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I want to talk today about one of those buzzwords that seem to gain 

currency, but then tend to be discussed a bit vaguely, seen as if with gauze 

over the lens.  The buzzword is “collaboration.” 

“Collaboration” seems the rage in our business today—everyone is for 

it, no one against it (at least in public).   

And it’s easy to see why: basically, journalists, especially those of us 

who began our careers in newspapers, now favor collaboration for the same 

reason Benjamin Franklin, an old newspaper man himself, recommended it 

when he told his fellow revolutionists, all newly-minted traitors to the 

British crown,  “We must all hang together, or assuredly we shall all hang 

separately.”  Facing the prospect of a different sort of hanging, we have 

taken to hanging together, or at least talking about it. 

But what does this mean—and what can it mean for the future? 

For years, most news organizations dismissed the notion of 

collaboration. We were amply funded and staffed, and we usually felt that 

any story worth our participation was worth doing alone. The most notable 

exceptions were when a fellow journalist was killed in pursuit of a story, as 
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with reporter Don Bolles in Phoenix in 1976 and editor Chauncey Bailey in 

Oakland, California, in 2007. In such cases, journalists from multiple news 

organizations banded together to ferret out how their colleague was killed, 

why and by whom, or to complete the reporting that was cut short by the 

murder. 

The first iteration of what one might call the New Collaboration was 

joint publication of stories.  We at ProPublica posited when we started out, 

as an essential part our model, that we could have the greatest impact—

which was, and remains, our goal—by publishing many of our longer, “deep 

dive” stories in partnership with traditional news organizations.  I believed 

that the business crisis in publishing, which even then (the fall of 2007) was 

clearly serious, would make both editors and publishers more receptive to 

such collaboration than they would have been in the past.  

But, as is appropriate in our line of work, there were skeptics.  The 

New York Times story announcing the creation of ProPublica noted that: 

“Newspapers routinely publish articles from wire services, and many 

of them also subscribe to the major papers’ news services and reprint their 

articles. But except for fairly routine news wire service articles, the largest 

newspapers have generally been reluctant to use reporting from other 

organizations.”  
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That reluctance, I’m happy to report, has now been almost entirely 

overcome.  ProPublica alone has published nearly 250 stories in 

partnership with 52 other news organizations.  These have ranged across 

print (the New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, USA 

Today, Newsweek, BusinessWeek), television (60 Minutes and the CBS 

Evening News, 20/20, CNN), radio (NPR, WNYC, KQED, This American 

Life, Marketplace), and online (Politico, Slate, Salon, Huffington Post, Daily 

Beast). 

And we’ve had success doing so.  Our collaborations have had 

remarkable reach and impact—and received important recognition.  Work 

by reporter Sheri Fink with the New York Times was honored with a 

Pulitzer Prize for Investigative Reporting and the National Magazine Award 

for Reporting.  Work by Charles Ornstein and Tracy Weber with the Los 

Angeles Times was a finalist for the Pulitzer for Public Service, and other 

work by T. Christian Miller with the LA Times (and also the Washington 

Post and ABC) received the Selden Ring Award.  Perhaps most remarkably, 

one of our reporters won the George Polk Award for Environmental 

Reporting for a string of more than 50 stories, published in the Albany 

Times-Union, Denver Post and Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, and online in 

Mother Jones, Politico and Scientific American. 
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It’s important to note that, while many dismiss newspapers and some 

other traditional platforms as media dodo birds, the fact is that they still 

have enormous reach.  It’s not unusual for work we publish with partners to 

reach an audience 20 times the size it might enjoy if it appeared only on our 

own growing web site. 

Audience size certainly matters, and just who makes up that audience 

can matter even more. Thus, partnering with the right newspaper or other 

news organization can be critical in generating impact. Two quick 

examples: 

Last July, reporters Ornstein and Weber published a massive expose 

with the Los Angeles Times demonstrating that the state board that licenses 

nurses was taking as long as six years to remove licenses from nurses who 

had stolen drugs from patients, beaten them up or otherwise abused them. 

The nurses would be fired, but then could take their licenses down the 

street and start all over again at another hospital. The day after the story 

ran, the governor fired a majority of the nursing board and replaced them 

with others whom he mandated to fix the problems.  If that story had 

appeared only on our Web site, instead of in the biggest paper in California, 

I doubt the governor would have acted so quickly. 



5 

 

Even earlier, in 2008, reporter Abrahm Lustgarten published in the 

Albany Times-Union the first of his many articles on the dangers to the 

water supply from under-supervised drilling for natural gas, hours before 

New York’s Governor was to give the industry carte blanche to drill in that 

state. The Governor reversed course on the spot. 

I’m delighted that this publishing model has already been embraced, 

with considerable success, by others including the Center for Public 

Integrity, California Watch and the Texas Tribune, all of which have 

published outstanding work in important collaborations with a range of 

publishers. 

All this has been gratifying—and a bit daunting, as we look to the 

future, and, like everyone in journalism, seek to do ever-better. 

But I would argue that it was only the first iteration of the New 

Collaboration.  In recent months, I think we and others have made 

significant progress in developing the second iteration.  It involves a series 

of innovative techniques for a different sort of collaboration, one that has 

the potential to be even more powerful, and to produce possibly even 

greater impact. 

This second iteration moves beyond the bilateral (or occasionally 

trilateral) partnership model for producing a single story or series to 
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techniques for leveraging the efforts of many reporters, from many news 

organizations, often in many different places, to produce entire rafts of 

related stories.  And there is potentially greater leverage in this newer sort 

of collaboration. 

 This second iteration has already taken many different forms—and 

will surely take many more in the months and years ahead. 

