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Abstract

By combining theoretical and empirical research on crime news discourse in the
Serbian press and online portals, the authors examine media representations of crime,
particularly during periods of political crises and social divisions. The analysis focuses on
reporting on major tragedies, massacres, accidents, murders, criminal acts and other forms
of deviant behaviour, as well as on institutions systematically engaged in their prevention
and suppression within the social environment. Sensationalist, tabloid-driven, and unethical
journalistic practices, through the media criminalisation of the public sphere, generate moral
panic and undermine public confidence in the state’s capacity to protect its citizens. A
corporate and commercialised model of communication constructs a narrative framework
grounded in clickstream strategies and metrics of social popularity, failing to acknowledge
that the expanded presence of crime news discourse, often shaped by careless and
tabloidised reporting patterns, produces a destructive narrative framework with significant
and potentially explosive security implications. Although statistical data indicate a decline
in crime rates in Serbia, the excessive circulation of media images of violence intensifies
ideological instability, polarises society and inevitably manifests in the political sphere.

Key words: crime news discourse, crime, media representations, political crisis,
moral panic.

YJIOT'A 'IIPHE XPOHUKE' Y KPEUPABY KOH®JIMKTHE
IHAPA/IMI'ME TOKOM HOJIUTUYKUX KPU3A

Ancrpakrt

KomOunyjyhu Teopujcko-eMnupHjcka HCTpaKHBamba MPUMEHE LPHE XPOHUKE Y
CPIICKO] ILITaMITH 1 Ha MOPTAIMMa ayTOPH yKasyjy Ha MEJUjCKY CJMKY O KPUMHUHAIUTETY Y
JIpKaBH, TTIOCEOHO Y epHO/IMMA TOJMTHYKUX KpH3a U Mofiesia. Y CPEIUIITY HHTEPECcoBaba
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je M3BeIITaBakbE O BEJMKUM Tpare/njama, Macakpiuma, Hecpehiama, yOHCTBUMA, 3I09HHAMA,
KPHMHHAIY U CIIMYHIM [ICBHjaHTHAM JCLIABAbUMA, ajli U HHCTHTYIHjaMa Koje Ce OpraHu-
30BaHO Oope ja ux cy30Hjy WM eIMMHHHUILY W3 JPYIITBEHOT OKpYkema. CeH3almoHa-
JINCTHYKO-TAOJIOMIHO M HECTIIHO HOBMHAPCTBO MEIHjCKUM KPHMHHAIN30BAEM jaBHOT
HPOCTOPa PACIOCTUPE MOPAJIHY TIAHUKY ¥ CYMEbE Y CIIOCOOHOCT IprKaBe 1 3allTHTH CBOje
CTaHOBHHIUTBO. KOpIOpaTHBHO-KOMEPIMjAIM30BaH MOJEN KOMYHHKAIMOHOT JEIOBakba
Ipajy HapaTUBHU OKBUP 3aCHOBAH Ha CTPATETUjH KIUKCMPUMUH2A N APYIITBEHE MOITyJIap-
HOCTH, He pa3yMejyhu 1a mupa 3aCTYIUbEHOCT LIPHE XPOHUKE YeCTO. HEONPE3HUM U TabIio-
HJTHO ONPEMJbEHHM O0paciiMa H3BeLITaBama (hOpMUpA ICCTPYKTUBAH HAPATHBHH OKBUP
ca eKCIUIO3UBHUM 0e30€THOCHIM IMOTeHIMjasioM. Vako cTaTHCTHYKY oAy JoKasyjy aa
ce kpumuHaMTeT Y CpOuju cMarmbyje, BUIIAK MEAN]CKHX CIIMKA O HACHIBY TI0jadaBa Hieo-
JIOLIKY HECTAaOMITHOCT 3ajeHHMIIE, oNapu3yjyhn ApyImTBO U HyXHO ce pedurextyjyhn n Ha
cepy moauTUKe.

Kibyune peun:  'mpHa XpOHUKA', KPHMHHAIUTET, ME/IMjCKE CIIMKE, TIOJUTHIKA KpH3a,

MOpaJHa aHUKa.

INTRODUCTION

Contemporary sociologists, communication scholars, conflict the-
orists, psychologists, educators, criminologists, legal scholars, historians,
anthropologists, as well as other researchers of social phenomena, have in
recent years increasingly and more intensively warned about the rise in
crime, deviant forms of behaviour, and violence, as well as about an ever
more manipulative media portrayal of these phenomena. Murders, crimes,
fires, collective tragedies, pandemics, natural disasters and catastrophes
have become increasingly frequent topics in the news of both digital and
traditional media. Consequently, through the selection, framing and presen-
tation of information, journalists play a significant role in shaping the se-
curity environment, while reports from the so-called crime section increas-
ingly spread dissatisfaction, fear, anxiety and defeatism.! In this way, al-
most unnoticed, social security has been transferred from the realm of re-
ality into a field of dramatisation through symbols and the explosive dy-
namics of social networks, which, by virtue of the speed, spectacle and
sensationalism of their messages, block rational understanding while
arousing emotions and fear. Although facts and media-fabricated images
are often misaligned, the persistent focus on deviant behaviour, extreme

! Some of the characteristic headlines that could be read on news portals or in the print
media, as well as heard and seen on some of the numerous electronic media within the
course of a single day (3 January 2026), included the following: “Here Is the Prison
Sentence Facing Tihomir for Brutally Stabbing a Woman” (Kurir); “Did You Feel the
Tremor? Earthquake in Eastern Serbia” (Alo); “Serb Injured in a Fire in Switzerland:
Both Hands Burned, One Thing Saved Him” (Informer); “Gruesome Death of a Serbian
OnlyFans Star” (Blic); “‘I Bent Down and Felt the Flames on My Face’: A Man from
Novi Pazar Describes Horrifying Scenes in the Death Bar in Detail...” (Vecernje
novosti); “Why Was the Fire in Switzerland So Deadly?”” (Danas); “At Least 40 Victims
of the Bar Fire, 119 Injured” (Politika), etc.
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tragedies and brutal violence constructs an atmosphere of moral panic that
ultimately shapes the social environment:

A condition, episode, person or group emerges, and is soon defined
as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented by
the mass media in a stylized and stereotypical fashion; moral barri-
cades are manned by editors, clergy, politicians, and other right-
wing-oriented individuals; socially accredited experts pronounce
their diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are proposed (and far
more often resorted to); the condition then disappears, is sub-
mer-ged or deteriorates and becomes more visible.

