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Introduction: What’s in open data for journalism? 

The title of this paper may seem like a double paradox. First: how can a closed political system such 

as Russia publish considerable amounts of open data? Second: how can one investigate open data 

and find scoops there? It sounds like investigating press releases. However – as I argue – both things 

are possible. 

Let us leave aside the linguistic implications of things being “open” or “closed” and talk about 

“open data”. Rather than expressing a broad idea of availability and access to information, open data 

is a technical term which can be defined by a specific set of criteria. According to the Open Definition 

website, “open data and content can be freely used, modified, and shared by anyone for any 

purpose”.1 In other words, it is a file that you can download and analyse in a spreadsheet. 

The essential distinctive feature of open data is that it is “typically readable by computers, 

making it easier for humans to combine and interrogate them.”2 Open data does not have to be big 

data to matter – consider data from local governments or data about minorities – and inversely, “Do 

not consider open data to be synonymous only with data released by governments”3 – university 

research units, international institutions, corporations, banks, and social media may well open their 

data. “But when government turns big data into open data, it’s especially powerful”.4 Open 

government data can be a way for governments to re-establish the trust of their citizens and empower 

them to make informed decisions. It can fuel better outcomes in public services such as health, 

education, public safety, environmental protection, and governance.5 

Access, however, does not equal empowerment: “open data becomes important only if there 

is a community of skilled users”.6 These communities can be supported by the government, but their 

development should combine top-down with bottom-up initiatives and stimulate use of the data by 

civil society organizations, digital entrepreneurs, human rights activists, and journalists. 

What is the role of journalists in the emerging ecosystem of open data? Researchers argue that 

“journalists are not seen by government as the end users” of data, and at the same time journalists 

themselves do not embrace open data, preferring to stay in their comfort zone. However, others argue 

that structured data may change the nature of journalism. Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World 

Wide Web, says that journalists will switch from getting stories from the people to “poring over data 

and equipping [themselves] with the tools to analyse it and picking out what’s interesting. And 

keeping it in perspective, helping people out by really seeing where it all fits together, and what’s 

                                                           
1 http://opendefinition.org/ 

2 Bowles, N., Hamilton, J. T., Levy, D. A. L. (eds.). Transparency in Politics and the Media: Accountability and Open Government, 

I.B. Tauris, November 2013, p. 142 

3 McKinsey Global Institute, “Open Data: unlocking innovation and performance with liquid information”, p. 4.  

4 Gurin, J., “Big data and open data: what’s what and why does it matter”, Guardian, 

https://www.theguardian.com/public-leaders-network/2014/apr/15/big-data-open-data-transform-government 

5G8 Open Data Charter: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-charter/g8-open-data-charter-and-

technical-annex, accessed 29 March 2017  

6 Radchenko, I., Sakoyan, A., “The view on open data and data journalism”, Communications in Computer and Information 

Science, 2014, 436, 47–54 

https://www.theguardian.com/public-leaders-network/2014/apr/15/big-data-open-data-transform-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-charter/g8-open-data-charter-and-technical-annex
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-charter/g8-open-data-charter-and-technical-annex
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going on in the country”.7 This type of journalism is called data journalism, defined as “obtaining, 

reporting on, curating and publishing data in the public interest”.8 It overlaps with investigative 

journalism, since, as shown by previous research, “design of data-processing artefacts can fit the 

traditional epistemology of journalistic investigation”.9 But how is public data used by journalists? 

In this study, I want to show what the added value of open data is for journalism, how open 

data is used now in traditional investigative reporting and in data journalism, and what are the 

barriers that prevent journalists from embracing it.  

To answer these questions, I start with an overview of the state of open data in Russia and 

discuss its quantity, quality, and usability. I then move on to describe other actors who use data for 

storytelling: politicians, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and ad-hoc teams of journalists 

participating in hackathons. In the next section, I focus on content analysis and compare the 

organisation and analysis of data in three different products: traditional investigations, data stories 

produced at hackathons, and data investigations published in the news media. I analyse these stories 

and rank their complexity using a scoring system. I also provide additional comparison with data 

journalism in the UK, since during my time in Oxford I had the benefit of meeting outstanding 

practitioners and data experts. In a final section, I discuss the existing barriers and provide guidelines 

on how to make data journalism stronger in Russia. This is followed by a conclusion and 

bibliography. 

                                                           
7 Arthur, C., “Analysing data is the future for journalists, says Tim Berners-Lee”, Guardian, 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2010/nov/22/data-analysis-tim-berners-lee, accessed 29 March 2017 

8 Stray, J. quoted in: Coddington, M., “Clarifying journalism's quantitative turn”, Digital Journalism, 2014  

9 Parasie, S., “Data-driven revelation? Epistemological tensions in investigative journalism in the age of big data”. Digital 

Journalism, 2015, 3(3), 364–380. 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2010/nov/22/data-analysis-tim-berners-lee
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Literature review: Investigating open data 

In a way, investigative journalists were working with data long before the term “data journalism” 

came into prominence. Professional reporters were combing through government statistics, court 

records, and business reports acquired by visiting government buildings, archives, and dusty 

courthouse basements; or obtaining official or leaked confidential documents.10 These files were, 

essentially, data, albeit non-digitized. 

Today, when data is produced in huge quantities, new skills are needed for data analysis and 

storytelling. This is a challenge for professional investigative journalists, since they need to loosen 

control over their narrative in two ways: they should trust data and let it tell its own story, and they 

should work in teams to combine all the necessary skills. 

Another distinctive feature of doing data journalism is being transparent about your sources 

and processes, often publishing the data behind the story. This, again, seems at odds with the 

traditional culture of journalistic investigation. The fact that professional journalists or NGOs often 

do not give access to their sources is therefore frequently criticised as a “fundamental bug of 

newspapers”.11 A certain culture shift takes place when people with new and different backgrounds 

enter the newsroom and bring with them a new approach derived from the open-source and hacker 

world. Open-source culture is based on voluntary participation and collaboration, for example 

granting access to the source code of software and incorporating contributions from potentially 

everyone. 

But it is not only journalists who get to tell data stories. Innovation takes place outside the 

newsroom through journalism hackathons, where journalists meet developers and designers to work 

together and explore public and other data for stories. Other organizations, such as advocacy groups 

and civic technology companies, also often investigate open data and thus fulfil a journalistic 

function.  

One pioneer is the UK’s mySociety, which began in 1998 as Up My Street, a website where 

members of the public could find out about their local area. In 2004, the team launched They Work 

For You – a website where people could find out about politicians’ attendance and voting records. 

Another good example is Civio,12 a Spanish organization which shifted its focus from supporting the 

accessibility of data towards investigative data journalism. To investigate the case of governmental 

pardons, David Cabo, co-founder of Civio, has scraped all web pages containing text passages about 

pardons and created an unprecedented comprehensive list. All the data was put on a website together 

with visualizations and short reports that could be used by media outlets. Interestingly, in the absence 

of an official public database, the Spanish Ministry of Justice recommended Civio’s database to 

journalists who wanted to conduct investigations relating to this topic.13 

                                                           
10 Howard, A., The Art and Science of Data-Driven Journalism. New York: Tow Center for Digital Journalism, Columbia 
University, 2014. 

11 Baack, S., “Datafication and empowerment: How the open data movement re-articulates notions of democracy, 
participation, and journalism”, Big Data & Society, 2015, 2(2), 6 

12 http://www.civio.es/en/  

13 Gray, J. et al., “Changing what counts: how can citizen-generated and civil society data be used as an advocacy tool to 

change official data collection?”, 3 March 2016, p. 42  

http://www.civio.es/en/
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Another project, The Red Flags14 by Transparency Hungary, automatically checks documents 

from the Tenders Electronic Daily (TED) listing and filters suspicious procurements through special 

algorithms. 

