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Executive Summary

In the aftermath of the tragic murder of three children at a 

Southport dance class in July 2024 and the riots that spread 

across the UK, a multi-stakeholder working group convened 

by the News Futures Forum identified critical lessons about 

the UK’s public information ecosystem. While the violence in 

Southport and the unrest that followed were interconnected, 

the latter revealed deeper systemic vulnerabilities - exacerbated 

by misinformation, cultural tensions, and entrenched social 

inequalities.

This policy brief summarises the findings and recommendations 

from that process. It outlines the urgent need to strengthen crisis 

communication mechanisms, rebuild trust in institutions, improve 

media regulation, and reinforce the relevance of public-interest 

journalism - particularly during moments of public disruption.

Key findings include:

•	 Information vacuums created during the Southport tragedy

and Rudakubana trial were filled by harmful narratives, 

misinformation, and online speculation.

•	 Press-police relationships have deteriorated, undermining the

flow of accurate public information during crises.

•	 Public trust in journalism has eroded, driven by confusion

between regulated journalism and unregulated content online.

•	 Social media platforms amplified both accurate reporting and

misleading narratives, with little systemic accountability.

•	 Cultural and economic inequalities, long predating the

events, remain a key flashpoint in media coverage and public 

responses to crises.

Recommendations span two pillars:

1. Policy and Regulation

•	 Strengthen media-literacy provisions through the Francis

Review of the curriculum.

•	 Rebuild press-police communication protocols to reduce

disinformation risks during emergencies.

•	 Coordinate cross-sector engagement with Ofcom and the

Competition Markets Authority to address the systemic harms 

of “legal but harmful” content.

•	 Advance collective platform regulation strategies through
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multi-stakeholder discussions and advocacy.

2. Relevance of Public-Interest News1

•	 Support teachers and communities with trusted, accessible

news-literacy resources during high-profile trials and national 

events.

•	 Launch campaigns to differentiate regulated journalism from

unverified online content.

•	 Encourage editors to challenge harmful and racialised narratives

by working with diverse journalists and communities.

•	 Equip newsrooms with tools to pre-bunk and counter

disinformation, particularly during sensitive events like criminal 

trials and public protests.

The Lessons from Southport process reinforces the urgency of 

implementing the Forum model proposed in the News Futures 2035 

foresight study, and the proposal to establish an Information Crises 

Committee (“MOBRA”). These structures would ensure coordinated, 

ethical, and inclusive responses to future crises that threaten the 

integrity of public discourse 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) Policy Brief. Preston, UK: 

Media Innovation Studio, University of Central Lancashire, June 

2025.

1	 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)
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“We have to go where our readers are. This is 
challenging, but we have to be there (on social 

media) to counteract misinformation.”

-News Futures Forum participant.
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Background

The murders of three children at a Southport dance class in July 

2024 and the nationwide riots sparked by these killings exposed 

deep vulnerabilities in media reporting, social media dynamics and 

institutional responses during such crises.

These vulnerabilities speak directly to two “critical uncertainties” 

identified by the News Futures 2035 research project (Nel, F. 

& Rymajdo, K., 2024) that will determine the ongoing supply of 

trustworthy, public-interest news in the UK and beyond during the 

coming decade, these being:

•	 The body of policies and regulations that might either constrain

or enable this supply

•	 The relevance of public interest news to audiences and the

wider society, on the one hand, and the news producers’ vision, 

mission, business models, and the aspirations of their staff on 

the other.

With this in mind, and responding to concerns of editors from 

the North West of England that the trial of Axel Rudakubana, the 

teenager accused of the Southport girls’ murders, might again lead 

to unrest, the News Futures Forum2 brought together editors, media 

regulators, civic activists and researchers before, during and after 

the trial to:

•	 Examine lessons learned from the mainstream and social media’s

coverage of the murders and subsequent riots

•	 Identify solutions that could be applied during Rudakubana’s

trial and, in the longer term, to safeguard the public’s access 

to trustworthy public interest news and other information, 

particularly during crises.

This policy brief outlines the Forum’s findings and 

recommendations.

2	 The Forum comes from a recommendation of the News Futures 2035 project, which called 
for structured dialogue between those with an interest in securing a sustainable and trustworthy 
media ecosystem in the UK. By adopting the Chatham House Rule, the Forum enables honest, candid 
discussions, fostering understanding and collaborative action (Nel & Rymajdo, 2024)
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Why This Is Important
Local communities at risk

“A lot of conversations (about major news events like the riots 
and Rudakubana’s trial) are at a global level but let’s not forget 
the community level and the well-being of people in communities 
affected by these events.” Forum participant.