(Cohen, 1972, p. 2)

The old system of values has disintegrated, along with the security
concept that it once shaped. Digitalisation, combined with artificial intelli-
gence, is creating an order with segmented political functions, in which
international relations and peace depend on the will of great powers, while
dialogue and agreements play an increasingly marginal role. Nietzsche
views reality as a ‘world of appearances of phenomena’ an ordered world
that we perceive as real. ‘Reality’ resides in the constant recurrence of the
same, familiar, related things, in their logicalised form... Its opposite is not
a ‘true world’ but a formless world of chaotic perceptions that cannot be
formulated: thus, another kind of phenomenal world exists, one that is un-
knowable to us (Nietzsche, 2022, p. 328). Hence, moral panic “represents
a social phenomenon in which certain social groups (the media, politicians
or public opinion) exaggerate an apparently alarming event that is per-
ceived as a threat to the moral cohesion of interpersonal relations” (Nedel-
jkovié, Semenov, 2025). Authors emphasise that it “relates to the fear of
potential social disturbances and the disruption of the social core” noting
that “these fears are connected to terrorist, revolutionary or wartime situa-
tions” and that “they can create conditions for the emergence of moral
panic if social polarization occurs, dividing society into opposing groups -
‘us’ and ‘them’” (Nedeljkovi¢, Semenov, 2025, p. 99).

Security challenges are increasing, which means that policymakers
must devote even greater attention to crisis management, particularly to
mitigating social tensions in cases of media-constructed public alarm. Sit-
uations that can easily escalate into political crises include major accidents
with numerous casualties, catastrophic disasters, earthquakes, organised
crime, emergencies, and states of emergency. Corruption intensifies, indi-
viduals and groups are intimidated, societal pressure manifests in visible
insecurity, and the range of illegal activities continues to expand. It is also
important to recognise that different people, in different social contexts,
experience crises in distinct ways: one group may perceive an event as a
minor incident, while for others the same event represents a catastrophe or
a justification for declaring a state of emergency. The subject of our study
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has been marginalised within the academic community, especially in the
field of security studies, as well as in political practice, where it has histor-
ically carried a pejorative connotation. The ‘crime news’ section has been
a consistent feature throughout the history of the press and society, but with
new media it has gained significance, capturing the peak of audience atten-
tion. Here we see the influence of the Internet, as digitalisation has clearly
transformed the nature of journalism, creating a parallel reality that “in-
creasingly becomes the only reality we know, becoming as pervasive and
influential as religion was 500 or 600 years ago” (Brym, Lie, 2007, p. 530).

The scientific approach in our study is grounded in social science
methodology. Based on the understanding that research possesses not only
ontological but also epistemological aims, our analysis seeks to identify the
general and shared elements in crime news content in relation to political
reality. Sociology, conflict studies and communication studies, alongside
security studies and political science, share in this context the same object
of study: society in crisis and the media’s security framework. Building on
Suvakovié’s position that “every science must be based on certain theoret-
ical postulates, which must be tested and grounded in confirmed empirical
facts” (Suvakovié, 2011, p. 16), our focus will be on characteristic case
studies, examining the interplay between crime news and security in Ser-
bia. The research question is appropriate for a specific case study, a crisis
social reality in which organised and targeted media reporting can develop
doubts about the state’s ability to protect the civilian population, potentially
resulting in a loss of reputation for the police and numerous security insti-
tutions. At such times, the speed and quality of crisis communication de-
termine the peace and stability of the broader social order, as the subse-
quent analysis will show. The research design is adapted to a qualitative-
quantitative analysis of the thematic representation, role, position, and sig-
nificance of the ‘crime news’ section in daily print media and the most
widely read news portals, with the aim of identifying a specific communi-
cation code that forms, within society, a narrative framework with security
implications.

The interdisciplinary nature of the research subject is already be-
coming apparent: information about crime, fires, offenses, accidents, vio-
lence and the like is essential for any democratic community. The real ques-
tion, however, is whether there exists an ethical measure in reporting prac-
tices. How can the community’s informational appetite be satisfied without
crossing the boundaries into political propaganda? Here, propaganda is un-
derstood as “an organized and deliberate activity aimed at spreading opin-
ions, ideas, and sentiments, with the intention that people adopt them and
subsequently act in accordance with them” (Pordevi¢, 1980, p. 121). Will
public interest be marginalised under the pressure of the market and click-
driven streaming, with the risk that the perception of social security will be
altered? Can skilfully presented and manipulatively packaged images of
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disasters be exploited in political-ideological conflicts? Are security stud-
ies and conflictology adapting their methods and techniques to new propa-
ganda strategies that, through digitalisation, take on global patterns? What
is the role of the media in combating organised crime, and to what extent
do political actors support it? There are many dilemmas, but our study aims
to provide an answer to the fundamental question: does the crime news
section serve the citizens, and can it be misused in political struggles for
the transformation of the state order?

From the rationale of the research subject, it is evident that in this
study we will employ a combined theoretical and empirical investigation
of the use of crime news in our print media and online portals, in accord-
ance with the needs of social and political practice and the academic re-
quirement of scientific relevance.

Preliminary determination of the subject is derived from the current
needs of science, the needs of social and political practice, including
the requirements of ideology, as well as the influence of interest
groups - political, social, and cultural - that stand behind them.

