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ABSTRACT
News media organizations are a part of the institution of public 
knowledge. Through journalism, news media organizations inform 
and educate the public on matters of public concern. However, the 
digitalization of news media and new affordances brought forth by 
digital technology have challenged the journalistic field. Complexity 
in the news media landscape, particularly with the proliferation of 
fake news, has pushed greater demand for news organizations to 
ensure that news produced is correctly and accurately verified, espe-
cially in newsrooms’ adoption of user-generated content (UGC). 
Breaking news reports are more prone to the utilization of UGC as 
newsrooms compete for immediacy. For 24-hour news channels, its 
credible image is vital for future sustainability in a challenging media 
landscape. This study adopts the gatekeeping theory as it identifies 
the verification process by two 24-hour news channels—BBC World 
News and Al Jazeera English—as part of daily news operations. Based 
on in-depth interviews conducted with news media practitioners from 
both news channels, five methods of verification are adopted.

Introduction

In the current journalistic environment, social media and the adoption of content 
from users into news narratives have become commonplace. Social media users share 
the content of a breaking news nature with other audiences, including journalists 
(Tandoc, 2019). This content-sharing of breaking news nature is usually referenced as 
user-generated content (UGC). The adoption of UGC into news production has become 
common and is highly valued (Rauchfleisch et  al., 2017). For instance, the BBC created 
the BBC Hub to cater to its audience’s growing influx of material (Harrison, 2010). 
As news organizations continue to obtain materials from audiences, the verification 
process must be conducted efficiently and holistically to ensure the accuracy of the 
news produced. This article explores the verification strategies employed by two 24-hour 
television news organizations—BBC World News (BBCWN) and Al Jazeera English (AJE).
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U
G

C and journalistic verification

The U
G

C
 definitions are broad and can be conceptualized depending on m

any per-
spectives from

 journalism
 and m

edia to the creative industries. U
G

C
 has been defined 

generically as a term
 that encom

passes a w
ide range of m

edia and creative content 
types created by contributors w

orking outside of conventional professional environm
ents 

(Bruns, 2016). U
G

C
 is also defined lengthily as follow

s: “‘as any kind of text, data or 
action perform

ed by online digital system
s users, published and dissem

inated by the 
sam

e user through independent channels, that incur an expressive or com
m

unicative 
effect either on an individual m

anner or com
bined w

ith other contributions from
 the 

sam
e or other sources”’ (Santos, 2022). W

hichever definition one holds, U
G

C
 is a 

double-edged sw
ord for journalists because it provides the opportunity to diversify 

their new
s reporting through various perspectives but also challenges verification as 

a core function of journalism
 (Rauchfleisch et al., 2017). U

G
C

 is argued to affect new
s 

quality and sim
ultaneously provide the audience w

ith a voice (H
arrison, 2010) in the 

new
s narrative.

M
eanw

hile, H
einderyckx and Vos (2016) argue that gatekeeping is a m

eans for 
accounting for the reality that not all inform

ation is equally available to all persons. 
The gatekeeping process involves a tw

o-w
ay process w

here reporters, editors, and 
consum

ers becom
e active actors in new

s production (Erzikova, 2018). A
dditionally, 

gatekeeping is questioned because legacy m
edia are seen as fading institutions 

(H
einderyckx &

 Vos, 2016). Verification of U
G

C
 is a vital gatekeeping process to 

ensure the sustainability of legacy m
edia such as the BBC

W
N

 and A
JE. Thus, source 

verification is vital in journalistic practice (Rauchfleisch et al., 2017) as U
G

C
 adoption 

in new
sroom

s is norm
alized.

G
atekeeping is one of the m

ost studied areas of com
m

unication research (Boberg 
et al., 2018). G

atekeeping, first coined by Kurt Lew
in, explains a w

ay to exam
ine how

 
objective problem

s, such as the m
ovem

ent of goods and people, are affected by sub-
jective states and cultural values (D

eiuliis, 2015). The concept of gatekeeping, w
hich 

w
as further developed into a m

ass m
edia perspective by D

avid M
anning W

hite, argued 
that the m

edia gatekeeper has the pow
er to construct social reality, as gatekeepers 

determ
ine not only w

hat events the public know
s about but also how

 the public thinks 
about events based on the gatekeeper’s ow

n experiences, attitudes, and expectations 
(D

eiuliis, 2015). Therefore, gatekeeping is the overall process through w
hich the social 

reality transm
itted by the new

s m
edia is constructed and involves variables that either 

facilitate or constrain their passage through the gatekeeping process (Shoem
aker et al., 

