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W E P R E D IC T  A  R IO T?

P u b lic  O rder P o lic in g , N ew  M e d ia  E n v iro n m en ts  a n d  the R ise  o f  the C itizen
J o u rn a lis t

Chris Greer "̂ and  E ugene McLaughlin

T h i s  a rt ic le  ex p lo res  th e  r is e  o f  ‘c itiz en  j o u r n a l i s m  ’ a n d  c o n s id e rs  its im p lic a t io n s  f o r  th e  p o l i c i n g  a n d  

n e w s  m e d ia  r e p o r t in g  o f  p u b l i c  p ro tests  i n  th e  tw enty-first c e n t u r y . O u r  re s e a rc h  f o c u s e s  o n  th e  u s e  a n d  

im p a c t  o f  m u lt i- m e d ia  te ch n o lo g ie s  d u r i n g  th e  2 0 0 9  G 2 0  S u m m i t  P ro tests  i n  L o n d o n  a n d  e v a lu a t e s  

th e ir  ro le  i n  s h a p i n g  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  re p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  ‘p ro tes t  a s  n e w s  T h e  c la ss ic  c o n cep ts  o f  ‘i n ­

f e r e n t i a l  s t r u c t u r e  ’ ( L a n g  a n d  L a n g  1 9 5 5 )  a n d  ‘h ie ra rc h y  o f  cred ib ility  ’ ( B e c k e r  1 9 6 7 )  a r e  re -s itu a ted  

w it h in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  2 4 - 7  n ew s  m e d ia s p h e r e  to a n a ly s e  th e  t r a n s it io n  i n  n e w s  m e d ia  f o c u s  a t  G 2 0  

f r o m  ‘p ro te s te r  v io le n c e ’ to ‘p o lic e  v io l e n c e ’. T h i s  t r a n s it io n  is  u n d e r s t o o d  i n  term s o f  th ree  key is s u e s : 

th e  ca p a city  o f  tech n o lo g ica lly  em p o w ered  c itiz en  j o u r n a l i s t s  to p r o d u c e  in fo r m a t io n  th a t  c h a lle n g e s  th e  

‘o ff i c ia l ’ v e rs io n  o f  e v e n ts ; th e  i n c l i n a t i o n  o f  p r o fe s s io n a l  a n d  c itiz en  j o u r n a l i s t s  to activ ely  seek  o u t  

a n d  u s e  th a t  in fo r m a t io n ; a n d  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a n  i n fo r m a t io n - c o m m u n ic a t io n s  m a r k e tp la c e  th a t  

s u s t a in s  th e  c o m m o d ific a t io n  a n d  m a s s  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  a d v e r s a r ia l , a n ti-e s ta b lis h m e n t  n ew s.

Keywords: cidzen journalism , G20, h ierarchy o f credibility, Ian  Tom linson, inferential 
structure, news m edia, police violence, public protests

I n t r o d u c t io n

Public protests, by their very natu re , have the  po ten tial to provide dram atic newsworthy 
images o f violence p erp e tra ted  by protestors, counter-protestors, police officers o r all 
th ree  (Ericson and  Doyle 1999; Bessel an d  Emsley 2000; B utton  et a l. 2002; Della Porta 
and  R eiter 1998; Della P orta  e t a l . 2006; Noakes e t a l . 2005; W addington 1991; 1992; 1997; 
2007; W addington et a l. 2009; Rosie and  G orringe 2009). Protests may descend  in to  full 
scale riots, be policed in  a heavy-handed, param ilitarized m an n er or pass peacefully and  
w ithout incident. Yet, decades o f research have dem onstra ted  tha t there  is n o  necessary 
correlation  betw een events h ap p en in g  on the g ro u n d  and  the subsequent rep o rtin g  o f 
those ‘events as news’. Moreover, any disconnect betw een news m edia represen ta tions 
o f public protests and  ‘actual’ events has been  shown to favour a police perspective 
(H alloran et a l. 1970; Ghibnall 1977; Ericson et a l. 1989; 1991; R einer 2000; Lawrence 
2000; Mawby 2002a; 2002&). In  this article, we develop an analysis o f the changing na tu re  
o f news m edia rep o rtin g  o f public protests as evidenced in  coverage o f the G20 Sum m it 
in  L ondon  on  1 April 2009. Rosie an d  G orringe’s (2009: 36) recen t exam ination o f 
‘m ainstream ’ new spaper coverage o f G20 is based on  the assertion tha t ‘p ro test events 
n eed  to be contextualised by reference to how they are rep o rted  as well as how they are 
po liced ’. We shed fu rth e r em pirical light on this process o f contextualization by ana­
lysing the  represen ta tion  o f G20 ‘as news’ across a range o f online and  offline m edia.
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We fo reg round  the changing  politics o f  rep o rtin g  protests and  situate the  coverage o f 
G20 w ithin the  wider contex t o f socio-political, technological an d  econom ic transform a­
tions. C entral to o u r a rgum ent is the rise o f the ‘citizen jo u rn a lis t’, b o th  as akey  player in  
the news p roduc tion  process and  a key ind icato r o f the changing contexts w ithin w hich 
‘news’ is generated , d issem inated and  consum ed. O u r discussion draws on  two classic 
conceptual fram eworks— Lang an d  L ang’s (1955) ‘inferential s tructu res’ and  B ecker’s 
(1967) ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’. We seek to dem onstrate  the  con tinu ing  usefulness 
o f these frameworks by em ploying them  to exam ine the transform ing na tu re  o f 
police-new s m ed ia-p ro teste r-p u b lic  relations in  the contem porary  inform ation- 
com m unications environm ent.

First, we sum m arize the  existing research on  police-new s m edia relations and  the 
rep o rtin g  o f public o rd e r situations. Second, we discuss the rise o f the citizen jo u rn a lis t 
as an  im p o rtan t and  developing featu re o f a transform ing  news m edia landscape. Third , 
we m ap the ‘events’ o f  the G20 protests in  L ondon  2009 an d  consider the initial infer­
ential structure used by the news m edia to  m ake sense o f the policing o f the event. 
Fourth , we analyse the news m edia m aelstrom  aro u n d  the dea th  o f Ian  Tom linson at 
the G20 protests and  exam ine how the initial inferen tial structure and  flows o f com m u­
nication power were d isrup ted  by the in terven tion  o f citizen journalists. Finally, we 
re tu rn  to o u r core conceptual fram ew ork to consider the w ider im plications o f this case 
study. ̂

E x i s t i n g  R e s e a r c h  F i n d i n g s :  P o lic e , P u b l i c  P ro tes ts  a n d  N e w s  M e d i a

Lang and  L ang (1955) developed the concep t o f ‘inferen tial s tructu res’ to explain how 
audience in terp re tations o f news m edia coverage o f politics bo th  reflected  and  were 
de term ined  by ‘unw itting bias’ on  the p art o f news reporters, which, in  tu rn , could 
be attribu ted  to rep o rte rs’ assum ptions abou t th e ir audience. They were in terested  
to u n d erstan d  how the  sam e m anifest co n ten t could  be constructed  in to  m ultip le con­
figurations, establishing selectively or partially representative frameworks o f u n d er­
standing— or ‘inferential s tructu res’—^within which b o th  newsmakers and  audience 
could o rder and  in te rp re t the story and  which may subsequently ‘in fluence public def­
initions in  a particular d irec tio n ’ (Lang an d  Lang 1955: 171). Four key variables are 
iden tified  as significant: (1) how in terp re ta tion , o r lack o f in terp re ta tion , o f a particu lar 
inciden t affects the focus o f atten tion ; (2) how the tim ing o f specific in form ation  con­
tributes to the fram e o f reference in to  which incidents are fitted; (3) how this fram e o f 
reference crystallizes and  tends to overshadow subsequent in form ation  to  the  p o in t that 
even new inform ation  is ignored; (4) how the tone o r attitude towards the  incident, bo th  
explicit and  im plied, affects cognition an d  in terp re ta tio n  even w hen critical faculties are 
exercised.