(Milosavljevi¢, Radosavljevic, 2006, p. 343)

Respecting the scientific view that no research can encompass a phe-
nomenon in its entirety, in formulating the subject we opt for a gradual and
critical examination of the phenomenon and role of crime news in the na-
tional public sphere, in order to verify the existence of developmental prin-
ciples in the field of security.

THE ROLE OF CRIME NEWS
IN SHAPING POLITICAL INSTABILITY

In a society shaped by artificial intelligence and digitalisation, the social
role of new media is becoming increasingly visible, as they disseminate events
from everyday life and expand human interactions “arising from the use of
virtual communities and networks, created discussions, and modifications of
user-generated content” (Milosavljevi¢, Radosavljevi¢, 2006).

Preliminary determination of the subject is derived from the current
needs of science, the needs of social and political practice, including
the requirements of ideology, as well as the significant influence of
interest groups - political, social, and cultural - that stand behind them.

(Milosavljevi¢, Radosavljevic, 2006, p. 343)

There are numerous reasons for their rapid popularity, especially
among young people. Social networks enable participation of everyone
with everyone and the sharing of multimedia messages, which makes them
‘more social’ than traditional media, whose communication flow is exclu-
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sively one-way - an aspect that partially justifies the pleonasm? in the term.
To simplify: in the era of analogue media, there was a procedure for content
control carried out by editorial teams, whereas with the emergence of social
networks, this control is lost, meaning that unverified and unreliable infor-
mation, potentially dangerous to public opinion, can enter the public
sphere. Of importance to our study is the observation by theorists that dis-
information can take multiple forms: “whether by withholding information,
by broadcasting incomplete, biased, carefully distorted, or openly false in-
formation, or by diverting or overwhelming public attention with an ex-
traordinary piece of news that causes it to lose all sense and the ability to
distinguish what is significant from what is not, and, finally, through ideo-
logically charged commentary” (Volkov, 2002, p. 124-125). Vladimir
Volkov particularly emphasises the media’s readiness to copy one another,
thereby becoming resonant boxes that unconsciously transmit messages
skilfully disseminated by agents seeking to expand their influence. From a
security perspective, one must always start from the fact that no media out-
let is neutral, which means that, from a content-structural standpoint, any
social problem, phenomenon, or event can be presented as part of ongoing
political upheavals. The same data can be used to construct at least two
diametrically opposed narratives, with hundreds of nuances in between.
The essence of Marshall McLuhan’s thinking about media has been unjus-
tifiably overlooked by later researchers. This Canadian media theorist ar-
gued that “attention should be paid to the form and structure of communi-
cation, not just to the message, as well as to their interrelationship” (McLu-
han, 1971, p. 20). Fragmentation, insertion or specialisation as techniques
for targeting security frameworks through new media, especially social net-
works, channel audience energy in a different way, whereby unadapted and
uneducated segments of the community can easily become victims of ma-
nipulation. Throughout the history of journalism, a tendency toward social
deviance has been present from the very beginning, so news containing
elements of violence has always attracted public attention. With digitalisa-
tion and the acceleration of messaging, interest in such topics has in-
creased, leading most portals and traditional media outlets to systematise
them into specialised content. “Crime news is a subcategory of social
chronicle that focuses on accidents, murders, vices, crimes, conflicts, crim-
inality, suicides, and similar events and phenomena, as well as on the insti-
tutions that are organised to combat them or eliminate violence from the
social environment, police, judiciary, fire services and healthcare” (Jev-
tovié, A., 2025, p. 52). In the dissertation, through precise quantitative and
qualitative comparisons of the number of committed criminal acts and the
number of articles reporting on them, it was observed “that the press, as

2 Jan H. Kietzmann, Kristopher Hermkens, Ian McCarthy and Bruno S. Silvestre, ,,Social
media? Get serious! Understanding the functional building blocks of social media“, Business
Horizons, Kelley School of Business, Indiana University,Vol.54 (3), 2011, p. 241.
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well as other media, unjustifiably creates the impression of a violence epi-
demic, while certain areas of crime are either not covered at all or are un-
derreported, whereas cases of murder and brutality ‘bombard’ public opin-
ion. Online portals are particularly skilled in this regard, illuminating actual
crimes from all angles and perspectives in order to surpass their competi-
tion in click numbers” (Jevtovié, A., 2025, p. 21). Here, we start from the
assumption that commercially oriented media with higher ratings more fre-
quently violate professional codes, particularly compromising the privacy
of individuals involved in conflict events.

Media instability can have a direct impact on community security,
which is achievable through the continuous and deliberate amplification of
information about violence. In communication studies, George Gerbner’s
cultivation theory, developed in the late 1960s, is used, known for the thesis
that television portrays far more violence than exists in real life. While
working on a project concerning the ‘cultivation of perception’ this Amer-
ican researcher concluded that the process aligns with the prevailing ideol-
ogy, thereby becoming a significant element of ideological and social con-
trol. In the analysis of the functioning of the system, the emphasis is placed
on the processes of newspaper production, editorial policy, and content cre-
ation. He was the first to observe that the power of the screen “is based on
the continuous repetition of content that constructs reality, offering a pat-
tern common to all genres and types of content. Cultivation theory rests on
three pillars: analysis of the institutional system, analysis of the message
system, and analysis of cultivation” (Gerbner et al., 2002). In the public
sphere, the perception spreads that such events could happen to anyone,
leading the audience to adjust their behaviour in accordance with a pre-
cultivated awareness of reality, unprepared for the understanding that me-
dia reality and actual reality often differ. When traditional media, portals,
and similar platforms report daily on violence, political corruption, and im-
morality, ordinary people tend to withdraw from any form of social engage-
ment.

Thus, one can speak of the media criminalization of the entire public
space - a life in which there is little room for those sensitive to crit-
icism, but ample room for those who are indifferent to criticism re-
garding the gravest scandals and corruption.