Therefore, while advocacy groups hold the data to account and civic technology creates 

websites in the public interest, journalism is often bypassed as a key user community for open data. 

This brings us to the hypothesis and research questions. 

                                                           
14 http://www.redflags.eu/  

http://www.redflags.eu/
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Research questions and methods 

My hypothesis is that journalists in Russia do not use open data to its full potential. To explore this, 

the following research questions were elaborated:  

– Does the quality and quantity of open data in Russia allow for investigations? 

– Who else uses open data for storytelling and what can journalists learn from them? 

– How common is open data in journalistic investigations? What is the approach to open 

data? What are the barriers that prevent journalists from using it? 

To answer these questions, the study draws on a combination of semi-structured interviews, 

case studies, and qualitative content analysis. The interviews took place in Riga, Latvia (August 2016), 

Moscow, Russia (September 2016), London and Oxford, UK (January–March 2017), and via Skype 

(March 2017). I conducted semi-structured open-ended interviews with 14 individuals: open data 

experts and journalists working at news media Meduza.io, Novaya Gazeta, RBC, the Guardian, and The 

Times. The research was conducted in Oxford, during the six months from October 2016 to March 

2017. To analyse the most recent development of the use of data in journalism, I chose investigations 

published in 2016. For the content analysis, I used three groups of data projects:  

– A collection of nine data journalism projects produced during the Data Journalism 

Hackathon in Moscow, 25–26 June 2016. 

– All the investigations published by the investigative news outlet Novaya Gazeta during the 

same month, June 2016, also totalling nine. Novaya Gazeta was chosen since it is the most 

well-known national newspaper in Russia specializing in investigative reporting. The 

stories were retrieved via the internal search engine on its website, www.novayagazeta.ru. 

For the purposes of balanced analysis, I checked how many investigations were published 

each month in 2016; the range is from 1 to 14, the average being 7, which gives grounds 

not to consider June as an outlier month in terms of the number of publications. 

– The third corpus was the analysis of the “best practices” of investigative data journalism 

in Russia referred to me during the interviews for this paper, again totalling nine.  

I analyse these investigations and rank them based on complexity of data organization and 

analysis. In addition, I provide examples of data journalism in the UK.  

http://www.novayagazeta.ru/
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1. Open data in Russia 

The open data movement in Russia “became widely discussed only after the government 

resolved to start opening official data in 2013”15 and at first developed rather as a top-down process. 

Russia even joined the Open Government Partnership (OGP) but then withdrew, saying that it “will 

be pursuing open government on its own terms”,16 even though it still qualifies17 to be a member of 

the OGP.  

Ivan Begtin, director at Infoculture, a non-profit organization based in Moscow promoting 

open data, considers this to be a “false start, since many things were done at the government level, 

but not a lot in terms of community formation”.18 Now, in 2017, things have turned around: 

We have a community, we have a master programme on data journalism, many research programmes 

on data science. But the government, at the level of top officials, has decreased its initiatives 

drastically.19  

Let us see what has been achieved so far in terms of the quantity and quality of open data. 

1.1. Quantity and quality  

Although international rankings measuring democracy, freedom of speech, or transparency usually 

place Russia in the second half of the list (for example the Corruption Perception Index by 

Transparency International, where Russia was ranked 131 out of 176 in 2016),20 things change when 

we look at the open data ratings. In the Global Open Data Index 2016 by Open Knowledge, Russia is 

ranked 35 out of 94.21 If we look at only one aspect and take the Open Budget Index 2015,22 Russia is 

ranked 10 out of 102, scoring better than Italy and Germany. This may indicate that in terms of open 

data, Russia is not such a closed country. It has a score of 44% of openness, with its best results being 

in the areas of Government Budget, National Statistics, and Company Register.  

In terms of financial transparency Russia competes with frontrunners such as the UK and the USA. 

Taking procurement as an example, “all data is published in machine-readable format, daily, with all 

the customers from municipalities to federal ministries, it’s very detailed and has more than 100 

parameters, every contract has an attachment with the full text of the contract”.23 However, even this 

data is not perfect. Although it is open at the stage of concluding a contract and the act of executed 

works, it is not transparent in terms of controlling the execution of the contract, the purchase of 

                                                           
15 Radchenko, I., Sakoyan, A., “The view on open data and data journalism”, Communications in Computer and Information 

Science, 2014, 436, 47–54 

16 Ibid. 

17 https://www.opengovpartnership.org/how-it-works/eligibility-criteria  

18 Begtin, director at Infoculture, interview with the author, 28 September 2016  

19 Ibid.  

20 http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016  

21 http://global.survey.okfn.org/  

22 http://www.internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/OBS2015-Report-English.pdf  

23 Parkhimovich, Open data researcher, interview with the author, 13 March 2017 

https://www.opengovpartnership.org/how-it-works/eligibility-criteria
http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016
http://global.survey.okfn.org/
http://www.internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/OBS2015-Report-English.pdf
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materials, and data on subcontractors. Therefore, the transparency of a contract does not guarantee 

that it will be executed fairly. 

There have been several attempts at a holistic evaluation of the openness of data in Russia. If 

we go back to the Global Open Data Survey by Open Knowledge, which chooses several parameters 

and measures them across countries, we will see that Russia lacks open data on Administrative 

Boundaries, Air Quality, Government Spending, Election Results, Locations, and Water Quality. The 

biggest problem with the datasets already available is the impossibility of downloading them in bulk. 

Another attempt was made in early 2016, by the non-profit organization Infoculture mentioned 

above. It issued an annual report measuring the quality and quantity of open data in Russia. In its 

evaluation, it builds on the 14 key datasets24 defined by the Open Government Charter and says that 

“in 12 cases out of 14, the data is being disclosed in one way or another. But it should be noted that 

the most formal and least substantive approach to disclosure of data is in the areas of social well-

being”25 – health, science, education, crime, ecology.  

This is a crucial deficiency in the field of open data, and experts name several reasons for it: 

“the quality of data at the agencies is bad, there are problems with digitalization. It might also be the 

unwillingness or fear of agencies to disclose this kind of data”.23 Further, Infoculture evaluates the 

published data by the following criteria: online publication, open licence, publication format, 

possibility of downloading the data, conditions of access, volume of publication, regularity of update. 

In the current version of the report, Infoculture has analysed all 33 portals of one agency, the Ministry 

of Economic Development, which is the key state agency responsible for supporting the publication 

of open data. It found that, “out of the 33 portals, only 8 had sections with open data and only on 3 of 

them the data was presented in full.”26 

In the absence of substantial, detailed analysis of open data from every agency, we can 

conclude that crucial datasets concerning the quality of life in Russia remain undisclosed. In addition, 

published data is often not openly licensed or put in the public domain – which means that users are 

not legally allowed to use, modify, or redistribute it. Another common shortcoming is the absence of 

an option to download the data in bulk. This creates problems for potential data storytellers, as we 

will see later. Clearly, a detailed comprehensive analysis of the openness of public data in Russia is 

needed to improve the situation. 

1.2. Usability 

Here we come to the question of usability of data for journalists and storytellers: which datasets are 

essentially used the most in the news media, is this data trustworthy, and how user-friendly are the 

interfaces of the data portals? When asked which open data they use most often, journalists name the 

procurement data available from the government procurement portal, and several registries: the 

registry of court decisions; Rosreestr, which is a federal service for state registration, cadastre and 

cartography; declarations of officials; company data acquired through paid aggregator websites: 

Spark, Kontrfocus, Kommersant Kartoteka; and others.  

