
How to Build Collaborative 
Investigations

Bridget Thoreson and Dianna Hunt
Tips and resources for news outlets
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1) Defining collaboration
a) What type of collaboration makes sense for your outlet?

2) Finding collaboration partners
a) Where to look for partners
b) Identifying mutual interests
c) MOUs
d) What to do when (not if) there’s trouble

3) Managing the collaboration process
a) Collaboration roles
b) Project management

4) How do freelancers fit into this?

Plan for today
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What is collaboration?

● Makes reporting possible 



What is collaboration?

● Makes reporting possible 

● By connecting newsrooms to 

each other



Credit: “Comparing Models of Collaborative Journalism,” www.collaborativejournalism.org

Defining collaborations

8

Participants…

Create content 
separately

Temporary & separate
● First-time collaborators; small 

outlets; high-interest topics

Ongoing & separate

Ongoing/open-endedOne-time/finite
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“
”

Don’t collaborate just to 
collaborate, think clearly about 
where you have strengths that 
then would be accentuated by 

somebody else.
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– Sara Hebel, co-founder and 
editor-in-chief of Open Campus



Before you collaborate, ask…

15



● What are your organization's goals for this project?

● What would collaboration achieve that would not be 
possible on your own?

● What unique strengths would each participating outlet 
bring to this project?

● What concerns do you have about participating, and what 
guardrails need to be in place?

Should we collaborate?

16



● What are your organization's goals for this project?

● What would collaboration achieve that would not be 
possible on your own?

● What unique strengths would each participating outlet 
bring to this project?

● What concerns do you have about participating, and what 
guardrails need to be in place?

Should we collaborate?

17



● What are your organization's goals for this project?

● What would collaboration achieve that would not be 
possible on your own?

● What unique strengths would each participating outlet 
bring to this project?

● What concerns do you have about participating, and what 
guardrails need to be in place?

Should we collaborate?

18



● What are your organization's goals for this project?

● What would collaboration achieve that would not be 
possible on your own?

● What unique strengths would each participating outlet 
bring to this project?

● What concerns do you have about participating, and what 
guardrails need to be in place?

Should we collaborate?

19



Credit: “Comparing Models of Collaborative Journalism,” www.collaborativejournalism.org

Defining collaborations

20

Participants…

Create content 
separately

Temporary & separate
● First-time collaborators; small 

outlets; high-interest topics

Ongoing & separate
● Greater reach/more content; topics 

requiring multi-org expertise 

Work together to 
create content

Temporary & co-creating
● Investigative, time-sensitive 

projects; pairing unique skills

Ongoing & co-creating
● Similar audiences; supplementing 

resources; collab manager hire

Share content, 
data, resources at 
org level

Temporary & integrated
● Large data projects; experienced 

collaborators; org-wide buy-in

Ongoing & integrated
● Back-office support; supplemental 

content; give away some ops control

Ongoing/open-endedOne-time/finite



Use these workbooks and guides!
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collaborativejournalism.org/guides



Finding collaboration partners

Photo by John Herrick for Boulder Reporting Lab
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● Center for Cooperative Media collaboration database

● Journalism membership organizations

● Investigative reporting: 
○ Reveal’s Reporting Network
○ ProPublica’s Local Reporting Network

● INN 🔌: Find nonprofit newsrooms in our member directory 
or email collaborations@inn.org to find relevant collaborative 
partners. 

Finding partners
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https://collaborativejournalism.org/database-search-sort-learn-collaborative-projects-around-world/
https://revealnews.org/local/
https://www.propublica.org/about/local-reporting-network
https://findyournews.org/explore/
mailto:collaborations@inn.org


Planning (or negotiating) collaborations

Issues

● Identify the 
aspects of 
the project 
you want to 
discuss with 
potential 
partner(s)

Positions

● Agree 
internally 
about what 
you want the 
outcome of 
each issue to 
be

Interests

● Identify the 
reasons 
behind your 
positions 
(need, 
opportunity, 
concern)

Assess 
partner(s)

● Start with 
best guess at 
partner 
positions/
interests and 
refine as you 
talk  

 Rank issues 

● Assign a 
numeric 
score to 
each issue in 
order of 
importance
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It’s OK to walk away!



Example planning grid

Issue Self Self interest rank Partner Partner interest 
rank

Issue #1 Interest:
Position:

# Interest:
Position:

#

Issue #2 Interest:
Position:

# Interest:
Position:

#

Issue #3 Interest:
Position:

# Interest:
Position:

#



Use these MOU examples!
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collaborativejournalism.org/guides
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Plan for 
problems:

29

● Who will ultimately be 
responsible for ensuring the 
project meets its deadlines 
and deliverables for each 
team?

● How will you communicate?
● Who will arbitrate in the 

event of disagreements and 
how?

● What processes (editing, 
publishing, permissions) 
need to be discussed and 
when?
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Managing the collaboration process

Photo by Scott Lewis  for Wisconsin Watch
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● Project manager: Wrangles calls, deadlines and reporting

● Editorial lead: Coordinates coverage

● Newsroom point person: Communicates with project 
manager and editorial lead; brings in staff to production as 
needed

● Shared resources can include product, revenue, impact, 
community engagement, data, visualization and back-end 
office functions

Collaboration roles
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Use this playbook!

38

collaborativejournalism.org/guides



INN’s role

● Framing and funding
● Project management
● Impact reporting
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● Framing and funding
● Project management
● Impact reporting

> From finite to ongoing 



INN’s role

Interviews in progress for 
our next ongoing
collaboration



Contact: bridget@inn.org
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