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Collaboration is never going to be straightforward within a journalism tradition which 

prides itself on exclusivity. To manage both the investigation and publication of a story 

in a way which preserves confidentiality, meets different cultural and publishing needs 

and manages the legal, technical and other requirements across multiple organisations 

and jurisdictions is necessarily complicated. It is understandable, then, that many of the 

biggest collaborative exercises have had a neutral intermediary or “host” organization 

helping to manage the collaboration - notably the ICIJ with the Panama and Paradise 

Papers, perhaps the most complex investigative collaborations to date. 

 

This study originated from a workshop held at the Reuters Institute for the Study of 

Journalism at Oxford University in December 2016, which was jointly organised 

between Rasmus Kleis Nielsen and myself. This full day of discussion explored the 

factors which help facilitate successful collaborative investigations - and those which 

hinder it. The workshop was followed by a debate at the 2017 International Journalism 

Festival in Perugia1 and a small number of follow-up interviews. These discussions 

identified a number of factors discussed here. 

 

Collaboration begs the question of who news organisations collaborate with. The idea 

of public collaboration – citizen journalism – as referred to in the last chapter by Charles 

Lewis, has been much analysed elsewhere and is outside the scope of this study. 

Crowdsourcing as a means of funding investigative journalism is a further type of 

public collaboration. However, we are focusing on editorial collaboration between 

professional news organisations, with NGOs of various kinds, with academia and other 

public bodies where it has delivered editorial value and opened up stories and issues 

which might otherwise have gone unreported. 

 

We live in a time where there is more information openly available than ever - and an 

even greater quantity of data held confidentially. The nature of data and the internet, 

coupled with the impact of globalisation, means many organisations work 

internationally - and the issues that may arise from that are pan-national as well. 

Technology now allows the gathering, analysis, and sharing of data in unprecedented 

ways. 

 

                                                        
1 http://media.journalismfestival.com/programme/2017/investigating-big-datacollaboration- 

and-best-practise 

 



Consequently, as one workshop participant put it, ‘the challenge is to get reporters 

around the world to share information they have that they may not wish to share. Stories 

now begin in one country and end up on the other side of the world so we need to work 

out some way of pooling this information without cutting across our own editorial 

needs.2 

 

Trust 
 

Building trust between potential partners is therefore essential. Those involved in major 

collaborations are clear that the crucial issue is simply how well you know and trust 

those you are working alongside. There have been some cases of non-disclosure or 

other agreements being introduced in advance - but that appears to be the exception. In 

the big investigations to date, it has largely been a question of mutual trust, often simply 

founded on a newsroom handshake. As one journalist put it, ‘you cannot codify 

relationships’. 

 

Having said that, there have been written agreements in place to manage publication 

schedules for example. As one ICIJ member recalls: 

 

“We have partnered on projects where every reporter needs to sign an 

agreement and the agreement is a very simple agreement that states you’re 

going to credit ICIJ, and you’re to cite any mistakes, and we’re all going to 

publish together, and ICIJ has the final word on what we publish together. I 

think that that has been a point of discussion, for example, in our conversations 

with US partners because some US partners did not like that fact that we would 

get to say when the investigation was going to be 

published, but it’s the only way. Like somebody has to have this neutral 

position… because we realised that if we published everything all together 

around the world on one day, it would be have far greater impact.”3 

 

This usually works when the partners are not directly competing - newspapers and 

broadcasters, or organisations working in different languages or with non-competing 

readers or audiences in different countries. In the Panama Papers, the ICIJ saw a large 

part of its role as nurturing and managing partnerships in a non-competitive way - acting 

as trusted intermediary. 

 

Some involved believe relationships are built from the newsroom up, not from the 

senior executive suite. ‘It is interesting to think about the structures within organisations 

and which bits of organisations collaborate’, said one workshop participant. 

