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Executive Summary Explore the 
Policy Response 
and MOBRA 
Framework

On 29 July 2024, three young girls were killed in a violent attack 

during a dance class in Southport, an event that shocked the 

nation and deeply affected local communities. In the days and 

weeks that followed, a wave of misinformation circulated online, 

triggering riots not only in Southport but across towns and cities 

throughout the UK. While these events were linked, the Lessons 

from Southport workshop found them to be distinct in cause: the 

riots evolved into a broader expression of public anger - driven by 

disinformation, long-standing social and economic inequalities, 

and cultural tensions between host and migrant communities.

In response to these developments, the News Futures Forum 

convened a multi-stakeholder working group in January 2025. 

Held under the Chatham House Rule at Liverpool John Moores 

University and supported by the University of Central Lancashire, 

the workshop brought together journalists, regulators, educators, 

civil society leaders, and academic researchers. The aim was to 

understand what happened, why it happened, and how to prevent 

such crises in the future.

Participants explored issues including the breakdown of press-

police relations, gaps in reporting guidelines during crises, the 

role of misinformation and social media platforms, and the need 

for more robust media literacy in schools and communities. The 

workshop generated a series of practical recommendations 

grounded in the systemic challenges identified in the News 

Futures 2035 foresight study.

Two key conclusions emerged:

1.	 The urgent need to operationalise the Forum model as a 

permanent, cross-sector dialogue mechanism.

2.	 The necessity of establishing a multi-stakeholder Information 

Crises Committee (“MOBRA”1) to coordinate media 

stakeholders’ responses during moments of public disruption 

and institutional fragility.

1	 A voluntary, cross-sector framework for coordinating the media sector’s planning, 
communication and response during moments of public crisis. “MOBRA” takes its name from 
the government’s “COBRA” Civil Contingencies Committee, which is an abbreviation for Cabinet 
Office Briefing Room A where the committee meets. 

This report forms the evidentiary 

foundation of a broader effort 

to improve the UK’s response to 

public information crises. It is 

accompanied by a concise Policy 

Brief, which translates the findings 

into clear recommendations for 

government, regulators, and other 

institutions, as well as a detailed 

MOBRA Proposal—a practical 

model for coordinating ethical, 

inclusive crisis communication.

Download all three documents at:

https://mediainnovationstudio.

org/when-the-truth-isnt-enough-

lessons-from-southport/
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So far, these findings have informed a submission to the 

Transparency and Open Justice Board and are expected to 

complement the forthcoming public inquiry into the Southport 

tragedy, announced by the Prime Minister in early 2025. While the 

terms of that inquiry have yet to be released, the Forum’s insights 

contribute to shaping both national and local responses to future 

crises affecting public trust, information resilience, and social 

cohesion.

Correspondence to:

Dr François Nel, News Futures Forum

Co-Convenor

FPNel@uclan.ac.uk

David Lush, Research Associate

DJWLush@uclan.ac.uk 

Citations:

Nel, François, and David Lush. (2025) Report. Preston, UK: Media 

Innovation Studio, University of Central Lancashire, June 2025.
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Background

The murders of three children at a Southport dance class on 29 

July 2024 and the nationwide riots that followed exposed profound 

vulnerabilities in the UK’s information ecosystem, including failures 

in media reporting, social media dynamics, and institutional 

responses to public crises. While the riots were triggered in part by 

misinformation in the aftermath of the tragedy, they evolved into a 

broader expression of systemic tensions that extended far beyond 

the events in Southport.

The News Futures Forum recognises that the riots, although 

linked to the attack in Southport, took on a life of their own. They 

surfaced longstanding and unresolved issues including cultural 

clashes between host and migrant communities,similar to tensions 

seen elsewhere in Europe, the United States, and South Africa - as 

well as widening economic inequality exacerbated by the 2008/9 

financial crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. These intersecting 

factors merit further investigation.

These developments speak directly to two “critical uncertainties” 

identified by the News Futures 2035 research project (Nel & 

Rymajdo, 2024), which will shape the future supply of trustworthy, 

public-interest news in the UK and beyond:

•	 The body of policies and regulations that may constrain or 

enable this supply; and

•	 The relevance of public interest news to audiences and wider 

society, alongside news producers’ mission, business models, 

and the aspirations of their staff.

In response to concerns raised by regional editors that the trial of 

Axel Rudakubana (the teenager charged with the Southport killings) 

might trigger further unrest, the News Futures Forum convened a 

Chatham House Rule workshop at Liverpool John Moores University 

on 17 January 2025. Participants included editors, media regulators, 

civic activists, and academic researchers.

The workshop had two primary aims:

1. Enhance Common Understanding and Collaboration:

•	 Foster shared understanding among media, social media 

platforms, and institutions;

•	 Improve collaboration in crisis response and communication; and

•	 Promote transparency in media reporting, platform dynamics, 

and institutional responses.
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2. Develop Practical Tools:

•	 Co-design tools and frameworks for better communication 

during crises; and

•	 Address systemic failures in information handling during 

emergencies.

This report summarises the discussions and action points 

identified. At the end of each session, participants responded to 

targeted questions via an online Vevox survey. The report includes 

a synthesis of these responses, an evaluation of the workshop 

(Appendix 2), and full transcripts of participant input (Appendix 3).

I  5



Session 1: Understanding the Issues

Summary of Presentations and Discussion

The Southport killings and the subsequent social unrest exposed 

fault lines in the UK’s societies and institutions. The workshop 

participants needed to take a critical look at what happened 

and how we respond, both during and immediately after Axel 

Rudakubana’s trial, as well as in the medium-to-long term regarding 

addressing the systemic challenges highlighted by these events.

With the rapid decline and closure of local media over the past 

decade or so, Southport had “lost a lot of the positive news that 

holds communities together”. A local news site, Stand Up for 

Southport, had tried to fill the vacuum, covering “the positive side 

of what’s going on” to “make a positive change”.

On the evening after the killings, as community members attended 

a spontaneous vigil at Southport town hall, news began to filter 

through of riots at the town’s mosque a few miles away. “We 

thought that far-right had come from out of town, but then we 

realised that some of the people arrested and charged were from 

Southport… There was a vacuum of information...” Stand Up for 

Southport had to shut down the comments section on its site 

because of the abuse being posted.

Since the killings, the community has come together to heal 

and rebuild. “It was such a random attack… It’s a small town, and 

everyone has been affected in different ways… We don’t want 

Southport to become a centre for the far-right during the trial.”
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Summary of Online Survey Responses

Q. What are your questions / observations based on what you’re 

hearing?

The participants’ responses were a mix of questions, reflections and 

calls to action.

The questions ranged from heartfelt, personal responses to the 

horror of the Southport killings (“What causes people to react in 

violent ways?”) to questions about how to:

•	 Counter disinformation and give greater prominence to / build 

the resilience of “responsible media”?

•	 Support media like Stand Up for Southport and the people of 

Southport?

The subsequent sessions addressed many of the practical questions 

in more detail.