(Ciri¢, 2013, pp. 64-76)

Whereas just a decade ago a single murder or tragedy might have
been covered in a few reports over several days, today that number is meas-
ured in hundreds or even thousands, creating the impression that the society
in which we live is criminalised to the extent that its very survival is in
question. Through the cohesion and thematisation of crime news, a domi-
nant narrative (leading paradigm) emerges, encompassing a model of men-
tal filtering that conceptually defines the current event, phenomenon, or
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process, determining the conflictological potential of the report. Media im-
agery relies on the exploitation of various forms of violence, whose sensa-
tionalist treatment targets the emotions of the audience and provokes hasty
reactions, particularly during political crises. Minors constitute a particu-
larly vulnerable group, as their visualisation and the publication of personal
data deliberately violate professional codes, while also inflaming feelings
of personal and social insecurity, the dysfunctionality of the state, and the
inadequacy of competent security services, thereby spreading fear and de-
featism. In crisis situations, the leading media paradigm generates rebel-
lion, anger and militarism by homogenising the energy of resistance, which
then manifests in street protests aimed at broader insurrection, the collapse
of authority, and the promotion of alternative centres of power. From a con-
flictological perspective, it is important to note the anonymity and homo-
geneity in the speed of communication on new media platforms, which
thereby create a chain of mutually coordinated message channels that serve
as new information sources, often unreliable and woven from rumours, dis-
information, spin and lies. This is particularly significant because, in prac-
tice, stopping a single communication chain does not collapse the system;
it continues to function, while security measures are intensified for the re-
maining actors.

The corporate-commercialised media structure is designed to sup-
press the doubts of every individual through interaction, presenting itself
as the only reliable, professional and accurate channel of communication.
At the same time, social networks, through miniaturisation and spatial frag-
mentation, strive to ensure that no one remains beyond their reach. This
means that new media should not be stifled or ‘broken’ through any form
of censorship; rather, it is necessary to quickly understand that “the Internet
and digital media are not the cause of the stress and pressures of modern
life” but rather part of the solution, revealing possible pathways out of cri-
sis (Cejko, 2019). Mary Chayko, speaking about technological changes,
also points to the need for human adaptation:

In technologically rich societies, rules and values are constantly
changing. Sometimes they are completely disrupted - undergoing
such a profound and rapid transformation that what existed before
no longer matters at all.

(Cejko, 2019, p. 221)

The content of media should be analysed within the current context
of power, ideology, tradition, and culture. In times of crisis, this constitutes
a virtual space with all the characteristics of social space, inextricably
linked to political reality. For our study, this means that portals and infor-
mation platforms in conflict situations are interpreted as social institutions,
which cannot be reduced solely to technological determinants, but rather
understood as “part of a much larger social, technological, and cultural
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landscape of change; in short, as part of a new technoculture” (Lister et al.,
2009, p. 11). Editors of crime news rely on citizens’ interest in community
security, knowing that their understanding of the prevalence of crime is
emotionally generated, primarily through fear of criminality, “predomi-
nantly indirectly and vicariously, through various transmitters, and least
directly and experientially” (Surette, 2007, p. 34). Under the influence of
cultivation theory, the audience identifies with the threatened social group,
particularly with victims whom they perceive as having something in com-
mon with themselves, and then transfers the event into something that
could potentially happen to them tomorrow.

PRIVACY AND VIOLENCE IN CRISIS SITUATIONS

Digital societies are woven from marketing tactics that, within the
political architecture, aim to separate Humans from their own will, while
the illusion of choice conceals that the outcomes are consequences of me-
dia influence. The flow of massive amounts of data renders numerous po-
litical-propaganda activities invisible, including new concepts of message
framing relevant to the psychology of the masses, which is of extraordinary
importance for communication in crisis situations. Robert Entman asserts
that frames “introduce or increase the salience of certain ideas; they are
framing schemes that encourage the target audience to think, feel, and de-
cide in a particular way” (Entman, 2007, p. 165). The dominant paradigm
is created by multiplying and shaping information that lies within the
sphere of interest of the hidden organisers of crisis actions, while social
networks become mass distributors of disinformation that hinder the state’s
ability to respond. Conflictologists emphasise that managing crisis com-
munication during major disasters and civilian casualties is a matter of so-
cial system stability, because the essence of any crisis is that “a decision
must be made, but it has not yet been made” (Milasinovi¢, Kesetovi¢, 2011,
p. 8). The influence of media on public opinion today is more visible than
ever, largely due to the high level of youth activism. In practice, this means
that media, particularly social networks and news portals, play a significant
role in shaping the public’s perception of events and the actions of the po-
lice and security services. The goal is to create a critical mass of like-
minded individuals who will use crime news as a motivational element
necessary for generating civil disobedience.

Two tragedies shook Serbia on May 3 and 4, 2023, when two mass
murders occurred, unprecedented in the country’s recent history. In the two
massacres (at the Vladislav Ribnikar Elementary School and in Dubona
and Malo Orasje), 19 people lost their lives, including nine children under
the age of 14, while another eighteen were injured. Sensationalist reporting,
manipulative and selective presentation of information, speculation and
tendentious descriptions of the horrific acts further unsettled public opin-
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ion, while media laws and the Serbian Journalists’ Code were completely
marginalised during these days. Protection of privacy, particularly im-
portant as most victims were children, was entirely absent, and in the race
for clicks, disturbing, brutal, and frightening footage of the crimes
‘flooded’ the media, especially social networks and tabloids.