                                                           
24 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-charter/g8-open-data-charter-and-technical-annex  

25 https://www.infoculture.ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/annual_report_2015.pdf , p. 9 

26 https://www.infoculture.ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/annual_report_2015.pdf , p. 30 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/open-data-charter/g8-open-data-charter-and-technical-annex
https://www.infoculture.ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/annual_report_2015.pdf
https://www.infoculture.ru/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/annual_report_2015.pdf
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Although the procurement portal is indeed a source of open data, the registries and 

aggregators are not. These are huge databases of official information which can be accessed through 

a query on a certain object or individual: for a minimal fee in Rosreestr, behind a high paywall in 

Spark. Obtaining data from Rosreestr is sufficiently cumbersome to stop anyone but a persistent 

investigator: 

I request the data, pay the fee and receive a zip file. When I open it, inside is another zip file. When I 

open this one, I find inside … yet another zip file. Finally, I find the document in xml format which I 

cannot open, so I go back to the Rosreestr website to open it in a “human-readable format.27  

Another problem is that although you can request a single data point, you cannot download the 

complete dataset for computer processing. Some journalists undertake the laborious task of 

compiling the dataset manually, downloading it row by row through numerous requests, but this is 

time-consuming and not an effective practice. 

The quality of the data itself is a further barrier. As one journalist explains, 

If you want to write a program to see how many trolleybuses were purchased last year, you would not 

get the full picture with an algorithm that requests data from the procurement website, because the 

trolleybuses might instead be called “electric means of transport” or be hidden in “work on 

modernization of public transport”.28  

This devalues all the innovations in the field of open data movement or open government 

initiatives, since the added value of open data is not present and therefore cannot be harvested. 

The open data portals, another fruit of the open data age, are the subject of jokes for journalists 

rather than a source of newsworthy content: 

If the Moscow open data portal had crime statistics, for example, I would be very interested to work 

with it. But instead, it publishes quite strange datasets – for instance, addresses where you can play 

gorodki,29 <laughs> or bus routes, uploaded once and not updated. So why would I go there when I can 

go to the website of a Moscow city network or a million others? Such a portal just denigrates the “open 

data” idea. 

A lot of other data that has essential value for journalistic investigations is dispersed across 

many websites and published quite unsystematically. The pre-election declarations of officials are 

published separately and not collected anywhere, so journalists rush to download them in case they 

might need the information later. As for court decisions, some courts publish only the decisions on 

widely debated cases, whereas others publish literally every decision they make, including minor 

ones such as the decision to revoke a driver’s licence. 

As for the trustworthiness of open data, it is important to differentiate between statistics and 

documents. Statistics can have fake numbers, and documents can have fake names. This is exactly 

what happened in the aftermath of Alexey Navalny’s investigation (described in the next chapter): 

                                                           
27 Golunov, investigative journalist at RBC, interview with the author, 21 March 2017. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Author’s note: This is a traditional old Russian game similar to skittles. 
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the names of the general prosecutor’s sons were replaced by weird abbreviations.30 Nevertheless, 

journalists tend to trust this kind of database and perceive individual cases as a “self-protection 

mechanism” for officials:31 “if someone wants to falsify a record, they could do so at the stage of 

creating the data – for example, registering a company in the name of a homeless person”.32 

Begtin also does not give much importance to cases of data closure, but for a different reason: 

Closed information that cannot be justified by personal interests, like the school average test scores, or 

regional crime data, or sexual crimes, or the success rate of heart surgeries, disease outbreaks, ecological 

situations, is much more important. If I could choose, I would say: let them hide all their relatives and mistresses 

in closed registries, but give us data on the quality of life that are about every one of us.33. 

Indeed, wrong or absent statistical data is a barrier that is impossible to overcome if one wants 

to tell about the situation in the country and compare different geographical units or entities. This is 

probably one reason why so many potential stories remain untold. Confirming this argument, a 

journalist recalls the story of his failure to obtain open health data: 

I was working on a story about the prevalence of HIV in Russia, and I wanted to make a list of the top 

20 cities by the number of HIV-infected people. That proved very difficult. First, there are three 

government agencies using three official methodologies to measure the spread of HIV infection. When I 

chose one, I needed to know the proportion of infected people in the total population. It turned out that 

regions count this differently: some include only living people in the statistics, and some count both 

living and dead. When I discovered that all this data was aggregated in the same column in the same 

federal dataset, I gave up32.  

As we have seen, problems in the standardization and unification of data and its availability, 

as well as the usefulness (or otherwise) of the data portals, do not help journalists to start telling data 

stories. On the contrary, they create high barriers to it. There is a great need for an oversight agency 

which could take a holistic approach to evaluating open data and consider the interests of various 

stakeholders, including journalists. Infoculture in Moscow and Infometer in St Petersburg are 

pursuing work in this direction, but more needs to be done. 

  

                                                           
30 https://meduza.io/shapito/2016/06/09/lsdu3-chayka-i-yfyau9-chayka 

31 Anin, investigative journalist at Novaya Gazeta, interview with the author, 13 August 2016 

32 Golunov, investigative journalist at RBC, interview with the author, 21 March 2017 

33 Begtin, director at Infoculture, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 
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2. Who else uses open data for storytelling?  

2.1. Politicians like Alexey Navalny 

Blogger, lawyer, and opposition politician Alexey Navalny, head of the Anti-Corruption Foundation 

(FBK), currently running for the president of Russia, is also a journalist – or, at least, he plays a very 

similar role. He has been publishing stories about corrupt officials on his personal blog since 2006. In 

2010, he has launched the Rospil project,34 the aim of which was to fight corruption in public 

procurement. Georgy Alburov, head of the investigative unit at FBK, confirms that Rospil has slightly 

changed direction since 2015: 

Before, it was a mechanical analysis of government procurement. Now it’s more about investigations. 

The analysis of procurement just gave us numbers – how many of the contracts are shady and how 

much money was lost. This is now not very important for us. What is much more interesting is to make 

investigations – this means not just finding the presence of corruption in procurement, but describing 

it and showing the connections between people. This needs more time but has more impact.35 

In December 2015, Navalny published one such story, “Chaika”.36 To use his own words, this 

was “the main investigation of the year”,37 in the form of an hour-long documentary and as a 

multimedia story. The story deals with the general prosecutor of Russia or, more precisely, his two 

sons. Their family name is Chaika. In Russian, chaika means seagull, and it is the title of a famous play 

by the nineteenth-century Russian dramatist Anton Chekhov. Hence the visual style of the 

investigation: the theatrical curtain and the subtitle “the criminal drama in four acts”. Through these 

four acts, FBK tells a story of various corruption schemes and undeclared property of the Chaika 

brothers. Every claim is documented with the help of data such as land registries and Instagram 

geotags. What role does open data play here? 

To support one of the claims, Navalny and his team downloaded from the official government 

procurement website all 36 tenders in which the company allegedly belonging to Igor Chaika had 

participated.38 They show in an attached table that every time this company participated in a tender, 

it had the same three competitors – whatever the tender, whatever the region. This indicated a 

suspicious pattern and a possible affiliation between those companies. When the team looked further, 

they found out that three companies out of four had the same address, and the other one was 

registered at the home address of Igor Chaika; besides, they promoted each other’s vacancies on a job 

site.  

