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1. Aim and scope of the study 

In this Information Age dominated by the Net, the newsmaking industry has been adapting to the trends and 
challenges imposed by new media, most of all by embodying them into the news-making and news-delivering 
process. Newspapers have set up multimedia websites, created their institutional blogs, opened Youtube 
channels, Twitter accounts, Facebook pages, and their contents are now available in a number of ways: 

• computers:  PC, MAC, using any kind of web browser (IE, Firefox, Safari, Chrome...), and any kind of 
operative system (Windows, MacOS, Android, Linux...); 

• mobile devices (wap cellphones, iPhones, android phones, windows phones...); 

• apps (iPhone and iPad apps, Android apps, MacOs apps...); 

• networks (Twitter, Facebook, Google+, Youtube, Flickr...); 

• podcasts and RSS feeds. 

Online papers can apply to Google News to be indexed and thus become searchable by users. Indeed, the 
phrase “web first” is now a key concept in journalism, meaning that before publishing via traditional channels (TV, 
Radio, print newspapers), stories need to be published online. Some newspapers have even set up a “continuous 
news desk”, with dedicated staff producing a 24/7 breaking news cycle. 

By now, social media in particular, with their so-called participatory- / citizen- / we-journalism, have become so 
important that news practitioners are given specific guidelines on how to use them. So, for example, in the 
Reuters’ online handbook (The Essential of Reuter Sourcing) a chapter has been dedicated to “Picking up from 
Twitter and Social Media”, whose first paragraph reads as follows: 

Social networking and micro-blogging sites on the Internet, such as Twitter, are virtual venues 
where users around the world may sometimes post information and images of great interest to our 
clients that are not available elsewhere. This is especially true in countries or circumstances where 
the regular free flow of information is impeded. We will sometimes need to retransmit such material, 
or refer to it in text stories. Handled correctly, material from such sites can help us enhance our 
reporting, and our reputation, and this trend should be embraced. 

(http://handbook.reuters.com/index.php/The_Essentials_of_Reuters_sourcing) 

Against such background, are social networks just a new medium to be taken on board or have they become 
entrenched in the news content as well? And if so, to what extent? A contribution to answering these questions 
can be offered by the present paper, focusing on the quantitative analysis of the key words blog(s), Facebook, 
Twitter, and YouTube in two journalistic corpora: (a) the online archive of The New York Times (henceforth NYT) 
and (b) the indexed articles of the English version of Google News (henceforth GN), a news aggregator website 
that allows users to browse through all the indexed news articles within a date range. The four words have been 
selected among others since each one of them marks a milestone in the development of social media as will be 
illustrated in Section 2. The time span taken into consideration is from 1999, when blogs started to become 
known, to 2011. The distribution of these terms in the above-mentioned corpora through the latest years might 
mirror which social media are / have been quoted most and consequently which ones are / have been given more 
prominence and consideration by mainstream and/or independent newsmakers. 

2. Blogs, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Web 2.0: an overview 

Among all social networks, blogs have been the ones that first allowed ordinary people to take active part in the 
global information service. Indeed, on August 23, 1999, Pyra Labs released Blogger, a blog-publishing tool that 
more than others contributed to the spread of blogs. Started up as personal journals, through the years they have 
turned into a driving force of participatory journalism. 

While blogs tend to be independent, since the user can follow other blogs but there are no interconnecting links 
among blogs, the ‘global mind of the web’ has compensated the increasing crave for information-sharing by 
means of other social networks, which started to gain public knowledge in 2003 and reached worldwide 
recognition with Facebook, launched in 2004. Though not devised to exchange news, now Facebook connects 
millions of people around the world and helps to share information and opinion on any topic. 

A further milestone was the birth of Twitter in 2006. This is the most revolutionary social network, since it is 
structured as a micro-blogging site, where one can share 140 word-long text-based posts, called ‘tweets’, largely 
used to spread news. Iranian students demonstrating in the aftermath of the 2009 elections, international help for 
the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, Arab spring movements in 2011, all made large use of Twitter for their 
communication. Breaking news alerts now appear first on Twitter, possibly with a link to the piece on the news 
company website. At present, all the major news companies are on Twitter, some even with multiple accounts.