During the investigated period from May 4 to June 3, 2023, nine
print media outlets in Serbia (Alo, Blic, Danas, Informer, Kurir, Nova, Poli-
tika, Srpski Telegraf and Vecernje novosti) published a total of 2,111 pages
of content explaining these events. The intensity and volume of coverage
were roughly proportional: Alo — 215 pages, Blic — 251, Danas — 281, In-
former — 263, Kurir — 273, Nova — 180, Politika — 212, Srpski Telegraf —
237, and Vecernje novosti — 199 pages. In the first ten days, content on the
two mass murders appeared predominantly on front-page news sections in
most media, whereas in the last ten days of the investigated period, it was
mostly placed in the middle of the papers, usually as a separate ‘crime
news’ section. Since most portals reproduce similar content, their informa-
tional impact multiplies; to gain an edge over competitors, additional de-
tails are added that give the appearance of editorial strength. The volume
of unreliable conjecture and speculation increases, introducing mysticism
and tragedy into the audience’s perception - inevitable companions of
crime reporting. Neven Obradovi¢ highlighted the constructive power of
social media in shaping perceptions of reality, noting that they “create so-
called ‘echo chambers’ through their algorithms” (Obradovi¢, 2025, p. 42).
In crisis situations, by using subtly hidden algorithms, most media, includ-
ing social platforms, offer similar or identical headlines, news articles, pho-
tographs, and videos, which gives the impression that the presented content
is authentic.

From the very moment the crime occurred, a lack of editorial selec-
tion became evident, as journalists contributed to spreading panic by inter-
viewing terrified and traumatised children who had fled the school, as well
as parents waiting outside in a state of shock, indescribable grief, and deep
trauma. The exploitation of minors and adults is incompatible with sensi-
tive and professional journalism. In the race for higher ratings, on May 4,
the front pages of daily newspapers published the victims’ names; the full
name and photograph of the perpetrator; footage of the arrest; photographs
of shocked parents and children; along with headlines that clearly violated
the Serbian Journalists’ Code. Public emotional tension was further inten-
sified by publishing alleged statements of the perpetrator on front pages:
“Without a trace of excitement, he told them: I am a psychopath” (Alo),
“Kosta K. (13): I killed them all because I’'m a psychopath” (Informer),
“Boy monster: I don’t regret it, they deserved it!”” (Srpski Telegraf). Eve-
rything was orchestrated to provoke curiosity and emotional reactions from
the audience, with the frequency of certain words designed to prolong the
time individuals spent reading the remainder of the article. The three prin-
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ciples of the news portal - informing, persuading and connecting - are also
reflected in the field of shaping information that is created in accordance
with the metrics of receiving clicks, which often means ignoring the facts.
(Jevtovié, Marié, 2022, p. 816). Audience interaction was expected, as il-
lustrated by the fact that more than 120,000 comments were written and
nearly 400,000 ‘likes’ were registered.

Due to the limited scope of this work, we have focused on BIRN’s
analysis of published texts from seven online media outlets that are repre-
sentative, as according to data from the Gemius Audience service, they
rank among the ten most visited portals in Serbia (Nova, Informer, Kurir,
Blic, Novosti, Telegraf, and Alo). This is significant because these media
also have print editions, which amplifies their influence on public opinion,
especially as some of them also broadcast television programs. Content
analysis revealed that between May 3 and May 7, these portals published
nearly 2,800 articles about the murders in Ribnikar, Dubona and Malo
Orasje, meaning that on average more than six hundred texts were pub-
lished each day, symbolically ‘narcotising’ the public. Vladimir Volkov
uses the synonym ‘intoxication of the public’ implying that the media, by
their function, are predisposed to propagating certain ideas and values. The
‘black chronicle’ is particularly powerful here, as it uses images to con-
vince the audience that it is conveying an indisputable truth.

The brain is inherently distrustful; the heart and gut are naturally
stirred, and the truth is that the emotional charge of an image, espe-
cially in color, and even more so if it is moving, is stronger than the
corresponding verbal expression. When you read ‘the girl is covered
in blood’ or when you see a girl covered in blood, you are not over-
come by the same level of excitement.

(Volkov, 2002, p. 173)

The way the media report is socially significant, as it can influence
whether something similar ever happens again. A detailed analysis of 350
media contents that received the most intense user interaction on social
networks showed that in almost 70 percent of cases the right to privacy was
violated. On average, the media infringed on the privacy of victims or sus-
pects 47 times per day, driven by a clickability logic that supports financial
sustainability. In the report “Invasion of Privacy — An Analysis of Media
Reporting,” Tanja Maksi¢ and the BIRN research team (January 2024) ob-
serve that crisis situations lead to more frequent violations of the privacy
rights of both perpetrators and victims. The network’s buzz-filled environ-
ment conceals numerous political and propaganda activities, including new
concepts of message framing relevant to mass psychology, which are of
unusual importance for communication in crisis situations. Robert Entman
argues regarding frames that “they introduce or increase the salience of
certain ideas; they are framing schemes that prompt the target audience to
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think, feel, and decide in a particular way” (Entman, 2007, p. 165). Unlike
information fixed in traditional newspapers, news portals can continuously
update content and enhance it through multimedia, including audio-video
recordings, images from Instagram or Facebook, YouTube clips, and more.
By skilfully creating the appearance of utilising a wide spectrum of detailed
field information and contextualising it with selected ‘experts’ creators of
crime reporting position the cause of a crisis, highlight common features
with similar cases worldwide, and present internal dynamics that can be
further directed through multiple interpretations. Field reporters instrumen-
talise public dissatisfaction by particularising lapses in the chain of events,
thereby generalising a perception of state ineffectiveness. In crisis events
of vital national interest, group communication on social networks intensi-
fies, as it is symbolically organised as a new social territory that establishes
its own rules and relations and can be regulated internally and externally
according to its own security criteria. Social networks such as Facebook or
X can, in this context, be understood as mechanisms of identity re-territo-
rialisation, transforming the anonymous space of the Internet into a close
and open environment - but only for members of this ‘large brotherhood’ -
while the exteriorisation of messages through media images generates a
specific propaganda capital.

