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Abstract

On the first day after the mass murder, a qualitative content analysis
was conducted on nine daily newspapers in Republic of Srpska and
Serbia. It aimed to determine the existence of similarities in the
reporting of daily newspapers in the two countries, compare the existing
reporting with current media regulations and self-regulation, identify any
violations, and provide recommendations for future, more ethical
reporting, given that a number of ethical lapses were observed in the
reporting. The analysis of this event has both scientific and societal
justification because the event impacted all members of society, and one
of the tasks of science is to provide concrete advice on how to report
ethically, professionally, and in accordance with recommendations and
existing norms. Ethical lapses in the media can have consequences
during times of crisis, shock, disbelief, panic and concern, which were
understandably triggered in the audience, given that an event of this
nature had not been recorded in our societies before.

Key words: daily newspapers in Republic of Srpska and Serbia,
journalistic ethics, media regulation and self-regulation, reporting in
crises.
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Reporting in Daily Newspapers in Serbia and Republic
of Srpska Immediately After Acts of Violence: A Case
Study of the Mass Murder at Vladislav Ribnikar
Primary School

Journalistic Reporting in Situational Crisis and Media
Responsibility

In the days following the mass murder, it was evident that neither
society as a whole nor the media were prepared for violence of this
magnitude. However, this does not diminish the responsibility that the
media bears because “the first and foremost duty of journalists is to
provide accurate, independent, and timely information upon which
specific decisions and choices can be made, and appropriate conclusions
drawn made when taking a certain stance” (Bataljevi¢ & Bataljevic,
2012, p. 175). What occurred at Vladislav Ribnikar Elementary School
escalated into a crisis because anyone who was in the killer’s sights at
that moment could have become a victim. This is because the event took
place in a public location. “A crisis is typically fast-paced, involves many
actors and requires decisions made under high stress and uncertainty.
Swedish Emergency Management Agency [SEMA], 2008, p. 9). Media
coverage during a crisis can lead to a phenomenon known as generalized
imitation, i.e., similar events that will happen in the near future (Meindl
& Ivy, 2017). We witnessed such events in the days following the first
mass murder.

In the first hours following the Ribnikar School incident, there was
a rush to identify “scapegoats” and unchecked causes. At one moment,
a teacher who had given the suspect a failing grade was blamed; in
another moment, it was the parents and eventually the peers who had
allegedly bullied the suspect, and so on. Many details presented led to
the public knowing everything about the event except for what was most
relevant. Obtaining relevant facts would have served a protective
function for the audience, who were in a state of shock. To reduce the
possibility of prolonged stress, it is advisable to avoid repeated and
continuous media coverage of events that cause discomfort and trauma,
thus making recovery more certain (Holman et al., 2014, as cited in
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Stambuk et al., 2021). For this reason, the “only acceptable reporting
method in crisis reporting is the application of fact-based theory, which,
while considering the pain of the victims, focuses on facts and
information of public interest, rather than personal preferences and the
irrational judgment of journalists” (Barovi¢, 2011, p.125).

Due to media reporting during crisis events, which in many cases
was not ethical, on 9 May 2023, the Department of Psychology at the
Faculty of Philosophy formulated guidelines for reporting after crisis
events. These guidelines argue that journalistic reporting should be
responsible for contributing to community recovery. They should
“educate the public to promptly recognize the conditions and behaviours
of individuals that may escalate into violence, thus preventing such
events; foster empathy for survivors and the families and friends of
victims, aiding in recovery; encourage individuals to seek support from
experts; encourage individuals to intervene if they notice that someone
else may be at risk of committing a violent act, urging that person to
seek professional help; promote solidarity and a sense of community”
(Department of Psychology, Faculty of Philosophy, University of Belgrade,
2023, p. 2).

The National Media Regulations and Self-regulation
in Serbia and Republic of Srpska Concerning Reporting
on Violence

Perpetrators of violence are often referred to as “killers,”
“monsters,” and “murderers” even before a court decision is made.
Article 73 of the Law on Public Information and Media of the Republic of
Serbia prohibits this practice unless the court reacts differently and
issues a final decision (Law on Public Information and Media, Official
Gazette of RS 83/2014, 58/2015 and 12/2016). Within the fourth part
of the Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics2, which deals with the
responsibility of journalists, the third sub-clause prescribes the duty of
journalists to respect the presumption of innocence (Serbian Journalists’
Code of Ethics!, 2013). According to the Code, even in cases of

!The Code was adopted in 2006 and was supplemented with provisions on
preventing corruption and conflicts of interest in 2013.
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admission of guilt, the accused should be identified only by their initials,
without accompanying photographs and descriptions, as well as without
disclosing their residential address, social status, the names of close
individuals, and other details as stipulated by the Code (Serbian
Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). Respecting the presumption of
innocence is also stipulated by Article 16 of the Press and Online Media
Code in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Press and Online Media Code in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, 2022).