The Southport community has been under considerable strain 

since the attacks, although there have also been “a thousand acts 

of kindness” (Brown in BBC News 2024a) as townspeople try to 

come to terms with what happened against a backdrop of criminal 

investigations, the trials of Rudakubana and those accused of 

being involved in the riots and now the government inquiry into the 

murders. These challenges highlight the broader societal impact 

that this and other prolonged crises have on affected communities, 

with tensions heightened by persistent media attention and the 

lingering prospect of renewed unrest as the authorities try to 

address lessons learned (BBC News, 2024b).

Forum participants felt that Rudakubana’s trial threw the spotlight 

back on Southport, putting additional pressure on staff in the 

town’s schools who are supporting children affected by the tragedy. 

Children and young people up and down the country were also 

trying to understand what happened and should have a means to 

discuss their concerns. But teachers might not feel equipped to 

facilitate the difficult discussions prompted by coverage of events 

such as the trial.

Forum participants pointed out that news literacy organisations 

have already developed resources that could help teachers initiate 

classroom discussions about events in the news (see resources 

curated by the News Literacy Trust, for example). The Forum heard 

that, following Rudakubana’s court hearing, news literacy materials 

were provided to schools in Southport. At the same time, Derby 

College piloted similar resources to facilitate discussions about the 

trial during student tutorials. These resources included explainers 

about the role of juries and contempt of court laws, as well as 

teacher guides on how to encourage critical thinking and challenge 

misinformation about the trial.
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But news literacy is not mainstreamed in schools3. Critical literacy 

– including the ability of children to critically engage with news 

and other information – cuts across the school curriculum. This is 

most effective when children are encouraged to understand how 

news and information works by, for example, producing their own 

news reports, particularly if – as a recent study by Ofcom (2024a) 

discovered – significant numbers of people mistrust content that is 

edited. Since last year’s News Futures Forum recommended a more 

coherent approach to news literacy education, the government has 

launched a review of the school curriculum.

Transparent Justice

“Misinformation fills the information void (created by a breakdown 
in trust between the police and news media). Southport showed 
how catastrophic this void can be. We are working hard to make 
sure these voids don’t exist but we really struggled to fill those 
voids with trusted information.” Forum participant.

As with any investigation and trial of this profile and nature, media 

and public scrutiny of the justice process intensifies. Responsible 

reporting is essential to avoid sensationalism and mitigate 

misinformation that could harm public perception and institutional 

trust (BBC News, 2024c). Yet, for justice to be served, a level of 

secrecy surrounds criminal proceedings, which risks eroding public 

confidence in the justice system (Gordham, 2024). Transparency 

and balanced reporting are critical to maintaining the legitimacy and 

trust of the justice system.

Forum participants felt that contempt of court laws needed to 

reflect the changed information ecosystem. Limited reporting of 

criminal proceedings creates an information vacuum that is filled 

by speculation on social media, where these reporting restrictions 

apply but are seldom applied. This happened following the 

Southport murders and other police investigations.

Forum participants also felt that changes in the ways both media 

and police operate have resulted in a break-down in trust and 

communication between the two. This exacerbated the information 

vacuum during events such as the disappearance of Nicola Bulley, 

the Southport attack and the subsequent riots. 

3	 See the News Futures Forum’s policy brief on News Literacy Education (Nel et al, 2024) 
for a summary of how the UK’s disjointed approach to news literacy education can be addressed.
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The police watchdog, HM Inspectorate of Constabulary, has since 

urged the police to be more open with the police during events 

such as these (Tobbit, 2025).

Efforts are underway to improve police-press relations (Society 

of Editors, 2024). Meanwhile, initiatives such as the Transparency 

and Open Justice Board highlight the judiciary’s commitment to 

openness. Ensuring clear communication between institutions, 

media, and the public is crucial to maintaining trust (Judiciary of 

England and Wales, 2024).

Harmful Narratives

“It’s so easy to get caught up in the culture war debate when the 
real issue is the extreme wealth funding extremism online.” Forum 
participant.

Both mainstream and social media coverage of the Southport 

murders and their aftermath was framed by a politicised, moral 

perspective of immigration that produced two radically opposed 

narratives, which exacerbated existing tensions in British society 

(Fairclough, 2024). Extensive coverage of individuals arrested 

during the unrest that followed the murders also raised ethical 

challenges, particularly in balancing public interest and the potential 

harm caused by identifying suspects prematurely (Metro, 2024). 