The generation and dissemination of news that categorically belongs
to the crime reporting genre contribute to creating an atmosphere of anger,
suspicion, distrust, resentment, and partisan polarisation, so that street pro-
tests and calls for the overthrow of the system are promoted as part of the
perceived solution.> American criminologist Gregg Barak, in the work
“Media, Process and the Social Construction of Crime - Studies in the
Criminology of News Production,” examines in detail the problem of the
synthetic interweaving of media and criminality. He claims that the process
of creating news about crimes and controlling criminality is related to the
tradition and culture of the community, that is, it reflects its social, political
and psychological traits. He graphically constructs a model of concentric
circles representing the global political economy, culture, media and the
state, intersected along an imagined axis by three separate circles symbol-
ising offenders, victims and criminal justice authorities. Barak believes
that, as part of a broader criminological analysis, studying the mechanisms
of news production includes three dynamic and interdependent processes
of news construction: 1) media reflection, cultural diversity, and crime
news novelty; 2) mass media, public order, and symbolic deviance; and
3) social control, media news, and political changes (Barak, 1994, p. 8). If
we were to make a model in our society, we could note that the Serbian
press (including portals) is rich in violent content, deliberately selected and

3 On the instrumentalisation of crime reporting in the sphere of political change, see:
Jevtovié, A. “Political Communication and the Power of Social Networks in National
Crises Associated with Color Revolutions”, National Interest, IPS, Belgrade, 2025.



The Role of Crime News Discourse in Shaping a Conflict Paradigm during Political Crises 343

narratively simplified, which does not contribute to reducing crime rates.
Although the judiciary initiates proceedings and applies measures against
suspects in a significant number of cases, tabloid writing and
sensationalism further encourage fear of crime and feelings of insecurity.
Statistical data from the Republic Statistical Office for the period 2015—
2024 indicate a trend of decreasing criminal offenses, but the paradox is
that, at the same time, the number of crime news articles on portals and in
the press is increasing, with indicators suggesting that this will continue in
the coming period.* The indicators from our analysis clearly point to a
tendency in contemporary Serbian print and online media for crime news
narratives to occupy an increasing amount of space, which aligns with
similar research conducted internationally. The problem we highlight is
that in Serbia, interpretations are far more liberal, ideologically coloured,
and often presented without citing concrete sources or with an excess of
unnecessary details whose sole purpose is to provoke emotions. An
unselective approach alters the observer’s perspective, shifting focus more
onto the perpetrators of violence than the victims. This is dangerous, as it
can produce a phenomenon of ‘imitators’ in the audience, who, in the desire
to become ‘famous’ replicate the crime. Global researchers argue that in
this way, “through the media’s presentation of events and facts outside
reality, the audience is provided with only certain pieces of information,
which can often be stereotypes and prejudices” (Wykes, 2001, p. 56).

What is particularly concerning in crises is the invisible matrix that
emerges in tragic cases, precisely when society is most vulnerable and po-
litically divided. Conflict-driven passions are transmitted most rapidly and
with minimal control through social media, accompanied by numerous
noise factors - rumours, disinformation, gossip and even fabricated news.
The crisis situation is further intensified by frequently republishing previ-
ously released content, now coloured with new details, testimonies and
claims that have no basis in actual practice. So-called intensifiers are used,
designed to stimulate the emotional level of communication, where words
like ‘monster’ ‘bloodthirsty’ or ‘boy killer’ serve as ‘bait’ to prolong en-
gagement with the reader or viewer.

Domestic researchers have already observed that “selective media
presentation of crime is based on certain criteria that guide the choice of
events to be presented as news.” (Papi¢, 2021, p. 129). Greater tragedy en-
sures that content accompanied by photographs is placed on the front page
or in the first minute of television news broadcasts. The more deaths, the
deeper the societal crisis, and in situations of polarisation, the potential for
internal conflict grows. “As a result, there is an excessive and, in relation
to official crime statistics, inadequate representation of violent crime in the

4 Adult Offenders of Criminal Acts in the Republic of Serbia, 2024 — Reports, Indictments,
and Convictions, prepared by Dragana Nikoli¢ and Sandra Gagi¢, Belgrade.
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media. The media’s oversaturation with violent crime affects the media
construction of criminality in such a way that this phenomenon is presented
and perceived as predominantly violent” (Kesi¢, Dzeletovi¢, Tomi¢, 2020,
p. 1424). The significance of crime news is not the same in all countries,
but the greater the political crisis, the more potentially conflictual its im-
ages become. A protest arising from socio-economic reasons, due to only a
few days of inadequate government response, “can escalate into a political
one, with recognizable indicators of a colored revolution” (Parezanovic,
2024, p. 351).

CONCLUSION

Analysis of the case study, as well as the available literature, indi-
cates that contemporary media, when reporting on crime news (particularly
during political crises), tend to adopt one of two diametrically opposed ap-
proaches. The first is a traditional and more professional approach, in
which media, representing the public interest, convey accurate and verified
information, actively assisting in mitigating the consequences of criminal
activities or accidents as quickly as possible. By acting to stabilise the sit-
uation in their environment, they recognise the security risks to the com-
munity and strive to maintain an atmosphere of peace and general stability
in the public sphere. The second approach involves exploiting a tragic
event, phenomenon, process or accident through sensationalist reporting to
attract a larger audience, thereby altering the political balance within soci-
ety and deepening the crisis with unpredictable consequences. The impacts
of the misfortune become alarming, public anxiety escalates to the point of
mass destabilisation, and journalists, in effect, become indirect actors in the
social crisis.