2001). In other w
ords, the gatekeeping theory describes the process w

here som
e infor-

m
ation is filtered or covered by the m

edia (Shoem
aker et al., 2010). O

ne study suggests 
that the handling of U

G
C

 and interacting w
ith users are becom

ing m
ore im

portant 
journalistic tasks as journalists observed a rise in a user input (Paulussen &

 U
gille, 

2008) in new
s production. In light of new

 m
edia technologies, Barzilai-N

ahon (2009) 
expanded the theory of gatekeeping and developed the concept of “‘netw

ork gatekeep-
ing,”’ involving the construction of social reality through the process of controlling 
inform

ation by various aspects such as the selection of new
s, w

ithholding, channeling, 
m

anipulation, repetition, and deletion (D
eiuliis, 2015). C

hanneling, m
anipulation, and 

repetition are im
portant elem

ents in conceptualizing gatekeeping in social netw
orks 
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(D
eiuliis, 2015). These three elem

ents can be found in U
G

C
 outputs w

hereby som
e-

m
anipulated U

G
C

 contents are channeled via various platform
s that are repeatedly 

w
atched by the m

ass audience. Therefore, the adoption of U
G

C
 into new

s productionis 
com

m
onplace; nevertheless, it brings consequences to the output produced.

The w
ork of netw

ork gatekeepers goes through a sim
ilar process to traditional 

gatekeeping to edit, create, and dissem
inate content (D

eiuliis, 2015). Therefore, w
hen 

a new
sroom

 adopts U
G

C
 into a new

s piece, they are also adopting the creation of 
content from

 non-journalists w
ho have had their gatekeeping process conducted on 

the content piece before dissem
inating it to the public. The creation of a U

G
C

 piece 
m

ay have gone through the process of editing and m
anipulation of content before it 

is dissem
inated, the consequences of w

hich could be detrim
ental to the public. Ergo, 

since the gatekeeper has the pow
er to construct social reality, the adoption of U

G
C

 
in new

sroom
s dem

ands a higher need for content accuracy through verification. This 
research discusses verification steps taken by new

s organizations to ensure the accuracy 
of new

s produced in light of the increasing adoption of U
G

C
 in new

s production 
w

hile guided by the gatekeeping theory.

N
ew

s and verification

A
dvancem

ent in technology and its affordances have pushed for the speedy distribution 
of inform

ation and has added new
 challenges to new

s organizations. Social m
edia is 

argued to question the top-dow
n ideology of traditional journalism

 by underm
ining 

the pow
er and authority of journalism

’s claim
 to the m

onopolization of provision to 
public know

ledge (H
erm

ida, 2012). The ability of social m
edia for quick dissem

ination 
of inform

ation and interactive process betw
een its users to share and com

m
ent on 

any issue uploaded to m
ass recipients have assisted in the proliferation of incorrect 

inform
ation to be w

idely dissem
inated. A

s a result, the sharing of disinform
ation tends 

to outdo the sharing of fact checks (H
um

precht, 2020). It is the duty of new
s orga-

nizations to supply accurate and correct new
s to the public or face the consequences 

of tarnishing its im
age and credibility as a new

s source. The credibility and trustw
or-

thiness of new
s organizations depend to a certain extent on the practice of verification 

conducted (Brandtzaeg et al., 2016). Thus, the task of verifying inform
ation is ever 

m
ore crucial and m

uch m
ore challenging than before. Verification is not an uncom

m
on 

step in new
s-m

aking. It is argued to be a necessary process w
ithin the social functions 

of journalism
 (Tandoc, 2019). H

ow
ever, advancem

ents in technology and the challenges 
brought forth by social m

edia through U
G

C
 require journalists to pay m

ore attention 
to ensure the authenticity of their sources. N

evertheless, the role of non-journalists 
via social m

edia and U
G

C
 as contributing entrants in new

s narrative is unavoidable 
and ultim

ately intensifies a greater need for authenticity and accuracy in new
s pro-

duced. Therefore, verification has becom
e a com

m
onplace practice am

ong reporters 
and thus know

ledge of various m
ethods of verification is crucial in journalistic practice.

In verifying the inform
ation obtained, new

s organizations need to focus on tw
o 

aspects: the content of the new
s and the source of the content itself. The process of 

verification is an im
portant aspect of reporting and editing before the construction of 

new
s, and it is a process that is a central task for journalists (Shapiro et al., 2013). 
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The pressure on rolling new
s channels to provide breaking new

s reports m
akes the 

verification process even m
ore crucial (Rauchfleisch et al., 2017), particularly because 