This is a classic use of open data in investigations, but is it journalism? Among independent 

journalists in Russia, views vary: some say “It’s classic open data investigative journalism. They are 

the best team in the country today for working with data; not only in their competence and level of 

analysis, but also in their presentation”,39 while others see what they have done as a political activity 

                                                           
34 http://navalny.livejournal.com/541417.html  

35 Alburov, head of investigations unit at FBK, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 

36https://chaika.navalny.com/  

37 https://navalny.com/p/4573/  

38 https://www.dropbox.com/s/qxuxrbvu1i58763/tender%20analysis.xlsx?dl=0  

39 Kolpakov, editor-in-chief at Meduza, interview with the author, 10 August 2016 

http://navalny.livejournal.com/541417.html
https://chaika.navalny.com/
https://navalny.com/p/4573/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/qxuxrbvu1i58763/tender%20analysis.xlsx?dl=0
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rather than journalism. “The motivation is the political capital of Navalny, not the public service. But 

I only care if this is truth, and it is, since it’s backed with open sources and open government data.”40 

The investigative team at FBK admits enjoying another level of freedom and does not deny 

that they go beyond journalistic standards in their investigations: 

We do much of a journalist’s job. But we also do something journalists cannot do. They see that people 

are thieves and crooks, but they cannot write it. We can. We don’t have any journalistic ethics, we only 

have internal rules; for example, we do not touch personal issues unless it’s very much about 

corruption.41  

There is another journalistic standard that FBK neglects: objectivity. It never seeks to provide 

both (or many) sides of the story, taking a shortcut to accuse a politician of corruption and call for 

public outrage. This disregard for professional journalistic standards was echoed in the media section 

of Open Data Day 2017 in Moscow: “the format and the presentation nullify the objectivity, although 

in its methods of information gathering this is classic data journalism”.42 

Still, there is something important that journalists could learn from Navalny and his team. It 

is not just about being active users of data portals and databases, but about employing suitable 

technology to find the insights. Alburov underlines the importance of technology: 

The future of investigative journalism is machine learning for data analysis. We received at least five 

anonymous messages that one official was buying apartments at a certain address, but we could not 

identify him. Finally, we downloaded the data for all the apartments in that house, analysed it using 

machine learning, sorted owners by property, and the biggest owner was our lead. He turned out to be a 

crony of that official.41  

2.2. Hackathons as a meeting point of state agencies, NGOs, and community(ies) 

Navalny’s investigation of the general prosecutor’s family certainly made an impact – it had more 

than 5 million views on YouTube. It might seem a little surprising in this context that the prosecutor’s 

office would itself organize a hackathon – a meetup for developers and journalists to work together 

and investigate official crime data.43 These hackathons and other initiatives like the All-Russian open 

data contest44 and the Open Data Council45 are healthy signs of a growing open data ecosystem. The 

prosecutor’s office is not the only state agency actively investing in data stories: the Analytical Centre 

for the Government of the Russian Federation, the Ministry of Culture, and the Ministry of Health46 

also take part in the organization and mentoring of journalism hackathons. At these events state 

agencies find themselves in the unusual company of investigative media such as Novaya Gazeta47 and 

                                                           
40 Anin, investigative journalist at Novaya Gazeta, interview with the author, 13 August 2016 

41 Alburov, head of investigations unit at FBK, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 

42 http://jourhack.tilda.ws/opendataday2017  

43 http://www.genproc.gov.ru/smi/news/genproc/news-1131550/  

44 http://opendatacontest.ru/  

45 http://opendata.open.gov.ru/   

46 http://data.gov.ru/hakaton-po-zhurnalistike-dannyh  

47 http://jourhack.tilda.ws/jourhackspb1  

http://jourhack.tilda.ws/opendataday2017
http://www.genproc.gov.ru/smi/news/genproc/news-1131550/
http://opendatacontest.ru/
http://opendata.open.gov.ru/
http://data.gov.ru/hakaton-po-zhurnalistike-dannyh
http://jourhack.tilda.ws/jourhackspb1
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the anti-corruption NGO Transparency International.48 And, of course, there is a growing community 

of users.  

Citizen journalism is developing on a massive scale. See what Navalny is doing, or other bloggers or 

activists without journalistic education who learn how to work with open data, and make 

investigations. The FBK branch in St Petersburg is publishing investigations, Transparency Russia, 

which was never involved in investigations before, has started doing this. There are two reasons for this: 

open data and active people interested in analysing it.49 

So says Roman Anin, investigative journalist at Novaya Gazeta, who attends hackathons as a 

jury member and teaches students how to work with data in the first master’s course in data 

journalism at the Higher School of Economics in Moscow.50 His colleague Serafim Romanov, editor-

in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, has started organising hackathons himself, having 

witnessed growing interest in both data and investigations. He emphasizes that journalists have 

become full-fledged participants in these hackathons which used to be purely meetups for 

developers: “Journalists enter the hackathons as storytellers of data. They are needed even though 

they don’t code.”51 

2.3. Civic technologies 

In addition, many “non-governmental players are ready to work with data and create applications 

and websites on top of it”.52 Such products in Russia include a project of Transparency International, 

http://declarator.org/, which brings together the declarations of officials; a community-run project. 

https://www.dissernet.org/, which combines manual and automated analysis to detect plagiarism in 

dissertations; and https://clearspending.ru/, a project of Infoculture which is built on top of the public 

procurement data, cleaning it and adding more search options. These are technical projects, which 

provide open data for anyone to use, be it pro-governmental or anti-governmental media or anything 

in between. As Begtin says, “it’s about creating infrastructure, an ecosystem”.52  

This is an important development and positive evidence of a growing open data ecosystem in Russia, 

animated by bottom-up initiatives, with some support from the state agencies. However, it is 

important to remember that no politician or NGO can substitute for journalists in the role of data 

storyteller. Objective, independent analysis of public data in the public interest, without political 

ambition or ad-hoc temporary opportunism, is possible only with a newsroom infrastructure that 

upholds professional ethics.  

  

                                                           
48 https://transparency.org.ru/projects/khakaton/peterburgskiy-khakaton-telegram-bot-prilozhenie-i-vizualizatsiya-na-

borbe-s-korruptsiey.html 

49 Anin, investigative journalist at Novaya Gazeta, interview with the author, 13 August 2016 

50 https://www.hse.ru/ma/datajourn/teachers  

51 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 

52 Begtin, director at Infoculture, interview with the author, 28 September 2016  

http://declarator.org/
https://www.dissernet.org/
https://clearspending.ru/
https://www.hse.ru/ma/datajourn/teachers
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3. Content analysis of data journalism investigations 

As described in the methodology section, three corpuses of data, each containing nine items, were 

chosen for this research: data journalism stories produced during a data journalism hackathon that 

took place in Moscow on 25–26 June 2016; all the investigations published during the month of June 

at the website of Novaya Gazeta; and data journalism investigative pieces identified during the 

interviews for this research as exemplifying best practice. 

To evaluate the use of data in every piece and to be able to draw comparisons between them, 

two methods were used: qualitative content analysis and a scoring system. The scoring system was 

developed to measure the complexity of data use in the story. It consists of two parts: organization of 

data and data analysis (see Table 1). A score ranging from 1 to 3 points is attributed for each criterion, 

with 12 being the highest possible overall score (see the attached table). Topic of the story, human 

story to illustrate the data, and data visualization are independently measured variables. Data 

visualization is often referred to as part and parcel of data journalism; however, there is no proven 

correlation between the number of visualizations or its interactivity and the quality of the story. For 

this reason, they are not included in the score.  

Table 1: Scoring system for the complexity of data use 

Criteria Points 

Group: Organization of data  

Link to data 1 

Creating database 2 

Online access to database 3 

Group: Data analysis  

Search by keywords 1 

Statistics (using max, min, mean) 2  

Machine learning  3 

 

The organization of data measures the complexity of getting the data and being transparent 

about it. If a link to the source is provided, 1 point is attributed; if several datasets are combined for 

the story, there are 2 points; and if journalists give access to their raw data, this makes 3 points. 

Data analysis ranges in complexity from searching the data for specific words (1 point); to 

performing simple statistical calculations like looking for the best or the worst in the group (2 points); 

to performing a complex analysis with the use of computers (3 points). 

3.1. Hackathons  

A distinctive feature of the investigations produced during hackathons is the wide variety of topics, 

whereas journalism investigations traditionally tend to cover procurement or corruption. At the 

hackathon, four stories out of nine covered health and another two were about sport. In general, the 

idea behind every story was to understand how a specific part of the system works, from law to 

implementation: orphan diseases, football legionnaires, the penitentiary system. This is also a source 
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of hidden problems: since the investigation tackles the problem as such, it often lacks a human story 

from the journalistic point of view. Out of the nine projects, only two had human stories to illustrate 

the data. 