Similarly, the participants’ reflections ranged from the personal 

(“Since I’m a father I can’t hear violence happening towards children 

without being outraged myself”), to reflections on the session’s 

presentations (“Fantastic points about how the Southport riots 

and the UK riots were so predictable”), to initial thoughts about 

issues that were also addressed in subsequent sessions (“The 

problem of misinformation is a multi-layered problem that lies at the 

intersection of various issues including distrust in institutions, the 

power of internet corporations, and socio-economic inequalities”).

The calls to action clustered around collective responses to issues 

highlighted by the Southport killings and subsequent unrest (“It 

is the joint action that is so important to reach communities. We 

need to be ready very quickly”) and turning these challenges into 

opportunities (“Being positive and refusing to accept the negative 

narrative by taking action is really effective. Most people are good 

and kind - but we all need to show that to each other”).
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Session 2: Press-Police Relations

Summary of Presentations and Discussion

The relationship between the press and the police has deteriorated 

since the phone hacking scandal and the subsequent Leveson 

Inquiry because of a breakdown in trust between the two 

institutions. There are also strict limitations to what journalists 

can and cannot report during criminal investigations and trials to 

avoid jeopardising the justice process. Still, these restrictions are 

not followed on social media. “Disinformation fills the void” and 

the news media “struggle to fill the void with trusted information”. 

“We have to go where our readers are. It is challenging, but we 

have to be there (on social media) to counteract misinformation. 

It’s a difficult concept to sell; that people are reading our content 

on an unreliable platform. We need to get tech giants into that 

conversation.”

In the immediate aftermath of the Southport killings, news media 

received phone calls and threats when trying to provide context to 

what was happening. “We felt powerless. We wanted to shut down 

false information, but we couldn’t.”

There had been a similar communication breakdown the year before 

during the police investigation into the disappearance of Nicola 

Bulley. A subsequent inquiry found that the police did not have any 

off-the-record briefings that could have prevented or pre-empted 

the spread of misinformation.

 “To me journalism is about revealing what is happening,” a 

workshop participant said. “But increasingly it’s also about saying 

what is not happening.” i.e. countering mis and disinformation. This 

“new type of journalism” was expensive and involved huge effort 

from news media with fewer and fewer resources at their disposal.

There are efforts at a national level to repair the relationship 

between the press and the police. Meanwhile, the Transparency and 

Open Justice Board is taking steps to promote greater transparency 

in the justice system.
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Summary of Online Survey Responses

Q. What are your questions / observations based on what you’re 

hearing?

Participants recognised the need to repair the breakdown in the 

relationships between the press and the police: “The press is one of 

the best crime-fighting tools the police have; police information is 

our best guardian against disinformation. The big losers in this are 

our local communities.”

Questions and comments in the survey completed following the 

presentations and discussions addressed both factors contributing 

to the relationship breakdown and possible solutions.

Contributing Factors

•	 “I am not sure what followed the Southport murders highlighted 

a problem. The drivers were elsewhere”.

•	 “Does the police putting out releases about sentencings etc help 

or hinder independent court reporting? I’ve heard freelancers 

say it undercuts them…?”

•	 “Is the reluctance of the police to give off-the-record info to 

journalists related to that info leaking/being shared on online 

platforms?”

•	 “It was fascinating to hear about a journalistic perspective 

about how quickly the narrative grew where there was a void 

in information and thus how vital it is for relationships between 

police- media are vital to avoid a growth in a narrative being 

hijacked for an alternative agenda…”

•	 “(It) feels like there is an absence of guidance and resourcing in 

terms of reporting on issues of local and national security. That 

is something we could practically address.”

Solutions

•	 “How to know when to switch from investigation to cooperation 

with the police and authorities for the public good without 

creating confusion in people’s mind, in particular when they are 

already subjected to disinformation?”

•	 “How important was it for the press following the riots to 

not only open up more dialogue with the police but consider 

reporting on what caused the riots and how racism has been 

used as a scapegoat driving violence? In a sense, providing a 

counter narrative that  could start to challenge the underlying 

reasons for the riots.”
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•	 “How do we (media) work closely and build relations with police 

effectively yet remain independent?”

•	 “Interesting point about who are we trying to reach with quality 

info - i.e. not organised far right groups but “ordinary” people.”

•	 “…the issue is on live, breaking stories where police liaising with 

legitimate journalism is crucial. How to make that happen quickly 

and locally rather than wait for national committees?”

•	 “Misinformation perhaps needs to be criminalised if we are to 

expect clearer actions - although that raises questions around 

whether we can identify intent (behind the production of 

misinformation) easily enough.”

•	 “…Reliable sources being/trusted media being vital in the fight 

against disinformation.”

•	 “How do we (media) work closely and build relations with police 

effectively yet remain independent?”

•	 “(Repairing the relationship) is best done with interventions that 

are useful to the police. IPSO trains police family liaison officers 

on media responses to incidents - including the system of 

privacy notices. Perhaps other useful and targeted interventions 

should be developed that become part of the way we work 

together.”

•	 “An understanding of the importance of ensuring the media can 

supply trusted information.”
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Session 3: Reporting Guidelines

Summary of Presentations and Discussion

Press standards do not have a legal basis: only broadcasters are 

regulated by law, and press regulation is entirely voluntary. This has 

resulted in a fragmented regulatory landscape, although there are 

many similarities between the various codes of ethics and practices 

that regulate news coverage and other media content. However, 

there is little guidance on covering national emergencies such as 

riots.

The public tends to build a trusted relationship with information 

sources that resonate with them, and it is challenging to 

differentiate factual sources from non-factual ones. This is why 

people have retreated into online spaces. The groundswell of 

misinformation around Southport came in unregulated spaces.

Forum participants argued that the UK’s current regulation of 

social media platforms is limited. The Online Safety Act deals with 

overt hate speech as well as misinformation and disinformation 

that amount to a criminal offence. Regulations derived from the 

Act, which are the responsibility of the communications regulator 

Ofcom, require information providers to have systems and 

processes in place to remove offending content swiftly. Some 

providers have additional responsibilities to apply their own terms 

of service consistently.

But Forum participants felt that a lot of harmful information slips 

through the net and, in these instances, the news media’s self-

regulatory mechanisms are the only tools available to help the 

public distinguish fact from fiction. A lot of media “sit on their 

laurels and don’t emphasise this point of distinction”. Rebuilding 

trust in news media requires a broad campaign around professional 

ethics and why people should choose this.

Forum participants also felt that mainstream media coverage could 

reflect racist and other harmful narratives that mask underlying 

economic inequalities in society, not least the economic power 

wielded by owners of both mainstream media and technology 

platforms. Journalists also lack the vocabulary to report on and 

discuss race constructively.
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Participants were concerned that the coverage of Axel 

Rudakubana’s trial could feed into the anti-immigrant sentiment 

that fuelled the riots that followed his attack in Southport. Leading 

race equality organisations have examined the role of the media 

in the riots, along with other systemic issues, to see how racist 

narratives could be challenged. These organisations favour a public 

health approach to racist violence. “How do we have conversations 

with all communities without finger-pointing? At the moment, 

the conversation is only with some communities. The government 

has concluded that a criminal justice approach (to hate speech) 

works, but that doesn’t address underlying issues of extreme wealth 

inequalities.”
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Summary of Online Survey Responses

Q. What are your questions/observations based on what you’re 

hearing?