 

“Journalists have always been quite good at collaborating because they have 

always collaborated with their sources, with politicians, with academics and 

have usually worked with more than one person on their stories. But when it 

comes to editors, and lawyers, they’re actually quite difficult at collaborating, 

                                                        
2 RISJ Workshop, 16 Dec. 2016 (discussion was under Chatham House rules – allowing quotes without 

attribution). 
3 Ibid 

 



they want to own the story”.4 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, executives disagree. Javier Moreno of El Pais, responding to 

the suggestion that editors are less interested in collaborations, put it like this: 

  

“Publishers have a very clear idea of what they want to reach and they see 

clearly the benefits of bringing 27 newspapers, which are not competitors, 

together. Publishers see the long term benefit for these alliances - if you are in 

the newsroom, fighting for every square inch of paper you have a different 

perspective.”5 

 

Collaborations inevitably bring tensions. As Stefan Candea of the European 

Investigative Collaborations Network wrote about the football leaks story on the EIC 

blog: 

 

To have so many different journalists working together for so many months on 

a secret data-set can’t happen without discovering big differences. Sometimes 

this has led to tensions and heated discussions and open criticism… we knew 

most of the tensions will be related to the publication schedule. This part 

involved a lot of discussions and compromises on all sides, since everybody 

wants to host the stories exclusively. It was a lot of time and energy put into this 

to satisfy the logistical questions of print deadlines of weeklies that appear on 

different days or of online publications that have diverse rules on paywall or no 

paywall.6 

 

Alan Rusbridger, Editor of the Guardian during the Wikileaks Iraq files story, agrees: 

 

“It was logistically horrible trying to collaborate with a German weekly, a 

French afternoon paper, a New York morning paper and so on, trying to get the 

logistics right. But it was a really valuable learning experience. We learned 

from the New York Times and from Der Spiegel. It established a network of 

people who knew each other”. 7 

 

Different legal environments and editorial standards can impact how organisations 

work together. Alan Rusbridger recalls taking the Snowden revelations to US news 

organisations. He believed a clear focus on Snowden, the NSA, and GCHQ was 

essential to defending publication in the UK. But American partners did not understand 

why a British newspaper would want to redact some parts of the intelligence. 

 

They had people saying, ‘Well, we’re interested in the Kenyan, Nairobi 

massacre, at the shopping mall, and they found really good stuff there. I said, 

“No, I’m sorry that’s not the agreement and I can’t. If you publish that they 

(British security services) will come at me and say, ‘That’s got nothing to do 

with Snowden… you’re just trawling through (any) British intelligence to do 

with a terrorist attack” and the Americans pushed back and said, ‘Well 

                                                        
4 ibid 
5 ibid 
6 https://eic.network/blog/how-to-investigate-football-leaks 
7 Interview with author Apr. 2017. 

 



it’s obviously public. We wouldn’t think twice about running these stories.’8 

 

For these reasons, successful collaborations often depend on a ‘neutral’ editorial 

coordinator who can resolve some of these tensions. It’s a new emerging role, but one 

which calls on the traditional strengths of a news editor or editorial manager in running 

a complex operation. They can also help to mediate some of the cultural differences. 

For example, America has a much stronger fact-checking tradition – which can seem 

pedantic to others. The British are keener on secret filming than other countries, the 

Germans have another approach again. David Alandete, the Managing Editor of El Pais, 

put it like this: 

 

“Germans are very fact based. They use a lot of quotes. I guess the Spanish 

press uses fewer quotes and shorter quotes. I think you have to adapt the style 

to your reader and for that you have to consider that you cannot just translate 

a German story into Spanish. You need to modify it, to adapt it your reader. I 

know this very well because we have several editions. We operate not only in 

Spain but also in Latin America and Brazil in Portuguese. And we have to 

[make] this effort of translating our own content even if it’s in the same 

language. We have to adapt to Mexico or Argentina so you have to approach 

the reader with a language and a style that he or she will feel comfortable with. 

And that is always going to be the biggest problem.”9 

 

Under the pressure of a long-running complex investigation these different practices 

can become problematic unless there is a structure and process in place to manage them. 