Lang and  Lang (1955) d id  n o t consider the differential in fluence o f news sources in 
establishing and  m ain tain ing  ‘inferen tial s tructu res’. Becker (1967) offered a concep­
tual fram ew ork w ithin which this p rob lem  could  be addressed by developing the n o tion  
o f a ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’. His m odel p roposed  th a t in  any com m unity, it is taken as 
given tha t ‘m em bers o f the  h ighest g roup  have the righ t to define the way things really 
a re ’ (Becker 1967: 241). Since m atters o f rank  and  status are con tained  w ithin the m ores
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of a society, this hierarchical belief has a ‘m oral quality’. Well socialized com m unity 
m em bers are therefore ‘m orally b o u n d  to accept the defin ition  im posed on  reality 
by a superord inate  g roup  in  preference to the definitions espoused by subord inates’ 
(Becker 1967: 241). Furtherm ore, Becker argued, because institutions do n o t often per­
form  as society would like them  to, ‘officials develop ways o f bo th  d e n y i n g  t h e i r  failures 
. . .  and  e x p l a i n i n g  those failures tha t canno t be h idden . An account o f the  institu tion 
from  the p o in t of view o f subordinates therefo re  casts d o u b t on  the official line and  
may possibly expose it as a lie’ (Becker 1967: 243, em phasis added). T he situation is 
com plicated fu rth e r in  overtly political situations because ‘Judgem ents o f who has a righ t 
to define the  na tu re  o f reality . . .  becom e m atters o f a rg u m en t’ (Becker 1967: 244).

In  the first substantive analysis o f news m edia rep o rtin g  o f public protests, H alloran 
et a l. (1970) com bined  the n o tio n  o f ‘inferen tial s tructu res’ with G altung and  R uge’s 
(1965) analysis o f ‘news values’ to explore news rep o rtin g  o f the 1968 anti-Vietnam 
War dem onstrations in  L o n d o n ’s G rosvenor Square. They dem onstrate  how despite 
the com m itm ent to ‘ba lanced ’ coverage, the  protests were defined  early on  in  the  news 
m edia as likely to involve violent confron ta tion  betw een the forces o f law and  o rd e r (the 
police) and  the forces o f anarchy (the dem onstrators). T hough  the protests tu rn ed  out 
to be largely peaceful, the event was still rep o rted  in  line with the dom inan t inferential 
s tructu re— the ‘fram ework o f vio lence’— an d  thus it was the issue o f violence, m inim al 
though  it was, that provided ‘the news’. This work focused on  news routines and  the 
activities o f journalists ra th e r th an  sources and, echo ing  Lang and  L ang’s (1955) idea 
o f ‘unw itting bias’, illustrated  the role o f the news m edia in  ‘defin ing  the situation and  
in  cultivating the  assum ption tha t th is  is  th e  w ay it is (H alloran et a l. 1970: 315, em phasis 
in  o rig inal). Building on  this p latform , M arxist studies o f police-new s m edia relations in  
the 1970s explored how the unequa l d istribu tion  o f m edia access and  influence, the 
ideological o rien ta tion  o f news m edia, and  the politicization o f law an d  o rd e r contribu te 
to the rep roduction  o f d om inan t ideology. In  this context, B ecker’s (1967) ‘h ierarchy 
o f credibility’ provided a fram ew ork for developing a m ore explicitly ideological read ing  
o f ju s t who gets tosay ‘t/iA is  th e  w ay it is ' and  why. For Hall e t a l . (1978), news rep o rtin g  o f 
crim e and  disorder was shaped  by the virtual m onopoly  o f elite sources who collectively 
rep resen t and  com m and institu tional power— those at the  top  o f the ‘h ierarchy o f cred­
ibility’. T he police were viewed as structurally and  culturally advantaged in  establishing 
the ‘prim ary defin ition ’— or d om inan t in feren tial s tructu re— that subsequently  set the 
agenda for fu tu re  debate (Hall et a l. 1978; Ghibnall 1977). W hilst the  police perspective 
m ight be contested, it could  seldom  be m eaningfully challenged, still less altered.

Subsequent research sought to develop a m ultidim ensional understanding  o f news 
reporting  o f crime and  disorder th rough  deeper engagem ent with journalists, sources 
and  audiences. Despite considerable variation in  theoretical and  m ethodological approach 
(see G reer 2010), post-Marxist studies confirm ed that the police are ‘prim ary definers’ at 
the top o f the ‘hierarchy o f credibility’ and  that a pro-police perspective is structurally and 
culturally advantaged, if n o t necessarily guaran teed  (Schlesinger 1989; Lum ber 1982; 
Schlesinger et a l. 1983; Ericson et a l. 1989; 1991; Schlesinger and  Lum ber 1994).

M ore recen t investigations have explored  growing police awareness o f the  poten tial 
im pact o f m edia represen ta tions on public perceptions o f the  legitimacy and  authority  
o f police work (Mawby 2002a; 2002&; Lovell 2003; G herm ak and  Weiss 2005; G herm ak 
et a l. 2006). Sensitization to the  dam aging consequences o f adverse news coverage on  the 
‘b ra n d ’ has been  a key driver o f extensive investm ent in  m edia and  public relations work
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(H ohl et a l . 2010). Police forces now have well resourced  com m unicadons offices to 
ensure tha t ‘b ra n d ’ im age an d  message are accurately a n d /o r  positively rep resen ted  
to key stakeholder audiences. W hat M cLaughlin (2007) defines as ‘im age-led po licing’ 
involves the developm ent o f proactive and  reactive m edia strategies designed to m ain­
tain the police position at the  top o f the ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’ and  thus to advantage 
the institu tion  in establishing the d om inan t in feren tial s tructu re in  news coverage.

L im it a t i o n s  o f  P r e v io u s  R e s e a r c h  F i n d i n g s :  T h e  T r a n s f o r m i n g  N e w s  E n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  th e  R i s e  o f

‘C it iz e n  J o u r n a l i s m ’

T he contem porary  rep o rtin g  o f crim e and  public protests takes place w ithin a radically 
transform ed inform ation-com m unications environm ent. Yet, even the m ost recen t crim ­
inological research has paid  lim ited  atten tion  to im p o rtan t changes in  news-gathering 
practices b ro u g h t abou t by the em ergence o f a global, interactive 24-7  news media- 
sphere. W ithin m edia studies, these changes have been  well docum en ted  (McNair 
2006; Fen ton  2009; Deuze 2008). In  a digital m ulti-m edia age, a p ro liferation  o f news 
platform s, sites and  form ats has b een  paralleled  by ‘an exploding  array o f news sources, 
or p r o d u c e r s  o f  c o n t e n t ’ (Pavlik 2008: 79, em phasis in  original), lead ing  to the creation of 
an  u n p reced en ted  am oun t o f potentially  newsworthy in form ation  and  a rem arkable 
n u m b er o f ‘news spaces’ in  which to b ro ad cast/p u b lish  it. In  the  process, increasingly 
sophisticated, interactive news audiences are reconstitu ted  as consum ers.

