MediaWise training: investigating closed institutions

Notes

Investigating closed institutions - notes

What’s different about investigative journalism?

It’s often said that ‘news is information that someone, somewhere doesn’t want you to know’. One newspaper editor in the UK famously said that there are just two kinds of investigative story: 

• ‘we name the guilty men’, and 

• ‘the arrow points to the defective part’.

Investigative journalism is about getting to PROVABLE facts, and getting as close to the ‘truth’ as possible. You need to be able to PROVE what you’re claiming – both to your editor and possibly in court.

Planning an investigation

• Write down what you’re trying to prove

• Keep a detailed record of what you’ve done

• Identify who can tell you what

List of sources

Here are some sources of information that will help you establish what’s happening in closed institutions:

• Primary sources: prisoners/detainees/patients

• Police

• Human rights organisations

• Families and friends

• Employees and former employees

• Media archives and other journalists

• Officials

• Professionals: lawyers, doctors, psychologists etc

• Courts and court records

• Visitors

Official sources

• Identify the official bodies to whom you would go for information. 

• What legal or other constraints might hamper your investigations? Are they valid?

• How would you get around them? Is there a conflict between freedom of information and expression, and the rights of detainees and/or officers to privacy and protection? Where does the media fit into this conundrum?

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs)


Which NGOs would you use as sources for reliable information and authoritative quotes on the treatment of detainees?

Non-Governmental Organisations can be a useful source of information for media professionals. NGOs tend to tackle issues and reach out to groups that are often at the margins of government policy.

They are in a position to provide an alternative perspective and to promote policy change at a local and national level. Journalists who make the effort to build up a network of contacts within NGOs soon find that they are a valuable source of accurate and reliable information.

Staff working in NGOs can provide advice and expertise on detainees rights as well as interesting human interest stories. Many NGOs, automatically provide up-to-date information to the media. They can also react quickly to queries from journalists who want an expert comment on news events.

In exchange for their co-operation they expect media professionals to protect the interests, rights and dignity of an individual detainee or group of prisoners. In this way a relationship of trust can be established.

However, it is important to be confident about your sources. All NGOs have their own’ agenda’ — which includes promoting their good works and seeking money to achieve their aims — and some may have 'skeletons' they wish to hide. 

Discovering how they operate and how they are funded can make interesting features and helps others to appreciate the work they do. It is also a good way of checking which organisations can be trusted and which should be avoided.

The public interest

It’s important to establish that your investigation is in the public interest – rather than just something that’s of interest to the public. According to the UK press regulator, the Press Complaints Commission:  

The public interest includes, but is not confined to:

i) Detecting or exposing crime or serious impropriety.

ii) Protecting public health and safety.

iii) Preventing the public from being misled by an action or statement of an individual or organisation.

There is a public interest in freedom of expression itself.

In cases involving children under 16, editors must demonstrate an exceptional public interest to over-ride the normally paramount interest of the child.

The public interest is not the same thing as what is of interest to the public

Internet
Access to the internet is of increasing importance to journalists seeking free information that can cross international, political and cultural boundaries. Most organisations, including NGOs, now have their own e-mail address.  

‘News groups’ can be useful if you are trying to contact an expert in a particular subject or simply want to get in touch with individuals involved in a certain activity.

The World-Wide Web enables you to search the Internet for information on millions of linked web-sites.  

Major news organisations in all countries also have web-sites which are regularly updated with the latest news headlines.  They include the BBC, which has the most popular web-site in the UK. New media sites are starting up every day.

Very good for background information – and email gives you instant access to experts from across the world.

BUT anyone can publish anything on the net, so be careful about what you find.

It’s no replacement for old-fashioned newsgathering techniques.

You can get weekly hints on internet journalism from www.journalismnet.com, including guides to using sophisticated searches, spying on chatrooms, setting up newsfeeds about particular topics…

Protection of sources

• You have a duty of confidentiality to sources

• It’s important not to do anything that might reveal the identity of a source – including ‘jigsaw’ identification (putting several pieces of information together to find out who your source is).

• Use pseudonyms for sensitive sources

• You don’t always have to quote sources – especially if they’re sensitive

• Make copies of sensitive documents and keep them in a safe place, away from home and office – and even anyone close to you

• Be careful about where you meet, how you communicate, who sees your phone records, etc.

Problematic interviews – getting people to talk

• Think about why people will talk to you – put yourself in their shoes and work out what will motivate them to talk to you.

• But their motivation might not to be to tell you the whole truth – so you will always need to corroborate what your source tells you…
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