rolling new
s channels such as renow

ned ones like the BBC
W

N
 are usually seen as 

credible new
s sources. Som

e new
s organizations m

ay ease dow
n their effort in veri-

fication if big new
s organizations such as rolling new

s channels have verified the new
s 

first, as they (the big new
s organizations) are seen as m

ore trustw
orthy (Kordopatis-Zilos 

et al., 2019). Strong com
petition am

ong new
s organizations has m

ade im
m

ediacy and 
exclusivity tw

o highly sought factors in new
s production and delivery. The inclusion 

of U
G

C
 via social m

edia results in the intensification of the need for gatekeeping 
practices by new

s organizations to ensure that content is properly verified. N
ew

s 
organizations lack form

al guidelines on m
ethods to validate content (Backholm

 et al., 
2017), although m

ore new
s organizations have started to produce guidelines for ver-

ifying content. Increased false inform
ation, especially via an online platform

, forces 
new

s consum
ers to conduct self-verification (Edgerly &

 Vraga, 2020).
Yet, the task of verifying the authenticity and accuracy of inform

ation lies not only 
w

ith new
s consum

ers but m
ainly w

ith new
s providers as dissem

inators of inform
ation. 

Journalists w
ill increasingly have to share their control over the new

s production 
process w

ith their users through the adoption of U
G

C
 into new

sroom
s (Paulussen &

 
U

gille, 2008). U
G

C
 adoption has created tensions and problem

s for journalists as they 
struggle to find a balance betw

een values of quality im
partiality and audience engage-

m
ent (H

arrison, 2010). A
s new

s organizations incorporate U
G

C
 into their new

s pro-
duction, questions of accuracy and credibility rem

ain significant (A
hm

ad, 2017). A
 

previous study analyzed the verification process conducted on U
G

C
 obtained by Tw

itter 
texts (Rauchfleisch et al., 2017). Yet, m

ore studies are needed to analyze the verification 
process in new

sroom
s such as rolling new

s channels. Therefore, this research aim
s to 

answ
er the follow

ing question: H
ow

 is verification conducted in rolling new
s channels 

of BBC
W

N
 and A

JE?

M
ethodology

This research aim
s to identify the m

ethod of verification conducted by tw
o renow

ned 
rolling new

s stations: BBC
W

N
 and A

JE. The BBC
 is a historically established, renow

ned 
rolling new

s channel. M
eanw

hile, A
JE is com

paratively new, w
ith a counterhegem

onic 
view

 (H
enery, 2010). Therefore, the BBC

W
N

 is selected to represent the m
ainstream

 
group of international m

edia traffic, w
hile the selection of A

JE is to represent the 
contra-flow

 category in the global new
s m

edia (K
asm

ani, 2013). Interview
s w

ere 
conducted w

ith 17 journalists from
 the BBC

 and A
JE, w

ith 10 journalists from
 the 

BBC
 and 7 from

 the latter. The BBC
W

N
 is under the bigger um

brella of the BBC
, 

and the situation is sim
ilar w

ith A
JE, w

hich is part of A
l Jazeera M

edia N
etw

ork. 
Therefore, interview

s w
ere conducted w

ith journalists from
 both new

s organizations 
w

ho either w
ork for the bigger arm

 or both arm
s. T

his research em
ployed 

sem
i-structured and in-depth interview

s w
ith journalists from

 different backgrounds. 
For exam

ple, broadcast journalists, editors, social m
edia producers, new

s producers, 
and various others. Q

uestions asked to the inform
ants include how

 verification of 
U

G
C

 contents is conducted, bearing in m
ind their role as gatekeepers for the 

organization.

® 



H
o

wa


rd
 Jo

u
rna


l o

f Co
mmun





icat

io
n

s
5

Snow
ball sam

pling w
as chosen as a m

ethod for the selection of journalists to be 
interview

ed. Snow
ball sam

pling is a form
 of non-probability sam

pling technique in 
w

hich the researcher recruits several initial subjects. The initial subjects w
ill then 

nom
inate other individuals to be interview

ed. It is w
idely know

n that journalists have 
tight schedules, and thus adopting the snow

ball sam
pling m

ethod is beneficial because 
it enables the researcher to identify subjects w

ho are difficult to be interview
ed through 

the researcher’s initial contact. Interview
s w

ere m
anually transcribed by the researcher 

and analyzed accordingly. D
iscourse analysis w

as adopted as the m
ethod of analysis. 

D
iscourse analysis is an analysis m

ethod that focuses on texts and verbal language 
concerning the social context. Interview

s conducted w
ith respondents from

 both new
s 

organizations w
ere analyzed to draw

 m
eaning to the study. The purpose of discourse 

analysis is to investigate the functions of language and understand how
 m

eaning is 
constructed in different contexts from

 social, cultural, and political to historical back-
grounds of the discourse (C

rosley, 2021). It involves analyzing large chunks of language 
as it is presented (D

iscourse A
nalysis—

W
hat Speakers D

o in C
onversation, 2022). This 

includes identifying discourse m
arkers as part of analyzing interview

s conducted w
ith 

respondents from
 both new

s organizations. The them
es that em

erged during the inter-
view

s conducted w
ere grouped accordingly.