Apart from labelling, one of the significant shortcomings in the
media is the direct disclosure of the identities of victims, witnesses, and
even perpetrators of violence. Media professionals often defend
themselves by arguing that revealing identities is in the public interest,
using this argument to justify direct or indirect disclosure of identities.
Indirectly revealing the identities of victims, witnesses and perpetrators
often occurs through the disclosure of background information, which is
considered a breach according to Article 8 of the Recommendations for
court media reporters, except in a few specified cases outlined in Articles
8 and 9 (Recommendations for Court Media Reporters in Reporting on
Investigations and Court Processes, 2006). This regulation provides
media professionals with recommendations on what to do in cases where
investigations and proceedings involve minors or when minors are
victims of violence, as stipulated in Article 10 (Recommendations for
Court Media Reporters in Reporting on Investigations and Court
Processes, 2006). Other regulations, such as the Guidelines for Media
on Dealing with the Police, also govern reporting on cases of violence
involving minors. Namely, journalists are obligated to protect the
identities of underaged victims and offenders until the police decide to
disclose their names, as stipulated in Article 8 (OSCE, 2007). The same
article specifies that information about violence victims can be revealed
when “permission is obtained from the immediate family or after formal
identification” (OSCE, 2007).

Nondisclosure of identity is considered a part of preserving the
dignity of the victim, which is also prescribed by recommendations
regarding the treatment of gender-related content in the media in Bosnia
and Herzegovina. Article 2 of these recommendations requires “the
portrayal of all individuals in an equal and non-stereotypical manner, with

Page 216 of 281



REPORTING IN DAILY NEWSPAPERS ... Kultura polisa
Jovana Mlinarevic 20(3), 212-250
I

full respect for their uniqueness and human dignity” (Recommendations
for Media on the Treatment of Gender-Related Content and the Use of
Gender-Sensitive Language in the Media in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
2006). Personal dignity protection is also mandated by Article 79 of the
Serbian Law on Public Information and Media. Article 80 of the same law
also prescribes a prohibition on disclosing additional information about a
person, which reads, “Information from private life, or personal records
(letters, diaries, notes, digital records, etc.), records of appearance (a
photograph, cartoon, film, video, digital record, etc.), and voice records
(audio, gramophone, digital records, etc.), cannot be published without
the consent of the person to whom the information from private life
pertains, or the person whose words, appearance or voice are contained
if it can be inferred which person it is during publication” (Law on Public
Information and Media, Official Gazette of RS, 83/2014, 58/2015 and
12/2016). The second paragraph of the same article states that “a minor
must not be made recognizable in information that may infringe on their
rights or interests.” However, Article 82 of the same law emphasizes that
“information from private life or personal records may exceptionally be
published without the consent of the person referred to in Articles 80 and
81 of this law if, in the specific case, there is a public interest in disclosing
the information.” Furthermore, the fifth paragraph of Article 82
emphasizes that publication without consent is possible if it is “in the
interest of justice, national security, or public safety” (Law on Public
Information and Media, Official Gazette of RS, 83/2014, 58/2015 and
12/2016). The Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, in section 4, concerning
the responsibility of journalists, mandates, among other things, the
protection of the dignity of children and victims (sub-paragraph 5).
Within this same section 4 of the Code, journalists must protect
the victims’ identities and not disclose their identities. Additionally,
statements from witnesses should not reveal the victim’s identity (sub-
paragraph 3, paragraphs 4 and 5, Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics,
2013). Journalists are required to respect privacy, dignity, and integrity.
Therefore, “when reporting on accidents and criminal acts, it is not
allowed to publish the names and photographs of victims and
perpetrators that identify them” (section 7, sub-paragraph 1, paragraph
1, Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). “Also, it is not allowed to
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publish any data that could indirectly reveal the identity of either the
victim or the perpetrator before the competent authority officially
announces it” (section 7, sub-paragraph 1, paragraph 1, Serbian
Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). “The journalist must be aware of the
power of the media and the possible consequences for the victim or
perpetrator if their identity is revealed”. “In particular, they must consider
the gravity of potential consequences in case of any errors or incorrect
assumptions in reporting (section 7, sub-paragraph 1, paragraph 2,
Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). “Even if competent state
authorities release information revealing the privacy of the perpetrator
or victim, the media must not convey that information” (section 7, sub-
paragraph 1, paragraph 3, Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013).
Furthermore, “when reporting on events involving personal pain and
shock, a journalist must adapt their questions to reflect the spirit of
empathy and discretion” (section 7, sub-paragraph 3, Serbian
Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). “Photographers and camerapersons
are required to treat victims of accidents and crimes with respect and
empathy when taking photographs” (section 7, sub-paragraph 3,
paragraph 1, Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013). The journalist
must ensure that a child is not endangered or exposed to risks due to
the publication of their name, photograph, or image showing their face,
home, the community they live in, or recognizable surroundings (section
7, sub-paragraph 4, Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2013).

Under Article 17 of the Code of Conduct for Print and Online Media
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, “journalists and editors shall exercise special
caution towards victims and/or witnesses in reporting on investigations
and legal proceedings in cases of war crimes, sexual offences, peer
violence and domestic violence, and, in particular, must not reveal their
identity” (Code of Conduct for Print and Online Media in BiH, 2022). Sub-
paragraph 16 of the BH Journalists’ Code of Ethics emphasizes that
journalists should protect human privacy from unjustified or
sensationalistic exposure in public. Furthermore, paragraph 2 of the
Code underscores the need for special responsibility when “reporting on
accidents, family tragedies, illnesses, children and minors, in legal
proceedings, respecting the presumption of innocence, integrity, dignity

Page 218 of 281



REPORTING IN DAILY NEWSPAPERS ... Kultura polisa
Jovana Mlinarevic 20(3), 212-250
I

and feelings of all parties in dispute” (Code of Ethics for Bosnian and
Herzegovinian Journalists, 2004).

