
1 

 

Your Attention, Please: Social Media as an Inciter of Awareness,  

Discourse and Action in Journalism and Everyday Life 

 

 

In the late 1960s to the early 1970s, the feminist movement popularized the idea that “the 

personal is political;” that is, seemingly insignificant issues can have political implications. 

Today, journalists’ acknowledgment of the complementary role of social media to journalism is a 

testament to this idea. When journalistic blogs and citizen reports began emerging in the early- to 

mid-2000s
1
 and microblogging websites like Twitter followed suit, much debate ensued as to 

whether such were considered journalism because these were dismissed as subjective and lacking 

veracity. Eventually, it was established that social media have made journalism more 

participatory and have shown the public’s need for not only “raw data” but also “a discussion of 

contextualized, significant information.”
2
 However, the impact of social media on journalism and 

politics is inversely proportional to a country’s degree of freedom of expression
3
 and quality of 

journalism, for alternative information sources are less likely to have a competitive advantage 

when there is a “free marketplace of ideas.”
4
 

This paper will illustrate that, in the Philippines, where democracy prevails yet corruption 

and other societal cancers plague the nation, social media have complemented traditional 

journalism chiefly by raising awareness on overlooked issues, emphasizing the role of journalism 

as a stimulator of discourse and action, and showing that the average citizen can initiate change. 

Social media provide an avenue for discourse that traditional journalism cannot provide 
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adequately. Local press freedom is occasionally threatened by the powerful: 34 of the 57 victims 

in a politically motivated massacre in 2009 were journalists, prompting the United Nations to 

declare the Philippines as the most dangerous place for journalists in 2010.
5
 Further hampering 

public discourse is the fact that news programs are usually sensationalistic and superficial.
6
 Also, 

in 2002, only 7 million out of 75 million Filipinos read newspapers, with the annual increase in 

readership forecasted to be minimal, whereas as of 2010, 29 million out of 99 million (27.9%) of 

Filipinos were active online. Philosopher Jürgen Habermas says that the “multiplicity of informal 

discussions on public issues” is the “core of the democratic public sphere;” therefore, in 

empowering citizens to make their voices heard, social media promote the spirit of democracy by 

reflecting and fueling far-reaching political statements.  

For instance, in 2005, the Philippine Center for Investigative Journalism (PCIJ),
7
 

circumventing broadcast restrictions, uploaded tapes allegedly involving then-President Gloria 

Arroyo and then-Election Commissioner Virgilio Garcillano talking about rigging the 2004 

elections in what was dubbed the “Hello Garci” scandal,
8
 prompting calls for Arroyo’s 

resignation and generating social unrest. This example shows that discourse generated by social 

media can compel people to follow an issue, and that it is possible to get multiple perspectives to 

a narrative, creating a “dynamic network of ongoing debate, dialogue and commentary.”
9
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Social media have also served as an “independent citizen watchdog”
10

 for journalism, 

calling out reporters for inaccuracies or mistakes. In 2004, after a paid advertisement narrated 

11-year-old Faye San Juan’s supposed victory against all odds in an international contest, 

journalists scrambled to interview her for more details. It took a blogger nicknamed “flyingroc” 

to investigate and subsequently debunk Faye’s story after finding it suspicious.
11

 Also, after 

failed negotiations in the 2010 Manila hostage crisis led to the deaths of eight hostages, online 

pundits criticized the media for their aggressive coverage, which was speculated to have 

hindered rescue operations.
 1213

 Such criticism can push media institutions to reflect on their 

actions, because there is always the underlying danger of journalists being disconnected
14

 from 

the public and unaware of their weaknesses. 

Perhaps the most frequently recurring role of social media in the Philippines, however, is 

its function as an “awareness system”
15

 that sheds light on obscure news pieces issues usually 

overlooked by traditional media for perceived lack of newsworthiness. After all, the average 

citizen feels more strongly about issues closer to him/her than a large-scale issue.
16

 In raising 

awareness on seemingly trivial issues, these social media users paint vivid pictures of ideas that 

were once abstract. Consequently, journalists are encouraged to check social media to see what 

issues the online populace currently deems significant. For one, Filipinos complain of rampant 

corruption in the country, and corruption was given a face in 2009 when Robin Henley wrote an 
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online article
17

 denouncing local Customs for imposing unreasonable taxes on imported books, 

inciting outrage and prompting then-President Arroyo to lift such taxes
18

. Some have also 

observed that animal rights are not properly observed in the Philippines, and what better way to 

illustrate this than a blog entry about the sorry state of the Manila Zoo?
19

 Incriminating articles 

and pictures on social networks have led to actions being taken against animal abusers,
20

 such as 

the prosecution of a student who boasted online that he killed a kitten at random.
21