Results

Five m
ethods of verification are practiced by selected new

s channels. These m
ethods 

of verification are further grouped into tw
o broader categories. The first category of 

verification relies m
ore on technological application, w

hereas the second group of 
verification category places greater em

phasis on journalistic skills and experience in 
new

sroom
s. The results section w

ill first address the category of technological appli-
cation through tw

o verification m
ethods: reverse search and online verification services. 

The second part of the result section w
ill address three other verification m

ethods 
obtained from

 this study.

Reverse search

The problem
 of verifying m

ultim
edia content (i.e., im

ages, video) that is contributed 
by users of social m

edia platform
s such as YouTube, Instagram

, and Facebook are of 
increasing interest given the pervasive use of these platform

s and the m
odern tech-

nological capabilities for real-tim
e capturing and sharing of rich m

ultim
edia content 

(K
ordopatis-Zilos et al., 2019). Through technologies, new

s organizations can determ
ine 

the difference betw
een fake and genuine new

s content (C
onroy et al., 2015). Findings 

from
 this research suggest the second type of verification conducted by new

s channels 
is the reverse search m

ethod.
It is suggested that reverse search is the first step that should be taken by journalists 

w
hen dealing w

ith photos shared on social m
edia netw

orks (Trew
innard, 2017). O

ne 
BBC

 YouTube editor m
entioned that reverse search is conducted to double-check 

w
hether an im

age is new
 or old since there are occasions w

hen im
ages or videos are 

uploaded under a different nam
e, tim

e, or language. Therefore, a sim
ilar im

age is 

® 
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searched for authentication before it is presented to the public. M
eanw

hile, journalists 
w

orking for A
JE verify its content by looking into objects w

ithin a video to ensure 
that the elem

ents are in the correct context as described. Reverse search also includes 
analyzing the footage of the scene, the w

eather, the location, certain landm
arks, and 

the positions of shots taken. A
dditionally, journalists also ensure that inform

ation 
follow

s a logical sequence.
W

hile advancem
ent in new

 m
edia technology has benefited journalists by easing 

new
s production to a certain extent, it has also brought challenges to journalists 

through various possibilities of video m
anipulation or duplication. These videos m

ay 
also be re-labeled and distributed on various other platform

s. Thus, objects in each 
footage are cross-checked through reverse search. Findings suggest that im

ages are 
searched across the digital sphere using identified online applications to ensure that 
sim

ilar recorded footage does not exist elsew
here. G

oogle Im
ages and TinEye 

(Trew
innard, 2017) are exam

ples of online applications used by journalists as part of 
their reverse search practice. Reverse search enables journalists to check w

hether an 
im

age is recent or outdated. O
ne new

s producer for A
JE explained how

 technology 
has changed new

s practice in speeding up the process of new
s production:

W
e can rely on other technologies like social m

edia for exam
ple, because people w

ould 
have posted videos of their flooding, of their fam

ily or if it w
as the shooting, m

aybe the 
shooting itself, because of the likes of social m

edia but it m
akes it trickier because it also 

m
eans there’s a lot m

ore stuff w
e have to verify because again the keyw

ord now
 is fake 

new
s and a lot of m

ade-up things so w
e have tools to find out w

hat’s fake and w
hat’s not. 

…
 A

lso, recently I saw, there w
as a Russian plane that had been shot out of the sky in 

Syria, so w
e w

ere able to use the w
ebsite, if you reverse the im

age w
hich w

as supposed to 
be the alleged Russian place w

hen it reverses it, you’ll see that it w
as posted online three 

years ago. So, there’s evidence that it w
as a fake picture. So that’s how

 technology has 
changed things for us, especially w

ith the new
sgathering and also m

akes things get to us 
quicker (A

JE N
ew

s O
utput Producer).

Fake new
s is not a new

 phenom
enon; rather, the difference is in the m

assive pro-
liferation and consum

ption due to social m
edia (W

aisbord, 2018), w
hich has given it 

a new
 nam

e. O
ne respondent from

 the BBC
 described verification m

ethods practiced:

For verification w
e have a really, really long process for it, it’s like a couple of things. It’s 

not one thing. Probably U
G

C
 H

ub m
ight tell you m

ore about it but it’s because they use 
their ow

n w
ays and they don’t really discuss m

uch but w
e do the first step for it. W

hich 
is w

ell, the footage itself, the w
eather, the tim

ing, so som
ebody claim

s this w
as shot in 

London today. W
as London raining today or w

as it sunny? You check the forecast and you 
com

pare it to the w
eather. Th

en you com
pare it to the footage. You check the area, m

ostly 
if w

e know
 som

eone from
 the area, w

e’ll ask them
 if is this A

leppo, is this Raqqa, is this 
D

am
ascus? Th

is picture cannot be new. Som
ebody is using an old picture. So those are the 

m
easures that you can do. A

nd then w
e do a reverse search for our videos. Th

is is to 
double-check w

hether it’s new
 or not because som

etim
es it’s uploaded under a different 

nam
e, at a different tim

e, or uploaded in a different language. So, you search their im
ages. 