Several participants picked up on the link between mis and 

disinformation and systemic racism and huge inequalities in wealth 

and opportunities that were raised during the session.  

•	 “Regulation and standards are all valuable, but unless we address 

systemic issues, such as racism, we will still see some issues 

prioritised over others.”

•	 “How do we close the gap between platforms’ business interest 

to maximise profitability and public interest to live together?”

Others addressed the importance of news media to “showcase 

their ethics and the importance of regulation and accountability” 

to differentiate themselves from mis- and disinformation in 

unregulated online space.

•	 “We have the guidelines in place largely. But it’s about creating 

an environment where people recognise good journalism. People 

need to be able to access it. That will then be the fastest way to 

tackle mis/disinformation.”

Participants also identified the need to build a consensus among 

media stakeholders about how online platforms should be regulated.

•	 “Given Australia etc. are too small to bargain with Meta, and 

seeing what’s happening in US, is now the time for the UK to 

pick a lane and side with EU on platform regulation and is this 

something that media industry should coalesce around lobbying 

for…?”

•	 “It’s crazy. There are strict regulations and guidelines for ethical 

media and no responsibility for many sources on social media. 

It’s unbalanced.
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Session 4: News literacy for parents, 
schools and the wider community

Summary of Presentations and Discussion

Critical literacy can be introduced across the curriculum to enable 

children from a very young age to think about different points of 

view. There was a need for resources that are easily accessible for 

schools to use.

This is not just about reading the news and where you get the 

news from but also about imparting skills that underpin everything 

children do in the classroom. It involves asking children and young 

people what they want to know, what worries them. Education 

works best if there is something that encourages children to 

understand – for example, to write their own news articles.

General guidelines on how journalism works are generally missing 

from school. Teachers often lack confidence in teaching media 

literacy, a fast-changing subject. They need support and training if 

this is to be more fully embedded in the curriculum. There was an 

opportunity for the news industry to provide a coherent response 

to the government’s review of the education curriculum in England, 

chaired by Professor Becky Francis, by ensuring that this addresses 

the need for critical thinking in the curriculum.

Since 2016 there has been a marked dip in trust in news media. 

Precisely the things that journalists do, such as editing news stories, 

are making people mistrust news. The news industry struggles to 

explain what it does. Instead, young people prefer the authenticity 

and reliability of eyewitness content on social media.

There clearly is an important role for news literacy and there is a 

role of news media within that. A mapping of news literacy projects 

working with UK schools found that 35 percent involved journalists 

in some way. Participants really value the authenticity of journalists’ 

involvement, but these interventions can be associated with a 

particular media brand.

It is also important for students to have a forum to discuss things 

they are worried about; things that are prompted by media 

coverage of events such as the Southport killings and now the trial. 

A lot of teachers are unsure about facilitating these discussions. 
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They also face constraints within the curriculum. They need 

frameworks and templates to help them. If educators and parents 

do not provide a forum to discuss issues of concern, there will be 

a void and students may get the ‘wrong end of the stick’.

Parents and teachers need support to have those conversations 

with children. Those resources exist and it is a case of making 

sure they are widely available. Journalists can also play a role in 

their reporting by directing readers to available resources.
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Summary of Online Survey Responses

Q. What are your questions/observations based on what you’re 

hearing?

Participants’ responses addressed both immediate and longer term 

priorities for news literacy and its approach.

Focussing on the upcoming trial of Axel Rudakubana, one 

participant felt it was a good idea to provide educators with 

“bespoke guidance for this trial drawing on existing resources”.

Another participant zoomed in on the head teachers at three 

primary schools in Southport where Rudakubana’s victims went to 

school.

•	 “I feel a sense of urgency, firstly the most immediate is to 

support those three primary heads. Then to get a resource out to 

as many schools as possible to signpost the amazing resources 

that exist. Long term we need a clearer skills progression of what 

news literacy is all about and protected time on the curriculum.”

In the longer term, existing news literacy resources should also be 

“pushed towards potential audiences”.

•	 “Consult with the community (including children) - what do 

they want and need? Provide support for conversations about 

difficult topics; provide explainers and clarity about what is 

happening in places people already trust - how do they know 

where to find this - must be where they already are.”

•	 “Allowing space for discussion forums within schools is vital, 

especially with difficult conversations as in the Southport case. 

There may be a fear from teachers around how to approach this.”

While news literacy “is not a magic bullet”, “it plays a key role in the 

fight against misinformation”. 

“Given the issues we face in terms of regulating online platforms, 

promoting news and media literacy becomes even more urgent.”
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Session 5: Fact Checking and the Role of 
the Platforms

Summary of Presentations and Discussion

Fact-checking is basically what journalists do. But that is often 

easier said than done, particularly if your source is not as factual as 

they should be. You always need two points of contact when you’re 

climbing, and the same applies to reporting. Going forward, how 

do we find a way of ensuring we retain accuracy when the public is 

asking questions and proffering opinions and there’s a lot of noise? 

How do we keep ourselves regulated reliably?

The dream would be to tackle the technology corporations’ power 

and accountability, but that will not happen very soon. Instead, 

news literacy empowers children, educators and parents to assess 

information for themselves critically.

Journalists are also beginning to push back against disinformation 

by pre-bunking, correcting and calling out misinformation online 

– reporting what is not happening and what is. For example, the 

Forum heard that Manchester Evening News ran a live blog that 

corrected and clarified online rumours circulating during the riots 

in August 2024, while the Liverpool Echo’s news desk fielded calls 

from members of the public, which staff then sought to verify. The 

National World news group has initiated a fact-checking campaign 

– ‘Reality Check’ – for all its titles.

During Ghana’s elections in December 2024, a coalition of 

journalists, fact-checkers and civic groups ran a “situation desk” 

to spot and challenge potentially harmful misinformation during 

the vote count. The BBC set up its Verify initiative to check 

information and video content before it appears on its news 

platforms. Meanwhile, fact-checkers are developing tools to identify 

potentially harmful misinformation, which could make countering 

misinformation more focused.

Journalists could learn from online influencers about how to make 

journalism more appealing. However, participants recognised 

that product placement and endorsements were the way many 

influencers made money, and this contradicted journalists’ need to 

be independent.
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Summary of Online Survey Responses

Q. What are your questions/observations based on what you’re 

hearing?

While recognising the importance and value of fact-checking and 

other approaches outlined during the session, participants felt 

these were only part of the solution.

Fact-checking required a lot of resources. One participant 

questioned the quality of fact-checking given the media’s 

sometimes inaccurate coverage of events such as the Gaza 

conflict “where facts are repeatedly disputed”.

•	 “Fact-checking is a never-ending job! With incidents such 

as the Southport tragedy, you need a relentless 24-hour 

resource.”

•	 “Who should be paying for the social value AND the business 

value linked to fact-checking?”

Some participants drew parallels between fact-checking and 

news literacy. 

•	 “Most people don’t know that journalists have legal training, 

or understand the process of fact checking that all journalists 

(should) use.”

Only so much fact-checking could be achieved and more needed 

to be done to understand the appeal of mis- and disinformation 

and to enable people to question and challenge it.

•	 “On the one hand, I think that fact-checking is important and 

essential to countering the disinformation (which we know 

played a role in the riots), however, on the other hand, I think 

more needs to be done to think about why the misinformation 

is appealing in the first place - the narratives in particular. 