Article 18 of the Code of Conduct for Print and Online Media in
Bosnia and Herzegovina stipulates that “journalists and editors shall
protect the identity of a child in proceedings where public access is
otherwise excluded” (Code of Conduct for Print and Online Media in BiH,
2022). “Journalists and editors shall not directly or indirectly identify
children under 18 in cases where children are victims, witnesses or
accused in criminal proceedings” (Code of Conduct for Print and Online
Media in BiH, 2022). Journalists shall not disclose the minors’ full identity
except in cases of substantial public interest (Article 15, Code of Conduct
for Print and Online Media in BiH, 2022). Sub-paragraph 17 of the BH
Journalists’ Code of Ethics specifies that “journalists shall not interview
or photograph a child (up to 15 years of age) about their life or the lives
of other children without the presence of a parent or another adult
responsible for the child” (BH Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2004). The
same sub-paragraph in its first paragraph prohibits interviews and taking
photographs in schools unless approved by school authorities (BH
Journalists’ Code of Ethics, 2004).

Methodology

On the first day after the massacre (4 May 2023), an analysis of
the content of nine daily newspapers from Serbia and Republika Srpska
was conducted. Daily newspapers were selected for the examination
because their role, compared to other media, has always been to provide
a broader context, details and explanations of causes and consequences.
The analysis aimed to identify similarities in the reporting of daily
newspapers in two countries connected primarily by cultural proximity
and mutual influence in all fields. Furthermore, it aimed to detect ethical
violations that could have far-reaching consequences for society as a
whole and provide answers to the question of how well journalistic
regulations are respected in everyday news reporting concerning tragic
events. A qualitative content analysis of nine daily newspapers was
conducted immediately on the first day after the massacre, as it was
precisely on that day that the public closely followed the media minute
by minute, seeking answers to the newly arisen questions that caused
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fear, confusion, and nervousness among everyone. The daily newspapers
whose content was analysed are Nezavisne novine, Glas Srpske, Euro
Blic, Vecernje novosti, Informer, Kurir, Politika, Alo! and Srpski Telegraf.

Results

In the very first hours after the event, journalists rushed to report
details of the incident and the perpetrator of the crime in a sensationalist
manner, often neglecting the essence and background of the crime. This
horrific act has been shown to be primarily a product of dehumanization
and alienation of people from each other (See more: Bjelajac, 2014),
with the multiplication of contemporary threats in the context of human
security (Bjelajac, 2017). Furthermore, the lack of security culture on
the internet, from which the perpetrator “drew” ideas for the crime (See
more: Bjelajac & Jovanovi¢, 2013), suggests that effective strategies for
the safety of young people on the internet must be established (See
more: Bjelajac, Matijasevi¢, & Dimitrijevi¢, 2012).

When analyzing this event, we can perceive that the focus was
on the perpetrator rather than the victims. In some instances of
reporting, the victims were mentioned in terms of numbers, such as in
the example where the victims were referred to as eight students and a
security worker, seven girls, one boy and one guard (Glas Srpske, 4 May
2023). In the journalistic reporting of the mass murder during the
analysis of daily newspapers, specific patterns were observed to be
repeated, and these patterns included the following: an unprecedented
massacre in recent history, a heinous act for the first time in Serbia, and
the greatest tragedy in recent Serbian history (as listed in Politika, 4 May
2023); an unprecedented tragedy for Vracar and Belgrade, a cold-
blooded and meticulously planned multiple murder, a bloody rampage,
a brutal crime and a heinous act happening for the first time in our
history, a shocking crime (as listed in Glas Srpske, 4 May 2023). In the
edition of Informer dated 4 May 2023, this event was labelled as the
worst massacre in the history of Serbia, an unprecedented crime, a
killing spree and massacre. In the edition of Nezavisne novine dated 4
May 2023, this event is described as a horrific crime, a bloody feast, a
crime unprecedented in our region. The daily newspaper Alo dated 4 May
2023, marked this event as one of the darkest days in our history, a
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horrific massacre, an unprecedented crime in Vracar, a massacre unlike
any Serbia remembers, a bloody rampage, a bloody feast. The edition
of Kurir dated 4 May 2023, described this event as a bloody feast, the
worst crime in the history of Serbia, an unprecedented massacre in a
school in the Serbia, a bloody drama, a massacre. Vecernje novosti
dated 4 May 2023, labelled this event as a bloody feast, an unfortunate
event, an unprecedented massacre in recent history. The daily
newspaper Euro Blic, in the edition dated 4 May 2023, characterized the
event as a tragedy on Vracar, an unparalleled tragedy, something terrible
that happened, a monstrous step, a bloody rampage, a bloody massacre,
and as a horrific crime unprecedented in our region. Additionally, certain
patterns were observed regarding the school where the violence
occurred, some of which are: prestigious capital educational institution,
one of the most desirable ones due to its location and because many
children of public figures attend it (Euro Blic, 4 May 2023).

One of the most reputable schools in the capital and at the
national level, a school that until yesterday was considered one of the
safest (Politika, 3 May 2023).

