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Tom Benning: An overnight social media connoisseur 

“Could not follow user: You have been blocked from following this account at the request of the user.” 

Tom Benning, a breaking news reporter for The Dallas Morning News, stared back at his computer screen, baffled by the message that was displayed on Texas Gov. Rick Perry’s Twitter page. Why, Benning wondered, would a man with over 38,000 followers go out of his way to block him? Had he, at one time or another, written anything unfair about the politician? But that wasn’t right. Other Dallas Morning News staff had written their fair share of unkind words about Perry, yet they had access to his tweets. What had he done? 

Like any hard-driven, curious reporter would do, he sought answers. A conversation with the chief of the paper’s Austin bureau revealed nothing, so he put in a call to the governor’s office. 

“I know this is going to sound ridiculous,” he said to Ashton Morgan, the press assistant at Rick Perry’s office, “but can you explain to me why this happened?” 

Morgan agreed to help unriddle Benning’s cause for confusion, but added that Perry personally manages his Twitter account. A few days later, Benning received an official answer from Perry spokeswoman Katherine Cesinger. 

“It is the governor’s personal account,” she said, “so he manages it as he likes.” 

The answer was right there: Perry had personally blocked Benning from following him. 

Just as Benning had decided to chalk it all up to being an article he must have written some time ago that Perry didn’t favor, something peculiar happened—other reporters, including DMN reporter Ted Kim, began to tweet that they, too, were being blocked by the seemingly selective politician. 

This series of events didn’t remain a puzzling piece of newsroom banter, of course. Benning recorded the entire ordeal on dallasnews.com’s Trail Blazers Blog, which quickly caught the eye of major news establishments like The Washington Post and the Poynter institute, as well as national political blogs like Politico and Talking Points Memo. 

“I certainly didn’t anticipate it becoming a small national story,” Benning said. “But, I think it raises some interesting questions about how public officials use these social media tools. It’s kind of an unknown.” 

It may come as a surprise to many that for somebody with a nationally-shared blog post about a Twitter mishap, Benning is relatively new the journalistic social media scene. In fact, before he was hired in September 2010 at The Dallas Morning News, he didn’t even possess a Twitter account. 

“I graduated in May 2009, and even from that time to now there’s been a tremendous amount of change in how journalists do their jobs,” he said. 

While Benning has always had computers, cameras and video at his disposal, he explains that technology is now more pertinent for his job than ever. 

On a typical day in the newsroom—which he explains, is never really the typical day (à la a breaking news reporter)—he keeps tabs on the news through the TV and on other news sites.  He shoots and edits video into packages on the iPhone. And, he adds, he relies heavily on Twitter. 

“I use Twitter as a way to really kind of monitor the news around the area. I think that’s probably where it’s most effective as a tool for me, at least,” he said. “It’s a way to kind of digest it rather than staying glued to the TV.”

While he was a journalism student at the University of South Carolina, Benning’s professors were more multimedia-focused than social media-inclined. The journalism program at South Carolina taught graphic design, how to shoot and edit video and how to take photos, but social media wasn’t yet at the forefront.

During college, he interned at a number of news organizations, including the Knoxville News Sentinel, the Plain Dealer in Cleveland, Ohio and The Wall Street Journal at the Dallas bureau. 
The Knoxville Sentinel was fairly forward thinking in terms of shooting video. Over the years while working at his various internships, he picked up the iPhone video shooting skills he now uses at The Dallas Morning News. But, he adds, he didn’t do any of the photo or video editing that he does now. 

After graduation, he was hired as an intern for the Washington bureau of The Dallas Morning News. That was just over a year ago, yet he was utilizing nowhere near the amount of social media tools that he does now.

“When I was in the Washington bureau, there probably were some smart ways people could cover Washington politics with the media, but I certainly wasn’t doing it. At that point I certainly wasn’t messing around with Twitter and all that,” he said. “But obviously now that I’m here, it is completely different.” 

After being hired on a “very, very, very” lucky break at The Dallas Morning News last fall, Benning has since essentially turned to technology as his journalistic wingman. While social media was then more of an afterthought to him, he now uses it not only as a way to stay constantly updated, but as a way to connect with his readers as well. 

“It allows you, with social media, an opportunity to interact with your audience,” he said. 

Interactivity is the quintessential element to one of Benning’s stories-in-progress he has been working on since Lauren Huddleston, a 28-year-old Dallas resident, was struck and killed by a bike while jogging on the Katy Trail last fall. 

While the article, which examines collisions between bicyclists and pedestrians on Dallas workout trails, contains a print element, the most intriguing part of the piece is going to be its multimedia element, which will potentially show the day of the week each accident occurred, the time it happened, where it happened and who was involved. 
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“We want to create a map that plots all these points on there and also gives the reader an opportunity to tell us where they’ve seen or been involved with some of these collisions,” he said. 

By opening up the piece to reader feedback, Benning says he hopes to be able to fill in the gaps he is missing. There are currently only 32 documented crashes—a very small sample size—that he is working with, but with reader participation, he hopes the data on the graphic will expand to provide the information necessary for people to make accident-preventing changes.  

“The biggest thing is that the different tools allow it to be a two-way conversation rather than talking out of a megaphone,” he said. “We joke about how some of our commenters can be crude and so forth, but there is a value in receiving feedback directly from our audience. There’s things that we can learn from that and there’s parts of the story we would have been missing in the past, and we can get to those parts,” he said. 