 

Interestingly, such reports mostly came from personal blog entries, which, after 

circulating online, became trending topics on Twitter. Thus, even those who use social media for 

leisure can have their fifteen minutes of journalistic fame
22

 and generate awareness and action. In 

this light, journalism, which was originally characterized as a “professional discipline”
23

 for 

verification and organized presentation of data, has taken on an additional role: as an awareness 

system, it becomes an introducer of “rationales for social change.”
24

 Traditionally, journalism 

presented the facts for audiences to make their own interpretations and decisions, but due to one-

sided communication, this intended effect was not emphasized.  With social media, however, 

journalists are encouraged not only to be reporters but also “sense-makers,”
25

 seeing their 

information as capable of developing a “shared culture”
26

 and “collective intelligence.”
27

 This 
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sense of a community can be seen in how news quickly spreads and is discussed online and how, 

during disasters such as Typhoon Ondoy/Ketsana in 2009, social media were used to look for 

missing people, coordinate volunteer efforts and report on the flooding in various areas. In other 

words, social media illustrate how information combined with discourse generate awareness of 

more than mere facts but also of what actions should be taken. 

Naturally, despite complementing journalism, social media also have shortcomings. First, 

often cited is the lack of accuracy, usually sacrificed for immediacy. Hoaxes can rapidly spread, 

leading to mass panic. Nevertheless, journalists that use Twitter as a source of real-time coverage 

still play gatekeeper by selecting which tweets are worth posting and, while such may be 

inaccurate, media institutions still justify retweeting them as a case of people wanting 

information, however incomplete or unverified.
28

 To further address the perceived inaccuracy of 

social media content, workshops on the responsible use of social media and netizens regulating 

one another would be helpful. 

Next, social media at its worst can become a “virtual public square”
29

 due to relative 

anonymity breeding audacity. Christopher Lao became infamous this year after a video clip of 

him driving through flooded waters and complaining that he wasn’t informed that the road was 

impassable made the rounds, showing that simple lapses in judgment and personality flaws can 

be exaggeratedly amplified online. Social media can foster a shame culture that, inevitably, will 

also have repercussions beyond cyberspace. To counter this, netizens are encouraged to exercise 

restraint and make ethical posts, because legalized ethical standards for netizens could be abused 

by censor-happy authorities and thus take away the function of social media as an exercise in 

free speech, positive and negative externalities notwithstanding. 
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Lastly, questions have been raised on the impact of social media on journalism and the 

greater society. Poverty and illiteracy being rampant, social media are only accessible to a 

limited number of Filipinos, so could it be that the issues aired via social media are only those of 

the upper and middle classes, with the poor still marginalized and voiceless? Text messaging, the 

most readily available social media tool for lower classes, is hardly used to air grievances as 

often as other tools. Slacktivism, or the notion that one can make a difference through pointless, 

feel-good activities is a related problem. Countering this argument, however, journalist and 

blogger John Nery believes that while social media has not reached the “critical many,” it has 

reached the “critical few;” namely, the influential, intellectual people who are in a position 

and/or have the resources to initiate change.
30

 Of course, it takes netizens actively updated with 

the masses’ lives for change to be possible. For instance, participatory news sites could emulate 

the model of Tao Po,
31

 a news website wherein in-house writers and citizens from varying social 

classes alike submit their stories and feedback on government agencies’ services, with staff 

writers actually contacting the involved government agencies to inform them of citizens’ 

grievances and get their side of the story.
32

 

In conclusion, social media and journalism belong to a “symbiotic ecosystem.”
33

 In this 

postmodern society that has grown cynical and suspicious of grand narratives, social media 

present news as a “multi-faceted and fragmented”
34

 experience, drawing attention to smaller 

issues which are nevertheless important because fixing day-to-day issues is a building block 

towards improving a nation’s governance and culture. Citizens also realize that belonging to – 
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and playing a part in – a larger community is not an unattainable goal, especially if they band 

together. However, one still cannot dismiss traditional media as outdated or irrelevant, as they 

are also striving for a more participatory model, albeit not to the extent of social media. Besides, 

traditional media picking up on issues made known via social media can help engage “a wider 

segment of the community”
35

 and inspire greater support and discourse. Indeed, with the tandem 

of social media and journalism, the idea that “the personal is political” is truly alive. 
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