 

Equally there are differences in approach between print and TV. These differences can 

also impinge on production and publication times. As one interviewee, Frederik 

Obermaier, who was at the heart of the Panama Papers investigation, commented: 

 

“It started with differences between TV media and print media. The TV guys of 

course have a longer cycle of production so they need more time than print 

production. I write an article, look for a photo and create a good layout - you 

can do that within hours. But producing a thirty-minute documentary takes lots 

of time. Even if you have all the A roll and B roll you still have to cut it… We 

had another issue, in Germany the best day for a newspaper is Friday or 

Saturday. But we soon realised that in other countries the weekend is a bad time 

to publish – there’s nobody reading them on a Saturday, or TV may not have a 

suitable programme scheduled then. In the end we agreed on a Sunday evening 

which was when most partners could go.”10 

 

Negotiating these conflicts of interest requires high levels of trust to be developed - and 

trust, in turn, relies on well-established confidentiality. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
8 Ibid 
9 https://eic.network/blog/making-a-network 
10 Ibid 



Confidentiality 
 

For The Panama Papers, some 400 journalists were working on the material for a year 

- but remarkably nothing leaked. As one ICIJ team member put it: 

 

“Yes, of course we had concerns because I mean it is a matter of fact that 

journalists are chatty people especially after one or two beers we all tend… to 

speak to our friends about what we are currently doing and so there was a huge 

risk of this story being leaked before the agreed date of publication. If you think 

about four hundred journalists and each of them are only telling one 

person then you are already speaking about eight hundred people all around 

the world knowing about this project. And then bosses had to be involved, 

lawyers that had to be involved. So for me it is still a miracle that nothing big 

leaked before the publication, and it showed me that all members of this team 

realised how important it is to stick to the rules and to not reveal anything 

before the date which we agreed on all together.”11 

 

Of course for the journalists involved it may well be the biggest story of their careers 

with their professional integrity on the line, so the incentives to respect the collaboration 

and confidentiality are - professionally - high. The scale and importance of the story - 

and the fact it may only be reportable through collaboration - provide key incentives as 

Alan Rusbridger notes: 

  

“It’s very difficult. I think that’s where you need to build up the trust element in 

the collaboration… You cannot go into collaboration without trusting 

everybody in the collaboration because they’re all going to tell their boyfriend, 

their girlfriend, their next door neighbour, their best friend. And so you’ve got 

to make sure that there’s enough incentive that they don’t break the big story 

before anyone else.”12 

 

Consequently, breakdowns in trust and confidentiality can have lasting effects. The 

differences between Wikileaks and their media partners over redaction of material has 

meant their initial partners are no longer prepared to work with Julian Assange and his 

team and, as a consequence, their impact has declined (see Beckett and Ball 2010). 

 

Scale and Resources 
 

Clearly a major motivation for collaborating is pooling resources and expertise to 

decipher unfamiliar documents or data or to cope with the scale of a leak. Alan 

Rusbridger recalls the scale of the data leaked by Edward Snowden: 

 

“I don’t know how many documents we had, but let’s say hundreds of 

thousands. Every one of them was completely unfamiliar. It was just filled with 

acronyms and stuff, and we didn’t really have a national security reporter in 

the way that America does, so we were starting from complete scratch. Really 

good reporters like David Leigh and Nick Davies (both Guardian investigative 

reporters) who were as good as anyone in the world, they were just staring at 

                                                        
11  RISJ Workshop, 16 Dec. 2016. 
12 Interview with author, April 2017 



these documents... but the New York Times had people who had done this and 

nothing else. And Propublica did too. So it made sense to go to them. The second 

issue was technological. We had James Ball (a data journalist now with 

BuzzFeed) who understood the technology, but trying to get people who 

understood how the internet was wired and worked and how encryption worked, 

we just didn’t have that in house apart from James.”13 

 

Frederik Obermaier of the German newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung has a similar view 

about handling the Panama Papers data leak: 

 