The research design quickly revealed a tabloid-popular narrative
framework, which, through strategies of click-streaming and audience ap-
peal, targets the sensationalist promotion of the role, place and significance
of the crime news’ section in our daily press and most widely read portals.
The corporately commercialised model of communicative activity, through
careless and media-unprepared reporting patterns within society, forms a
narrative framework with explosive security potential. In a networked so-
ciety, the crime news’ section evolves into a multidimensional and strate-
gically significant instrument for influencing public opinion, structured and
synchronised to provoke dissatisfaction across the broader environment.
Dori¢ argues that the generation of a new type of society occurs based on
various networked contents, which later interconnect and operate collec-
tively. “All of them are hierarchically linked, controlled and synchronised
depending on the needs of the network leaders...,” the author concludes,
while also emphasising that censorship or the removal of inappropriate
content merely shifts it to alternative networks (Pori¢, 2021, p. 152).
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Through the analysis of characteristic genre elements, we have demon-
strated that the contents of crime reporting, as well as the relationships and
beliefs of actors in the security sector, are observable through the specific
language of photographs and texts, indicating the social significance, sec-
ondary victimisation and ethical dimension of this type of reporting.

An analysis of the daily press and online portals covering the trag-
edy in “Ribnikar,” Dubona, and Malo Orasje, as well as the crime section
throughout the year, articulated an unexpected communication paradox:
while the presence of crime-related topics is sensationalist, tabloid and fre-
quent, the style and visual apparatus of the content revealed the porousness
of security procedures. At the same time, official statistics for the past five
years show a declining rate of criminal reports, consistent with the findings
of similar research (Vuli¢, Sokovi¢, 2019, p. 305). The actual number of
injuries, murders, accidents, fatalities and various violent acts is small and
disproportionate to the media representations of a criminalised society.
This analysis is further supported by the observed disproportionate growth
of social networks and digital media, which, by intensifying mutual com-
petition, promote the intensity and visibility of crime-related topics.

The internal world of the digitalised individual is highly simplified;
emotions are fragile and explosive because, unlike the era of deep reading
of books and curated content in analogue media, the new audience forms
conclusions based on fleeting, visual information, often trapped in stereo-
types and prejudices filled with empty yet promising words and meanings.
Crime reporting, supported by the mosaic values of social networks and
news portals, shapes the agenda of consumer media, which readily adopt
their content, further intensifying crises. New technologies have exploited
the slowness and inadequate training of crisis teams to impose content that
reshapes identities and behavioural patterns, so that violence transforms
our social and psychological values.

The era of political democracy as we knew it before the internet is
irrevocably over. The idea of the public as an unlimited collection of dis-
crete individuals has now been transformed into a digital polis in which
diversity is encouraged, but only within the bounds of ideological proxim-
ity. This means that in the sphere of security, old values are rejected, and
during crises, actions are taken in accordance with the new architecture of
media literacy, where information is designed in line with political goals
and programs.

Digitalisation has opened up the public sphere, while a fragmented
and dispersed audience congregates on social networks in specifically or-
ganised niches, using technological potential for self-organisation and con-
nectivity. Ideology, transcending conventional boundaries of space and
time, exploits images of pathological violence for political confrontations
with opponents, seeking to draw responsible agencies into a conflictual
vortex. When aligned with a propagandistic media matrix, it can adopt a
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value-neutral or negative approach (reflecting ‘distorted consciousness’),
yet there is no doubt about its purpose and intent to alter reality. An in-
creased number of images depicting violence amplifies the ideological in-
stability of the community, inevitably reflecting upon the political sphere.
The dissemination of crisis information is increasingly becoming a strategy
of informational conflict, based on appropriating the positions and opinions
of others, whereby dehumanisation and demonization of the targeted party
facilitate metapropaganda and societal polarisation. Our study has shown
that actors threatening the constitutional order skilfully exploit crime re-
porting for subversive purposes, aiming to influence the audience as de-
structively as possible. What emerges is the need for higher-quality collab-
oration among the media, the police, and security agencies to enhance pre-
vention, control and the reduction of crime rates.
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VJIOT'A 'HPHE XPOHHUKE' Y KPEUPAIBY KOH®JIUKTHE
IHAPAJUTI'ME TOKOM IIOJIUTHYKUX KPU3A

Amna 3. Jesrosuh!, Mupam C. Musnamunosuh?

"MucTuryT 33 nomTruke cryauje, beorpan, Cpouja
2Vuupepsuter ,,Cunrugyaym”’, DakyITeT 3a Meuje ¥ KOMyHHKauuje, beorpan, Cpouja

Pe3ume

Jlururannsanyja v BemITauka HHTEIUTSHIN]a MEHhajy IPHUPOY HOBHHAPCTBA, Kpe-
upajyhn napanenaHy CTBapHOCT K0ja MO)ke OMTH OKMIa4 KPH3HUX CUTYyalHja, MoceOHO
y noauTHikoj chepu. Mcrpaxyjyhu ¢peHOMeH ipHe XpOHHKE', Y3 aHAIIN3Y KapaKTepH-
CTHYHHX CTYJMja Clydaja — ayTOpH I0J1a3e O] CTaBa Ja HUjelaH Me/Inj HUje HeyTpaJiaH,
IITO 3HAYH JIa CE ca CaJpKajHO-CTPYKTYPHE CTpaHe CBAaKH APYIITBEHHU MPoOeM, TojaBa
WM YHH U3 chepe KpUMUHAIA MOXKe TIPUKAa3aTH Kao JIe0 aKTYEITHUX MOJIUTHYKHX TIpe-
BHpama. PparMeHTOBambE, HHCEPTOBAKE WM CHELHjaIM3allija Kao TeXHUKE [UJbaba
0e30eTHOCHIX OKBHpa ca HOBUM MeIWjuMa, OCEeOHO TUTHUTAIHUAM IUTaThopMama U
MOpTaIMMa Ha PYrauyju HauMH KaHAIMILY €HEpTHjy ay JUTOpHjyMa, I 4YeMy HelpH-
JIarol)eHu U HeoOPa30BaHHU JICJIOBH 3aje/IHHLIE JIAKO T0CTa]y XKPTBE MaHUITyIalLHje.

