August 26 2011

Issued on behalf of Sweet & Maxwell
Internet defamation cases double
· Fall in celebrities suing media as privacy injunctions cut off stories at source 

· Increase in businesses using defamation law to protect their reputation against complaints
The number of reported defamation court cases where the subject was defamed online more than doubled last year to 16, up from seven the year before. New research from Sweet & Maxwell, the legal information provider, points to the growth of social media as the cause of this surge.
Sweet & Maxwell, a Thomson Reuters company, says that experts have predicted a dramatic jump in online defamation cases since the birth of social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter. 
The statistics, drawn from Sweet & Maxwell’s Lawtel and Westlaw UK services, reveal a small increase in the total number of reported defamation cases in the last year, up 4% to 86 compared to 83 cases the year before (year ending May 31st). (Full results below)
Korieh Duodu, co-author of the latest (fourth) edition of Defamation: Law, Procedure & Practice (2010) published by Sweet & Maxwell and a media specialist with Addleshaw Goddard LLP, comments: “Social media tools have over a billion users worldwide and are growing rapidly in popularity. Nevertheless, they can present a huge problem for individuals and corporates trying to protect their reputations from harmful user generated content.”
“People who find themselves damaged on social media sites can often find it time-consuming and difficult to have the offending material removed, because many platform providers do not accept responsibility for their users’ content.”
He continues, “Such is the speed at which information travels through social networks that one unchecked comment can spread into the mainstream media within minutes, which can cause irreparable damage to the subject who has been wronged.” 
“Of course, so much material on the internet is now written by non-professionals without any of the fact-checking that should take place within traditional media organisations. There is certainly a need for greater accountability of the providers of user generated content; a need to tighten the regulatory framework within which they operate. This ought to have been a focus of the proposed Defamation bill currently being debated.”
Korieh Duodu points out that this is all the more pertinent since journalists are increasingly using social media platforms as news sources, thereby increasing the risk that content that is defamatory or in breach of privacy rights can spiral into a national news story.
Fall in celebrities suing media as privacy injunctions cut off stories at source
Sweet & Maxwell also highlight a big drop in reported defamation cases involving celebrities, down 59% from 22 in 2009/10 to just nine in 2010/11.
Sweet & Maxwell says that celebrities are increasingly relying on privacy law to prevent potentially damaging stories from even being published.
Korieh Duodu explains: “With injunctions becoming ever more popular in recent years, many celebrities are now utilising them to prevent stories gaining wider traction in the media.”
“The increased use of anonymity orders in privacy claims has enabled well known individuals to prevent anything being published at all. This will in some cases prevent the need for the individual to sue for libel after the event.”
Increase in businesses using defamation law to protect their reputation against complaints
According to Sweet & Maxwell’s research, more businesses are now suing for defamation in order to protect their reputation. 
The number of businesses using defamation law to protect their reputation against complaints of customers or individuals more than trebled, from just five cases in 2009/10, to 16 cases in 2010/11. 
With businesses under increasing financial pressure, many are increasingly litigating in order to protect their reputation.
Experts point out that reputational damage can be very costly. Some may even be forced to take action against rogue customers who leave defamatory reviews or comments on their websites. 
In previous years, companies have also used defamation law to protect themselves against false claims that their businesses might become insolvent. These claims can be highly damaging as 
they can dissuade both suppliers and customers from dealing with the company.
Rise in number of reported online defamation cases
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Total number of reported defamation claims
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ENDS
Notes to Editors:
Sweet & Maxwell, through its highly acclaimed online services Lawtel and Westlaw UK and its print and other digital publications, is now the leading provider of information and solutions to the legal and professional markets in the UK and Ireland. 

Part of Thomson Reuters and with over 200 years of history and heritage in legal publishing, Sweet & Maxwell offers detailed and specialist knowledge, understanding, interpretation and commentary across a wide range of subjects in a variety of formats to meet customers’ needs – online, books, journals, periodicals, looseleafs and DVDs.

About Thomson Reuters:
Thomson Reuters is the world’s leading source of intelligent information for businesses and professionals. We combine industry expertise with innovative technology to deliver critical information to leading decision makers in the financial, legal, tax and accounting, scientific, healthcare and media markets, powered by the world’s most trusted news organization. With headquarters in New York and major operations in London and Eagan, Minnesota, Thomson Reuters employs more than 50,000 people in 93 countries. For more information, go to www.thomsonreuters.com. 
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