Then from there more needs to be done with the communities 

to counter and challenge this view.”

•	 “Considering a risk assessment approach like the one used 

during the elections in Ghana to address dis- information in 

the Southport case was an interesting insight.
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Solutions

Forum participants identified the following responses to 

the opportunities and challenges outlined above. These 

recommendations speak to the critical uncertainties highlighted 

by the News Futures 2035 study (Nel and Rymajdo 2024), which 

determine the ongoing supply of trustworthy, public-interest news 

in the UK and beyond: policy and regulation and the relevance of 

public-interest news.

Policy and Regulation

Press-Police Relations

Efforts are already underway to repair the break-down in 

communication between the press and the police (Society of 

Editors, 2024)

•	 Recommendation: All stakeholders with an interest in improving 

the flow of information between the police and the public 

connect with the national discussions on repairing police-press 

relations.

News Literacy in Schools 

The current Francis review of the school curriculum provides an 

opportunity to strengthen critical thinking and media literacy within 

schools, and thereby build the resilience of communities and to 

mitigate the impact of misinformation.

•	 Recommendation: Media bodies and media literacy organisations 

monitor the Francis review and provide a co-ordinated response 

if this does not adequately address critical thinking and media 

literacy.

Platform Regulation

The regulation of social media platforms can and should be 

strengthened to protect free expression while preventing harmful 

speech that evades current regulations under the Online Safety Act. 

•	 Recommendations: Forum participants identified the following 

opportunities for a more concerted effort by all stakeholders to 

make this happen:   

•	 Fact-checkers, civil society organisations and researchers build 

up repositories of evidence of systemic harm caused by “legal 

but harmful” speech on social media platforms that could be 

presented to Ofcom, which can only regulate for systemic harm 

caused by such speech.
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•	 An alliance of media, media representative bodies, and civil 

society organisations advocates for regulating bots to clarify 

online information sources. These regulations could be similar to 

those that compel banks to identify clients.

•	 News Futures Forum convenes a Chatham House Rule 

discussion involving media, media bodies, regulators, 

researchers and civic groups to identify a joint position on how 

the tech platforms should be regulated in the UK, as a first step 

towards a joint campaign.
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�News Literacy

Steps can already be taken to enhance media literacy in 

communities while the requisite policies are implemented.

Recommendation: 

•	 Media, media regulators and news literacy organisations direct 

teachers to existing resources that could help children, young 

people and adults discuss issues thrown up by events such as 

the Southport murders and subsequent riots.

Emphasising Journalism’s Point of Distinction

Media can do more to regain the public’s trust by distinguishing 

public interest news from other forms of information; 

demonstrating journalism’s public service and making the public 

more aware about how media strive to make their coverage 

accurate and fair.

Recommendations:

•	 Journalists covering criminal trials direct people affected by the 

coverage to relevant support services in their communities.

•	 Media bodies and regulators launch a joint campaign to explain 

how journalism is regulated.

•	 Media regulators identify ways to work with those who support 

the public during crises and criminal investigations.

•	 Media bodies and regulators advocate for large online platforms 

to protect, promote and contextualise reliable news sources 

towards the final users of their services. Reliable news sources 

should adhere to a co-regulatory or self-regulatory mechanism 

governing editorial standards that are widely recognised by and 

accepted in the relevant media sector. Ofcom’s ongoing Public 

Service Media Review is one opportunity for addressing this 

(Ofcom 2024).

2	 Public-interest news is defined as news and other information from identifiable producers 
and distributors committed to high ethical standards and best practices in journalism, who can be 
held to account by the public. This content must be accessible to the public, who should be able to 
understand it, and assess for themselves its benefits.

(Source: News Futures 2035 Final Report, Nel & Rymajdo, 2024).

The Relevance of Public Interest News2
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Challenging Harmful Narratives

The Southport murders and subsequent riots provide all 

stakeholders with an opportunity to better understand and, if 

necessary, address harmful ways in which media can frame news 

coverage.

Recommendation: 

•	 The Race Equality Foundation (REF), Sir Lenny Henry Centre for 

Media Diversity and News Futures Forum convene a Chatham 

House Rule discussion of REF’s findings on the media’s role in 

perpetuating harmful narratives.

•	 Editors listen to and be guided in their editorial decisions by 

journalists from communities featured in news coverage.

Countering Misinformation on Social Media

Stakeholders can proactively counter disinformation in ways that 

demonstrate the value of public interest news.

Recommendations:  

•	 Regulators, media bodies and media literacy organisations 

produce and distribute an explainer / guideline on how 

media, teacher and civic groups can pre-bunk misinformation 

(see, for example, First Draft’s resource on how to pre-bunk 

misinformation and those produced by Google / Cambridge 

University / Jigsaw / BBC Media Action).

•	 Taking inspiration from initiatives highlighted during the Forum 

(see section on Social Media Amplification), media outlets 

and fact-checkers work together to identify and challenge 

misinformation during key events such as elections, criminal 

investigations, trials or crises.

I  22

https://commonslibrary.org/a-guide-to-prebunking-a-promising-way-to-inoculate-against-misinformation/
https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/how-to-prebunk/
https://prebunking.withgoogle.com/how-to-prebunk/


The News Futures Forum: Lessons from 
Southport Working Group: Origins, Process, 
and Participation

The Lessons from Southport working group was convened in 

late 2024 by Dr François Nel, a Reader in Media Innovation 

at the University of Central Lancashire and a member of the 

Transparency and Open Justice Board advisory committee. The 

initiative was grounded in the News Futures 2035 foresight study’s 

recommendation to establish a Forum - a participatory structure for 

surfacing and responding to systemic challenges facing journalism, 

justice, and democratic life in the UK.

Following a period of escalating community tensions, 

misinformation, and erosion of trust in institutions, especially 

around the handling and coverage of a series of incidents in the 

town. The forthcoming trial of Axel Radukubana, scheduled for 

Monday, 20 January 2025, became a focal point for public concern 

and institutional attention.

How the Working Group was Convened

The process of forming the working group was deliberate, inclusive, 

and grounded in dialogue:

Testing the concept

Dr Nel first explored the idea of a Lessons from Southport forum 

with a small number of regional news editors. Their positive 

response affirmed the value of a collaborative enquiry into the role 

of the media in public life and conflict.

Drafting the position paper3

A position paper was drafted to articulate the rationale, aims, and 

proposed structure of the working group. This was circulated to 

past participants in the News Futures 2035 process and related 

initiatives.

3	 Nel, F. (2024) News Futures Forum Position Paper: The imperative for a multi-
stakeholder Chatham House Rule discussion on the nationwide unrest sparked by the 
Southport tragedies. Unpublished. Available at: https://docs.google.com/document/d/1X53_
xj7496brgyGVpVZS43YL9Sx5Z9bF5wYEX814Eqw/edit  (Accessed: 25 March 2025).
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Establishing a Steering Group

A steering group was formed to shape the direction and focus of 

the inquiry. It included two editors, two academics and one civil 

society representative.

This group identified four central questions to guide the enquiry. 

These were circulated to a broader group for comment and then 

finalised to form the agenda for the working group’s main session.