T he p ro lifera tion  o f news gatherers, sources an d  spaces places a p rem ium  on  distinc­
tiveness an d  interactivity, w hich can d isrup t the  t r a d it io n a l  news m edia o rien ta tio n  to­
wards the  police perspective. In d eed , in  certain  instances, th e re  is n o  ‘perspective’ as 
such. T he police are increasingly en m esh ed  in  a com plex web o f in te rn a l an d  ex ternal 
stakeholders and  ‘pub lics’ with d iffe ren t agendas an d  needs who are willing an d  able to 
use the  news m edia an d  in te rn e t to  rep resen t th e ir in terests. C ottle (2008) has n o ted  
the  ex ten t to  w hich p ro test groups and  dem onstrato rs have becom e ‘reflexively con­
d itio n e d ’ to  get th e ir m essage across an d  activate public  support. T he con tem porary  
news m edia env ironm en t offers ‘new  political o pportun ities  fo r p ro test organizations, 
activists an d  their supporters to  com m unicate  in d ep en d en tly  o f m ainstream  news m e­
d ia ’ (C ottle 2008: 853; see also De L uca an d  Peeples 2002; B en n ett 2003; M cCaughey 
an d  Ayers 2003; Van Aelst an d  W algrave 2004; H u tch in so n  and  L ester 2006; M aratea
2008). P rotesters are aware th a t th e ir activities have to com pete proactively fo r space in  
the  fast-moving, issue-based a tten tio n  cycle th a t defines the  24-7  news m ediasphere  
(Oliver an d  M aney 2000). In  add ition , as M ilne (2005) argues, th ere  has b een  a no tab le 
shift in  political perspective am ongst sections o f the  F ourth  Estate as they a ttem p t to 
prise op en  the political process. M arket-driven new spapers in  p articu lar are m uch  
m ore willing to  in itiate a n d /o r  su p p o rt an ti-governm en t/estab lishm en t cam paigns 
an d  protests, and  in  certain  respects have becom e ‘ideologically foo tloose’. A dherence 
to a deferen tia l ‘in feren tia l s tru c tu re ’ re in fo rcing  a trad itional ‘h ierarchy  o f credibility’ 
does n o t boost readersh ip  sales. ‘M anufacturing  d issen t’ by com bin ing  the cam paign­
ing  capacities o f the  press with p o p u la r p ro test does (see also Lloyd 2004). 
C onsequently, there  is the increased  possibility o f highly dam aging  im ages an d  re p re ­
sen tations o f state institu tions such as th e  police m aterializ ing an d  circu lating  in  the 
offline an d  online news m edia. O f crucial im portance  h ere  is the  rise o f the  citizen 
jo u rn a lis t.
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Allan and  T horsen  (2009) define citizen jou rnalism  as ‘the spontaneous actions of 
ordinary  people, caught up  in  ex traordinary  events, who felt com pelled  to adop t the 
role o f a news re p o rte r’. Peat (2010) provides a vivid description: ‘A rm ed with cell­
phones, BlackBerries or iPhones, the  average Jo e  is now a walking eye on  the world, 
a citizen journalist, able to take a pho to , add  a caption o r a short story and  up load  
it to the  In te rn e t for all th e ir friends, and  usually everyone else, to see. ’ H e dem onstrates 
how a p h o to  can be taken on a m obile pho n e , tweeted on  Twitter.com, picked up  by 
o th er users an d  dissem inated like a virus online. In te rn e t m on ito ring  by m ainstream  
news m edia outlets m eans tha t dram atic am ateur pho tograph ic , audio  or video con ten t 
can becom e headline news. In  recogn ition  o f this u n p reced en ted  news-gathering 
potential, news organizations have established form al links to encourage citizens to 
subm it their m obile news m aterial (Pavlik 2008: 81; Glaser 2004; Reich 2008, Wallace
2009). C itizen-generated conten t, in  tu rn , can generate  o th er in form ation  and  images, 
fuelling ‘endless rem ixes, m ashups and  continuous ed its’ (Deuze 2008). Citizen jo u rn a l­
ism has been  instrum ental n o t only in  providing newsworthy images, b u t also in  defin ing 
the news itself—in shaping  represen ta tions o f key global events. T he defin ing im ages o f 
the 7 /7  T ondon  bom bings in  2005, probably the w atershed in  the em ergence o f a highly 
interactive and  participatory contem porary  news p rod u c tio n  process, were provided by 
citizen journalists (Sam brook 2005).

T he em ergence o f the citizen jo u rn a lis t carries significant im plications fo r profes­
sional new s-gathering organizations and  official institutions who w ould seek to control 
the news. As Castells (2009: 413) argues, ‘T he g reater the autonom y o f the  com m uni­
cating subjects v is -a -v is  the controllers o f societal com m unication nodes, the  h ig h er the 
chances for the in troduction  o f messages challenging dom inan t values an d  interests in  
com m unication netw orks’. Novel form s o f selecting, gathering, processing and  dissem­
inating  ‘news’ are transform ing  com m unication  circuits. O n  the one hand , there  are 
real issues o f sim ulation, m anipulation , partisanship  and  lack o f accountability. O n 
the other, ‘righ t here, righ t now ’ citizen jou rnalism  can b ring  authenticity, im m ediacy 
and  realism  to news stories th ro u g h  the p rod u c tio n  o f dram atic and  visually powerful 
‘evidence’ o f events ‘as they h a p p e n ’.
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D a t a  S o u r c e s  a n d  M e t h o d s

Given the sheer volum e o f available data, we have fo u n d  it easier to theorize the 24—7 
news m ediasphere th an  to  research it. To conduct this analysis, we constructed  a dataset 
based on  a range of on line and  offline news m edia, m ost particularly the press. T he first 
stage o f o u r data  collection involved the analysis o f  m ainstream  new spapers rep resen t­
ing  a wide spectrum , from  broadsheet to tabloid  and  from  political left to  right. News­
papers were collected and  read  in  h ard  copy for an  eight-week perio d —^from 1 M arch 
2009 until 25 April 2009— to provide full coverage o f the  run-up  to an d  afterm ath  o f 
G20, as well as coverage o f the  protests themselves. H ard  copies o f the L o n d o n  E v e n i n g  

S t a n d a r d , Ton d o n ’s m ^ o r  newspaper, were also included  in  the analysis. Newspaper web­
sites and  the TexisNexis database were searched  to ensure the  com prehensiveness o f 
the dataset. In  addition  to sorting via date, location, ex ten t o f coverage an d  visual 
imagery, G20 items were researched  fo r story focus, sources, perspectives, editorializa- 
tion  and  com m entary. Supplem entary  m aterial from  television news broadcasts were 
analysed and, w here possible, reco rd ed  on  1 and  2 April, with som e key news
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program m es being  sourced via in te rn e t ‘on  d em an d ’ broadcast services. Since in te rn e t 
m aterials are less perishable an d  frequently  exist in  perpetuity, such as co n ten t up loaded  
to YouTube, these were exam ined as the research developed. T he second stage o f our 
data collection involved analysing the  transcripts, final reports and  press releases gen­
erated  by the  official inquiries in to  the policing o f the  G20 Summ it. We also used the Ian  
Tom linson Family Cam paign website (www.iantom linsonfam ilycam paign.org.uk). In  ad­
dition, bo th  authors were p resen t for specific tim e periods during  the  G20 protests in  
the City o f T ondon  on  I April and  the Excel C entre on  2 April. This enab led  first-hand 
observation o f the initial policing operation  and  the prelim inary in teractions betw een 
the police, protestors, bystanders and  the  news m edia. Prim ary pho tograph ic  evidence 
was gath ered  in  the City o f T ondon  on the m orn ing  o f 1 April.

It is n o t o u r in ten tio n  in  this article to p resen t an  in -depth  discourse or co n ten t anal­
ysis on  the full corpus o f G20 news coverage. Rather, we exam ine the d o m in an t them es 
and  patterns we have identified  across rep o rtin g  o f the policing o f G20. M ore specifi­
cally, we seek to analyse the dram atic re-orientation o f news m edia atten tion , following 
the dea th  o f one citizen, and  to explain this re-orien tation  sociologically in  term s o f 
w ider transitions in  the contem porary  inform ation-com m unications environm ent.

‘Wc P r e d ic t  a  R i o t ’:  T h e  I n f e r e n t i a l  S t r u c t u r i n g  o f  P o l i c i n g  th e  G 2 0  S u m m i t

T he G20 dem onstrations in  the  City o f T ondon  on  1 April 2009 provide an im portan t 
insight in to  the  disruptive im pact o f citizen jou rnalism  u p o n  rou tin ized  police-new s 
m edia relations. They also illustrate the  shifting na tu re  o f defin itional pow er in  the 
24—7 news m ediasphere.

T h e  i n i t i a l  i n f e r e n t i a l  s t r u c t u r e  a r o u n d  ‘p r o t e s t e r  v i o l e n c e ’

In  the  countdow n to the G20 protests, b o th  the  police and  the  press drew  from  a well 
established o r default news fram e in  o rd e r to in te rp re t and  explain the un fo ld ing  events. 
This default news fram e was ‘p ro tester vio lence’: th a t is, there  was a clear sense tha t the 
dem onstrations w ould be m arred  by violence and  tha t this violence w ould com e from  
the protesters (G orringe and  Rosie 2009). An initial inferen tial structure developed 
a ro u n d  the  news fram e o f ‘p ro tester vio lence’ and  it was this fram ework— reflecting 
and  re inforcing  the police perspective— that shaped  new spaper coverage in  term s o f 
‘w hat the story was’ and  ‘how it w ould develop over tim e’. T hough  the in feren tial struc­
tu re  took a nu m b er o f d ifferen t form s across the  press, all could  be traced  back to the 
original constitutive news fram e o f ‘p ro tester vio lence’.