The majority of teams (seven) created their own database, usually layering two or more 

datasets together and often (six) they would provide a link to data, but in only one case out of nine 

did the team provide their raw data for download. On the aspect of data analysis, every team used 

data for keyword search and statistical calculations. Three teams tried to run an algorithm to produce 

insights from the data: matching the addresses of prisons with the addresses of contractors on the 

procurement website; building a model for the number of Olympic medals; comparing the media 

advertisement of drugs with the number of publications about those drugs in the PubMed research 

database. This allowed the teams to reach interesting conclusions such as predicting future Olympic 

winners or claiming that “millions of public funds are spent on drugs of controversial efficiency”. 

However, this could also be a shortcoming: the conclusions are too broad. 

This can be partly explained by the quality of data, as discussed earlier. The insufficient 

granularity of data means it cannot be broken down into specific expenditure categories or regions, 

which makes the calculations very abstract. For instance, one team faced that problem in trying to 

establish the correlation between road construction and the decreased number of deaths due to road 

traffic accidents: “open data does not have information separately on construction and repair of the 

roads”.53 But sometimes it is not data but data literacy which is lacking. As explained by a jury 

member at the hackathon, 

They make mistakes because they don’t understand the structure of data. For example, one team was 

looking at the purchase of alcohol in procurement, which they tried to find by keywords such as brand 

names of wine and champagne. But in our procurement system even the word “wine” may not appear 

in the contract; instead, you need to look for a certain category of procurement.54 

Hackathons produce visualization-rich storytelling: no story that had less than three 

visualizations, the average being seven. Five out of the nine stories had interactive elements in them, 

sometimes in the form of a game.55 This high number is not necessarily a sign of quality: when asked 

to evaluate the storytelling of the hackathons for this paper, journalists perceived them as “unclear” 

or “misleading”. Some visualizations clearly do not add to the story, and it is hard to adapt interactive 

infographics for every device. But they are evidence of the active exploration of visual storytelling 

techniques by the hackathon participants. 

Overall, hackathon projects score 7 on average, mostly because of their sophisticated data 

analysis. The highest-scoring project reached the maximum score of 12. To sum up, hackathons 

provide great opportunities for brainstorming, but “it’s a quick job, whereas investigations take a lot 

of time”.56 It is also not very sustainable, as the links expire with time: out of 15 stories produced 

during this hackathon only nine are still online and so eligible to be selected for this analysis. 

                                                           
53 http://rr2016.tilda.ws/  

54 Parkhimovich, Open data researcher, interview with the author, 13 March 2017 

55 http://project62960.tilda.ws/doctor  

56 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 

http://rr2016.tilda.ws/
http://project62960.tilda.ws/doctor
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3.2. Classic journalism investigations 

Out of nine stories published by Novaya Gazeta in June 2016, only two use open data in this way or 

any other. To make sure that June was not an outlier month in this respect, another three months were 

checked for this variable, scoring 3 out of a possible 12. We understand the limitations of this sample 

due to the time constraints; however, I consider the conclusion that open data is very rarely used in 

traditional journalistic investigations to be valid. There are several reasons for this. One of them is the 

sensitive nature of topics investigated: people being killed in North Caucasus, smuggling, corruption 

and bribery, criminal proceedings, reshuffle at the state agencies. Not surprisingly, a lot of sources 

are confidential and there is simply no open data on the topic. On the other hand, all stories had an 

exclusive human angle.  

However, there are three possible ways in which open data could help here. First, as Novaya 

Gazeta has a lot of specific knowledge in the sensitive areas of human rights, it could start its own 

open database and support its great stories with data, pointing out the growing or decreasing trends, 

or comparing situations across geographical areas. Second, a story could be put into a broader context 

when layered with other data: for example, a story on the construction of the nuclear burial near St 

Petersburg could be layered with the ecological data that is available. Third, the data is sometimes 

hidden inside the story. For example, their story “The Kremlin man”57 reports on an analysis of the 

police procurement data which showed that “since Pushkaryov took the post of mayor, the 

“Vladivostok Roads” municipal enterprise has been recognized as the winner of various tenders 135 

times, and in most cases, it was the only participant”. If Novaya Gazeta were to check this data for 

themselves, perhaps it could give new leads for the story. 

Only one story used data visualization, illustrating a smuggling scheme. The data complexity 

score for classic journalistic investigations is generally low: the average is 1.5 points for the two stories 

that did use open data. One of them used a declaration to prove the immense possessions of the 

official in question.58 Another used open data as the main evidence base. The details are as follows. 

In the republic of Karelia, in the north of Russia, a tragedy happened in June 2016: 14 children 

drowned in a disaster at a summer camp. Instructors from the camp took the children out rafting on 

a lake despite a storm warning. Further journalistic reporting focused on bad conditions at the camp, 

the negligence of employees, and their previous criminal investigations. Perhaps most alarming is 

that this was a social summer camp for orphans and children from troubled families, paid for with 

public funds after a tendering process. The investigation by Novaya Gazeta59 looked at the public 

procurement contracts for this summer camp. It compared the description of services on the camp’s 

website with the description in the tender. They match so closely that it is already a suspicious sign. 

Moreover, a journalist who studied all the eight tenders that this summer camp had ever won 

discovered that in all cases it was either the only bidder, or there was one other camp which belonged 

to the same organization. Now, this was a careful reading of the open data about one camp. Would it 

benefit the investigation and society if we could have a broader view of how the procurement of 

camps works and flag up suspicious cases? 

                                                           
57 https://www.Novaya Gazetagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/03/68821-chelovek-kremlya  

58 https://www.Novaya Gazetagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/01/68796-chemodany-s-dengami  

59 https://www.Novaya Gazetagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/22/68998-kak-otel-syamozero-vyigryval-auktsiony  

https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/03/68821-chelovek-kremlya
https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/01/68796-chemodany-s-dengami
https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2016/06/22/68998-kak-otel-syamozero-vyigryval-auktsiony
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3.3. Data-driven investigations in Russian news media 

In this section, we look more closely at investigations published in the news outlets Novaya Gazeta, 

Meduza, and RBC that used data. They were identified during the interviews for this paper and 

analysed in terms of their data analysis and the transparency of the process.  

Novaya Gazeta is famous for using big data and leaked databases in their investigations, as well 

as open sources and open data to support the proof or combine it with the other information. It was 

the Russian media organization that published the Panama Papers. The 11 million leaked documents 

went through optical character recognition (OCR) and were turned by the coordinating body – the 

International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) – into a huge database, to which every 

participating newsroom had access. 

