
Columbia Missourian social media guidelines
 
Social media platforms and websites are tools we can use to further our mission to inform our 
public. The tools have the added benefit of being listening devices, and they can be a great 
way to learn more about the things we cover, and about the people we serve, for whom our 
journalism is intended.
 
 
The Missourian has just two absolute rules for social media.
 
1. If you're going to use a social media profile as part of your newsroom work, you must identify 
yourself and your role at the Missourian in your bio. Before you use any social media profile as 
part of your journalism work, make your affiliation clear and have a peer review your profile for 
appropriateness and transparency.
 
2. Adhere to our conflict of interest policy, found in the stylebook. Just as taking part in a 
political campaign is a conflict, espousing your political beliefs on social media profiles is 
also inappropriate for staffers. If any behaviors or actions are considered conflicts of interest 
under our policy, such things should also not be broadcast on your social media profiles. This 
includes, but is not limited to: holding or seeking political office, lobbying or participating in 
demonstrations to effect policy changes. Please check our conflict of interest policy for further 
explanation.
 
 
Here are some other best practices, as well as some general guidelines.
 
Behave like a journalist. Provide sources or links when possible. Be skeptical about what you 
see, and even more skeptical about what you pass on. If you get something wrong, correct 
it — not by deleting the original post but by publishing a corrected version. Give credit where 
credit is due — for information, quotes and news tips. In most cases, pass along or publish what 
someone else has posted only if you think they would be comfortable with it.
 
Be a human being. The "social" part of social media means you can, if you choose, use the 
tools to invite people to connect with you, as a journalist and as a person.  
You have opinions, beliefs and activities. You have family and friends. Feel free to discuss your 
life as well as your work.
 
Be professional. If a post would embarrass you, your colleagues or your boss, don’t post it. If it 
might call your professionalism into question, don’t post it.
 

Do share: “Wishing my best friend Katie a Happy 21st Bday! #loveya”
Don’t  share: “Can’t wait to get smashed with Katie 2nite! #happy21st”

 
Do share: “Working like a maniac @CoMissourian #partylikeajournalist”
Don’t share: “Work sucks, my editor hates me. #whenwillthishellend?”

 
Do share: “Lots happening in Libya this year. Arab Spring, Gadhafi dies, what next??”
Don’t share: “Crazy protestors in Libya making my gas more expensive.”

 
Be consistent. Make every attempt to marry your worlds. Journalists have had great success 



in building a following (and therefore an audience for their work) by sharing information about 
their lives outside of work and by being a well-rounded poster. If you have an account on which 
you prefer to share posts that are inappropriate for your professional persona, consider creating 
a separate account for your journalism. Be warned, however, that true privacy on the Internet is 
an illusion, and that someone could probably link your two accounts together if they tried.
 
Assume what you share is public. Even with privacy settings, or protected tweets, anything 
can be copied or retreated. Do not say things on the Internet you would not want to be widely 
spread. This is a new area for everyone, and there will be gray areas. But as with your attire, 
your voicemail and your demeanor, the same guideline applies: Be professional.
 
Form relationships with your community. Students or staff may be friended or followed by a 
source or a subject they cover. It may be in the interest of students and staff to friend or follow 
sources in order to follow their businesses or campaigns. In such cases, students and staff are 
accountable for viewpoints expressed on their private profiles as well. In the case of Facebook, 
privacy settings make it possible to share certain information with portions of your friends but 
not others. Educate yourself about those options.
 
And if you’re in a relationship, you listen as well as talk. And you respond. Ask questions, 
don’t just distribute your own work and opinions. Seek sources. Answer questions from readers. 
Address criticism along with saying thank you for praise. Ask people what they’d like to see 
us cover. Be responsive. That said, remember that you do not need to acknowledge rude or 
abusive correspondence. 
 
Talk about the process of journalism. When appropriate, share the stories you're working on 
and ask for input. There are times we want to protect what we’re working on — so as not to tip 
off a competitor, pass on misinformation or anger a source. If any of those scenarios might fit 
what you’re doing, consult with your editor. In other cases, it can be useful to share our process 
and invite reader participation in it. Most of what we do in the newsroom is public, and the 
community is invited to our daily news meetings. Do, however, keep a degree of confidentiality 
regarding editorial decisions and newsroom operations. When in doubt, check with your 
editor before sharing. Do not speak on behalf of the Missourian, and do not gossip about the 
newsroom, your colleagues, your sources or other community members.

Do share: At the Police Department getting documents for my story on traffic tickets. 
Have you noticed more patrols?

Do share: At Starbucks on Ninth Street for the morning, researching and writing. 
Stop by and say hi if you’re in the area.

Do share: The newsroom is all abuzz today about cicadas. Two staff members 
have so far confessed to eating them. You?

Do share: Here’s a quote from Coach Haith that didn’t make it into my story: 
Don’t share: Trying to confirm a rumor that the city manager got a DUI last night. 

Heard anything?
Don’t share: Folks in the newsroom are saying we’re going to start charging for online 

content. I wonder if that’s true.
Don’t share: My boss is in a bad mood today. No need to let it trickle down, dude.
 

Break news on social media. In most cases, you are encouraged to post what you know as 
you know it, without waiting for a full story to be published and a link to be included. If we want 



our users to come to us for information, we should most often tell them what we know.
 
Think broadly about what users will find interesting. Consider photo galleries, community-
generated content, archive stories, facts about the weather, the time and channel of the game, 
etc. Not everything needs to include a link to a just-published story by a professional journalist. 
In contrast, you’ll be a more valuable resource if you do more than serve up headlines. In 
addition, serve your followers by sharing links from sites other than the Columbia Missourian. 
These can include stories other reputable news organizations, or from non-journalists. Retweet 
things you find interesting, or that your followers would. We should be a source of knowledge 
and information, and if we have reason to think our followers would be interested in a link, 
we should share it. News organizations can build credibility by retweeting or linking other 
organizations’ work.
 
Look for opportunities to become a part of a larger conversation. Share Missourian content 
with specific groups who might find it interesting. Use those groups' or individuals' handles, 
usernames or hashtags to draw content to their attention. Go out and find the audience for you 
work.
 

— Crafted by the members of the Fall 2011 Community Outreach team,  
with special credit to Shaina Cavazos, Nick Gass and Kelly Moffitt.