In  February 2009, the  M etropolitan  Police Service (MPS) h ad  w arned tha t a violent 
G20 Sum m it could h era ld  a ‘sum m er o f rag e’ ( T h e  G u a r d i a n , 23 February 2009). In  m id­
M arch, in  w hat m ight be un d ersto o d  as the  ‘m odal artic le’, constructed  from  a detailed  
M etropolitan  Police Service (MPS) briefing , a n u m b er o f ‘u n iq u e ’ factors were iden­
tified as having the clear po ten tial to generate  problem s for ‘O peration  G lencoe’ and  
the policing o f G20. First, an u n p reced en ted  n u m b er o f public o rd e r events were taking 
place sim ultaneously across T ondon, including: the  arrival o f  G20 delegations, includ­
ing  US P resident Barak O bam a, all o f whom  w ould have to be transferred  from  official 
residences to  the G20 forum  and  to official receptions; a state visit to the U nited  King­
dom  by the  P resident o f Mexico; and  an in terna tional football m atch at Wembley. In
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addition, on Saturday 28 M arch, a TUC coord ina ted  G20-related ‘P u t People First’ rally 
com posed o f 150 charities and  unions w ould take place in  Hyde Park.^ Since any one o f 
these high-profile events could  p resen t a target fo r a terro rist strike, the  logistical pres­
sures on  police resources w ould be massive. Second, the  n u m b er o f protestors, and  
therefo re the  po ten tial fo r trouble, could  be swelled significantly because o f public an­
ger at the hand ling  o f the financial crisis. And, th ird , a coalition o f anarchist, anti-glob­
alization, anti-war and  environm entalist ‘d irect ac tion ’ groupings h ad  declared  their 
in ten tio n  to ‘take’ the  financial h ea rt o f the City o f L ondon  and  to cap ture the  news 
agenda. These groups were using a range o f m edia to com m unicate their plans and  
exchange views on  how the days o f p ro test w ould develop, w here the ‘flashpoints’ would 
be, and  the  likelihood tha t the  police w ould overreact. MPS C om m ander Sim on O ’Brien 
clarified for reporters how the  police w ould respond  to d ifferen t kinds o f protest:

There are groups that by their very ethos won’t talk to us. The groups which enter dialogue with us, we 
will facilitate [throughout their events] .... We will not tolerate anyone breaking the law, be it by attack­
ing buildings, people or our officers .... We are looking to police peaceful protest. We don’t talk in 
terms of riots. If anyone wants to come to London to engage in crime or disorder, they will be 
met tvith a stvift and efficient policing response. (BBC, .̂ 0 March 2009)̂

T he MPS briefing also provided the press with a tem poral fram ew ork fo r p red ic ting  how 
events w ould unfold. T he critical flashpoin t for violent confrontations w ould n o t be the 
‘P u t People First’ rally o r the  actual G20 Sum m it on  2 April, b u t 1 April. A ccording to the 
MPS, 2 April w ould n o t be a problem  because they h ad  created  a ‘sterile env ironm en t’ at 
the Excel C entre in Docklands, m aking it im possible fo r large num bers o f protestors to 
ga ther there. In  contrast, a variety o f ‘d irect ac tion ’ events were p lan n ed  fo r 1 April: 
a ‘Fossils an d  Financial Fools’ Day’/G 2 0  M eltdown m arch  on the Bank o f England; ‘Cli­
m ate C am p’ establishing a base outside the  E uropean  Climate Exchange in  Bishopsgate; 
a ‘Stop the W ar C oalition’ m arch from  the  US Embassy to Trafalgar Square; and  various 
o th er p ro test events.

Thus, fo r several weeks before G20, newspapers ran  in -depth  stories abou t the ‘cat and  
m ouse’ tactics o f bo th  police and  p ro test groups. They were in te rp re ted  and  o rdered  
th ro u g h  an explicit initial inferential s tructu re bu ilt a ro u n d  the default news fram e o f 
inevitable ‘p ro tester vio lence’:

‘The New Activism; The Voices in G20’s Chorus of Protest’ {Observer, 8 March 2009; 28);

‘Biggest Police Operation for a Decade to be Launched at G20 Summit in London’ {Daily Telegraph, 1.8 
March 2009; 2);

‘Anarchists Plan City Demo for Day G20 Leaders Are in London’ {Daily Mail, 17 March 2009; .5); 

‘Police Try to Forestall “Innovative” G20 Summit Protestors’ {Guardian, 21 March 2009; 11);
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T̂he Tut People First’ inarch passed off without incident and, as (iorringe and Rosie (2009) note, with little substantive 
reporting.

The MPS expressed their determination to avoid the chaotic scenes of the May Day 2000 ‘Reclaim the Streets’ demonsmations in 
London, the City Riots of 1999 and the G8 in (ienoa in 2001, where one protester was killed and hundreds more injured. All police 
leave had been cancelled in London for Wednesday and Thursday. Some 84,000 police man-hours across six police forces had been 
allocated to the £7.5 million ‘Operation Glencoe’. The MPS would be supported by the City of London and British Transport Police, 
with Bedfordshire, Essex and Sussex police securing the arrival and transfer of G20 delegations. In addition. City finns were employ­
ing their own private security consultants. However, little information was released on how the MPS would police G20.
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‘£7 Million to Police G20 Summit; “We Have to Be Innovative to Match Protestors” , Says Officer in 
Charge’ {Daily Mail, 21 March 2009; 7);

‘Office Staff Warned of Confrontation as City Braces for Mass G20 Protests’ (Observer, 23 March 2009;
V);

‘Flashpoint London’ (London Evening Standard, 27 March; front page);

‘Police Tactics Queried as Met Says G20 Protests Will Be “Very Violent’” (Guardian, 28 March 
2009; 1);

‘We Predict a Riot; Meet the Anarchists Plotting to Overthrow Capitalism’ (Independent on Sunday, 29 
March 2009; 10-11);

‘There Still May Be Trouble Ahead’ (Sunday Telegraph, 29 March 2009; 4—5);

‘G20 Protestors Face Police tvith Tasers’ (Sunday Times, 29 March; 3);

‘Cops to Be Given Tasers’ (Daily Mirror, 30 March; 6);

‘Anarchists Planning to Storm City Banks’ (London Evening Standard, 31 March 2009; 2);

‘London Braced for G20 Onslaught’ (Einancial Times, 31 March; 4);

‘Activists Dig In on the Fringes of the City for Direct Action Protests’ (The Guardian, 1 April 2009; 6-7).

Several news stories disclosed p ro test g roups’ concerns tha t the  MPS was ‘talking u p ’ the 
possibility o f p ro testo r violence to justify a heavy-handed param ilitary policing opera­
tion. Nevertheless, when, as pred ic ted , protesters clashed with police on 1 April, the 
in feren tial structure crystallized and  now explicitly set the contex t for new spapers’ in ­
terp reta tion  o f events at G20. This, in  tu rn , d e term in ed  which ‘m ean ings’ a ro u n d  po ­
licing, p ro test and  disorder were fed  via the  press in to  the  public sphere. T he L o n d o n  

E v e n i n g  S t a n d a r d  led  tha t evening with a front-page story, dom inated  by a full-colour 
p h o to g rap h  o f rio t police su rro u n d in g  a p ro testo r as he lies in ju red  on  the ro ad  outside 
the Bank o f England, head lin ed  ‘V iolence Sweeps City on O bam a’s Big Day’. This dra­
m atic in te rp re ta tio n  was rep ro d u ced  with rem arkable consistency across the  press the 
following day, as coverage fo reg ro u n d ed  the actions o f ‘h a rd  co re ’ anarchists and  
extrem ists (Gorringe and  Rosie 2009). T he police, in  contrast, were portrayed as the 
‘th in  b lue lin e ’ and  victims o f inexcusable p ro tester violence. Visual quality and  dra­
m atic im pact were en h an ced  with images o f ‘anarchists’ attacking the  Royal Bank 
o f Scotland and  o f dem onstrators clashing with police at the co rn er o f the  Bank o f 
England. T he collective press position  was th a t police lines h ad  com e u n d e r siege from  
violent dem onstrators:

‘Anarchy in the UK; Rioters Blitz City’ (Sun, 2 April 2009; 6-7);

‘Anarchy Does Not Rule the UK’ (Daily Express, 2 April; front page);

‘Police Battle Rampaging City Mobs’ (Daily Express, 2 April; front page);

‘Baton Charges as Protesters Break into RBS Branch’ (Independent, 2 April 2009; 4);

‘Love and Hate’ (Daily Mail, 2 April 2009);

‘Undercover tvith the Anarchist Mob’ (Daily Mail, 2 April 2009);
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‘Protesters Clash with Police at RBC Office’ {Daily Mirror, 2 April 2009; 9);

‘The Mob Tamed’ (Daily Mirror, 2 April 2009; 9);

‘Carnival Atmosphere Turns Ugly after Demonstrators Storm into RBS Branch’ (Guardian, 2 April 
2009; 2).