So, if you do a reverse search w
hether it w

as Russian, A
rabic, Kurdish, or w

hatever lan-
guage, it w

ill appear. Th
is is because you are com

paring im
ages, you are not com

paring 
languages. So som

etim
es you get som

ething let’s say like Russia is shelling in Syria and it 
turns out to be som

e m
ilitary show

 in Russia back in like w
hatever [period] (BBC

 YouTube 
Editor).
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Findings from
 interview

s w
ith both new

s organizations suggest that new
sroom

s 
cannot avoid using U

G
C

 via social m
edia as a source. H

ow
ever, findings also suggest 

that verification conducted in new
sroom

s is thorough as m
any aspects of reverse search 

are conducted before taking the source into new
s content. Interview

s conducted w
ith 

both new
s organizations suggest reverse search practice is sim

ilarly conducted by both 
new

s organizations as part of verification. This includes identifying the originality of 
the photo, source, location, and tim

e of photo capture and the reason for capture 
(U

rbani, 2019). The next verification m
ethod identified from

 this study is online 
verification services.

O
nline verification services

It is argued that there are num
erous online tools utilized by journalists as part of 

their verification process (Brandtzaeg et al., 2016). Subscribing to online verification 
apps provides convenience and tim

e savings for journalists. Journalists utilize various 
online verification tools to help ensure accuracy in the new

s reported. Social M
ention, 

PolitiFact, Fastfact, and TinEye are som
e of the m

any types of services that journalists 
subscribe to for social m

edia and verification (Brandtzaeg et al., 2016; Trew
innard, 

2017; U
rbani, 2019). D

raw
ing from

 interview
s conducted, one online verification tool 

identified to be com
m

only used by journalists is Storyful, w
hich is a social m

edia 
new

s agency that provides journalists w
ith verification services, m

ainly in the form
at 

of videos and im
ages. Storyful has a verification team

 responsible for verifying any 
videos received. It aids journalists by m

entioning the relevancy of the content to suit 
certain platform

s—
for exam

ple, to be used either online or on television. A
dditionally, 

team
s in Storyful w

ill inform
 journalists of the current status of a video, w

hether it 
is yet to be verified or w

hether it is going through their internal verification process. 
The use of Storyful is illustrated by one A

JE social m
edia producer:

Th
ey (journalists) have the training to verify the content. …

 So Storyful is one of the w
ays 

that w
e know

 w
hether this video is verified or not. …

 Th
ey (Storyful) have their team

 w
ho 

are responsible to verify the videos. Th
at’s the actual reason Storyful is there. Th

at’s their 
actual job. Th

ey verify videos online and provide new
s organizations w

ho are registered or 
signed up for their service. So, w

hat they do is w
henever they get a video, they post it and 

they w
ould say if it’s not yet verified, they w

ould say som
ething that refers that they are 

investigating this video to m
ake sure. So, in this case, w

e w
on’t ever use it until w

e see the 
w

ord “cleared” w
hich m

eans that they have contacted w
hoever posted this video and they 

did their investigations and they cleared the video and they w
ould say it can be used for 

online, for television …
 (A

JE Social M
edia Producer).

The adoption of new
 technology has shaped how

 new
s is gathered, produced, and 

delivered to the public. Technical innovations supporting journalistic verification prac-
tices are needed to aid journalists in speedy new

s delivery, particularly relating to 
breaking new

s events (Backholm
 et al., 2017). N

evertheless, various online applications 
that are used by journalists are m

achinery tools w
ith lim

ited capability and thus m
ay 

be confined and rigid in their functionality. Therefore, the need for verification should 
be balanced betw

een hum
an subjectivity and the need for overw

helm
ing technical 

know
-how.