Participant Recruitment via Snowball Method

Using a snowball sampling approach, initial invitees were asked 

to suggest additional participants who could bring relevant 

perspectives or lived experience. This resulted in a diverse, 

multidisciplinary group drawn from journalism, civil society, 

academia, law enforcement, and public service.

Meeting in Advance of the Trial

Once the date for the Radukubana trial was announced, the 

steering group agreed that the working group should meet as a 

matter of urgency, ahead of proceedings. A full-day session was 

convened on Friday, 17 January 2025, hosted by Liverpool John 

Moores University. Unexpectedly, the defendant pleaded guilty 

to all charges on the scheduled trial date, and the anticipated 

courtroom proceedings did not occur - further highlighting the 

need for reflective, forward-looking dialogue on the role of media 

and institutions in times of public pressure.

Funding Support

The initiative was supported by funding from a Quality-Related 

(QR) Research Grant awarded by the University of Central 

Lancashire, enabling independent coordination and documentation 

of the process.

Who was Involved

The working group comprised participants from across sectors, 

convened under the Chatham House Rule to ensure honest, open 

discussion. The group included:

•	 Journalists and editors, including current and former staff from 

the Southport Visiter and other regional outlets.

•	 Community leaders and civil society representatives, including 

residents who had witnessed or been directly affected by the 

events in question.
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•	 Academic researchers and facilitators from the University of 

Central Lancashire and Liverpool John Moores University.

While public officials and civil servants, as well as police and justice 

stakeholders, were consulted during the lead-up to the workshop, 

they did not participate in the session on the day. Their insights, 

however, informed the framing of the enquiry and the identification 

of key questions.

Although no elected politicians were involved in this initial phase, 

their engagement is encouraged in future iterations. Invitations and 

briefings were shared with the Member of Parliament for the Ribble 

Valley, officials from the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and 

Sport, the Minister for Media, and departments including DCMS, 

DSIT, and the Department for Education.

The group also extended invitations to national organisations 

representing the media sector: News Media Association (NMA), 

Society of Editors, Public Interest News Foundation (PINF), 

Independent Community News Network (ICNN), and to key 

regulators: Ofcom, IPSO, and IMPRESS.

Outcomes and Implications

The Lessons from Southport working group (Stage 1) led to two key 

conclusions:

1.	 It reinforced the urgent need to operationalise the Forum model 

recommended in the News Futures 2035 final report. This model 

envisions an ongoing, structured space for cross-sector dialogue 

on issues of public trust, media accountability, and information 

resilience.

2.	 It highlighted the importance of creating a multi-stakeholder 

Information Crises Committee, as proposed in the MOBRA 

recommendation (Media and Open Justice Bridging 

Recommendation for Action). Such a committee would provide 

a coordinated, rapid-response mechanism when information 

failures contribute to community harm or institutional stress.
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These insights were underpinned in a submission to a consultation 

on the Terms of References of the Transparency and Open Justice 

Board4 and will complement the forthcoming government inquiry 

into the Southport tragedy, which was announced by the Prime 

Minister, though its terms of reference have not yet been made 

public. Together, they contribute to the national conversation on 

open justice, media accountability, and community resilience.

In summary, the Southport working group served as a timely and 

grounded prototype for both the News Futures FORUM and the 

MOBRA recommendation, demonstrating how a community-led, 

research-informed and policy-connected process can help repair 

the fractures in our public information system. 

Note on Funding

This initiative was supported by a Quality-Related (QR) Research 

Grant from the University of Central Lancashire. QR funding is 

provided by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) through Research 

England, based on the quality of research submitted to the 

Research Excellence Framework (REF). It allows universities to 

invest flexibly in research that supports their strategic priorities, 

including projects with civic impact and cross-sector collaboration.

Correspondence to:

Dr François Nel, News Futures Forum Co-Convenor FPNel@uclan. 

ac.uk

David Lush, Research Associate DJWLush@uclan.ac.uk 

4	  Response to the Consultation on 
the Transparency and Open Justice Board’s 
Proposed Key Objectives - CLOK - Central 
Lancashire Online Knowledge
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Appendix 1: Workshop Programme

News Futures FORUM: Lessons from Southport Workshop

Date: Friday, 17 January 2025

Venue: Redmonds Building, Liverpool John Moores University, 

Brownlow Hill, Liverpool L3 5UG

Time: 12:00 PM – 5:30 PM

This initiative builds on the recommendations of the News Futures 

2035 project, which called for structured dialogue to secure a 

sustainable supply of trustworthy public interest news in the UK.

Focus:

•	 The forthcoming trial of Axel Rudakubana (charged with the 

murder of three children in Southport on July 29 2024)

•	 Lessons learned from the subsequent nationwide social unrest

Forum Aims:

1. Enhance Common Understanding and Collaboration:

•	 Foster common understanding among media, social media 

platforms, and institutions.

•	 Improve collaboration in crisis response and communication.

•	 Promote transparency in media reporting, social media 

dynamics, and institutional actions.

2. Develop Practical Tools:

•	 Create practical tools for improved crisis response and 

communication.

•	 Address systemic failures in crisis reporting and communication.

The Forum will be conducted under the Chatham House Rule to 

encourage open and honest dialogue. The session will be recorded 

to ensure the accuracy of the final report. All participants will have 

the opportunity to be credited for their contributions to the final 

report, which will be shared for feedback before publication.

Preparation:

To help orientate you ahead of the Forum, please try to find time to 

read our Position Paper, where you’ll also find links to the following:
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•	 This profound article by Jonathan Haidt touches on so many of 

the issues at stake.

•	 The News Futures 2035 definition of public interest news.

•	 These articles from the Manchester Evening News (MEN) 

examine the disinformation, racism, populism, anger and 

frustration behind August’s unrest and the impact on 

communities in the North-West of the country and how the MEN 

sought to counter disinformation on social media at the time. 

Agenda for the Forum:

12:00 PM – 1:00 PM

Registration and lunch

1:00 PM – 1:20 PM

Welcome and setting the scene

1:20 PM – 2:45 PM

Understanding the issues: Lightning Conversations (15 minutes 

each, including transitions)

Purpose: Understanding the context and priorities for collaboration, 

and transparency in media reporting, social media dynamics, 

and institutional responses during and immediately after Axel 

Rudakubana’s trial, particularly in Southport and the North-West. 

This is with a view to identifying more systemic issues that need to 

be addressed in the longer term.

•	 Press-police relations

•	 Reporting guidelines

•	 News literacy for parents, schools, and the wider community

•	 Fact-checking and the role of platforms

2:45 PM – 3:00 PM

Comfort break

3:00 PM – 4:15 PM

Group work: Lessons to be learned and actions to take

Participants will break into four groups, each focusing on one of the 

following topics:

•	 Press-police relations

•	 Reporting guidelines

•	 News literacy initiatives

•	 Tackling misinformation and platform accountability
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Each group will explore:

•	 What immediate actions are needed during and immediately 

after the trial of Axel Rudakubana?

•	 What systemic issues need to be addressed post-trial?

4:15 PM – 4:30 PM

Comfort break

4:30 PM – 5:30 PM

Feedback and plenary discussion: Each group will have 15 minutes 

to present key findings and action items.