Equally im portan t was the press consensus tha t ‘O peration  G lencoe’ h ad  been  a success 
fo r the MPS, involving lim ited d isrup tion  and  dam age to property, and  the arrest o f  93 
troublem akers. A few journalists expressed reservations abou t w hat was viewed as the 
po lice’s d isproportionate, heavy-handed trea tm en t o f peaceful protesters. T here  was 
w ider criticism of the MPS tactic o f ‘ke ttling’ tha t kep t protestors con tained  in  tightly 
con tro lled  sites for hours. A nd som e stories were accom panied by dram atic colour 
images o f b lood  soaked protestors. But it was the police perspective on  p ro testo r vio­
lence th a t d ictated  the news agenda.

At 11.30 pm  on 1 April, the MPS released a statem ent disclosing th a t a m an  h ad  d ied  in 
the area o f the Bank o f England:

A member of the public went to a police officer to say that there was a man who had collapsed around 
the corner. That officer sent two police medics through the cordon line and into St. Michael’s Alley 
where they found a man who had stopped breathing. They called for support at about 19..̂ 0. The 
officers gave him an initial check and cleared his airway before moving him back behind the cordon 
line to a clear area outside the Royal Exchange building where they gave him CPR. The officers took 
the decision to move him as during this time a number of missiles—believed to be bottles—were being 
thrown at them. LAS (the London Ambulance Service) took the man to hospital where he was pro­
nounced dead. The IPCC [Independent Police Complaints Commission] has been informed. (MPS 
statement, 1 April)

Partly due to the  tim ing an d  con tex t o f the statem ent, the press situated  the dea th  w ithin 
the existing inferential structure and  rep ro d u ced  the  police narrative tha t the  m an h ad  
died  in  the m idst o f chaotic p ro tester violence. Journa lists’ reports an d  p ro test g roup 
websites conflicted over w hether o r n o t the dead  m an, Ian  Tom linson, was a p ro testo r 
and  w here h e  had  collapsed. O n  2 April, the IPCC confirm ed tha t it h ad  been  asked 
by the police to review T om linson’s death. An im m ediate post-m ortem  exam ination 
established tha t he h ad  suffered a h ea rt attack and  d ied  o f natu ra l causes. W hatever 
T om linson’s G20 p ro test connections, the police position was th a t he  h ad  n o t com e into 
contact with officers p rio r to collapsing in  the street. T he official statem ent on the cause 
o f dea th  seem ed to m ake sense w hen details o f T om linson’s life em erged. H e was a news­
p ap er vendor in  poor health , coping with a d rink  problem , living alone and  apart from  
his family in  a hostel in  the  East E nd  o f L ondon.

W hat is im portan t to establish h ere  is tha t early press coverage bo th  reflected  and  
re in fo rced  an explicit in feren tial structure bu ilt a ro u n d  the default news fram e o f ‘p ro ­
tester v io lence’ that p rioritized the  police perspective on  the events o f G20. T he police 
were portrayed as the ‘th in  b lue lin e ’, the protesters as the violent m ob. Coverage o f the 
G20 protests thus developed in to  a story o f unqualified  and  in ten tional p ro tester vio­
lence against the forces o f law and  o rd e r and  respectable society. Initial reports on the 
dea th  o f Ian  Tom linson, though  p resen ted  as a story in  its own right, were o rd e red  and  
in te rp re ted  within this in feren tial structure. Portrayed as a tragic and  unavoidable dea th  
by natu ral causes, a position  confirm ed by the IPCC and  co ro n er’s report, news reports
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p ro m o ted  the  im age o f violent protesters hu rlin g  bottles at dutiful police officers who 
were do ing  all they could  to he lp  a critically ill m an in  extrem ely difficult circum stances. 
T he police perspective was quickly established and  seem ed stable. It was fu rth e r re in ­
fo rced  when, on  3 April, journalists were allowed to jo in  follow-up police raids on  squats 
used by the  alleged ‘ring  leaders’ o f the groups accused o f orchestrating  the  violence. 
However, the  MPS’s position  on  Tom linson’s dea th  began  to unravel as alternative 
in form ation  came to light. It w ould be the  re in te rp re ta tio n  o f the circum stances o f 
T om linson’s death , on  the  basis o f  citizen journalism , tha t w ould critically destabilize 
this initial inferential structure and  radically transform  how the  policing o f G20 was 
in te rp re ted  and  understood .

C a u g h t  o n  f i l m :  th e  d e s t a b iliz e d  i n f e r e n t i a l  s t r u c t u r e  a n d  th e  t r a n s it io n  f r o m  ‘p ro t e s t e r  v io l e n c e ’ to 

‘p o l i c e  v io l e n c e ’

O ne o f the m ost noticeable characteristics o f the 1 April protests was the sheer density 
and  variety o f record ing  devices being  used by professional and  citizen journalists, p ri­
vate businesses, dem onstrators, the  police and  passers-by. F urtherm ore , because o f po ­
lice con tainm ent tactics, police-new s m ed ia -p ro teste r-p u b lic  in teractions took place in  
extrem ely close spatial proximity, w hich sim ultaneously created  a captive audience to 
su rro u n d in g  events. T he policing o f G20 was also being  scrutinized by in d ep en d en t 
m onitors in  a ttendance because o f concerns abou t recen t public o rd e r policing tactics 
such as those deployed at the  Glimate Gamp in K ent in  A ugust 2008. T he result was 
a hyper-m ediatized, high-surveillance contex t w ithin which contro l o f  the inform ation  
and  com m unication env ironm ent w ould be difficult to m aintain.

As photographs o f Ian  Tom linson appeared  in  the  news m edia and  online, witnesses 
began  to em erge, claim ing they h ad  seen the m an in teracting  with the police on  several 
occasions. T heir testim onies, significantly b ro u g h t first to the news m edia ra th e r th an  
the IPGG, challenged the  official line tha t bottles h ad  been  throw n at police while they 
were a ttend ing  to Tom linson after his collapse. It soon transp ired  tha t Tom linson, in  
attem pting  to m ake his way hom e from  work, h ad  in  fact com e in to  contact with the 
police on several occasions p rio r to collapsing at 7.30 pm . In  a pivotal news m edia in ­
tervention, on  3 April, T h e  G u a r d i a n  in fo rm ed  Gity o f Ton d on  Police, who were respon­
sible for conducting  the IPGG investigation in to  the death , tha t it h ad  ob ta ined  tim ed 
and  dated  photographs o f Tom linson lying on  the pavem ent at the  feet o f  rio t police. O n 
5 April, T h e  G u a r d i a n  pub lished  several o f these photographs, along with the testim ony 
o f th ree  n am ed  witnesses who claim ed they h ad  seen Tom linson being  h it with a baton  
a n d /o r  throw n to the g ro u n d  by officers. T he nex t day, the IPGG confirm ed th a t Tom­
linson h ad  com e in to  contact with officers p rio r to his death , b u t con tinued  to contest 
reports th a t h e  had  been  assaulted.