They had to find a story inside this database. Nobody of them is a developer, but they were working with 

a database – searching by all the names connected with Putin. After numerous attempts, they tried 

“Roldugin”60 and this is how they found the story.61 

For my research, I wanted to see how much open data was of use for the Panama Papers 

investigation. Clearly, it was not the main lead for the story, but it was still used, particularly 

procurement contracts and declarations. All parts of this series of investigations layered open data 

with the Mossack Fonseca database. However, the open data was never linked to an original source, 

nor was the database put online. This is easily explained by the very nature of the investigation, but 

it is also evidence of the level of “openness” in investigative journalism: it presents the reader with 

the results without giving access to raw data. This is also why these stories score only 1 for data 

analysis: no statistical calculation was used for data, nor was there any attempt to establish correlation 

or causation through programming. The Novaya Gazeta journalists are continuing the tradition of old-

school investigative journalists when they “read” the data and search for proofs through various 

databases, including open data. Visualization of data, in contrast, is where the culture shift happens: 

every story had a visualization element to it, and one of them was interactive.62 

At the online-first media organization Meduza, based in Riga, there is no dedicated data team, 

but there is a team called “Razbor”.63 They work with data in a way which is interesting for two 

reasons. First, they use data for their home-grown explanatory formats. Second, this team does 

analysis and data-digging which is then combined with traditional “shoe-leather” reporting by 

special correspondents: 

The data team does open data and fact-checking, and then we have correspondents to talk to people. The 

best result is when we can combine the two. For example, our data team has found that Chechen 

officials are “drawing” statistics, and in one region people buy the most food per capita in the whole 

country, according to official data. This was a pure open data story. We sent a reporter to the place to 

add some volume.64 

                                                           
60 Author’s note: a person who is a godfather of Putin’s daughter. 

61 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 

62 http://krug.Novaya Gazetagazeta.ru/12-zoloto-partituri  

63 Author’s note: This is a Russian word meaning scrutiny or analysis. 

64 Kolpakov, editor-in-chief at Meduza, interview with the author, 10 August 2016 

http://krug.novayagazeta.ru/12-zoloto-partituri
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This story is outstanding because the scoop came directly from the open data, after some 

calculations. Interestingly, these stories do not have to follow the news cycle and can wait until the 

right moment comes: 

On holiday, I had some time to look at official statistics, and when I calculated consumption per capita, 

I found an anomaly. High consumption ratings in the Moscow region can be explained by the 

methodology of data collection – big shops are situated in the area. For the Chechen republic, it was 

suspicious. But what if this was a hidden resort for locals? We needed to go there and see. In nine 

months’ time, we had an opportunity to send a correspondent there, so we briefed him and he went 

there, interviewed officials and local people, and sent a report. Sadly, it was only after he sent his report 

that we started calculating differently and found proofs that the data was handmade. We found that the 

same average was repeated across half of the municipalities. Maybe the total was true, but the way it 

was divided across regions was artificial. Of course, then we had new questions, but nobody would pick 

up the phone to talk to us any more.65 

For this genre, they coined the term “statistical investigation”66 which even had an impact: a 

few months later new data was published, without this handmade mistake. Other cases of the usage 

of data at Meduza are fact-checking rather than storytelling, but they try to debunk a myth or establish 

clarity:  

Gazeta.ru published a story about an emigration wave from Russia. Based on Rosstat data, 200,000 

people left the country. Gazeta.ru called three experts who commented that it was the creative class 

leaving the country. When this became a hot topic, we decided to look at the data. We saw that the 

methodology had changed, and migrant workers were now counted each time they came home and went 

back.67 

For another story, they verified the claim of Prime Minister Dmitri Medvedev that “the 

outflow of population from the Far East of Russia has practically stopped”,68 working together with 

PhD students from the Higher School of Economics on migration data. 

As an online-first media organization, Meduza always provides a link to the original data (1 

point) and always creates its own database (2 points), though still does not give online access to it. In 

terms of data analysis, it always includes knowledge of statistics (2 points). It supports its stories with 

three visualizations on average, but the most important part for Meduza is journalistic reporting and 

the human story. 

RBC, part of the RosBusinessConsulting media group, has been recognised for its investigative 

journalism. Reporter Ivan Golunov is known for his work with data and documents. In his 

investigations, he builds his arguments on open data, mainly procurement data, layering it with 

company data available through paid services. Like other colleagues, he reads the data in search for 

scoops:  

                                                           
65 Data Team Meduza, interview with the author on 11 August 2016 

66 https://Meduza.io/feature/2016/05/11/samyy-obespechennyy-edoy-rayon-v-rossii-vnezapno-stal-odnim-iz-samyh-

bednyh 

67 Data Team Meduza, interview with the author on 11 August 2016 

68 https://Meduza.io/feature/2016/05/27/kak-dmitriy-medvedev-manipuliruet-dannymi-o-naselenii-dalnego-vostoka-

faktchek  

https://meduza.io/feature/2016/05/11/samyy-obespechennyy-edoy-rayon-v-rossii-vnezapno-stal-odnim-iz-samyh-bednyh
https://meduza.io/feature/2016/05/11/samyy-obespechennyy-edoy-rayon-v-rossii-vnezapno-stal-odnim-iz-samyh-bednyh
https://meduza.io/feature/2016/05/27/kak-dmitriy-medvedev-manipuliruet-dannymi-o-naselenii-dalnego-vostoka-faktchek
https://meduza.io/feature/2016/05/27/kak-dmitriy-medvedev-manipuliruet-dannymi-o-naselenii-dalnego-vostoka-faktchek
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Having studied the budget of the “My Street” project, RBC discovered that the documents indicate not 

only the type and description of the materials that contractors should purchase, but also the vendor 

codes of specific manufacturers, trademarks, and in some cases even phone numbers of suppliers.69 

But the data is also sorted, filtered and calculated, for instance: 

RBC has studied all the tenders of the City Complex under the “My Street” project. In 22 out of 31 

cases, winners offered a reduction in the initial price in the range of 5.26–5.82%. Of these, eight 

winners offered the same reduction of 5.2631%. 

These investigations get good scores both in the organization of data (providing a link and 

creating a database) and data analysis (search by keywords and statistical knowledge). However, RBC 

never gives online access to the its database, and never uses algorithms to detect hidden patterns. 

When asked about the potential of machine learning for his investigations, Ivan Golunov replied that 

“they could automate the work that I am doing manually now”. This, in my view, is evidence that 

programmers are not yet perceived by the Russian news media as fully fledged members of the 

investigations team.  

The use of design and infographics is also rather an add-on, than part and parcel of the story. 

This is partly explained by the nature of the media: “the maximum you can get in a Russian newsroom 

is a designer who can visualize your data in a static infographic”.70 But part of the answer is the 

journalists’ resistance to keep the narrative their own: 

I prefer the text itself. Text should be interesting and engaging; even if it is overwhelming, readers can 

scroll down and continue from a place that is interesting to them.  

3.4.  Open data investigative journalism in the UK  

Now let us look at the practice of investigative data journalism in the UK, since both opening of 

government data71 and data journalism have been blossoming in that country since 2010.72 Helena 

Bengtsson, editor of data projects at the Guardian, agrees that a lot of open data is what authorities 

think journalists want, but it is also a useful tool for investigations: 

For instance, the Land Registry dataset about overseas ownership is an amazing dataset that has a 

name of each company registered abroad that owns property in London. I have used it for several 

investigations, such as Panama Papers and the story about the Vauxhall Tower.73 

In this way, open data provides this necessary layer to combine with other data, as used by 

the Russian media too. The difference is that at the Guardian they automate this process and run one 

dataset across the other with the help of a computer program. A journalist with two decades of 

experience, Bengtsson has taught herself programming and can run quick scripts when searching for 

a story in data. She used some of these techniques in the Panama Papers investigations, trying to 

                                                           
69 http://www.rbc.ru/investigation/society/19/10/2015/561b6c739a79474587968837  

70 Golunov, investigative journalist at RBC, interview with the author, 21 March 2017 

71 http://index.okfn.org/place/united-kingdom/  

72 Knight, M., Data journalism in the UK: a preliminary analysis of form and content, Journal of Media Practice, 2015, 16(1), 

55–72, p. 58.  

73 Bengtsson, investigative data editor at the Guardian, interview with the author, 20 February 2017 

http://www.rbc.ru/investigation/society/19/10/2015/561b6c739a79474587968837
http://index.okfn.org/place/united-kingdom/
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“structure the unstructured”, but she sees a huge untapped potential and somewhat regrets that the 

Mossack and Fonseca database was leaked in 2016: 

We are just starting in handling the unstructured data. How do you find patterns, entities? I would 

have loved to do other things with those 11 million paper documents, then those “fishing” expeditions. 