For us, it began, rather prosaically, with our publication of federal 

government stimulus spending data.  We massaged those data, cleaned 

them up quite a bit, and published the entire package online in our 

Recovery Tracker database, the first tool to track such stimulus spending 

down to the county level across the country. 

Making the data available in this manner seemed to us a great way to 

tease out story ideas, and we found quite a few of those at the national level, 

writing scores of stories on stimulus spending in 2009 ourselves.  But for 

local reporters around the country, who didn’t have the time and other 

resources to gather a list of all stimulus spending by the raft of different 

federal agencies in their coverage area, ProPublica’s Recovery Tracker 

suddenly made important local stories accessible as well.  And we 

encouraged this trend—promoting Recovery Tracker to local reporters 

around the country.  Within months, nearly 100 publications, as large as 
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the Chicago Tribune and as small as The Facts of Brazoria County, Texas, 

produced their own reported local stories based on our data. 

Some months later, spotting an important emerging trend in state 

unemployment insurance funds sliding toward insolvency, we made a 

similar push to get this new data set—this time on a state-by-state basis—

out to reporters around the country.  The result:  another 22 local stories, 

from the Sacramento Bee to the Des Moines Register to Cape Cod Today. 

This year, we’ve continued to experiment with additional techniques.  

In January, we sought to use our ProPublica Reporting Network—what we 

call our “distributed reporting” operation, but others sometimes term 

“citizen journalists,” under the leadership of director of online engagement 

Amanda Michel, to help us scrutinize Congress at the Super Bowl.  Michel, 

who ran the Huffington Post’s “Off the Bus” project in 2008, led the way to 

energize our Reporting Network (now 5000 strong) to determine which 

members of Congress were attending the game—so that we could report on 

where, and for how much, they bought their tickets, and whether they were 

using the big game for fundraising. 

But while we got a lot of help from our citizen Network, we were 

surprised, and delighted, to find other news organizations rallying to the 

task as well.  The Orange County Register undertook to call all members 
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from Southern California; California Watch volunteered to finish out the 

state’s delegation.  By the time we were done, we had gotten answers, in 

nine business days, from 375 members—and had done so with the help of 

15 other news organizations in nine states, as well as 14 other volunteer 

professional journalists. 

In March, we added two more innovative techniques.  First, reporters  

Ornstein and Weber, whose work on problems plaguing the oversight of 

nursing in California later would be honored as a finalist for the Public 

Service Pulitzer, published their “reporting recipe” for discovering similar 

problems with nursing (and other professional licensing regimes) in other 

states. 

My colleague Steve Engelberg and I wrote that “Nursing is regulated 

state by state, and we lack the resources to investigate 50 nursing boards or 

the agencies regulating a variety of other critical health professionals. But 

we can share the means for the nation’s newspapers, public radio stations, 

broadcast outlets and news nonprofits to do so. From what we’ve seen in 

several states, there are problems nationwide with how quickly these 

boards act and how they share information with one another and with 

citizens. Our techniques can help reporters or the public have a significant 

impact on their communities.” 



9 

 

When Charlie and Tracy hosted a conference call to walk people 

through their recipe and take questions, more than 80 journalists joined 

the call. 

Later in March, reporter Paul Kiel and editor Michel teamed up to 

create what we call our first “Reporting Matchmaker.”  In this case, we had 

long been covering the stories of home owners frustrated by difficulties in 

securing aid under the federal government’s home loan modification plan.  

We’d noted that sometimes loans mod requests, stuck for months in bank 

bureaucracies, would come unstuck, almost miraculously, when we or other 

reporters inquired about their status. 

We can’t make a meaningful dent in the backlog this way, but we 

thought we might make more of a difference if we put all of the applicants 

who had told us their stories on a map, and offered those accounts as grist 

for stories to local reporters, who might have a similar effect.  To date, such 

stories have been done in Florida, Kansas, Oregon and Washington State. 

These examples of new kinds of collaboration seem to me important 

for a number of reasons.  First, they offer the possibility of local impact at 

scale-- something that people have questioned as perhaps beyond the 

capability of non-profit journalism. 
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Second, they are the sorts of initiatives that, at least in my 

observation and experience, only a non-profit—a mission-driven rather 

than audience or profit-driven organization—is likely to undertake. 

Third, they suggest that the possibilities for further iterations of 

collaboration are nearly endless, and that we have only begun to 

understand the creative possibilities at hand. 

To be sure, collaboration is not a cure for all that ails us—and it can 

even be overdone.  As executive Bill Keller of the New York Times wisely 

reminded us at Berkeley’s Logan Symposium on investigative reporting last 

year, “Competition does help people dig deeper, and I'd hate to see people 

lose that edge in working together too much.”  As someone who used to run 

a large news staff somewhat analogous to Bill’s, I agree with that. 

Also we need to be careful that collaboration does not become so 

pervasive, perhaps on a particular story or subject, that it verges into pack 

journalism.  So that, for instance, I can see value in a consortium covering 

climate change, but I would worry if that consortium grew so large that 

other views of the same issue couldn’t find an outlet. 

One final point:  I don’t need to tell you that we are in the middle, 

perhaps just the early stages, of an enormous upheaval in the way people 

get news, information, and understanding of issues that matter immensely 



11 

 

to them. There have been huge losses to democracy in the shrinking and 

even shuttering of major newspapers. But, as I’ve tried to indicate in a small 

way today, there are also great opportunities to use new technologies, new 

funding structures, and new ways of thinking to take us forward to a world 

that not only will be different from the one we are used to – there is no 

going back to the old world – but also can be better.  

And on that note, I’d love to take your questions…. 