Editors and content regulators - including Ofcom, IPSO and Impress 

– must navigate the tensions between ethical journalism and press

freedom.

Forum participants felt that mainstream media coverage can reflect 

racist and other harmful narratives that mask underlying economic 

inequalities, not least the economic power wielded by owners of 

both mainstream media and technology platforms. Journalists lack 

the vocabulary to report on and discuss race constructively, and 

participants were concerned that the coverage of Rudakubana’s 

trial could feed into 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. Media literacy that promotes the concept of digital 

citizenship could also help, given its inherent values and respect for 

diversity.

Forum participants also felt that the UK’s fragmented approaches 

to media content regulation make it difficult for the public to know 

what to trust. Yet, there is a lot of similarity in the various regulatory 
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standards for content. News media do little to show how these 

standards differentiate their journalism from other information. 

The Journalism Trust Initiative is one way to make this distinction. 

Rebuilding trust in news media also requires a coordinated 

campaign that highlights this distinction. This includes making those 

who support families and members of the public during a crisis or 

criminal investigation (e.g. police family liaison officers, social and 

healthcare workers, teachers) aware of what the media can and 

cannot cover at such times. Journalists could also look to social 

media influencers for ways to make their journalism more appealing 

without compromising ethical standards.

Social Media Amplification

“To me journalism is about revealing what is happening. But 
increasingly it’s also about saying what is not happening,” - Forum 
participant. 

Social media platforms played a pivotal role in amplifying both 

accurate and misleading narratives during the unrest that followed 

the Southport murders. Examples from the U.S. Capitol riots 

highlight the dangers of unchecked narratives (Goldberg, 2024). A 

coordinated approach to countering misinformation is needed to 

ensure narratives do not lead to harm.

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. However, Forum participants 

felt that a lot of harmful information slips through the net and, 

in these instances, the print media’s self-regulatory mechanisms 

are the only tools available. Therefore, news media should assert 

these standards to show they are a trusted information source 

(see below). Collectively, the news media also need to agree what 

form of platform regulation they want and to coherently lobby the 

government’s Department for Science, Innovation and Technology 

(DSIT) for this.

Forum participants also felt that misinformation is overwhelming 

journalism on social media, particularly when there is an information 

vacuum during a crisis or criminal proceedings, a result of the 
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restrictions on what can and cannot be reported so that coverage 

does not jeopardise police investigations and defendants’ right to a 

fair trial. News media usually adhere to these restrictions but they 

tend to be ignored by social media users, who might not be aware 

of them in the first place. Journalists are beginning to push back 

by pre-bunking, correcting and calling out misinformation online – 

reporting what is not happening as well as 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 (MFWA, 2024)4. 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 focussed (Cunliffe-Jones 2025, pending).

4	 During the election campaign, disinformation was used to undermine the integrity of 
the electoral process and a coalition felt there was a risk of violent unrest if losing parties and their 
supporters did not accept the results.
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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, Tobitt, 2025), and to encourage more open justice in 

general.

•	 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 and promoting open justice.

News Literacy 

The current Francis review of the school curriculum provides an 

opportunity to strengthen critical thinking and media literacy 

throughout the education system, thereby building the resilience of 

communities and mitigating 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 by prioritising identifiable 

news and information providers and preventing harmful speech that 

evades current regulations under the Online Safety Act.

Solutions
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•	 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.

•	 An alliance of media, media representative bodies, and civil

society organisations advocates for regulating bots to clarify 

sources of online information. These regulations could be along 

similar lines 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.

The Relevance of Public Interest News

News Literacy

Steps can already be taken to enhance media literacy in 

communities while the requisite policies are put in place.

•	 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 of 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.
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•	 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. Meanwhile, news 

sources promote and explain to the public how industry-

recognised ethical standards differentiate news from other 

forms of information. Ofcom’s on-going Public Service Media 

Review is one opportunity for addressing this (Ofcom 2024b). 

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 

demonstrates the value of public interest news.

•	 Recommendations: Regulators, media bodies and media 

literacy organisations distribute explainers / guidelines 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.
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The shocking nature of the Southport murders and subsequent 

unrest exposed the challenges we all face when it comes to keeping 

the public informed during a crisis. But these challenges are also 

there in the daily flow of news and information, gradually chipping 

away at our democracy.