Serious concerns abou t the policing o f G20 were aired  across the  w eekend news m edia 
on 4 and  5 April, accom panied  by the  first calls for a public inquiry. Ian  Tom linson was 
becom ing  a c a u s e  celebre. F u rther concern  was expressed over allegations th a t rio t police 
h ad  used violence to  clear the  p ro testo r squats and  the Glimate Gamp at Bishopsgate 
and  tha t num erous officers h ad  concealed their identification num bers. News a tten tion  
was starting to shift and  the  in feren tial structure established a ro u n d  the default news 
fram e o f ‘p ro tester vio lence’ was destabilizing. T he decisive m o m en t cam e on  7 April, 
w hen T h e  G u a r d i a n  website broadcast m obile p h o n e  footage tha t appeared  to provide
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clear evidence o f police violence against Tom linson m inutes before h e  collapsed. T he 
footage h ad  been  h an d e d  to the  new spaper by an  Am erican fu n d  m anager who said 
‘T he prim ary reason fo r m e com ing forw ard is tha t it was clear the family were n o t get­
ting  any answers’ { G u a r d i a n ,  7 April 2009). It shows Tom linson walking, hands in  pock­
ets, seem ingly oblivious o f an  adjacent g roup  o f officers, som e dog handlers and  others 
in  rio t gear. H e presents no  discernible th rea t to public order. W ithout w arning, an  of­
ficer in  h elm et and  balaclava pushes Tom linson forcefully from  beh ind , knocking him  
to the ground. W hen slowed down, the  footage captures the officer swiping at Tom lin­
so n ’s legs with a baton  and  th en  push ing  h im  h ard  in  the back. Police stand  an d  watch as 
passers-by help  Tom linson to a sitting position, w here he  appears to rem onstra te  with 
the officers in  question. H e is th en  h e lp ed  to his feet, again by passers-by, and  is seen 
walking away. Soon afterwards, he  will collapse beyond the view o f this cam era. T he foot­
age does n o t show any ex tenuating  circum stances tha t m ight justify the  police officer’s 
actions.

T h e  G u a r d i a n  shared  the  footage with the  news channels o f the BBC, Sky and  C hannel 
4. It was also added  to various on line news sites and  to YouTube. T he footage was picked 
up  globally and  was by far the m ost read  story on  T h e  G u a r d i a n s  website, with about 
400,000 views. It in itia ted  intensive blogging and  a letter-writing cam paign to parlia­
m ent. A uthenticated , real-tim e footage o f events su rround ing  Ian  T om linson’s dea th  
provided a focus for the growing body o f com plaints, led  by the Tom linson family, 
who h ad  now established a cam paign website (www.iantomlinsonfamilycampaign.or- 
g .uk), abou t (1) the overall policing o f G20 and  (2) the actions o f officers attached  
to specialist units.

O n  8 April, new footage sho t from  a d ifferen t angle, retrieved from  a broken  C hannel 
4 cam era, showed an officer striking at Mr Tom linson from  b eh in d  with a baton  and  
th en  push ing  him  to the ground . This com bined  footage set the agenda n o t only 
fo r o th er news agencies, b u t also for the response o f the  MPS and  the  IPCC. T he 
MPS subsequently confirm ed th a t fou r officers h ad  com e forw ard in  re la tion  to the 
investigation in to  the  dea th  o f Mr Tom linson.

T he initial inferential s tructu re— built a ro u n d  the  news fram e o f ‘p ro tester v io lence’ 
and  re inforcing  the police perspective on  the G20 protests and  Ian  Tom linson’s dea th— 
was destabilizing and  in  transition. T he focus o f rolling news m edia coverage, now 
ex tend ing  well beyond the  press, was shifting from  ‘p ro tester vio lence’— the actions 
o f hard-core anarchists— to ‘police violence’— the actions o f official state rep resen ta­
tives tasked with public pro tection . Fuelled by a com bination  o f professional and  citi­
zen-generated  conten t, an  increasingly critical news m edia h igh ligh ted  two m ajor issues 
tha t challenged n o t only the  police hand ling  o f the G20 protests, bu t also the credibility 
o f the  MPS:

(1) the problem  o f police violence as ind icated  by the sheer n u m b er o f v ideoed inci­
dents and  witness statem ents tha t were com ing to light;
(2) the possibility tha t the  MPS statem ent was in ten d ed  to m islead on  the events sur­
ro u n d in g  Ian  Tom linson’s death.

A collective realignm ent h ad  taken place— a press cam paign was underw ay fo r the MPS 
to account n o t only fo r the actions o f ‘rogue officers’, b u t also fo r the policing o f G20. 
O n  8 April, b o th  the H om e Secretary, Jacqui Smith, an d  the  MPS Gommissioner, Sir Paul
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Stephenson, acknowledged the n eed  fo r an  in d ep en d e n t inquiry and  confirm ed tha t 
one o f the officers shown in the footage h ad  been  suspended. T he IPCC reversed its 
decision to allow City o f L ondon  police to investigate T om linson’s dea th  and  called 
fo r m ore witnesses to com e forw ard and  to h an d  over any footage. A second post­
m ortem  was carried o u t at the  request o f the  Tom linson family. T he case fea tu red  heavily 
across the news m edia on  the w eekend o f 11 and  12 April.
T he IPCC h ad  initially claim ed tha t th ere  were no  CCTV cameras n ea r the assault. How­
ever, on  14 April, the L o n d o n  E v e n i n g  S t a n d a r d  i d e n t i h e d  several cameras in  the im m e­
diate area. O n  15 April, the  MPS agreed to an  inquiry by H er Majesty’s Inspectorate  o f 
Constabulary (HMIC) in to  its public o rd e r policing tactics and  also to re-exam ine its 
own G20 video footage. T he nex t day. T h e  G u a r d i a n  was h an d e d  m ore photographs 
showing Ian  Tom linson in teracting  with police approxim ately 15 m inutes before he  col­
lapsed. By now, it h ad  been  confirm ed th a t o f the 145 com plaints lodged  with the IPCC, 
70 re la ted  to claims o f excessive police force.

O n  17 April, the second autopsy established tha t Tom linson h ad  d ied  from  abdom inal 
haem orrhag ing  and  the  MPS confirm ed tha t a Territorial Support G roup (TSG) police 
officer w ould be questioned  on suspicion o f m anslaughter. T he MPS’s problem s in ten ­
sified w hen footage up lo ad ed  to YouTube showed fu rth e r police violence against 
a w om an a ttend ing  the 2 April m em orial vigil fo r Mr Tom linson. In  this footage, Nicola 
Fisher is seen arguing with an  officer before he  back-hands h e r in  the face and  th en  
w hen she protests, hits h e r on  the legs with a police baton. T he officer’s shou lder iden­
tification n u m b er appears to have been  obscured. Fisher was able to amplify h e r side o f 
the story by selling it to the D a ily  E x p r e s s  and  D a ily  S ta r, who, on 17 April, pub lished  fron t­
page photographs o f h e r injuries. She was rep resen ted  by the PR agent. Max Glifford. 
O n  19 April, the  S u n d a y  broadcast fresh footage o f police officers using batons and  
shields on  protestors.