® 



8
N

. A
H

M
A

D

D
ouble-source policy

The double-source policy is com
m

only practiced am
ong journalists to ensure that new

s 
to be reported has been thoroughly vetted before broadcast. N

ew
s organizations sub-

scribe to international new
s agencies such as A

P, A
FP, and Reuters, all of w

hich are 
renow

ned for their credibility as sources of new
s. These new

s agencies are usually 
treated as the first point of verified sources. A

ccording to a respondent from
 

the BBC
W

N
:

Everything is second-sourced. N
othing is ever run until w

e get at least tw
o sources and 

everything goes through a line of people before it goes on air, som
ebody w

ill find a story 
and it w

ill go to a senior journalist, an assistant producer, an assistant editor, and it’ll go 
to the editor, it’ll go through a line of people so you don’t go to just one person and it 
goes to air and I think facts are alw

ays key. Som
etim

es it’s interesting to w
atch a story play 

out w
ith narratives but a fact’s a fact (BBC

 Producer and Presenter).

The organization’s em
phasis on double-sourcing to ensure accuracy is reflected in 

its im
age as a credible new

s outlet. The BBC
W

N
, sim

ilar to its m
ain channel, the 

BBC
, rem

ains a globally reputable new
s channel due to its editorial accuracy (H

enery, 
2010). The practice of double-sourcing in the BBC

 is echoed by a respondent from
 A

JE:

Yes, if w
e are reporting som

ething there w
ould have to be tw

o sources for it. W
e m

ight 
report som

ething from
 one of the sources like Reuters or the A

ssociated Press. W
e m

ight 
quote them

 and say Reuters is reporting that but once w
e have tw

o sources, w
e w

ould go 
w

ith it (A
JE N

ew
s Producer).

Sim
ilar to the practices at BBC

W
N

, interview
s conducted w

ith journalists w
orking 

for A
JE suggest that the double-source policy is im

portant to the new
sroom

. In addi-
tion to using content from

 new
s agencies such as A

P, Reuters, A
FP and various others, 

journalists m
ay also utilize sources obtained from

 U
G

C
. H

ow
ever, w

hen identifying 
and verifying sources from

 U
G

C
, journalists conduct checks on the authenticity of 

footage through the nam
e, tim

e, and language of the uploader. The tw
o-source rule, 

also called the double-source policy, is w
idely adopted across various new

s organiza-
tions and has becom

e a com
m

on practice am
ong journalists. The next verification 

m
ethod identified in this study em

phasizes the aspect of the hum
an role in verification 

through w
hat is called cross-departm

ental collaboration.

Cross-departm
ental collaboration

Interview
s w

ith BBC
W

N
 journalists suggest that the BBC

 has a U
G

C
 team

 that spe-
cializes in verifying contents obtained from

 the public. The team
 is called U

G
C

 H
ub. 

The H
ub is described as a dedicated desk for the discovery, verification, and rights 

clearance of user-generated content (A
 Futuristic W

alkie Talkie and Tim
eless Journalism

, 
2015). A

dditionally, journalists w
orking w

ith the U
G

C
 H

ub w
ork collaboratively w

ith 
other team

s such as the BBC
 M

onitoring and also the Social M
edia team

 to verify 
the inform

ation received. Findings further suggest heavy reliance on and trust tow
ard 

the BBC
 U

G
C

 team
 to ensure that inform

ation is correctly verified. This finding is 
supported by a previous study in w

hich it is argued that the BBC
 U

G
C

 professionals 

® 
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are described as “‘m
asters”’ in verifying content from

 social m
edia (Reid, 2015). 

H
ow

ever, non–BBC
 U

G
C

 team
 journalists lack detailed know

ledge of the verification 
process conducted by the U

G
C

 team
. N

evertheless, the non-BBC
 U

G
C

 team
 are con-

fident that verification carried out by the designated BBC
 U

G
C

 team
, as w

ell as its 
outsourced data analysts, is reliable, im

partial and credible. O
ne respondent from

 the 
BBC

 explained:

For verification w
e have a really, really long process for it, it’s like a couple of things. It’s 

not one thing. Probably U
G

C
 H

ub m
ight tell you m

ore about it but it’s because they use 
their ow

n w
ays and they don’t really discuss m

uch about it but w
e do the first step for it 

(BBC
 YouTube Editor).

The practice of cross-departm
ental collaboration is not as significant in A

JE as in 
the BBC

. This is partly reflected in the existence of the BBC
 U

G
C

 H
ub, w

hich spe-
cializes in the verification of U

G
C

 content on the BBC
. H

ow
ever, the practice of 

cross-checking resources am
ong colleagues is conducted in A

JE. O
ne A

JE senior picture 
editor m

entioned the im
portance of accuracy in new

s reports through verification:

Th
ere’s a lot that goes on into actually verifying inform

ation and m
aking sure w

hat you 
convey is the absolute truth [and] if you don’t know

 that is the absolute truth you abso-
lutely say it. Th

ere are m
any w

ays. C
hecking w

ith other m
edia sources, cross-check as 

m
uch as you can. Speaking to voices on the ground, there are all sorts of w

ays. A
gain, I’m

 
not exactly in that box doing that on a daily basis but I’m

 sitting next to the person doing 
that. O

ften, I challenge. I say “D
o w

e know
 that this is A

leppo, do w
e know

 that this is 
today? H

ow
 do w

e know
? H

ow
 do w

e know
 this person is the attacker?” (A

JE Senior 
Picture Editor).