What is common to all daily newspapers is that they all had at
least one photograph, and most often more, from the crime scene in
their reporting. In this regard, the most common images include grieving
parents and acquaintances, the police, ambulance vehicles, and scenes
of candlelight vigils and paying respects to the victims. Common to most
daily newspapers in Serbia is at least one statement from a psychologist.
Psychologists serve as relevant sources in providing expert analyses and
interpretations of the event that stirred unrest among all people. Their
reports significantly contributed to relieving the justified tension that
arose among everyone. Some of the recurring facts in most of the
analysed daily newspapers are precisely the information and details
presented at the emergency press conference held by the state
leadership, as well as statements from officials at that conference. Many
daily newspapers reported on the measures to combat violence proposed
by the president. It was repeated that the father of the boy suspected
of murder took his son to a shooting range, what the boy said during his
arrest was reiterated, the chronology of events was emphasized, the fact
that Kosta is not criminally responsible, the previous case of violence
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from the acting school, and the address by His Holiness Serbian Patriarch
Porfirije. This is justified because the public sought clarification of the
situation from that aspect. So, many daily newspapers quoted the words
of the suspect immediately after his arrest, but some newspapers went
a step further by publishing them on the front page. Those were the
striking words of the boy after his apprehension, in which he stated that
he was a psychopath and that's why he committed the murders
(Informer, 4 May 2023, Alo!, 4 May 202, Vecernje novosti, 4 May 2023).
Nezavisne novine did not sensationalize the boy’s statements after his
arrest. On the front page of Kurir (4 May 2023), it is mentioned that the
boy shot like in video games. The statements of delegates, ambassadors,
and politicians from the region regarding the tragedy and expressions
of condolences are among other facts frequently reiterated in many
newspapers. Some newspapers also reported statements from world
leaders regarding this event. Additionally, plenty of daily newspapers
also took note of the coverage of this event in international media.

During the analysis, observed was direct or indirect disclosure of
the identity of the victims, the perpetrator and witnesses. We remind
you that the disclosure of the identity of victims, witnesses, and in some
cases also the perpetrators is considered a journalistic offence, which is
explained in more detail in Recommendations for Court Media Reporters
in Reporting on Investigations and Court Processes, Guidelines for Media
Interaction with the Police, the Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, the
Code for Printed and Online Media in Bosnia and Herzegovina and other
regulations. We have provided more detailed information on this issue
in the part about media regulations and self-regulation.

Vecernje novosti (4 May 2023) revealed on the second page
the names, surnames, and ages of all the deceased children and the
identities of most of the injured children and the teacher. On the front
page, Informer (4 May 2023) published the names and initial letters
of the surnames of all known victims and their ages. In the same daily
newspapers, there is a blurred sketch containing the names and
surnames of the potential victims that the perpetrator planned to kill.
The sketch with the names and surnames of potential victims is fully
accessible on the front page of Veclernje novosti (4 May 2023). The
sketch representing a hit list, as stated in the photo caption, was
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published in the daily newspaper Alo! (4 May 2023), in which the initial
letters of the names and surnames of the children that the perpetrator
planned to kill remained visible. In Kurir (4 May 2023), a photograph
of the sketch with potential victims was published, but it was blurred.
In Nezavisne novine (4 May 2023), the victims are identified as eight
students and a security guard, while six little ones and a teacher were
wounded.

To present all individuals in a “fair and non-stereotypical manner,
with full respect for their uniqueness and human dignity” is mandated by
the Recommendations for Media on Handling Gender Issues and the Use
of Gender-Sensitive Language in the Media of Bosnia and Herzegovina
(2006). In the analysed daily newspapers, there was noticeable
stereotyping of parents and the murder suspect. Informer (4 May 2023)
also mentions the boy’s mother, a pathologist, who is referred to in the
text as the former wife of a renowned radiologist, for whom colleagues
have words of praise. That the suspect’s father was a prominent radiologist
was immediately mentioned on the second page of Vecernje novosti (4
May 2023) in a separate and noticeable section, alongside which his
unblurred photograph in a white coat was displayed. The suspect was also
stereotyped as the son of a renowned radiologist. On the same page, it
was mentioned that the boy’s mother was a lecturer at the Faculty of
Biology and that Kosta has a 10-year-old half-sister from his father’s
second marriage. The daily newspaper Alo! (4 May 2023), also mentioned
on the front page that the boy’s father was a well-known Belgrade doctor.
On the second page, it was cited that his mother worked at the Faculty of
Biology and that the boy came from a prestigious family. The media found
a connection that the boy’s father had once worked at the Institute for
Cardiovascular Diseases “Dedinje” and took a statement from the director
of that institution (Kurir, 4 May 2023). In Euro Blic, the arrested father
was also portrayed as a well-known doctor.