D uring the  following week, as the H om e Affairs G om m ittee inquiry in to  the  policing 
o f G20 began  to h ea r evidence, the police attem pted  to defend  their tactics. Sir Ken 
Jones, the h ead  of the Association o f G hief Police Officers (AGPO), Sir Paul S tephenson, 
the MPS Gommissioner, and  Boris Jo h n so n , the Mayor o f L ondon, all com plained  about 
unfa ir news coverage o f the  police. However, these statem ents h ad  m arginal im pact on  
the transform ing news agenda. In  the  course o f the  week, b o th  Nick Hardwick, the  Ghair 
o f the  IPGG, and  Denis O ’Gonnor, the G hief o f HMIG, expressed concerns abou t the 
G20 policing tactics. O n  21 April, T h e  Gwardiaw p resen ted  the  IPGG with five new citizen­
gen era ted  videos o f police aggression. O n  22 April, C h a n n e l  4  N e w s  broadcast a frame-by­
fram e analysis of events lead ing  u p  to and  includ ing  the m om en t w hen Ian  Tom linson 
was struck by a police officer and  fell to the  ground. T he IPGG tried  unsuccessfully to 
secure a court o rder preventing  the broadcast on  the basis tha t it could  be prejudicial to 
its investigation. T hat sam e day. Sky  N e w s  re leased new footage, taken by a p h o to g rap h er 
from  the top  o f the Royal Exchange, tha t appeared  to show still fu rth e r police violence 
in  the  form  o f punch ing , baton  strikes and  elbows to the face o f protesters who h ad  been  
‘k e ttled ’. A nd a th ird  post-m ortem  exam ination was carried  ou t on  Ian  Tom linson, at 
the request o f  the lawyers for the  officer being  questioned  in  re lation to the  death . O n 
24 April, Sky  N e w s  pub lished  a p h o to g rap h  o f Ian  Tom linson after his collapse, which 
appeared  to show bruising to his forehead . It was consistent with video footage th a t cap­
tu red  Tom linson’s h ead  h itting  the  pavem ent after being  pu sh ed  by the  police officer. 
This evidence con trad icted  the findings o f the first inquest.
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By this stage, then , the  initial in feren tial structure a ro u n d  ‘p ro tester vio lence’— so 
routinely  and  uncontroversially established in  the run-up to the G20 protests— h ad  dis­
in teg ra ted  and  a new inferen tial structure— initia ted  and  driven by the  raw co n ten t o f 
citizen journalism — h ad  crystallized a ro u n d  the news fram e o f ‘police violence’. T he 
em ergence o f this d o m i n a n t  inferen tial structure was evident in  the  shifting focus o f news 
m edia in terest and  how the  ‘story’ o f G20 was re -ordered  and  re-in terp re ted  w ithin that 
context. But further, and  crucially, this d o m in an t inferen tial structure was evident in  the 
extensive and  highly public official response tha t asked p rob ing  questions abou t 
the MPS’s public o rder policing strategy and  fo reg ro u n d ed  the im portance o f two 
m edia-related phenom ena: the  n eed  for the MPS to develop m ore positive po lice-press 
relations and  the im plications o f the  rise o f the  citizen jo u rn a lis t fo r the  policing o f 
public events.

T h e  A ft e r m a t h  o f  G 2 0

T he im pact o f citizen-generated co n ten t a ro u n d  the  dea th  o f Ian  Tom linson ex tended  
well beyond establishing the  d om inan t in feren tial fram ew ork tha t shaped  news coverage 
and  public understand ing  o f the  G20 protests. It also resu lted  in  num erous official in ­
quiries in to  ‘O peration  G lencoe’ an d  raised w ider questions abou t public o rd e r policing 
and  the  news m edia in  the  twenty-first century  (IPGG, n o t yet in  public dom ain; HMIG 
2009; H ouse o f Gom m ons H om e Affairs G om m ittee 2009; Jo in t Gom m ittee on H um an  
Rights 2009; M etropolitan Police A uthority  2010). T he resulting  reports acknowledged 
a successful operation  in  which upwards o f 35,000 protesters were m arshalled  by several 
thousand  police officers largely w ithout incident. Nevertheless, they all expressed con­
cern  th a t the high-profile exposure o f police violence, however isolated, could  seriously 
dam age public confidence in  the police. T he reports queried  the appropriateness o f the 
MPS’s public o rder policing tactics, h igh ligh ting  the deploym ent o f u n tra in ed  officers in  
com bustible situations, the concealm ent o f police identification num bers, the use o f 
indiscrim inate heavy-handed ‘co n ta in m en t’ (especially ‘kettling’) and  ‘distraction tac­
tics’ and  the  role o f the  Territorial Support G roup (TSG). T he changing  m edia envi­
ro n m en t also featu red  prom inently  in  discussion of: the p o o r state o f police-new s 
m edia relations, which gen era ted  tensions, frustrations and  conflict betw een profes­
sional journalists and  on-the-ground officers; the  rap id  and  sophisticated  use o f 
m ulti-m edia com m unication technologies by p ro test groups, which by far surpassed 
the static com m unicative capabilities o f the police; and  the significance o f the citizen 
jo u rn a lis t fo r intensifying public scrutiny o f individual and  collective police action and  
in  shaping  public perceptions o f the police. At the request o f the Tom linson family, an 
IPGG investigation was established specifically to consider the way the MPS and  Gity o f 
T ondon  Police h an d led  the  news m edia in  the  afterm ath  o f Ian T om linson’s death.

T he sheer level o f institu tional soul-searching and  operational reflection tha t followed 
G20 is in  itself highly significant. T hat the  official inquiries and  the issues they raised 
were d issem inated and  debated  so widely and  tha t the  MPS was so heavily and  universally 
criticized in  the news m edia p resen t a d irect challenge to previous research findings tha t 
the police are superord inate  com m entators in  the  ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’ and  fore­
g rounds the  rise of the  citizen jo u rn a lis t as a key defin itional force in  the p roduc tion  
o f news. T he na tu re  and  intensity o f news coverage o f the Ian  Tom linson case, substan­
tiated  by real-time citizen jo u rn a lis t footage o f this and  o th er incidents o f police
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violence, and  re inforced  by the in te rn e t m ade the  MPS public o rd e r policing strategy 
a live political and  policy issue tha t h ad  to be addressed. Were it n o t for the incendiary 
‘visual evidence’ h an d e d  to the  news m edia by citizen journalists, the  ‘story’ o f Ian  Tom­
linson may never have taken off, the MPS may well have succeeded in  denying or defus­
ing  allegations of police violence and  the  policing o f G20 may have en d ed  up  in  MPS 
‘G reatest H its’ portfolio  o f how to police public o rd e r events in  the capital. Because o f 
citizen journalism , the  operational integrity and  institu tional authority  o f the MPS were 
first o f all questioned  and  th en  successfully challenged. An official consensus em erged  
ou t o f the various reviews that, w hether the MPS agreed o r no t, a fundam en tal overhaul 
o f its public o rder policing strategy was necessary (HMIG 2009).

U n d e r s t a n d i n g  th e  N e w s  R e p o r t i n g  o f  G 2 0 :  C it iz e n  J o u r n a l i s m ,  H i e r a r c h i e s  o f  C re d ib ility  a n d  th e

M a r k e t  i n  A n t i - E s t a b lis h m e n t  N e w s

In  the concluding section o f this article, we seek to develop a sociological understand ing  
o f the news m ed ia’s collective transition  from  ‘p ro tester vio lence’ to ‘police violence’ in  
the rep o rtin g  o f Ian  T om linson’s dea th  and  the  policing o f the  G20 Summ it. To do this, 
we re tu rn  to the  core concepts o f ‘in feren tial s tru c tu re ’ an d  ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’ and  
situate them  within the contex t o f  the  rapidly changing  inform ation-com m unications 
environm ent. O ur discussion concentrates on  th ree  key issues: the  capacity o f techno­
logically em pow ered citizen journalists to p roduce inform ation  th a t challenges the 
‘official’ version o f events; the inclination  o f professional and  citizen journalists to 
actively seek out and  use th a t inform ation; and  the existence o f an  inform ation- 
com m unications m arketplace tha t sustains the  com m odification and  mass consum ption  
o f adversarial, anti-establishm ent news.

Gitizen journalists are n e ith e r autom atically n o r naturally  im bued  with cultural au­
thority: they are n o t ‘au thorised  know ers’ (Ericson et a l . 1989) who can com m and access 
to m ainstream  news m edia ‘as o f r ig h t’. T heir position  in  the ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’ is 
precarious and  contingent. News m edia access is n o t g ran ted  because o f who citizen 
journalists are, bu t ra th e r because o f w here they are an d  w hat they have. T heir credibility 
and  authenticity  as news sources derive from  th e ir capacity to provide ‘factual’ visual 
evidence o f ‘live events’ that, in  a m ulti-platform  news m edia m arket, constitutes an  im ­
p o rtan t and  cost-effective resource for ‘m aking news’ (McNair 2006). T he technological 
ability o f citizens to generate  news has been  accom panied by an equally im p o rtan t at- 
titud inal shift as a new generation  o f news p roducers an d  consum ers comes o f age: 
w here once citizens were co n ten t to be to ld  w hat the news is, they are now increasingly 
in terested  in  being  p art o f  the  p rod u c tio n  process (G ilm our 2004; Deuze 2008).

T he citizen-generated ‘p ro o f’ o f police m isconduct at G20 p resen ted  grave p o t e n t ia l  

problem s for the MPS. However, the dram atic and  collective realignm ent o f news m edia 
coverage th a t followed was by n o  m eans guaran teed . We have suggested th ro u g h o u t this 
article th a t u nderstand ing  the transition  betw een inferen tial structures—from  ‘p ro ­
tester vio lence’ to ‘police violence’—requires consideration o f the w ider environm ent 
w ithin which bo th  news m edia rep o rtin g  and  political p ro test currently  exist an d  in ter­
act. As Gottle (2008: 858) puts it, analysts m ust be sensitive to ‘the  political contingencies 
and  dynamics at work in  contem porary  p ro test and  dem onstration  rep o rtin g ’.

