articles 
where it is a source in elite US newspapers

Primary Source

Secondary Source



How Social Media is used in Flemish newspaper 
stories

Triggered News

Secondary source /
Illustration

Source: Paulussen and Harder (2014) 
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Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) 

Types of story using Tweets as source (%)
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Source: Paulussen and Harder (2014) 

Types of story most likely to use social media a source



Types of social media contributor quoted in UK & Dutch newspapers

Source: Broersma and Graham (2013) 



• Used relatively infrequently

• Often for illustration rather than to trigger news

• Often celebrities, sports stars & politicians quoted

Social Media in the mainstream media:



• To spot (the few) high-magnitude stories 

that do break 1st on social media

• For stories mainstream media & newswires 

ignore (often sports & hyperlocal)

• To give editors heads-up on trends & 

sentiment

• To provide multimedia content & comment / 

contacts

• To provide updates on a running story



“the biggest problem is how to exploit the vast 

amount of content in social media with a small 

team” – MSN journalist (pers. Comm. Jan 

2012)

“we need algorithms to take more onus off 

human being, to pick and understand the best 

elements” – New York Times’ Social Media 

Team member (pers. Comm. Jan 2012)

“Current tools aren’t powerful enough” – CNN 

social media expert (pers. Comm. Jan 2012).
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Growth in Tweets per day





Lyse Doucet, Chief International Correspondent: @BBCLyseDoucet

Gavin Hewitt, Europe Editor: @BBCGavinHewitt

Lucy Williamson, Paris Correspondent: @LucyWilliamson

Fergal Keane, World Affairs Correspondent: @FergalKeane47

Chris Morris, Correspondent: @BBCChrisMorris

Christian Fraser, Correspondent: @ChristianFraser

Damian Grammaticas, Correspondent: @DNGBBC

Simon Wilson, Europe Bureau Editor: @Siwilso

Piers Schofield, Senior Europe Producer: @Inglesi

Natalie Morton, Senior Producer: @NatalieMortonTV

Imelda Flattery, Senior Producer: @ImeldaFlattery

Frank Gardner, Security Correspondent: @FrankRGardner

Gordon Corera, Security Correspondent: @GordonCorera

Example list used to ‘seed’ NewsHound database

https://twitter.com/bbclysedoucet
https://twitter.com/BBCGavinHewitt
https://twitter.com/lucywilliamson
https://twitter.com/fergalkeane47
https://twitter.com/bbcchrismorris
https://twitter.com/christianfraser
https://twitter.com/dngbbc
https://twitter.com/siwilso
https://twitter.com/inglesi
https://twitter.com/nataliemortontv
https://twitter.com/imeldaflattery
https://twitter.com/frankrgardner
https://twitter.com/gordoncorera




Being on the seed list 150

Each seed that follows them 5

Each seed they follow 2

Send at least 10 tweets per 
day

50

Verified with Twitter’s blue 
tick

25

Presence on at least 50 Twitter 
lists

25

Scoring newshounds





Dispersion of news on social media
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• ....political, structural and natural root 

causes and contexts

• the accounts of the people involved 

rather than third interpretations by a 

third party….

Source: NGO-EC Liaison Committee, 1989

Alternative News Values



Verification















“29% of the most viral content on Twitter, 

during the Boston crisis were rumors and 

fake content” 

(Gupta, Lamba, and Kumaraguru, 2013). 



“>31,000 new Twitter accounts created 

during Boston blast tragedy … 19% were 

deleted or suspended by Twitter 2 months 

later” 
(Gupta, Lamba, and Kumaraguru, 2013). 





•Content

•Contributor

•Context

Principles for social media verification



Content



Content



Contributor



Context
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• Reputation:

• Links to reputable sites

• High click through rate? 

• Provenance:

• Where did linked content originate from?

• Freshness?

• Popularity:

• Retweets

• Influence:

• Discussions

• Originality

• Authenticity:

• Changed / tampered with?

• Objectivity and Diversity

Potential modalities for ‘content’





If training=

And test=





No. of Tweets HISTORY

Frequency HISTORY

No. of followers POPULARITY

No. of follows POPULARITY

Retweets INFLUENCE

Computing Contributor Credibility



Grade 0-9 Standard 
Deviation

Journalists’ 
Evaluation

5.67 2.10

Truthmeter
Evaluation

5.71 2.45

Human vs. algorithmic evaluation of 

social media contributors





Calibration of verification metrics

No. of Tweets HISTORY 1

Frequency HISTORY 2

No. of followers POPULARITY 4

Ratio followers: followings POPULARITY 3

Retweets INFLUENCE 2

Verified? n/a 5

Popularity HISTORY 5









Thank you!

@neilthurman