C
om

m
ents by the A

JE journalist above explain the type of verification conducted 
on A

JE. They also indicate the underlying verification m
ethod that is needed by all 

journalists: editorial judgm
ent.

Editorial judgm
ent

Journalists cannot only rely on verification tools and autom
ation. Therefore, it is 

im
perative for journalists to have am

ple editorial experience. Editorial experience, 
journalistic flair, and an investigative m

ind are im
portant criteria for a journalist 

(M
anning, 2001). It is contended that journalistic authority is constructed by w

hat 
journalists do and how

 they do it, rather than sim
ply by w

hat they know
 (H

erm
ida, 

2012). Therefore, editorial know
ledge and fair judgm

ent are vital prerequisites for a 
journalist. The num

ber of years of experience, as w
ith other professions, is vital to 

enhance one’s skill. The im
portance of grasping key journalistic skills w

hich com
e 

from
 years of experience in the field is elaborated by one respondent below

:

W
e have tw

o w
ays to verify this. Th

ere is a technical or autom
atic w

ay to check on the 
video or the photos. A

nd the other process is the hum
an process. W

e put editorial judge-
m

ent to decide if it’s correct or not. W
e can’t say it is 100 percent correct, w

hat w
e are 

doing in A
l Jazeera is how

 50–50, 60–40, right or w
rong, w

e are trying to m
ake a balance 

and then w
e have to take a decision. Som

etim
es w

e m
ake a m

istake and w
e’ll say it if it’s 

our m
istake. If you w

ant to w
ork w

ith social m
edia and new

s from
 social m

edia, som
e-

tim
es you have to m

ake a m
istake. You have to be brave otherw

ise you w
ill ignore all these ® 



10 N. AHMAD

important sources. Citizen journalists or sources from social media sometimes they are 
faster and better than journalists [and] you have thousands and millions of cameras and 
mobiles everywhere on the streets. You can’t settle with 70 reporters in Al Jazeera. So, we 
have to take the risk and we have to take editorial judgment (Al Jazeera Media Institute, 
Media Development Manager).

Similarly, one respondent from the BBC explains the importance of having editorial 
knowledge and experience:

I don’t think that’s a new issue. You use your judgement. If you think it’s credible then you 
do. You always attribute it. If you think that it’s not credible or the person who told you 
has an ulterior motive or that they’re not in the position to judge or that for them is sec-
ondhand or thirdhand, then you wouldn’t run with it. But if several people have told you 
the same thing and you think there might be something to it, then, of course, you would 
but you use the same journalistic judgement as you would have used 30 or 40 years ago. 
Even now I mean the medium has changed but the ways and methods of verifying and 
checking, having a sense of what could be correct and what’s not, that hasn’t changed. It’s 
the principle that says (BBC Video and Broadcast Journalist).

As mentioned previously, there is no specific fact-checking UGC team in AJE as 
compared to the BBC. No social media unit that specializes in social media exists in 
the channel (Barkho, 2021), and journalists working for AJE are given full autonomy 
to conduct their verification. Meanwhile, the BBC journalist interviewed echoed a 
similar message as AJE. As much as there are tools to aid verification, the right judg-
ment comes from years of experience being a journalist. Verification requires journalists 
to skillfully identify the accuracy of the source obtained (Brandtzaeg et  al., 2016), and 
journalists will become better skilled as experience accumulates over years.

Discussion

The practice of verification bestows journalistic communication with its credibility and 
believability (Hermida, 2012). A comparison of two news channels suggests some sim-
ilarities in the verification methods utilized, but each news organization has its areas of 
emphasis. Both news channels utilize online verification apps and services for reverse 
search; implement a double-source policy for all sources obtained; and believe in the 
importance of having the right knowledge and journalistic experience to verify infor-
mation obtained. One method of verification adopted by journalists as suggested in a 
previous study is editorial judgment (Shapiro et  al., 2013), and findings from this study 
expand the previous in identifying four additional factors. They are cross-departmental 
collaboration, double-source policy, reverse search using online tools, and subscription 
to online verification services. This research has also identified differences in verification 
approaches by both news organizations. AJE journalists tend to take more risks in their 
news verification process than journalists working for the BBCWN. The channel does 
not have a specific department that verifies the information obtained but conducts its 
own verification to ensure that its reported news is correct. Unlike in the BBCWN, 
journalists at AJE are given more autonomy to decide whether to use unverified content, 
and these differences are based on a journalist’s knowledge and experience of working 
in the field. Since journalists sometimes make mistakes, AJE journalists are made account-
able for their actions by admitting any mistake, which is then rectified. Further, AJE 
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journalists compete and are more flexible in adopting developments in new media 
technology such as the adoption of sources from UGC and social media. Journalists are 
more transparent to reveal specific verification strategies as compared to journalists 
working for the BBCWN. This could be due to different organizational policies that 
restrict access to information or that the journalists interviewed are cautious to reveal 
information about their news processes to the researcher.