“We realised that the amount of data was by far too big. Secondly we soon 

realised that there are so many leads in the data to other countries and scandals 

that might not be too relevant for a German audience. But, for example, to an 

audience in Angola, in Russia, in Azerbaijan they would be relevant. So we 

thought that it would be a pity not to research these parts of the data only 

because the audience of Süddeutsche Zeitung may not be interested. So we 

decided to share the material with the ICIJ and that’s with more than four 

hundred journalists all around the world.”14 

 

Intermediaries and Networks 
 

As organisations seek to share material and pool expertise and resources, the cultural 

and operational problems come into play. For this reason, ‘neutral’ intermediaries like 

the ICIJ prove valuable - particularly when they can also bring technology expertise. 

Mar Cabra of ICIJ recalls how they were brought into the Panama Papers by 

Süddeutsche Zeitung: 

 

Most of what we do is project management plus the technology services. When 

Bastian Obermayer (of Suddeutsche Zeitung) came to us he said they didn’t 

know what to do with so much data… but it’s lots of work. A collaboration 

doesn’t necessarily make your life easy. A lot of the work we do is like being the 

coach of a team where we’re saying ‘yeah come on guys, pass the ball!’ It 

requires incentives. Collaboration is a tool, just like competition is a tool, so 

when you select partners… you use the competition to strengthen the 

incentive.”15 

 

The right mix of commercial and non-profit media is also a factor. Big media 

organisations can provide the platform and exposure that non-profit media need. The 

non-profits bring access to data and highly developed expertise which the major media 

companies may not have in-house. This is the model for a new data journalism initiative 

from the Bureau for Investigative Journalism in London. It hired Megan Lucero from 

The Times to lead the team which will work with local media to provide local 

investigative, data-led stories which they would be unable to find or process 

themselves. She explains: 

 

“It’s a truly collaborative environment. In the sense that we are not just 

                                                        
13 ibid 
14 Interview with author, April 2017 
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providing a data wire or a data service, and we’re not handing people stories. 

We are collaborating together on those investigations, with the idea that no one 

person is better than the other. That local knowledge is just as valuable as tech 

experience.”16 

 

The intention is to build a network of collaborating organisations, starting small and 

learning as they grow. The bureau will offer time, expertise, technology, and the local 

partners will offer the platform and local knowledge: 

 

“Maybe it’s something that would take a whole sequence database that needs 

clearing, or maybe it needs a series of matching, or matching data-sets or 

putting multiple things together. We would do that heavy lifting, and part of that 

will be informed by what the various people in our network find really 

interesting about that story, and what would want to query in that story and that 

will help inform it. And as we’re going, we’re very open about what we’re 

doing, and everyone’s contributing, and then we have an embargo on it, and 

allows local journalists to dig into that and find their story angles. And they’ll 

need to share what they’re finding with everyone else in the network; we all 

benefit from that. And then the idea tends to be that we all break together 

according to the embargo date”.17 

 

This kind of network of non-competing local outlets, with a non-profit intermediary 

bringing expertise and resources, embodies the new approach to delivering 

investigative journalism that would not otherwise be reported. 

 

Finance 
 

The importance of non-profit journalism organisations to these largescale 

collaborations begs the question of finance. In the US there are well-established 

foundations and a culture of philanthropy which has traditionally supported non-profit 

journalism from National Public Radio to ProPublica, the Center for Public Integrity, 

and the ICIJ. Increasingly the big technology companies are seeking to improve their 

relationships with news providers through grants - such as Google’s Digital News 

Initiative.  

 

But generally in Europe, and other parts of the world, the culture of philanthropy is less 

well developed and finding sustainable funding for non-profit journalism is 

significantly harder as a consequence. This in itself is one reason non-profit 

organisations like the Bureau for Investigative Journalism are driven to collaborate with 

major organizations - to find distribution and profile for their journalism but also to 

supplement their operation with the resources (and journalism) others can bring to the 

project. The Bureau discovered that traditional commissioning budgets (as offered for 

example to independent TV production companies) weren’t sufficient to cover both the 

cost of undertaking the journalism and the TV production. 