6:00 PM

Drinks networking

7:00 PM

Evening meal

Support for the Event:

The workshop will be led by Dr François Nel, Principal Researcher 

and Associate Professor at the Media Innovation Studio, University 

of Central Lancashire, with support from David Lush, a PhD 

researcher associated with the Media Innovation Studio.

Filming and photography: Megan Rogers-Jones, Stephen Hornby, 

Department of Journalism, Liverpool John Moores University.

For more details about our work, visit the Media Innovation Studio 

or email JILeaders@uclan.ac.uk. 
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Appendix 2: Workshop Participants

The News Futures Forum is an initiative born from the News Futures 

2035 foresight study that involved more than 300 participants 

from across the news producers and distributors, civil society, civil, 

policy and regulatory actors. It is a project of the Media Innovation 

Studio at the University of Central Lancashire and was initially 

supported by a grant from Google: News Futures 2035 - Media 

Innovation Studio

These proposals have been shaped through a series of 

consultations, beginning with the Chatham House Rule discussions 

held on 17 January 2025 at Liverpool John Moores University, and 

followed by further input from industry, regulators, civil society, and 

academic colleagues.

We thank all participants for generously sharing their expertise in 

helping us to develop them.

Name Position Organisation

Nicola Adam Editor-in-Chief, (North) National World

Andrew Brown Owner and Editor Standup for Southport

Maria Breslin News Editor Liverpool Echo, Reach PLC

Jabeer Butt Chief Executive Race Equality Foundation

Halima Cooper-Stubbs Policy Assistant Race Equality Foundation

John Davidson Head of Communications
Independent Press Standards 
Organisation (IPSO)

Diane Kemp
Director, Sir Lenny Henry Centre 
for Media Diversity

Birmingham City University

Lexie Kirconnell-Kawana Chief Executive Impress
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Name Position Organisation

David Lush
Director, Shirumbu Consulting / 
PhD Student, Media Innovation 
Studio

University of Central Lancashire

Elli Narewska Head of Primary Education The Guardian Foundation

François Nel
Associate Professor, Media 
Innovation and Enterprise

University of Central Lancashire

Debbie Painter
Curriculum Manager & Media 
Literacy Innovator

Derby College Group

Helen Philpot Managing Editor The Sun

Gianfranco Polizzi
Research Fellow, Department of 
Communications and Media

University of Liverpool

Benjamin Sabbah
Director, Journalism Trust 
Initiative

Reporters Sans Frontiers (RSF)

Candice Satchwell
Professor of Literacies and 
Education

University of Central Lancashire

Jo Tregenza
Associate Professor, Primary 
Education

University of Sussex

Frances Yeoman Head of Journalism Liverpool John Moores University

Megan Rogers-Jones Department of Journalism Liverpool John Moores University

Stephen Hornby Department of Journalism Liverpool John Moores University
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Appendix 3: Workshop Evaluation

Here are workshop participants’ expectations at the start of the 

workshop, a summary of their evaluation of the workshop at the end 

and short post-workshop interviews with six of the participants.

Expectations at the Start of the Workshop

What would you like this Forum to achieve?

•	 An opportunity to identify how we have challenging 

conversations without it being seen as an attack on my way of 

life

•	 I would like to learn skills and gain experience that can help 

support our local community in Southport as the trial and its 

aftermath takes place.

•	 I am keen to build my own understanding of the issues, meet 

people involved in the subject and then I hope to have a clear 

plan to help me develop materials and a progression for teachers 

and schools.

•	 Define 2 or 3 very practical actions to be taken to avoid this kind 

of event happening again.

•	 Practical ideas for collaboration around news literacy/ public 

engagement with news.

•	 A clearer understanding of the issues and a framework for 

exploring potential solutions.

•	 Specific proposals for ways of tackling SM disinformation during 

civil unrest.

•	 Ideally, I’d like the forum to serve as a catalyst for practical and 

policy changes in the fight against misinformation - that is, not 

just through fostering conversations and collaborations but also 

through more directly informing the work of policymakers and 

practitioners on the ground.

•	 Joint statement on recommendations. Platform to surface 

guidance, resources and support. New connections and 

opportunities for collaboration.
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Evaluation at the End of the Workshop

To what extent has participation in this Forum:

Poll Type Rating Scale

Poll# 9

Participants: 12

Polled: 17 Jan 2025 17:16:41 GMT

Item:
Response
average

Response
median

Response
mode

Deepened your 
understanding 
of the issues 
discussed 
today?

4.42 4.00 4.00

Enhanced 
collaboration to 
build solutions 
for the issues 
discussed 
today?

4.42 5.00 5.00
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Please share your views on the importance of the News Futures 
Forum process

Poll Type Rating Scale

Poll# 10

Participants: 13

Polled: 17 Jan 2025 17:18:23 GMT

Item:
Response 
average

Response 
median

Response mode

Do you think the 
News Futures 
Forum process 
of multi-
stakeholder 
Chatham House 
Rule discussions 
is an important 
initiative to 
continue in the 
future?

4.46 5.00 5.00

One word that describes the Forum for you

Poll Type Word Cloud

Poll# 11

Participants: 0

Polled: 17 Jan 2025 17:25:02 GMT
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Interviews with Participants

Students Megan Rogers-Jones and Stephen Hornby conducted 

short interviews with six of the participants after the workshop.

Frances Yeoman, Head of Journalism,
Liverpool John Moores University

Deb Painter, Teacher and Curriculum
Manager, Derby College

Jabeer Butt, Chief Executive,
Race Equality Foundation

Lexie Kirkconnell-Kawana, Executive Director,
Impress

Benjamin Sabbah, Director, Journalism
Trust Initiative, Reporters Without Borders.

Maria Breslin, Editor, Liverpool Echo
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Appendix 4: Full Online Survey Responses 
at the End of Each Session

Here are transcripts of the participants’ responses to the online 

survey at the end of each of the workshop sessions.

Session 1 - Setting the Scene: What are your questions / 

observations based on what you’re hearing?

•	 How can we respond quickly to counter misinformation and 

disinformation when we are being told information is being 

hidden by authorities?

•	 What causes people to react in violent ways?

•	 It is the joint action that is so important to reach communities. 

We need to be ready very quickly.

•	 Since I’m a father I can’t hear violence happening towards 

children without being outraged myself.  So how to prevent 

social networks and violent groups to use my own anger towards 

the society at large.

•	 Is there a way that a journalism department with our people and 

kit resources can help Stand up for Southport and initiatives like 

it? And what would people like to say to eg DSIT/Ofcom on this?

•	 Has the government done work with the community in 

Southport following the riots and what kind of voluntary/civil 

society is present in Southport that can play a role in fostering 

the support and resilience needed?

•	 Fantastic to hear of the work that Stand up for Southport is 

doing and the importance of positive and community focused 

news and information. How can we ensure actions are not only 

risk based, but positive/opportunity focused?

•	 How do we reach the 10K followers of the ‘cowboy’ news outlet 

(and others like it)? Is it possible to change the minds of those 

just seeking a confirmation of their bigotry?

•	 The problem of misinformation is a multi-layered problem that 

lies at the intersection of various issues including distrust in 

institutions, the power of internet corporations, and socio-

economic inequalities.