1
 

                                                           
1
 Here follow some of the most important breaking news Twitter accounts: 
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While the interaction through blogs, Facebook and Twitter takes place largely via textual discourse, YouTube 
dialogue is exclusively by means of video clips. Launched in 2005, YouTube is a worldwide video-sharing 
community where the participants — be they amateurs or professionals, like CBS and BBC — upload any sort of 
video clips and can post videos to reply to and comment on previously posted videos. YouTube now witnesses a 
massive circulation of news-related videos, which can be constantly updated with further details. 

3. Corpus data and results 

As anticipated in Section 1, so as to contribute to evaluate the degree of prominence awarded by the world of 
journalism to social media, the full archives of the NYT and of the English edition of GN were searched from 1999 
to 2011 for the diachronic distribution of the four keywords mentioned above: Blog(s), Facebook, Twitter, and 
YouTube. While the NYT archive covers only texts published by the paper itself, GN has a much wider scope, 
since it includes all the major newspapers and all the micro news stories that manage to get indexed by Google; 
so, it embodies both mainstream and independent information channels. Table 1 shows the results with reference 
to the NYT, while Table 2 provides the data for GN archive. 

 

TABLE 1: Diachronic distribution of blog(s), Facebook, Twitter and YouTube in the NYT archive (1999-2011). 

 

TABLE 2: Diachronic distribution of blog(s), Facebook, Twitter and YouTube in GN archive (1999-2011). 
 

Both archives show a steady increase of all four terms particularly between 2006 and 2011, with Twitter gaining 
ground more and more through the years, particularly in GN, and setting itself ahead of Facebook in both 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

- BreakingNews (@BreakingNews), with  4,002,191 followers and 68,208 tweets. 
- CNN (@cnnbrk),   with 7,422,668 followers and 17,197 tweets. 
- BBC (@BBCBreaking), with     3,167,787 followers and 6354 tweets 
- SkyNews (@SkyNewsBreak), with 545,462 followers and 12,689 tweet. 
- Wall Street Journal (@wsjbreakingnews), with  85,466 followers and 1,705 tweets. 

- Al Jazeera (@ajbreakingnews), with 11,183 followers and 1,085 tweets. 



© 2013 Actualizaciones en Comunicación Social 

 Centro de Lingüística Aplicada, Santiago de Cuba 

 270

subcorpora in 2011. In contrast, the NYT shows the highest number of hits with reference to blog(s, which 
outnumbers all the other keywords.  

The marked difference of blog(s) and twitter in the two corpora may be accounted for by the fact that GN indexes 
not only mainstream news companies, but also a vast amount of news portals, some owned by independent 
journalists, others by media tycoons and many run by ordinary citizens. These news networks/sites seem to rely 
much more heavily on Twitter

2
 and Facebook than mainstream institutions like the NYT, which appears to credit 

blogs (largely blogs embedded in the NYT network) more than any other social network.  

Finally, with reference to YouTube, it appears to be mentioned regularly less than other social networks in both 
corpora; as such, we may conclude that it is not awarded much prominence as a news network, compared to the 
other three social media.  

Further food for thought 

YouTube aside, Twitter, Facebook and blogs all have a very strong impact on the world of journalism, with blogs 
leading the way in the NYT and Twitter surpassing all the others in GN. Undoubtedly, these purely quantitative 
results call for further qualitative studies, so as to evaluate how the four social networks are actually quoted – for 
example, if they are mentioned as primary or secondary news sources.  

Moreover, it will be important to verify to what extent independent professional journalists on the one hand and 
citizen journalists on the other have affected the results illustrated in Figure 2. Indeed, the professional 
background of the writer may play a great role in the choice of data and words. 

Finally, the NYT corpus in particular will need to be enlarged to incorporate other mainstream media, so as to 
avoid idiosyncrasies of the masthead, in the same way as the whole scope of the corpora should be widened to 
cover other non-mainstream news networks. In one word, the present study is not an end in itself, but should be 
seen as a starting point of a set of more in-depth wide-ranging research aimed at evaluating the actual role played 
of social media in the news network. 
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 Many news first broke on Twitter, from the death of Michael Jackson in 2009 to the one of Osama Bin Laden in 2011, from the 
death of Amy Winehouse in 2011 to the 2008 earthquake in China. The more breaking news Twitter collect, the more it is 
quoted in newspapers. 