 

Trying to work commercially did not deliver a sustainable income to manage the core 

costs of expensive, long-running investigations. So they moved to third-party funding 

                                                        
16 Interview with author, April 2017 
17 ibid 



- which in turn raises the issue of what the funders - be it foundations or NGOs - expect 

in return for their investment. Rachel Oldroyd, the Bureau’s Managing Editor, said: 

 

“There is a lot of funding out there for doing stories on certain things, but if you have 

an agenda then it’s unlikely to get the media partners involved because they will say 

‘well, who is paying for this story?’… So it has to be general support (core) funding 

only and you have to find funders that basically just want to see social change in a 

broad sense.”18 

 

The Bureau has diversified its range of supporters and funders in order to ensure no one 

organisation can be seen to wield decisive editorial influence over its journalism. 

 

This poses questions about editorial independence from funders and where a line is 

drawn between a legitimate alignment of interests in an investigation and potentially 

steering an agenda in a way which compromises editorial independence. In today’s 

more activist media environment – where traditional objectivity and impartiality are 

less highly valued – does such an agenda matter if the funding relationship is 

transparent?  

 

The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation funded a Global Development website with the 

Guardian in 2010 to ‘hold governments, institutions and NGOs accountable for the 

implementation of the United Nations millennium development goals’. Public 

accountability for delivery of explicit commitments is obviously an area of legitimate 

journalistic interest as well as, in this case, a core objective of the Foundation. As Alan 

Rusbridger, Editor of The Guardian at the time, put it: 

 

“It is essential to have a place where some of the biggest questions facing 

humanity are analysed and debated, and through which we can monitor the 

effectiveness of the billions of pounds of aid that flows annually into the 

developing world.”19 

 

Conflicts can, of course, arise. He later reflected that the only stipulation was that the 

Guardian had to write about the millennium development goals. ‘We were free to 

criticise Gates… there were no conditions put on the grant.”20 

 

Greenpeace is an NGO which has decided to invest in investigative journalism. The 

charity funds an investigative team, which work independently of the rest of the charity, 

and offer stories to the media as well as publishing on their own site. ‘Investigative 

journalism is the new direct action’ as one member explained.21 For Greenpeace, it 

ensures accountability journalism is conducted on issues at the heart of their mission - 

in this case sustainable energy. They have placed items – for free – in many national 

newspapers, but admit it is harder to work with regulated broadcasters, like the BBC, 

or papers committed to objectivity like the New York Times. 

 

For organisations collaborating with NGOs or funders, agreement about success and 

metrics in advance is important. What is success? Many of the metrics remain loose or 
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20 ibid 
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intangible. Measuring qualities like impact or engagement remains an inexact science 

– although many are trying to develop new indicators. But unless all partners are agreed 

on what they are seeking to achieve and how they will judge if they have done so, 

collaborations may be difficult or short term. 

 

The American academic James T. Hamilton has demonstrated that a single dollar 

invested in journalism can generate hundreds of dollars in social benefits (Hamilton 

2016). But this is not yet a widely accepted principle. Many NGOs and foundations still 

see the media as a tool to deliver other benefits (e.g. healthcare) rather than independent 

journalism being an objective in its own right - one which delivers further broad social 

and political benefits. As such, public funding for accountability journalism is unlikely 

to deliver a long-term sustainable model outside of the US. But collaboration between 

different partners, in different sectors of the media or the third sector, can help such 

funding as is available go further and deliver journalism and benefits which would 

otherwise be unachievable. 

 

Technology 
 

Collaborative investigations depend on a number of levels of technology. First, the 

scale of data released in a leak like that of Edward Snowden or the Panama Papers 

requires technology and technical expertise to hold and analyse. 

 

Then there is technology required to maintain confidentiality – through encryption or 

other techniques. There may be defensive technology required to prevent external (or 

internal) hacking of databases, emails, or other communications. And for global 

collaborations, there is a need for technology to manage the partnership, sharing 

material and working jointly on data from different locations. 