According to the Serbian Journalists’ Code of Ethics, the Law on
Public Information and Media of the Republic of Serbia, and the Code for
Printed and Online Media in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which applies to
Bosnia and Herzegovina, journalists are obligated to respect the
presumption of innocence and avoid labelling the suspect before the
court issues its verdict. On the front page of the daily newspaper Politika
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(4 May 2023), the suspect was characterized as a seventh-grade
student, thirteen year old, identified by his first name and the initial letter
of his last name. He was described as the perpetrator of mass murder,
the culprit of the tragic event, an exemplary student, and a friend, “a
student with no observed mental or any other emotional problems that
would suggest such evil” (words of the head of the Belgrade police
department). The daily newspaper Glas Srpske (4 May 2023) identified
the suspect as a seventh-grade student, thirteen year old, a juvenile
killer with his full name and surname. He was also characterized as an
excellent student representing the school at competitions. In Veclernje
novosti (4 May 2023), the suspect was characterized on the basis of the
words of the official as the best student who was avoided by everyone.
In the same daily newspaper, the suspect was identified by his first
name, the initial letter of his last name, and his age as a seventh-grader,
the perpetrator of the massacre.Among other things, he is described as
someone who “trained basketball, karate, went to acting classes”
according to the president, and was interested in robotics and wanted
to be an astrophysicist (Srpski Telegraf, 4 May 2023). In Informer (4
May 2023), the suspect is described as a deranged boy, a seventh-grade
student, a mentally disturbed boy, the best student everyone avoided,
and a juvenile murderer. In Nezavisne novine (4 May 2023), professional
ethics were upheld, and the journalist did not reveal the suspect’s
identity, referring to him as a school student and a thirteen-year-old.
The daily newspaper Alo! (4 May 2023) identified the suspect by initials
and age and as a seventh-grade student. In these newspapers, the
suspect is described as a calm, reserved, and polite boy, an excellent
student who practised karate and attended a music school, according to
acquaintances. On the front page of Kurir (4 May 2023), the suspect is
described as a 13-year-old boy and a suspected minor, thus respecting
the presumption of innocence. However, on another page, he is labelled
a murderer (an example from the caption under one of the
accompanying photos: “moment of surrender of the murderer”). Then,
the presumption of innocence is respected again, and on another
occasion, the suspect is referred to as the arrested boy. In these daily
newspapers, the suspect is also identified as a seventh-grade student
and a minor, a prodigy, an excellent and talented student, and a
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successful athlete. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023), the suspect was portrayed
as calm and an excellent student, described as a 13-year-old teenager
by his full name and last name, both as a killer and as a seventh-grade
student, with outstanding grades and results in various competitions,
and was also labelled as a killer and a deranged teenager.

Some of the accompanying photos from the second to the tenth
page of the daily newspaper Srpski telegraf (4 May 2023) are a close-
up of the suspect’s face with blurred eyes, a symbolic photo of a pistol
and blood, photos of people from the event in tears, the moment of
arrest, a picture of the suspect’s father, a screenshot from the GTA video
game, the latest photo of the suspect from Facebook, pictures of the
Chief of the Belgrade Police, the Minister of Internal Affairs, a photo of a
former volleyball player, a picture of the deceased security guard, a
photo of a geography teacher at school who is noted for “carrying bloody
children in his arms,” a photo of the killer’s lawyer, a photo of the
President of Serbia, a photo of Patriarch Porfirije, the Minister of Health
wiping away tears with a handkerchief at a press conference, a photo of
the Minister of Trade, a picture from the press conference regarding the
event, and photos of politicians from the region expressing condolences.
The entire series of reporting in Srpski telegraf (4 May 2023) in the “topic
of the day” section is marked as “Serbia in Mourning Clothes”. Photos
from the scene are featured in Informer and on pages eight and nine,
with one of them focusing on a weeping woman. In Nezavisne novine (4
May 2023), two photos were published. The first shows upset parents,
and the second is an authentic photo with police and ambulance cars.
There’s also a photo capturing the moment of the boy’s arrest, a photo
excerpt from a press conference, a photo of the boy with a blurred face,
and a photo depicting the murder plan. These photos were published
without captions. The latest photo of the boy on Facebook was also
featured in the daily newspaper Kurir (4 May 2023). However, it's not
mentioned here what it means, only that he wanted to become an
astrophysicist, with a note that he loved playing the game “Counter-
Strike,” as stated by a source from Kurir. Photos of the wounded history
teacher and the boy suspected of multiple murders are blurred in the
daily newspaper Kurir. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023), on pages eight and
nine, there are seven authentic photos from the scene featuring
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frightened and tearful parents and children. It's positive that the
children’s eyes are blurred. Euro Blic praises the history teacher, but the
accompanying photo is inappropriate for this situation, as it's a selfie of
her from a trip.

The daily newspaper Politika, in its edition of 4 May 2023,
dedicated seven pages to this event, which is ethically desirable because
the journalists attempted to provide the broader context to the public
and answer questions such as “How did the gun end up in the hands of
a minor?” as one of the headlines reads, and “How to understand the
crime committed by a child?”, in which a school psychologist and the
president of the Executive Board of the Serbian Psychologists’ Society is
interviewed. The reporting in this issue concludes by reminding readers
of school shootings as a common phenomenon in the United States and
recalling a similar crime that occurred on 11 May 2021 in Russia when a
former student killed seven students and two teachers and injured 32
people. It is ethically commendable that in the daily newspaper Politika,
in the statement from the psychologist (on page eight), the issues that
are the subject of this report are addressed. The psychologist stated: "It
is important to emphasize that the way the media reports can influence
what will happen later with the victims of this crime, as well as with
society as a whole. The advice is to report with as little sensationalism
and speculation as possible and without value judgements about the act
itself.” Informer (4 May 2023) dedicated 12 pages to this event, including
the front page, which is also focused on this event. Quantitatively, daily
newspapers in Serbia have allocated more pages to this crime than daily
newspapers in the Republic of Srpska. This is understandable because
the daily newspapers in the Republic of Srpska have reported on this
violence based on cultural proximity factors since the event did not occur
in the Republic of Srpska. In addition to its front page, the daily
newspaper Euro Blic (4 May 2023) covers this crime on seven more
pages. The first two pages focus on events in Republic of Srpska, and
below them, there is a cartoon related to this event, which, as a genre,
was not noticed in other daily newspapers during the research. The
cartoon relates to the days of mourning in Serbia.