•	 How important it is to facilitate opportunities for discussions 

to challenge mis and dis information, signpost reliable sources 

of information and allow young people (teacher hat - so is my 

focus) to understand the impact of uncritical news consumption 

on people’s everyday lives.

•	 Actions that have been taken against rogue pages, channels and 

forums. How to signpost responsible media? How to deal with 
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information vacuums / holding information etc? How to resource 

responsible media for resilience?

•	 The priority has to be establishing trusted source as we cannot 

possibly impact every external source - or control social. But 

how can media differentiate themselves further?

•	 Being positive and refusing to accept the negative narrative 

by taking action is really effective. Most people are good and 

kind - but we all need to show that to each other. That could be 

rebuilding a destroyed wall or setting up a community news site. 

Also news and information abhor a vacuum. We cannot ignore 

the haters.

•	 Fantastic points about how the Southport riots and the UK 

riots were so predictable. The language used by many people 

on social media and also by some mainstream media is 

inflammatory, dehumanising and dangerous.

•	 Need to prioritise and organise to determine a clear set of 

objectives.

Session 2 - Police-Press Relations: What are your questions/

observations based on what you’re hearing?

•	 Police/press relations can always be better, but I am not sure 

what followed the Southport murders highlighted a problem. The 

drivers were elsewhere.

•	 Communication, relationships and mutual respect is key to so 

many aspects of society. How do we rebuild these things?

•	 How to know when to switch from investigation to cooperation 

with the police and authorities for the public good without 

creating confusion in people’s minds, in particular when they are 

already subjected to disinformation?

•	 Does the police putting out releases about sentencings etc help 

or hinder independent court reporting? I’ve heard freelancers 

say it undercuts them…?

•	 How important was it for the press following the riots to not 

only open up more dialogue with the police but consider 

reporting on what caused the riots and how racism has been 

used as a scapegoat driving violence? In a sense, providing a 

counter narrative that could start to challenge the underlying 

reasons for the riots.

•	 Is the reluctance of the police to give off-the-record info to 

journalists related to that info leaking/being shared on online 

platforms? Interesting point about who are we trying to reach 

with quality info - ie not organised far right groups but “ordinary” 

people.

•	 As discussed the issue is on live, breaking stories where police 

liaising with legitimate journalism is crucial. How to make 
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that happen quickly and locally rather than wait for national 

committees.

•	 They both serve the public but there are real challenges in 

terms of what they can both do to help in the fight against 

misinformation. Misinformation perhaps needs to be criminalised 

if we are to expect clearer actions - although that raises 

questions around whether we can identify intent (behind the 

production of misinformation) easily enough.

•	 It was fascinating to hear about a journalistic perspective 

about how quickly the narrative grew where there was a void 

in information and thus how vital it is for relationships between 

police- media are vital to avoid a growth in a narrative being 

hijacked for an alternative agenda.  Reliable sources being/

trusted media being vital in the fight against dis information.

•	 The retreat in relationships is concerning, glad to hear there are 

initiatives to address it which sound like a mixture of political 

bad faith and under resourcing. However here is a clear example 

of the public interest in repairing. Secondly feels like there is an 

absence of guidance and resourcing in terms of reporting on 

issues of local and national security. That is something we could 

practically address.

•	 How do we (media) work closely and build relations with police 

effectively yet remain independent?

•	 We need to improve them. I think this is best done with 

interventions that are useful to the police. IPSO trains police 

family liaison officers on media responses to incidents - 

including the system of privacy notices. Perhaps other useful 

and targeted interventions should be developed that become 

part of the way we work together.

•	 What can we do to repair the relationship with police and police 

press offices? The press is one of the best crime fighting tools 

the police have; police information is our best guardian against 

disinformation. The big losers in this are our local communities.

•	 An understanding on the importance of ensuring the media can 

supply trusted information.

Session 3 - Reporting Guidelines: What are your questions/

observations based on what you’re hearing?

•	 Regulation and standards are all valuable, but unless we address 

systemic issues, such as racism, we will still see some issues 

prioritised over others.

•	 It’s important to bear in mind the relations between wealth, 

poverty and disadvantage with susceptibility to mis and dis 

information.

•	 In a way, it is a shame we don’t have someone responsible for 
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police training here. It is all so sobering. I think the statement 

about things being too late is key: we need to be educating our 

young alongside their parents.

•	 How to close the gap between platforms’ business interest to 

maximise profitability and public interest to live together?

•	 Given Australia etc. too small to bargain with Meta, and what’s 

happening in US, is now the time for UK to pick a lane and side 

with EU on platform regulation and is this something that media 

industry should coalesce around lobbying for notwithstanding 

eurosceptic elements in own best interests? Any chance of OSA 

working in isolation?

•	 Transparency of editorial guidelines and how news is made - yes 

so important and is part of media literacy. Concern about lack of 

trust in legacy media in spite of this - press also need to actually 

be reliable - eg of lack of trust in reporting of Gaza/Israel; fallout 

for BBC post Huw Edwards, ITV post Phillip Schofield (not 

something we can solve by Monday).

•	 Again - the link between misinformation and the socio-economic 

capital and power of internet corporations! That’s something not 

even nation states are equipped to challenge - are we paying 

the price of having created “liberal democracies” that promote 

private interests over the public good as well as unfettered 

freedom of speech over trust in and respect for facts and truth?

•	 Interesting discussion on responsibility.  The need for 

trustworthy news organisations brand to showcase their ethics 

and the importance of regulation and accountability. By contrast 

to see how platforms are avoiding responsibility and not being 

held to account whilst deliberately undermining trustworthy 

news sources -  deliberately shifting narrative and undermining 

trust - ‘legacy media’…Concerning to see this power of platforms 

seemingly growing and information reported being unchecked 

emphasising the need for action.

•	 We have the guidelines in place largely. But it’s about creating 

an environment where people recognise good journalism. People 

need to be able to access it. That will then be the fastest way to 

tackle mid/disinformation.

•	 It’s crazy. There are strict regulations and guidelines for ethical 

media and no responsibility for many sources on social media. 

It’s unbalanced.

•	 I would like to further explore ways in which trusted media may 

differentiate itself.

Session 4 - News Literacy: What are your questions/observations 

based on what you’re hearing?

•	 Bespoke guidance for this trial drawing on existing resources is 
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a good idea. In the longer term resources for developing critical 

literacy and news literacy could follow with input from varied 

stakeholders.

•	 I feel a sense of urgency, firstly the most immediate is to 

support those three primary heads. Then to get a resource out to 

as many schools as possible to signpost the amazing resources 

that exist. Long term we need a clearer skills progression of what 

news literacy is all about and protected time on the curriculum.

•	 News literacy content already exists but you need to search for 

it. Except within schools it’s pushed towards potential audiences 

(whereas misinformation is actually pushed). How to push these 

valuable landmarks, insights, resources to the vast amount of 

people who would benefit from it?

•	 Consult with the community (inc children) - what do they want 

and need? Provide support for conversations about difficult 

topics; provide explainers and clarity about what is happening 

in places people already trust- how do they know where to find 

this - must be where they already are.