 

The scale of data handling required from a major leak is outside the competence of most 

news organisations. As Mar Cabra of ICIJ explained about their role in the Panama 

Papers: 

 

Suddeutsche Zeitung came to us with 2.6 terabytes of data - equivalent to 11.5 

million documents. And one of the things we did was to get software built for 

other purposes to help manage it and make it searchable. So, for example, 

software built for searching books in libraries and repurposing it for 

journalism. We repurposed a social networking tool used for dating to support 

collaboration of investigative journalists.”22 

 

Sudeutsche Zeitung explained how they analysed the Paradise Papers alongside 

publication: 

 

“The Paradise Papers consist of dozens of different data formats, including 

emails, PDFs, text documents, images and information from databases. To 

make sense of this tangle of data, Süddeutsche Zeitung used the software Nuix, 

a program also used by international investigative authorities. The same 

program was used to evaluate the Panama Papers. The program makes it 

possible to easily search through all of the datasets and compare the 
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data with lists of important people and companies. In addition, ICIJ made the 

data available to all of the media partners involved in the reporting on a 

platform programmed specifically for this project. That allowed journalists 

across the globe to work on the material around the clock.” 23 

 

A quarter of ICIJ staff are now developers rather than journalists. Using open-source 

software, which can be repurposed and built upon was key - as well as avoiding major 

software manufacturers’ proprietary code or use-tracking. 

 

Encryption is now assumed as standard for major investigations – including use of 

Virtual Private Networks, Tor browser (although increasingly there are doubts whether 

that remains secure), encrypted messaging applications, and PGP encrypted emails. 

However, a number of journalists pointed out that by the time a whistleblower has 

approached a journalist it might be too late to protect their identity. If they have used 

non-encrypted messaging, or a mobile phone, they will be traceable. The Snowden 

NSA revelations have made it clear that nothing is secure unless it is encrypted from 

beginning to end or avoids any contact with the internet. Paper may be the most secure 

technology of all. 

 

Defensive technology can extend to monitoring incoming traffic to see if anyone is 

trying to access a network - not something that all smaller organisations can afford, 

although some software companies will provide technology for free out of corporate 

responsibility or in return for being associated with a high-profile investigation. 

 

The stronger awareness of these security issues in some investigative teams may be a 

benefit for newsrooms which have not yet had to confront them. But equally, the lack 

of awareness of even basic security is a risk for partnerships. 

 

Casual email conversation between partners could jeopardise a story - not only if it is 

intercepted. In any subsequent legal challenge, the disclosure of casual comments about 

the story could undermine its standing. There are different legal provisions in relation 

to disclosure in libel and defamation proceedings between countries. Many journalists 

don’t realise how incautious emails can come back to haunt them in a court case under 

legal discovery. 

 

Communication hygiene is both a technology issue and a cultural and practice issue - 

but one which has mixed understanding in most newsrooms. Collaborations can also 

bring greater awareness of publicly available software and verification techniques 

which some newsrooms may not yet have adopted. 

 

As Eliot Higgins of the Bellingcat site said: 

 

“There’s an education issue. A lot of organisations don’t have a clue about things like 

location and the basics of verifying video or a photograph. You can use Google 

Analytics IDs to link lots of different websites or investigate Troll factories. There’s a 

search engine that can do that for you, but hardly anyone knows that’s even a thing 

that’s possible to do. Not everyone needs that skill, but they should know it’s 
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possible.”24 

 

Offering training programmes can become an important activity for non-profit 

specialist organisations like the ICIJ or the UK’s Centre for Investigative Journalism. 