T he rise o f the citizen jou rnalis t has been  accom panied, and  perhaps encouraged, by 
a decline in  deference to authority an d  a deterioration  o f trust in  official o r elite
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institutions (Fukuyama 2000; Seldon 2009). Public scepticism and  outrage are reflected  
and  reinforced, and  arguably am plified, across a market-driven news m edia faced with 
increasing com petition an d  the acute n eed  to generate audience in terest in  o rder to 
survive. Certainly, the escalating adversarialism o f British political coverage has been  ac­
knowledged by academics and  journalists alike (Lloyd 2004; M ilne 2005). In  what B arnett 
(2002) calls the ‘age o f co n tem p t’, a p ro m in en t characteristic o f political coverage is its 
‘negativism and  wilfully destructive attitude towards authority’ (McNair 2006: 71). This 
‘attack jo u rn a lism ’ is m anifested routinely in  a news m edia stance that is m ore antago­
nistic towards institutional authority  and  m ore likely to take seriously o r trea t as legitim ate 
com plaints against it. In  the extrem e, it can translate in to  a ‘feeding frenzy’ (Sabato 1993; 
Protess et a l. 1991) involving the relendess pursu it o f senior public figures with a view to 
‘nam ing  an d  sham ing’ them  to force them  ou t o f public office. W hilst editors m ayjustily 
such aggressive journalistic practice as being ‘in  the public in te rest’, a contem porary  re­
alization o f the news m ed ia’s historic F ourth  Estate duty, it also has obvious m arket value. 
T he D a ily  T e le g r a p h , fo r exam ple, benefited  from  a considerable sales boost and  increased 
web traffic during  its reporting  o f the H ouse o f Com m ons expenses scandal o f  2009; the 
paper also won a string o f plaudits at the 2010 Press Awards, including ‘new spaper o f the 
year’, ‘scoop o f the year’ an d  jo u rn a lis t o f  the year’ (h t tp :/ /n e w s .b b c .c o .U k /l/h i/u k /  
8584356.stm ). T h e  G u a r d i a n s , in-depth  coverage o f the G20 protests and  Ian  T om linson’s 
death  likewise resulted  in  increased sales and  web traffic, and  Paul Lewis, who led on that 
coverage, won ‘repo rte r o f the year’ at the same awards (h ttp ://n e w s .b b c .c o .U k /l/h i 
/uk /8584356 .stm ). Thus, the w idespread decline in  deference to authority  and  the es­
calation o f news m edia adversarialism have con tribu ted  to  the creation o f an  unstable 
com m unicative space w ithin which direct and  high-visibility challenges to the institution­
ally powerful have gained cultural, com m ercial and  professional currency. If  citizen jo u r­
nalism has created a new source o f cost-effective and  newsworthy inform ation, wider 
shifts w ithin the news industry, journalistic practice and  society have created  a context 
w ithin which that inform ation can be profitably com m odified and  consum ed.

In  addition  to these macro-level changes, the  MPS were experiencing  particular p ro b ­
lems o f their own—m ost notably, deterio rating  relations with the  news m edia and  the 
lasting legacy o f previous scandals tha t w eakened its operational integrity and  institu­
tional authority. In the im m ediate afterm ath  o f the G20 protests, the  N ational U nion  
o f Journalists (NUJ) received m ultip le com plaints abou t alleged police assaults on  
reporters, the use o f cordons an d  refusals to release journalists from  areas in  w hich dem ­
onstrators were being contained. Police officers also used public o rd e r and  coun ter­
terrorism  legislation to stop reporters taking pho tographs (JGHR 2009). W hat was per­
ceived as a d irect in fringem ent o f the  freedom  o f the press d id  n o t sit well with m any o f 
those professional journalists p resen t at G20. N or was this the first tim e such police tac­
tics h ad  been  used in  public o rd e r situations and  resu lted  in  official com plaints to  the 
NUJ (JGHR 2008). Thus, sections o f the  news m edia seem  to have been  p rim ed  for and  
receptive to in form ation tha t challenged the  MPS version o f events su rro u n d in g  Ian  
Tom linson’s death. Such conditions increased the likelihood th a t any citizen-generated 
evidence o f police m isconduct w ould resonate im m ediately in  news centres. They 
h e lp ed  facilitate the collective transition  betw een inferential structures and  the corre­
spond ing  shift in  news m edia focus from  ‘p ro tester vio lence’ and  ‘police violence’.

F urtherm ore , the involvem ent o f the police in  the dea th  o f Ian  Tom linson, the sug­
gestion o f a subsequent cover-up and  the w ider prob lem  o f public o rd e r policing were
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only the  latest in  a series o f controversies th a t w orked cumulatively to u n d erm in e  the 
MPS position  in  the news m edia ‘h ierarchy o f credibility’. A succession o f high-profile 
institu tional scandals, cover-ups and  b o tched  investigations— f̂or exam ple, the S tephen 
Lawrence, Jean  Charles de M enezes and  the Forest Gate cases—h ad  dam aged  the  MPS 
‘b ra n d ’. In  all th ree cases, each heavily rep o rted  an d  deba ted  in  the news m edia, the 
‘official tru th ’ dissem inated by MPS statem ents h ad  been  fo u n d  to be incorrect a n d /o r  
m isleading (M cLaughlin 2007; Cottle 2005). Journalists and  com m entators also drew par­
allels between the death  o f Ian  Tom linson and  that o f Blair Peach in  1979. W hile the news 
fram e o f ‘police violence’ m ay n o t have been  the default position o f the news m edia, given 
the broader context, n o r was it entirely unim aginable. T he transition between inferential 
structures mobilized explanatory tropes and  images that were already m eaningful bo th  to 
journalists and  their audiences. Com plaints o f police violence and  institutional cover-up 
at G20 were the latest m anifestation o f ‘know n’ characteristics that could be projected 
against a familiar backdrop o f institutional failure and  professional incom petence. 
T he reporting  of G20, fuelled by the daily drip-drip o f fresh video footage and  witness 
testimonies and  commentary, constituted an  evolving and  sensational expose o f police 
m isconduct that sim ultaneously resonated with w idespread public sensibilities and  m et 
the requirem ents for com m ercial success in  a highly competitive, visually orien ted  infor­
m ation-com m unications m arketplace. Significantly, it was the citizen journalist and  news 
m edia perspective, ra th e r than  the police perspective, that was assimilated in to  and  val­
idated  by the official investigations and  reports. Ultimately, it was this perspective that 
determ ined  ‘what the story was’, structured the reporting  o f ‘what had  h appened  and 
why’ and  drove fu rther journalistic investigation and  criticism o f the MPS.

O u r analysis indicates tha t the rap id  destabilization o f the initial in feren tial structure 
tha t rep ro d u ced  an d  re in fo rced  the  police perspective and  the collective realignm ent 
o f news m edia a tten tion  from  ‘p ro tester vio lence’ to ‘police violence’ was sustained on  
a n u m b er o f levels: at the m acro level, by structural changes in  the inform ation- 
com m unications m arketplace and  the attitudes o f bo th  journalists and  the public to au­
thority; at the micro-level, by p o o r police-news m edia relations and  the im m ediate and  
historic problem s o f operational integrity and  institutional authority facing the MPS. In  
this unstable and  unpredictable news m edia environm ent, the role o f the MPS as ‘prim ary 
definers’ can no  longer be taken for gran ted  and  their super-ordinate status within the 
‘hierarchy o f credibility’ no longer assumed. As our research has illustrated, the citizen 

journalis t provides a valuable additional source o f real-time inform ation th a t may chal­
lenge o r confirm  the institutional version o f events. However, it is w hen citizen journalism  
challenges the ‘official tru th ’, as portrayed by those powerful institutional sources who 
have traditionally m ain tained  a relatively uncontested  position at the top o f the ‘hierarchy 
o f credibility’, that it becom es m ost p o ten t as a news resource.
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