AyTopu monase o] MPETIOCTaBKe KaKO KOMEPIHjaJHO OPHjEHTHUCAHW MEIMjU ca
BehuM pejTuH3nMa vemhe kpie kojaekce nmpodecuje, moceGHo yrpoxaajyhu nmpusat-
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HOCT aKkTepa KOH(MINKTHUX JelIaBama, aly U cTBapajyhu atMocdepy MopaiHe naHuKe,
CTpaxa U HOJIMTHYKEe HecTaOmIHOCTH. Ca KOH(IIMKTOJIOIIKOT aclieKTa BaXKHO j€ YOUUTH
AQHOHMMHOCT ¥ XOMOTEHOCT Y Op3WHM KOMYHHKAI{je Ha HOBUM MEIHjIMa, KOjH Ha Taj
Ha4MH rpaje jJaHar MelycoOHO KOOPIMHUCAHNX MTOPYKa KOjH CUMYJIHPajy HOBE H3BOpe
unpopmarmja. To je BaKHO 3ama3uTH jep y MPaKcH 3ayCTaBJbambeM jeAHOT KOMyHHKa-
LHOHOT JIaHI[a CHCTEM HeE J0KUBJbaBa CJIOM, Beh (QyHKUMOHHIIE U ajbe, y3 MojayaH
0e30e10HOCHU TPUCTYN MpeocTanux akrepa. CaBpeMeHa KOPHIOPaTHBHO-KOMEpPIIHja-
JM30BaHa ME/IMjCKa CTPYKTypa HallpaBJbEHA j& J1a HHTEPAKIMjOM TYIIH CyMEbY CBaKOT
TIOjeINHIIA, TIpeCTaBIbajyhn cebe Kao jeIiHO Moy3/aH, IpoQeCHOHANaH U TaYaH KaHall
KOMYHHKaIVje

Amnanmu3upajyhu MeMjcKo U3BEIITaBakhE O IBE Tpareauje Koje cy norpecie Cpoujy
3. u 4. maja 2023, kaia je y JBa o7BOjeHa Macakpa (y OCHOBHO] IIKOJH ,,Briaaucias
PuGnukap* u y6onu u Manom Oparjy) *HBOTe U3ryomio 19 nmuma, HeTpaxyjemMo 1
MoieNne Kperparma Kpu3HuX curyanuja. CeH3alMOHaTUCTHYKO U3BEIITaBabe, MAHHITY -
JATHBHO M CENEKTHBHO M3HOILICH-C MOJaTaKa, CIEKyJaluje ¥ TCHACHLMO3HH OIMHCU
CTPaBMYHOT YHHA JOJATHO CY Y3HEMHPHIH jaBHO MHEH:E, 0K Cy MEIHMjCKH 3aKOHU U
Konexc HoBrHapa CpOuje y IpBUM JaHHMa HOTITYHO MaprHHAIN30BaHH. Y UHTEPBAIY
on 4. maja. o 3. jyna 2023. roxuHe AeBeT MITAaMIIAHUX Meuja 00jaBUIUIH Cy YKYITHO
2.111 cTpaHa TeKCTOBa KOjH Cy caaprKajeM MojalimaBain oBe aorahaje. CiumuHu cy U
pe3yNITaTH W3BeNITaBamba penpe3eHTaTHBHUX oHiajH meanja (Hosa, Mudopmep, Ky-
pup, b, HoBocth, Tenerpad, Ano) kxoju cy y uHTepBaty ox 3. 1o 7. Maja 00jaBIIN
2.800 TekcToBa, IITO 3HAYH [ j€ CBAKOTa JaHa MPOCEYHO MyOIMKOBAHO BHIIIE O] IECT
CTOTHHA BECTH M CIMYHHX caJpikaja CHE XpOHHKe. TeopeTnuapu KOpPHCTE MHOjaM
MHTOKCalja my0JnKe, moapa3yMeBajyhn TpeHyTak KaJa MeOuju mpeiaze (QpyHKIHjy
nH(popMHuCama 1 Ipesase y nponarasy oapeheHux uieja u BpeaHocTH. LlpHa XpoHnka
je Ty moce6HO MohHa jep kopuihemeM eMONNOHATIHUX CIIMKA yBepaBa ayIuTOPUjyM
KaKo FOBOPH HETOOWTHY MCTHHY. HaunH Ha KOjU MeIMju M3BEINTABajy je APYIITBEHO
OuTaH, jep MOXKe YTHIIATH J]a Ce HEIITO CIINYHO HUKaJa He TIOHOBH.

MuankaTopu Hallle aHaNK3e jaCHO yKa3yjy Ha TeHICHIN]Y Jia Y CAaBPEMEHO] CPIICKO]
HITaMITH ¥ Ha TIOpTaJIiMa CBE BHIIIE TPOCTOpa N00Mjajy HApaTHBHU IPHE XPOHUKE, IITO
jey CKIlazy ca CIIMYHUM HCTPakuBamba y cBeTy. [IpobieM Ha KojH yKa3yjeMo je y Uhmbe-
HUIIY 2 Cy KOJl HaC MHTEPIPETaIHje MHOTO cI000IHH]je, HICOIOIKH 000jeHuje u 0e3
HaBol)era KOHKPETHNX N3BOPA WITH Ca BUIIKOM HEMOTPEOHHX JIeTasba YHjH je IINJb CaMO
paciuiaMcaBambe eMonyja. HecenekTuBaH npuCTyn Merba AMONTPH]y ITocMarpaya, rna ce
¢dokyc BuIlle ycMepaBa Ha MOYMHHOLIE HACHJba HEro Ha JXpTBe. To je omacHo jep y
MyOJIMIM MOXKeE TIPOU3BECTH (PeHOMEH 'MMHTATOpa' KOjH Y KeJbH JIa MOCTaHy 'To3HATH'
MOHABJbAjy 3JI0YMH. 3HAYaj IPHE XPOHHUKE HHje UCTH y CBUM 3eMJbaMa, alli ILITO je
MOJMTHYKA Kpu3a Beha To Cy ¥ IeHe CIMKE MOTEHIINjaTHO KOH(IUKTHH]E.