 

Technology expertise is a crucial component of collaborations. As Frederik Obermaier 

of Süddeutsche Zeitung explained: 

 

“Without the platforms ICIJ provided, this project (Panama Papers) would 

have been impossible. From our side, as the one media organization 

contributing data, it was very important not to - for example - send hard disks 

with all the data around the world and lose control of it. So the platform ICIJ 

set up where all partners could in a safe and secure manner and encrypted way 

access the data gave us a better feeling about security. It also allowed ICIJ to 

monitor who was accessing what across the network. Having a collaboration 

space… was a really crucial part of the investigation.”25 

 

Case Study: The Football Leaks 
 

A good example of the importance of technology to pan-national collaborative 

investigations is set out by the EIC in a blog post about the Football Leaks – the largest 

leak in the history of sports. The post outlines how the EIC set up an Apple laptop to 

process the data, using a self-developed tool ‘Snoop’. They placed the data on a secure 

HTTPS website for the 12 contributing news organisations to access, using two-step 

authentication for security. They then used another software product to extract text and 

metadata from a group of different file format documents and emails.  

 

More software combinations were used to attach metadata from the text to each 

document, ready for journalist to search. Communication between partners was through 

an open-source clone of the Slack application. The group has made the source code for 

their developed software freely available on github under the name ‘hoover’ for the 

umbrella project. It’s a strong example of how technology development needs to work 

closely with journalists to be able to process, index, search, and communicate about a 

large quantity of leaked data between collaborating partners in different organisations 

and different countries. 

 

https://eic.network/blog/how-to-investigate-football-leaks 

 

 

Conclusions 
 

The discussions at the Reuters Institute workshop and International Journalism Festival 

panel debate highlighted a number of key factors lying behind successful 

collaborations. These factors need to be considered in advance and actively managed 

by any groups planning cross-national collaborations to heighten the chances of 

success. They include: 
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– Trust building between different organisations, usually from a newsroom level 

upwards, initially. Newsroom staff find the benefits of collaboration easier to identify 

than senior executives who may be overly focused on exclusivity or other competitive 

factors. 

– Confidentiality is crucial and needs to be supported by a high level of ‘communication 

hygiene’. By the time a whistleblower has contacted a news organisation their identity 

may already be compromised. Secure channels of communication - such as ‘dropboxes’ 

- need to be set up and publicised. 

– If non-profit organisations are involved, or third-party funders, objectives and success 

measures need to be agreed in advance together with principles of editorial 

independence. 

– Technology, and the ability to develop and modify software or other technology to 

suit the needs of a particular project, is crucial. Developers and journalists need to work 

in an integrated way. 

– A neutral partner - such as a non-profit news organisation or jointly owned joint 

venture - can play a valuable role in managing tensions and potential conflicts of 

interest between partners. In the end, one trusted party has to make decisions and hold 

other partners to account. 

 

The rise in pan-national collaboration reveals something about the state of the news 

industry.  With business models disrupted by digital platforms many organisations, 

once regarded as mighty news institutions, are struggling to get by or to field the scale 

or resources required for long and complex investigations. At the same time, there has 

been a rise in small start-up organisations - some commercial, some non-profit – 

seeking to establish and differentiate themselves in a crowded market.  

 

These two groups are often conceived as in conflict with one another – the start-up 

insurgency seeking to undermine big legacy media. In truth, they may often need each 

other in the new communication environment.  Major organisations still have an 

institutional weight and broad audience reach which newcomers lack. Equally, new 

players often have technical skills, market nimbleness and attract a younger audience 

in ways the major players struggle to achieve.  

 

Where they come together - in pursuing global accountability - they can complement 

and learn from each other.  Big media can provide scale, reach and institutional 

strength; smaller organizations can provide new perspectives, new skills and new 

audiences.  

 

As politics, business, trade, and indeed, crime all develop into trans-national activities 

it is essential that journalism and those concerned with public accountability similarly 

respond. The need for news organisations to raise their sights beyond national 

boundaries and to raise their skills to engage with the highly developed systems of 

financial technology, or internet enabled crime is now acute. The overall concept of 

public accountability - and, in particular, the important journalism about it - 

increasingly cannot and should not be narrowly confined by mere geographic 

boundaries. 

 

 

 