Besides the ethically sound aspects observed in the reporting on
the day after the violence, there was also a presence of sensationalism
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in the newspapers. The sensationalistic approach is present in the daily
newspaper Politika (4 May 2023) in a headline that reads, “Disbelief,
Anxiety and Wailing,” describing a situation from the crime scene as
follows: “And then, a cry is heard. A woman screams and tries to pass
through the police cordon. Her child is in school. There’s no news; they
haven’t heard from the child. The phone is ringing, but no one is
answering.” The source is then mentioned as "“someone says,”
accompanied by a stereotypical portrayal of the deceased security guard:
“Everyone loved him. He had time for every student. He was beloved,
like a parent to the school children.” The police statement about the
victims is described as “horrifying,” and the emotions of a student’s
grandmother, who was on duty that day, are conveyed with the
sentence, “You wouldn’t wish such pain on even an enemy.” Additionally,
the grandmother of the student is also mentioned as a former teacher
at the school, an older woman who, due to shock, wore two different
socks. An unethical headline was also observed in Glas Srpske. It reads
“Serbia in Mourning Clothes (4 May 2023). Unethical accompanying
photos alongside the text were noted in the following daily newspapers:
Glas Srpske (4 May 2023), two weeping women are pictured with the
caption, “Terrible Consequences of Tragedy.”

Politika (4 May 2023), there is an image of a weeping man with
the caption, “Yesterday at the Entrance to Emergency Service of Serbian
Clinical Centre.”

Politika (4 May 2023), there’s a photo of three weeping women
embracing each other with the caption, “Weeping Relatives of Students
in Front of the School Where the Mass Murder Occurred.” Kurir (4 May
2023), a subheadline “Grandmother Faints After Terrible News,” with a
note that the grandmother fell down the stairs due to shock. In the same
daily newspaper on the same day, there’s another subheadline: *Mother
Cries My Son Has Died,” and the text reads “No one remained immune
to the wailing and cries, while one of the parents started shouting,
‘They’re dead, they're dead!” In the daily newspaper Informer (4 May
2023), there are ten photos from the scene showing grieving family
members (on pages four and five of the newspaper). There is a photo of
the boy from Facebook presented as a photomontage. The reporter
writes: “It could be inferred from the photo that the boy was consumed
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by some evil... just at first glance, this profile picture from the social
network indicates that the boy has serious psychological problems.”
The scene in front of the school is described as eerie and
distressing, similar to a state of war. There’s a detailed description of the
grandmother’s reaction upon learning that she lost her granddaughter,
the cries of parents, speculations about the motives behind the violence
(despite these being still mere speculations), the boy’s facial expression,
the type of weapon used to commit the crime and the number of bullets
it can hold. All these unnecessary details, promised in the headline,
represent sensationalism in reporting on the violence. Sensationalistic
constructions such as “the murderer poured a rain of bullets) are also
present in Nezavisne novine (4 May 2023). In the daily newspaper Alo!,
some details have been revealed, such as the fact that the murdered
girl was the daughter of a well-known Red Star coach. his was also
revealed in Velernje novosti (4 May 2023), where it is mentioned that
the murdered girl was the daughter of the well-known volleyball coach
Dragan Kobiljski. Former volleyball player Zeljko Tanaskovi¢ gave a
statement about the family’s condition. Alongside the text, there is a
picture of the grieving Dragan Kobiljski’s wife, Nina Kobiljski, receiving
the news of the tragedy. In addition to the fact that the child of a coach
was among the victims, other details related to the violence in the daily
newspaper Alo! (4 May 2023) include: Two girls managed to escape
while the boy was reloading. The security guard was shot from a 14-
metre distance. The boy was a passionate fan of the game “Fortnite”
(sourced from “some claim,” though unverified sources should not be
referred to in reporting on such a tragedy). Dreams of the slain children
about their future careers, such as "Ema dreamed of being a musician
and a mother of three.” A priest visited TirSova Hospital and stayed there
for half an hour. The mother of one of the deceased girls was "“literally
carried out of the hospital... the woman could barely stand on her feet,
she was as pale as a ghost, and security and police were holding her up
so she wouldn’t fall.” A child who withessed the massacre couldn’t stop
screaming and grabbing their hair (based on one mother’s statement).
The son of the Minister of Trade attends the school and was in the same
shift when the violence occurred. Kurir (4 May 2023) reported that the
minister’s child attends that school, and everyone is shocked. The front
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page of Alo! is entirely sensational, from the headline ‘Serbia in Tears’
to the revelation of the security guard’s identity right on the front page,
along with details about the weaponry and the boy’s parents.