•	 News literacy can’t be the only solution - it is not a magic bullet 

solution. However, it is indisputable that it plays a key role in 

the fight against misinformation. Given the issues we face in 

terms of regulating online platforms, promoting news and media 

literacy becomes even more urgent.

•	 The importance of a student centric approach.  Allowing space 

for discussion forums within schools is vital, especially with 

difficult conversations as in Southport case. There may be a 

fear from teachers around how to approach this. Coordination 

if already existing resources  (in some kind of exchange that 

teachers can access) but additional information to link to 

Southport directly. Knowing what resources to use to tackle this 

and confident using it.

•	 Agree that audiences are not naive about news, it’s part of 

their day to day (even if they overestimate ability) but we don’t 

provide the public with spaces to talk about news such as 

forums so they are creating their own. Fully endorse centralising 

and signposting resources and their USPs.

•	 How do we provide news literacy in a format that people will 

actually read - should it be less formal, more TikTok?

•	 Lots of resources are available but giving parents and teachers 

resources to equip them when talking to children. Could this be 

as simple as drawing parallels when studying history? But this is 

a subject for lifelong learning which makes it trickier.

•	 That was a brilliant talk. There is so much of what you said that 

can be so helpful to the Southport community.

•	 I think there is an opportunity for media providers to build 

relationships in the education sector to better understand news 
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literacy and how younger people consume news and their user 

needs.

•	 All seems sensible. Also recommend ‘Connect Futures’. I’m on 

their board and they do great work in schools re disinformation/

gangs/extremism of far right.

Session 5 - Fact-Checking and Role of Platforms: What are your 

questions/observations based on what you’re hearing?

•	 When done well this is valuable. But not always clear that this 

is being done well, with Gaza just one example where facts are 

repeatedly disputed.

•	 In the same way that children and young people need to know 

about journalism they need to know about fact-checkers and 

platforms. These things are mysterious for lots of people.

•	 It is quite a context-specific skill, fact-checking. This could be 

routinely built into schools using the climbing three points of 

contact idea.

•	 Who should be paying for the social value AND the business 

value linked to fact-checking? While fact-checking is being 

pushed away from platforms (finance and visibility wise) how to 

expand its reach without enforcing platforms regulation?

•	 On the one hand I think that fact-checking is important and 

essential to countering the disinformation (which we know 

played a role in the riots), however, on the other hand, I think 

more needs to be done to think about why the misinformation 

is appealing in the first place - the narratives in particular. Then 

from there more needs to be done with the communities to 

counter and challenge this view.

•	 Fact-checking in the moment sounds like it has been effective 

- also the trusted individuals rather than large orgs/authorities. 

The importance of local and regional media comes out again 

here. Also news literacy - most people don’t know that 

journalists have legal training, or understand the process of fact 

checking that all journalists (should) use.

•	 The dilemma for media organisation to need the audiences, thus 

platforms whilst the mis- and dis- information or lack of fact-

checking on some of those very platforms.  Also considering 

a risk assessment approach to elections in Ghana and the 

immediate address of dis- information in the Southport case was 

an interesting insight.

•	 Fact-checking as well, post facto has limited behavioural impact, 

needs to be a practice before publication, part of the journalist’s 

tool kit. The biggest issue is subjectivities of audiences, and 

they trust and gravitate towards less reliable sources, if fact-

checks appear against them that entrenched their loyalty. If they 
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trust authenticity, in real time, visual media, should trad media 

adapt to that format and preserve and carry over practises.

•	 Fact-checking is a never ending job! With incidents such as the 

Southport tragedy you need a relentless 24 hour resource.

•	 There really is no fact-checking on a number of platforms and 

I’m not sure how we tackle that.

•	 It can’t just be the news media’s job when these are major 

societal shifts - there needs to be national funding (but not 

ownership) of the pushback. How do we secure it?
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Connecting the Dots: News Literacy, Social 
Cohesion, and the Roots of the Southport 
Response

The Lessons from Southport workshop did not emerge in a 

vacuum. It is part of a wider body of interdisciplinary research 

and engagement at the University of Central Lancashire, where 

scholars are actively investigating the complex relationships 

between media, trust, social cohesion and democracy. This includes 

ongoing projects housed within the Institute for Creativity, Culture 

and Communities (ICCC), which brings together researchers from 

across the university working on challenges that sit at the heart of 

civic life.

One such project is the UK Research and Innovation (UKRi) Quality 

Reseach-funded initiative, ‘News Literacy and Social Cohesion’, 

led by Principal Investigator Professor Candice Satchwell in 

collaboration with Co-Investigator Dr François Nel. The project 

explores how young people understand news—and what that 

means for the resilience of communities in the face of mis- and 

disinformation.

As part of this work in the Spring of 2025, the University of Central 

Lancashire partnered with the Guardian Foundation’s education 

team to deliver the Media Literacy Ambassador Scheme to schools 

across Lancashire, especially those in areas of multiple deprivation. 

School groups were invited to participate in day-long workshops at 

the university’s Young Creatives Centre. The sessions—delivered 

by the university’s outreach team—adapted resources developed 

by the Guardian Foundation and introduced students to practical 

strategies for identifying trustworthy news.

The workshops offered young people hands-on experience with 

news verification: checking URLs, identifying original sources, 

evaluating reliability, and recognising AI-generated content. 

Importantly, they also offered insights into how misinformation 

can destabilise social trust. Participants made clear links between 

false information and real-world consequences—such as confusion, 

conflict, and fractured relationships within their communities.

While evaluation is ongoing, emerging insights reveal:

•	 There is no clear space in the school curriculum dedicated to 

news literacy.
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•	 Many participants were surprised to discover how many 

stories that seemed fake were in fact real—and vice versa.

•	 All young people agreed that it is important to know how to 

find trustworthy news and believed their peers would benefit 

from similar sessions.

•	 Participants made explicit connections between 

misinformation and lack of social cohesion in their 

communities, with comments such as: ‘It creates unnecessary 
confusion and conflict’. In a survey about the impact of 

mis/disinformation, almost all students agreed with the 

statements:

“People might fall out or start a fight.”

“People will get confused.”

Teachers who attended the sessions strongly supported their 

value. One reflected:

“Perhaps some more about the dangers and consequences of 

misinformation, though I appreciate this would need to be well 

planned as it could prove triggering.”

Another added:

“Need more sessions like this to educate students not to believe 

everything.”

This work underscores the importance of developing more 

structured, collaborative responses to mis- and disinformation—

an objective that also shaped the design of the Lessons from 

Southport workshop and the broader News Futures Forum 

initiative.

These initiatives sit within a broader institutional commitment to 

engaged, applied research at the intersection of media, society 

and sustainability. Professor Candice Satchwell is a Co-Director 

of the Institute for Creativity, Culture and Communities, and Dr 

François Nel—also Director of the Media Innovation Studio—is an 

Associate Director of the Institute.

To learn more about this 

work or to explore future 

collaboration opportunities, 

please don’t hesitate to get in 

touch:

Prof Candice Satchwell

CSatchwell@uclan.ac.uk

Dr François Nel

FPNel@uclan.ac.uk

We welcome connections 

with educators, journalists, 

community leaders, and 

researchers working to make 

societies more cohesive, 

informed, and resilient.
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