The BBC presents itself as a reputable news brand (Horrocks et  al., 2009; Wright, 
2014), and findings from this study suggest that journalists working for the BBCWN 
are careful and stringent about verifying information to ensure that news reported is 
error-free. This is partly because journalists are aware of the need to maintain the 
news organization’s image as a credible news brand. Findings further suggest that 
journalists may not be aware of the specific details of the verification checks conducted 
by the UGC team but place confidence and trust in other colleagues to ensure that 
the news is verified correctly. This may subconsciously be due to reasons, as suggested 
in a previous study, whereby organizations perceived as highly credible are able to 
reduce the efforts put into scrutinizing their messages for errors because when a 
credible organization makes a mistake, people may accept the organization’s apology 
more easily (Kim & Park, 2017). Additionally, limited knowledge exists of structural 
characteristics that shape the practices of fact-checking outlets (Humprecht, 2020). 
Editorial knowledge and judgment from many years of experience in the field are 
important requirements to become good journalists. It is a task for those within jour-
nalism to establish and verify the most worthwhile, interesting, and important facts, 
as presented by others and themselves and to communicate these interestingly to gain 
public interest (Floyd, 2019). Although there are automated tools to ease journalistic 
verification processes, having a critical mind and sheer editorial knowledge and expe-
rience are vital skills required for journalists to ensure the accuracy of information 
remains in all journalistic works. Skilled editorial judgment is vital to maneuver com-
plexity from content contributions created by non-journalists into the making of a 
news piece from news gathering, production, and delivery.

This study has revealed five methods of verification techniques applied in 24-hour 
television newsrooms. Verification conducted at the BBCWN is stringent and metic-
ulous. The channel emphasizes collaboration and trusts other journalists working in 
specialized departments such as its UGC Hub, whereby its journalists have experience 
and knowledge in detailed methods of verification. Even though employees acknowledge 
the importance of delivering accurate news, AJE relies more on journalistic knowledge 
and experience and is given autonomy to make reporting decisions from partially 
verified sources in special circumstances. This, however, does not mean that the channel 
is lacking in its verification. Merely, Al Jazeera embraces the challenges of new media 
technology positively by emphasizing the importance of sound editorial judgement and 
ample journalistic experience when dealing with social media sources and verification.  
Similarly to the BBC, AJE too places importance on truthful reporting. The fact that 
the news channel has had numerous attacks to close down its operations by various 
governments in which it operates indicates the organization’s continuous effort in 
providing truthful stories to the public at large (Najjar, 2021).

The gatekeeping theory will remain relevant pending journalistic reform due to changes 
in media technology (Heinderyckx & Vos, 2016). As new technologies emerge in 
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journalistic practices, the role of the gatekeeper in new
s production w

ill evolve in its 
com

plexity. Increasing attention has been paid to social and technological factors that 
transform

 gatekeeping practices (Savolainen, 2020) and, as findings from
 this study sug-

gest, reverse search and online verification services are exam
ples of technological factors 

through the developm
ent of new

 m
edia technologies that are transform

ing gatekeeping 
practices in new

sroom
s. M

eanw
hile, social factors such as the practice of double-source 

policy, cross-departm
ental collaboration, and editorial judgm

ent ensure that the gatekeeping 
theory w

ill continue to be relevant in both new
s organizations as they utilize various 

m
eans of U

G
C

 verification to adapt to the changing dem
ands of new

s m
edia. The theory 

of gatekeeping w
ill continue to evolve as it has been from

 Lew
in’s and W

hite’s sem
inal 

studies. It w
ill continue to be relevant in the netw

orked and social m
edia environm

ent, 
as continuous reform

ation takes place in light of the changing w
orld in w

hich fam
iliar 

gatekeeping processes continue to exist (H
einderyckx &

 Vos, 2016).
This research com

pares the new
s organizations m

entioned but does not intend to 
highlight w

hich of the tw
o use better practices. Rather, this study aim

s to identify dif-
ferent verification m

ethods applied by both new
s organizations. Future studies m

ay look 
into verification techniques adopted by other new

s organizations to build on this research.
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