‘Mother, don’t wait for me any longer’ is the headline of the article
in Vecernje novosti (4 May 2023), with the subheading ‘When she heard
Emma was a victim, the grandmother fainted’; ‘No, I won't admit it! I
can’t accept it! Nooo! It's not true! Tell me it’s not true. Tell me, please
- a mother cried out when she received the worst news. Let me get into
the school, open up, let me in, let me in!!! Open up!” ... she clutches her
head with her hands and screams... ‘barely any photojournalist raised
their camera.”” How? “It seems that even the camera lens would shatter
before such despair ... ‘The mother grabs her head and lets out a wail;
it's a terrible image, like an embrace that will be in vain to yearn for.”” A
sensationalistic headline is also present in Nezavisne novine (4 May
2023), which reads, “"Bloody Rampage in School, Student Massacres
Classmates and Guard,” with accompanying text on the front page,
“Serbia and the Region Shrouded in Grief After Horrific Crime at Vladislav
Ribnikar Primary School in Belgrade.” Unnecessary details such as “the
attacker’s gaze was frozen,” as stated by “the mother of one of the
students who escaped unharmed,” as reported in Kurir (4 May 2023),
are superfluous. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023), sensational reporting is
evident, demonstrated by sensationalistic elements such as the word
‘massacre’ marked in large red letters across an entire page, the
increasing number of casualties, which is referred to in the text as the
realization of the darkest fears. These sensational elements are
accompanied by statements from Emergency Medical Service doctors
who said they cried and trembled. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023),
inappropriate language is prevalent. Phrases such as “police cars and
emergency teams with sirens and flashing lights were darting in all
directions,” “dozens of ambulances and police cars quickly gathered in
front of Vladislav Ribnikar Primary School,” and “tearful moms, dads,
grandmas, and grandpas were trying to reach their children” are used.
Sensationalistic headlines present in Euro Blic include statements such
as: “"Numerous children of celebrities were in school at the time,” "My
fear intensified only when my child returned home,” 21 was lying beside
my deceased friend’s body, pretending to be dead,” “I witnessed the
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security guard collapsing to the ground,” and “It was a fellow student
who shot my granddaughter.”

In the early days of reporting, sources in news articles are often
other media outlets. For example, the text from Glas Srpske (4 May
2023) mentions that “according to certain media reports, the assailant
targeted history teacher because she had previously given him a failing
grade.” In news articles, the same sources often appear in multiple
places. For example, the Serbian Commissioner for the Protection of
Equality, Zoran Pasali¢, is mentioned as a source in Euro Blic and Politika.
The headlines in both newspapers are almost identical (“*Final warning
to society” in Glas Srpske and “Ultimate warning to our society” in
Politika). Furthermore, both Glas Srpske and Politika feature the same
selected statements from the emergency press conference, with a
particular emphasis on ‘the cancerous, destructive influence of the
internet, video games and so-called Western values,” as stated by Branko
Ruzi¢, the Minister of Education, who resigned a few days after the
tragedy.” In daily newspapers on that day, the appearance of the same
interviewees is noticeable (such as the student Evgenija and the mother
of the boy who played dead during the shooting, featured in Informer,
Euro Blic and Veclernje novosti). Informer, in addition to official sources,
included numerous public figures and their comments on the violence,
ranging from writer Dusan Nedeljkovi¢, whose child attends the same
school, to showbiz personalities who are in no way connected to the case
and are not relevant or qualified to provide comments on the topic. Some
of the personalities whose comments are featured include DusSica
Jakovljevi¢, Natasa Aksentijevi¢, Marija Miki¢, Ana Sevi¢, Anastasija
Raznatovi¢, Jelena Karleusa, Slada Alegro, Sloba Radanovi¢, Nikolina
PiSek, Jovana Jeremi¢ and Ana Stani¢, who appears as a source in Euro
Blic as well. “The reactions of Lepa Brena, Sloba Radanovi¢, DusSica
Jakovljevi¢, Neda Ukraden, Nikolina Pisek, Nikola Rokvi¢, Goca Trzan and
Ana Sevi¢ also appear in Kurir. The eighth and ninth pages of Informer
(4 May 2023) are dedicated to expert sources who commented on the
event. Among them are two sociologists, two lawyers, a representative
from the Forum of Primary and Secondary Vocational Schools, a
criminologist, two psychologists, a psychiatrist and the director of a
psychiatric clinic. Positive trend in the reporting of that daily newspaper
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is that it mentions the phone number for psychological help. In
Nezavisne novine (4 May 2023), the same sources appear; for example,
the mother of the boy who survived by pretending to be dead, writer
Dusan Nedeljkovi¢, and the statement by Veselin Mili¢ that the sketch
looks like from video games. These statements are also repeated in other
media outlets, which is expected since they are from the press
conference. The same sources from Nezavisne novine appeared in Alo!
on 4 May 2023. Details about the weapons were also presented in
Nezavisne novine and are integral to Minister Gasi¢’s statement. In Alo!
(4 May 2023), as in other media outlets, the girl Evgenija is mentioned
as a source. Dusan Nedeljkovi¢ is mentioned as a source in Kurir and
Vecernje novosti. He stated that this boy was bullied, and his child
attends this school. On the sixth and seventh pages of Vecernje novosti
(4 May 2023), two psychologists, a medical doctor, and a sociology
professor are featured, which is ethically appropriate. In Euro Blic (4 May
2023), among the public figures whose children attend this school, Zoran
Kesi¢, Ana Stani¢, Mirko Janketi¢ and Dusko Savanovi¢ are mentioned.
Evgenija, a student who was on the scene, was interviewed. The student
from the “classroom of horror,” as journalists called it in Euro Blic, was
also interviewed, and his mother relayed his words, stating that he told
her that Kosta killed them all. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023), sources include
neighbours and one of the workers near the building where the boy’s
family lives. One said, “The boy has always been polite and well-behaved
but has always been withdrawn.” The same person mentioned that his
father was a well-known doctor. Therefore, the statement from the
sources includes stereotyping. In Euro Blic (4 May 2023), journalists took
statements from parents who are reported to have spoken through
tears. The same statements from neighbours about the boy being
withdrawn and shy are represented. Neighbours’ reactions are also
recorded in Kurir, which includes a statement from Dejan Risti¢, whose
child attends the same school (4 May 2023).