Of course, it was a great piece of data journalism, I won’t take that away, it’s probably the best story I 

will ever do. But I sometimes wish we had gotten Panama Papers 5, 10 years from now – which stories 

would we have found? 

Some of Bengtsson’s other investigations are based solely on open data, such as the story about 

food hygiene ratings74 which is the Guardian’s own analysis of open data from the Food Standards 

Agency. Here, the newspaper provides its readers with a searchable database to look up their area’s 

food hygiene failure rate and see how it compares to the average. Publishing the raw data behind the 

story is something the Guardian datablog was particularly famous for under Simon Rogers.75 

However, as the datasets grow in size, this is becoming increasingly difficult, as Bengtsson points out, 

because “we can be sure of the data analysis for the story, but we cannot check every value in the 

whole database to be sure to publish it”.73 

At the newsroom of The Times and The Sunday Times, Megan Lucero ran a data team equipped 

with statistical and programming skills. She believes “running a computational team is really 

important, the problem is that journalists are not traditionally skilled to query and access this type of 

information”.76 Internal newsroom analysis of the database is a distinctive feature of investigative 

journalism at the newsroom of The Times and The Sunday Times. This was the case when the team 

wanted to report on the UK elections from a data perspective. It soon became clear that the polling 

data was not reliable, so the team decided not to build a prediction model, but to tell the story through 

the only data they could trust – the actual results and census data:  

We’ve built a model to look how the results came in, and we used the machine learning algorithm to find 

out how the results break according to demographics of people. The algorithm found, for instance, on the 

day of the election that in the constituencies that had less than 16% council housing, 200 out of 280 of 

those went to the Conservatives versus Labour.76  

In another case, The Times made an investigation into UK foreign aid funding,77 using open 

data from the Department for International Development: 

They release information about all the funds and all the organizations they go to. But it is a massive file, 

and it’s quite complicated. There was missing data – we wanted to know if the organizations were UK-

based or from overseas, and were they consultancies, academic institutions or something else. We 

created the metadata on all of this and then ran the analysis, and the massive finding was over £2.5 bn 

pounds going to British consultancy firms, which were supposed to be going to help poverty overseas.78  

                                                           
74 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/23/revealed-uk-takeaways-fail-food-hygiene-tests-restaurants-takeaways  

75 http://datajournalismhandbook.org/1.0/en/in_the_newsroom_3.html  

76 Lucero, former data editor at The Times and The Sunday Times, interview, 31 January 2017 

77 http://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/consultants-take-billions-from-foreign-aid-budget-hw7b6bk3f  

78 Lucero, former data editor at The Times and The Sunday Times, interview, 31 January 2017 
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For both stories, they not only shared the data behind them 79 but also wrote explainers80 

sharing the process of data analysis with the audience. Since October 2016 Lucero has joined the 

Bureau of Investigative Journalism to run “Local Data Lab” and build a team of “journalists and 

specialists capable of building, mining, analysing and visualizing big data, who will collaborate with 

regional news outlets to produce stories for their audiences”.81 In her new role, she aims to continue 

in this direction of openness: 

I talk about the project being an experiment in open journalism which people are quite curious and 

sceptical about, but I do believe we will be very open about what we are doing, what we are reading, 

writing, opening our code, opening our data and things we are going to investigate.78  

Online-first Buzzfeed is just a few years old, but it is already producing award-winning data 

investigations.82 ”The Tennis Racket”,83 a story about match-fixing produced jointly with the BBC, has 

somewhat revolutionized the data analysis done within newsrooms. The team performed  

a million simulations of a series of tennis matches to discover suspicious patterns in shifting betting 

odds and players who lost matches they statistically shouldn’t have. What emerged was a pattern of 

match-fixing among a small group of professional tennis players.84  

They have also published the explainer85 and a whole dataset86 behind it, with personal data 

anonymized. Later, the data was de-anonymized by Stanford students, provoking ethical dilemmas.87 

However, the Buzzfeed investigations team still underlines the importance of publishing the data 

behind the investigation: 

Always publish the dataset unless there is a legal reason not to do it, always publish your source code, 

always publish your FOIs [freedom of information requests] – not just the responses you got, but also 

how you actually write them so people can use your template.88 

Whereas in Russia investigative units are starting to work with digital data on a growing scale, 

in the UK data journalism is an independent specialization in itself. Therefore, in the UK media 

organizations are much more likely to embrace other non-journalist skills such as data mining or 

visualization, which are non-obligatory add-ons in Russia, with reporters still controlling the 

narrative. The same is true for open-source culture – publishing the data is much more common in 

the UK than in Russia. 

                                                           
79 https://github.com/times/data  

80 https://medium.com/digital-times/the-election-explained-by-the-times-data-team-482d3ab95f5c  

81 https://www.thebureauinvestigates.com/blog/2016-10-24/bureau-hires-megan-lucero-from-the-times-to-lead-new-data-

journalism-team  

82 http://www.ire.org/awards/philip-meyer-awards/2016-philip-meyer-award-winners/  

83 https://www.buzzfeed.com/heidiblake/the-tennis-racket?utm_term=.ig5MRPPzO#.eeO1RZZvx  

84 http://ire.org/resource-center/stories/27703/  

85 https://www.buzzfeed.com/johntemplon/how-we-used-data-to-investigate-match-fixing-in-

tennis?utm_term=.meb9B0OVek#.ahl7O3XgJw  

86 https://github.com/BuzzFeedNews/2016-01-tennis-betting-analysis  

87 http://www.cjr.org/tow_center/transparency_algorithms_buzzfeed.php?Newsletter  

88 Warren, Investigative journalist at Buzzfeed, interview with the author, 08 March 2017 
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Table 2 is a joint table of the complexity scores for all the studied examples. Classic 

investigations are at the bottom of the list, with hackathons and data investigations competing with 

each other. Hackathons have both the highest and the lowest results, which is explained both by the 

ad-hoc nature of the work and the intense experimentation going on at the events. The media are 

more consistent in the way they work with data: scores repeat across the same news media. But they 

do not score very high, since they never use machine learning to detect a pattern in the data and never 

provide access to the database they have created. You can see how the investigations published by 

the UK media compete with the best hackathon results in the complexity of data analysis and 

openness.  

Table 2. Complexity scores 
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4. Barriers and guidelines 

4.1. The data itself 

To tell better data stories, journalists need better data in the first place: granular, useful datasets in 

machine-readable format. Top-down initiative is essential here, believes Lucero: “there has to be a 

standardization process from the government”89. But if there is no demand for data, will the 

government bother? The opinions of journalists engaging in open data advocacy vary. Traditionally, 

journalists prefer to stay impartial. Bengtsson thinks that it can be dangerous if journalists get too 

close to the open data movement because “sometimes the story is that this open data should not be 

open – and we have to write that story”.90 Others place open data together with transparency and 

freedom of the press – those few areas where advocacy is fair – like Lucero who wants to create “a 

network of journalists across the country who can all lobby together and push for various datasets to 

be open, systematically clean data”.89  

Another kind of activism would be involvement in the community around open data: 

hackathons, training, and interactions with government.  