The solutions identified by the Forum form part of a two-pronged 

approach to addressing the “critical uncertainties” that determine 

the sustainable supply of trustworthy, public-interest news in the 

UK and beyond. and are therefore entry points to fixing the broader 

problem:

•	 They provide policy makers and legislators with tangible 

measures for making laws and regulations more enabling for the 

sustainable supply of public interest news, and

•	 They provide journalists, editors, media owners, media 

regulators, educators and civil society organisations with 

concrete steps they can take to make news coverage more 

relevant and appealing to the citizens whose engagement news 

media need if we are to sustain the supply of public interest 

news.

Both approaches go hand-in-hand. Both can and should be 

addressed before another crisis further undermines the integrity of 

the UK’s information ecosystem.

Conclusion

“I asked my daughter if she had any questions. ‘Why 
did that man do it?’ she asked. How do I answer 

that?”

-News Futures Forum participant recalling the difficult conversation he had 
with his daughter as they paid tribute to the children murdered and maimed 

by Axel Rudakubana in Southport on July 28, 2024.
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In late 2024, following the Southport tragedy and the wider unrest 

it sparked, the News Futures Forum convened a multi-stakeholder 

working group to explore the systemic vulnerabilities in the UK’s 

public information ecosystem. The group was convened by Dr 

François Nel, Reader in Media Innovation at the University of 

Central Lancashire and a member of the Transparency and Open 

Justice Board. It was established in response to recommendations 

in the News Futures 2035 foresight study, which called for 

structured, cross-sector dialogue to address issues of media trust, 

transparency, and institutional accountability.

The working group process was grounded in participatory dialogue 

and took place under the Chatham House Rule. It involved 

journalists, editors, civil society actors, and academic researchers, 

with input also gathered from public officials, regulators, and justice 

system representatives.

The group met on 17 January 2025, ahead of the scheduled trial 

of Axel Rudakubana, in a session hosted by Liverpool John Moores 

University. Although the trial did not proceed due to a guilty plea, 

the urgency of the situation highlighted the need for reflective and 

forward-looking collaboration between media, institutions, and 

communities.

Key aspects of the process included:

•	 Initial consultation with regional editors to gauge appetite for a 

forum;

•	 Development of a Position Paper5 and establishment of a small 

steering group;

•	 Identification of four core questions to guide the enquiry;

•	 Broad stakeholder recruitment using a snowball approach;

5	 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).

The  News Futures Forum: Lessons from 
Southport Working Group: Origins, Process, 
and Participation
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•	 Independent coordination funded through a QR Research Grant 

from the University of Central Lancashire.

The working group’s findings informed a formal submission to the 

Transparency and Open Justice Board and underlined two urgent 

priorities:

1.	 The need to operationalise the Forum model proposed by News 

Futures 2035, providing a permanent space for structured cross-

sector dialogue on media, justice, and trust.

2.	 The creation of a multi-stakeholder Information Crises 

Committee, as proposed in the MOBRA recommendation, to 

coordinate responses when public communication breaks down.

The Southport working group serves as a timely prototype for such 

a model - demonstrating the importance of inclusive, place-based 

collaboration in addressing challenges to the UK’s information 

resilience.

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.
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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

Maria Breslin News Editor Liverpool Echo, Reach PLC

Andrew Brown Owner and Editor Standup for Southport

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)

Rizwan Hamid Director Centre for Media Monitoring

Katie Harrison Director Picture News
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Name Position Organisation

Josh Holliday Northern Editor The Guardian

Lexie Kirconnell-Kawana Chief Executive Impress

Diane Kemp
Director, Sir Lenny Henry Centre 
for Media Diversity

Birmingham City University

Sarah Lester Editor
Manchester Evening News, 
Reach PLC

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

University of Central Lancashire

Laura Zahra McDonald Founding Director ConnectFutures

Joe Mullhall Director of Research Hope Not Hate

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
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Jo Tregenza
Associate Professor, Primary 
Education

University of Sussex
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Additional Resources
•	 News literacy resources compiled by the News Literacy Network

•	 Media and Information Literacy Alliance (MILA)

•	 Details of research being conducted by the University of

Westminster and fact checking organisations to create a model 

for identifying information that has substantive potential to 

cause or contribute to specific harms for individuals and society.

•	 Journalism Trust Initiative

•	 Race Equality Foundation

•	 Sir Lenny Henry Centre for Media Diversity

•	 The South African National Editors Forum’s (SANEF)

Misinformation risk assessment method.

•	 UK media regulators’ standards for content regulation: Impress,

IPSO and Ofcom codes.

“Not everything that is faced can be changed but 
nothing can be changed until it’s faced.”

-James Baldwin (in Radcliffe ed., 2017).
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