Conclusion

Research has established that newspapers in Serbia and
Republika Srpska report in a similar way. Positive trends were also
observed, but also a number of ethical failures in reporting in both
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countries. When a violent or tragic event occurs, especially of such
magnitude, it is inevitable that the media audience wants to acquire
additional information to draw conclusions and, above all, to get answers
as to why something happened. The audience seeks further information
to avoid further and more profound consequences. In this regard, the
media and journalists must work in the public interest and deliver
information in line with all the values and principles of journalism.
However, more often than not, the situation arises where the media and
journalists cater to public interest. Catering to the public interest, the
media have sensationally reported from the day the murders were
committed and in the following months, emphasizing the perpetrator
and his family and placing the victims in the “background.” When the
resources for reporting on the perpetrator were exhausted, the focus
shifted to exploiting the suffering of the victims’ families. In some
situations, the exploitation of the perpetrator’s life and the victims’
suffering happened in parallel. During the first days of the tragedy, most
citizens were familiar with all the information about the event, much of
which was unreliable, irrelevant, or partially accurate. All the details from
the media contributed to a sense of collective nervousness, fear, panic
and disbelief. An analysis of the mentioned daily newspapers showed
that witnesses to the accident and students and their families provided
statements to the media in the early hours and at moments of massive
shock. Later, their statements were shared and disseminated through a
chain effect in many media outlets. The audience quickly sought new
information to alleviate the feelings of insecurity, panic, and fear.
However, in many cases, media reporting only boosted panic, mainly
through the unnecessary repetition of details. Regarding potential causes
of the violence, daily newspapers featured comments from singers,
athletes, actors, and other public figures who were given media space
but were not relevant sources to discuss the committed violence. In the
absence of experts as relevant sources on the first day who could
potentially provide explanations for the case, journalists, racing to
publish information, continuously cited new causes of the violence every
few hours. Some of the details of the mass murder that added extra
nervousness and could have been omitted from reporting include audio
recordings of the gunfire, video recordings of the arrest, distressful
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scenes filled with tears and the pain of families who lost their loved ones,
exposing them to additional victimization, sketches with a list of
students, some of whom were alive, details about the movements of the
perpetrator, disclosure of the personal life of the perpetrator, and
endangering the dignity of the perpetrator, victims and witnesses, as
well as their families. Indeed, numerous phenomena existing in society,
such as the presence of a segment of youth celebrating a violent
individual as a hero on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and other social
media, must be brought into the media as a reflection of our society.
However, media reporting on violence requires special treatment while
adhering to the profession’s codes and regulations. Additionally, what
must be taken into account is the fact that our region has never
witnessed such a case, and even the relevant institutions, politicians,
media, and journalists were not adequately prepared because no one
could have ever imagined that such things would start happening here.
The events that occurred in the days following the analysed mass murder
confirmed the theories of generalized imitation discussed in the first
chapter of the work. This further complicated the understanding and
analysis of each of these individual events. Understanding the events
was also hindered by the fact that, from the very first day, the mass
murder was linked to other tragic events that had previously shaken the
public. For example, statements from individuals like Igor Juri¢, whose
daughter had tragically died, were featured in the daily newspapers.
Every event requires journalists to investigate its background, but this
investigation should not involve additional stereotyping, sensationalism,
spectacularization, or dramatization. In the future, it would be desirable
to leave the media space to experts who can analyse phenomena that
society has never faced before. Journalistic reporting should adhere to
laws, codes and regulations that promote a more ethical portrayal of
tragedies. There should be a more decisive multi-sectoral approach to
problematic issues, and efforts should be made in advance for their
prevention.
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IzvjeStavanje dnevnih novina u Srbiji i Republici
Srpskoj neposredno nakon izvrsenog nasilja: studija
slucaja masovno ubistvo u OS “Vladislav Ribnikar”

Jovana Mlinarevic

Fakultet politickih nauka, Banja Luka, Republika Srpska, Bosna i
Hercegovina

Sazetak

Prvog dana nakon izvrSenog masovnog ubistva sprovedena je kvalitativna
analiza sadrzaja devet dnevnih novina u Republici Srpskoj i Srbiji. Cilj
analize bio je utvrdivanje postojanja sli¢nosti u izvjestavanju dnevnih
novina u dvije drzave, uporedivanje postojeceg izvijeStavanja sa vazecom
medijskom regulativom i samoregulativom, utvrdivanje eventualnih
prestupa i pruzanje preporuka za buduce eti¢nije izvjeStavanje, s obzirom
na to da se uocio niz etickih propusta u izvjestavanju. Analiza ovog
dogadaja ima i naucnu i drustvenu opravdanost jer je dogadaj uticao na
sve Clanove drustva, a jedan od zadataka nauke jeste da pruzi konkretne
savjete kako izvjestavati eti¢no, profesionalno i u skladu sa preporukama
i vaze¢im normama. Eticki propusti u medijima mogu izazvati posljedice
u stanju krize, Soka, nevjerice, panike i zabrinutosti koja je bila
probudena kod publike Sto je razumljivo s obzirom da dogadaj ovakvog
tipa nije zabiljezen u nasim drustvima ranije.

Klju¢ne reci: dnevne novine u Republici Srpskoj i Srbiji,
novinarska etika, medijska regulativa i samoregulativa, izvjeStavanje u
kriznim situacijama
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