Events centred around government data permit both user communities (human rights activists, 

journalists, etc.) and public officials to gain a perspective on the diversity of potential ways in which 

government-held information can be used. In particular, these events offer an occasion to forge closer 

ties with public officials and enable governments to identify and prepare the data sets that different 

social groups may be interested in.91 

Finally, journalists can stay within their professional boundaries, but still contribute hugely to 

the development of open data by challenging official data and existing forms of institutional data 

collection in their articles: “citizen-generated and civil society data can be used to articulate 

alternative conceptions of what matters and how things should be organized, optimized and 

resourced”.92 

4.2. Data literacy 

The biggest gap is data literacy – on all levels. On the level of general awareness, according to 

Romanov,  

Some journalists don’t understand why they should be working with data at all. Older journalists are 

used to thinking their job is done when the text is written. Young journalists are never taught this in 

journalism schools. For many journalists who come to hackathons it’s a great discovery that there is 

open data and there are stories hidden there.93  

For many journalists, working with open data means getting information from Rosreestr and similar 

services. Begtin says: 

                                                           
89 Lucero, former data editor at The Times and The Sunday Times, interview, 31 January 2017 

90 Bengtsson, investigative data editor at the Guardian, interview with the author, 20 February 2017 

91 OKFN & Access-Info, “Beyond access: open government data and the ‘right to re-use’”, p. 88. 

92 Gray, J. et al., “Changing what counts: how can citizen-generated and civil society data be used as an advocacy tool to 

change official data collection?”, p. 42 

93 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 
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This is a terminological misunderstanding, which journalists don’t get yet. We confuse open data with 

the data from open sources. If journalists use open data, they usually use it in a dispersed way, 

compiling data for a specific investigation.94 

To harvest the fruits of open data, you need to realize its potential: open data gives an 

opportunity to work with structured information using digital means. Here the problem is that most 

journalists don’t have those skills, and even an Excel spreadsheet is daunting for them. “They are 

scared of spreadsheets and numbers. There is very widespread lack of confidence in numbers, 

statistics and understanding how to report numbers”, says Jonathan Stoneman, an experienced data 

journalism trainer and expert at Open Data Institute (ODI).95 Therefore, for the media industry, “the 

biggest problem with open data is that people who can find and analyse this data are limited. This is 

a unique specialization”.96 

4.3. Data analysis 

Don’t read the data, analyse it. Because this is how we can find the stories that were hidden. Alburov 

believes that 

Every investigative journalist should have coding skills or a person with relevant skills in their team. 

The abilities to analyse gigabytes, terabytes of data and to automatically detect patterns, connections, 

people is very important. It’s impossible to move forward without it. If you can analyse data and you 

know how to do it, it’s 80% of the success.97 

But in an investigative craft, one thing is particularly important for storytelling: a hook. 

Romanov says: 

You start with a hook and you lead your reader from the beginning to an end. And the hook can be 

found by reading all the details in the text. Therefore, it is hard to make a story just based on machine-

processed data. The principles of good data journalism are the combination of technical means with 

storytelling.98 

Hence, the other 20% is no less important than Alburov’s 80%. To generalize, developers or 

data miners tend to specialize in analysing, interpreting, and visualizing data. These skills let 

developers extract the numbers, see patterns and trends, and interpret what those numbers may 

mean. Reporters bring an understanding of the history and significance of these numbers. They can 

put them into a broader political, social, and economic context and see trends that developers might 

not immediately connect to issues that matter to citizens. Reporters also have storytelling skills and 

can find a human story to illustrate the numbers behind it.99 

The challenge is how to marry data analysis with shoe-leather reporting. At Meduza, they 

prefer to divide the responsibilities, while in the UK news media journalists often combine skills. Both 

                                                           
94 Begtin, director at Infoculture, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 

95  Stoneman, associated open data expert at ODI, interview with the author, 06 February 2017 

96 Kolpakov, editor-in-chief at Meduza, interview with the author, 10 August 2016 

97 Alburov, head of investigations unit at FBK, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 

98 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 

99 International Center for Journalists, “Integrating data journalism in the newsrooms”.  
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approaches agree on the need to have people with data skills in the newsroom and see the best result 

as a combination of reporting and data analysis.  

4.4. Presentation of data 

The presentation of data should be both compelling and engaging. Journalists should learn from the 

other data storytellers described earlier.  

We use different formats, styles, ways of presenting information. If you take Novaya Gazeta, there’s a 

lot of dry text with minimal number of pictures, and in the best-case scenario there are documents from 

the registries. We make the story more important by making it more fun, more engaging and 

compelling, 

says Alburov from FBK.100 As we have seen, data stories at the hackathons tend to be visualization-

rich, with experiments in digital storytelling and interactive infographics. In data journalism, the 

audience takes a more active role in interpreting and exploring the dataset. This is why data 

journalists in the UK often build interfaces to help readers engage with the data. 

4.5. Editors’ support and investment 

To implement these guidelines, investment is necessary. This is hard when the resources in the 

newsroom are already shrinking, but things can change if editors understand the specifics of data 

investigation. This is a common problem not only in Russia, but in the UK, too: 

If you propose going knocking on somebody’s door, it’s simple for an editor to understand, but if you 

say you need a week to play with a dataset, with no discernible outcome necessary, that’s not often 

understood. I think the real thing that needs to happen is a culture shift where editors understand the 

space that data journalism needs, and particularly with regards to investigations because there’s a huge 

gap between quick data stories and long-term investigations.101 

Time is what is needed both for investigations as a genre and for data as a method:  

Everybody wants to repeat FBK investigations, but they are the result of six people with different skills 

working for half a year, and media outlets are not ready to spend this much. Right now I have been 

working on a story for two weeks, and my editor is already getting nervous.  

And it is particularly hard to invest time in something journalists cannot even plan: “we 

cannot predict how much time we would need for a story, so this is one of the reasons we don’t work 

purposefully with data”.Error! Bookmark not defined. Everything that is now being done in data journalism in 

Russia is done thanks to the enthusiasm of few individuals. “Hopefully soon our media market will 

be mature enough to invest in it”,102 says Romanov.  

  

                                                           
100 Alburov, head of investigations unit at FBK, interview with the author, 28 September 2016 

101 Warren, investigative journalist at Buzzfeed, interview with the author, 08 March 2017 

102 Romanov, editor-in-chief of Novaya Gazeta in St Petersburg, interview on 11 March 2017 
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Conclusion 

In this research, I wanted to study the state of the art in open data journalism in Russia; to explore 

who uses open data for storytelling and compare the results in terms of their level of complexity and 

openness.  

We have seen that although Russia’s overall position in the open data rankings is not that bad, 

more needs to be done in opening datasets, especially those relating to the quality of life. New players 

– politicians, NGOs and ad-hoc teams gathered at hackathons – may possess better skills and/or more 

resources, but still they cannot replace journalism. Hackathons miss out on the story part, journalistic 

experience, and editorial judgement; politicians and NGOs follow their own agenda. Civic tech 

companies and other NGOs also build neutral applications to allow everyone to access the data, but 

do not add the storytelling part. Although ordinary readers could go to these applications to check 

the data on their local area, there is still a need for be journalists who study the data for the whole 

country to find trends, outliers, and wrongdoing and make it important for their audience. Because 

in the end, “data are tethered to the real lives of real people … and journalists have a very important 

role in bringing this inherent humanity of data to light”.103 

In the content analysis, we have seen that open data has rich potential for investigations in 

untapped topics such as health, crime, and education, whereas journalistic investigations have 

traditionally focused on large-scale corruption and shady elite deals. We have seen that traditional 

investigative journalism barely uses open data, and if it does, it just picks out some pieces of 

information. Strong investigative units in various media are slowly growing their data literacy, but 

still prefer to keep text as the main medium of communication and control the narrative, not sharing 

with other specialists like statisticians, designers, or developers. Hackathons, on the other hand, are 

an experimental playground for enthusiastic teams to explore the data, the means of storytelling, and 

possibilities of working together.  

I therefore argue that journalism should teach itself to work with data in a systematic way. I 

believe this will empower and enrich investigative journalism in particular. With new skills and new 

backgrounds entering the newsrooms and forming data teams, our journalism can become much 

stronger. 

Choosing the best way to tell your story, being open about your data and your analysis, is 

important for stories to flourish on an international or a local level, and for the industry to re-establish 

trust with its audience. This is the future for journalism. 

  

                                                           
103 Gray, J et al., The Data Journalism Handbook. O’Reilly Media, Sebastopol (2012), p. 180.  
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