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Matt DeRienzo is a media industry consultant who has worked in 

local journalism for more than 25 years, as a reporter, editor, publisher, 

teacher, regional and corporate news director, and journalism nonprofit 

executive director. Most recently, he was vice president of news for 

Hearst’s newspapers in Connecticut. Previously, he was the first full-time 

executive director of LION, a national nonprofit organization supporting 

the publishers of local independent online news organizations. He writes a 

monthly column about the media industry for Editor & Publisher magazine. 

He is filing this white paper as a consultant for LMA. 
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Accelerate Local will be launching The Collaborative Journalism Project in 2020. 
This initiative will take a business model approach from the very start, something 
that has not been done in North America to this point. We’ll use the learnings from 
the collaborative projects featured in this report, as well as others, to test our 
assumptions. The goal is to prove out a sustainable business model in one large city 
and one smaller city, and then widely share the learnings with the industry via 
playbooks, onsite assistance, workshops and more. We are working with a funding 
partner to finalize the details. If you are interested in being part of a collaborative 
journalism effort or if you are in the early stages and want to be involved with this 
project in some way, please reach out to Lindsey Estes at 
lindsey.estes@localmedia.org. 

 

Introduction 

In a short period of time, collaborative journalism has gone from a few 

high-profile projects celebrated at journalism conferences, to a buzzword, to 

ubiquitous in the local media 

landscape. 

Massive investigative 

reporting projects such as The 

Panama Papers were laudable, 

but felt like the domain of the 

New York Times or the 

Washington Post, out of reach 

for newsrooms without 

significant resources. 

But since then, dozens of 

grassroots journalism 

initiatives, from “Broke in 

Philly” and “100 Days in 

Appalachia,” to Pro Publica’s 

“Documenting Hate,” have 

shown that some of the same 

principles of collaboration can 

be accessible and beneficial to 
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news organizations of all sizes, business models and ownership.  

What is collaborative journalism? Simply put, it’s a news organization 

working with another outlet, in a formal or informal arrangement, on a specific 

story, project, series or discipline, on a one-time or ongoing basis.  

Collaborative journalism projects can happen simply between two very 

traditional and similar news organizations focused on a single story, such as the 

New York Times’ partnering with the late New Orleans Times-Picayune on 

climate change and the El Paso Times on immigration. 
Or with a large and diverse coalition of local and national outlets, 

newspapers and broadcasters, nonprofit and for-profit, online-only, ethnic and 

niche media. Resolve Philly went from a single reporting project to a 

framework for ongoing collaboration within the city’s local news ecosystem, 

with its own separate staff to coordinate. 

The decline of the newspaper industry has been one obvious factor driving 

the growth of collaborative journalism. Ambitious work that might not be 

possible in a shrinking newsroom can still happen by joining forces. 

The rise of nonprofit journalism has offered a blueprint. Nonprofit outlets 

such as ProPublica and the Texas Tribune come from a starting mission and 

goal of maximum reach and impact for their work. They lean into collaboration 

as naturally as they do competition, allowing their work to be published free of 

charge by other news organizations, and making data sets available to other 

newsrooms to localize.  

The explosion of local independent and niche subject online news outlets, 
as newspapers have declined and barrier of entry for being a publisher has 

dropped, is also a factor. When a diverse ecosystem of smaller outlets replaces 

one or two dominant news sources, there are natural opportunities to connect 

the dots and create something together. 

And an unprecedented amount of funding is going to support journalism, 

from national foundations, and increasingly, community and place-based 

foundations — those that serve a specific geographic area — as well. Funders 

such as the Democracy Fund and Knight Foundation have long promoted the 

idea that collaborative journalism strengthens all involved and is a better 

return on their investment. And it’s an easier sell for local funders to support a 

consortium of journalism organizations working together than be forced to 

play favorites and pick only one or two in their community, according to 

Stefanie Murray, director of the Center for Cooperative Media at Montclair 

State University in New Jersey.   
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Similarly, great potential exists in the recognition that information needs 

and journalistic endeavors could be a significant component of achieving 

funders’ goals around major philanthropic initiatives on subjects such as the 

environment and climate change, public health, economic development and the 

arts. Collaborative journalism structures can provide a vehicle to attract 

funding from funders who are interested in the category more than naturally in 

supporting journalism. They can enable for-profit news organizations to 

benefit in some way from foundation or philanthropic giving. And they can 

provide a better firewall between a funder and journalists than direct funding 

to a single newsroom. 

One could say that the rise of collaborative journalism is a welcome 

byproduct of the disruption of the newspaper industry.  

In this report, we’ll explore a wide range of types of collaborative 

journalism, best practices, pitfalls to avoid, and how all of it leads to a 

fundamental re-examination of who and what news organizations are really 

competing against. (Spoiler alert: It’s apathy and lack of faith in journalism, not 

each other.) 

Numerous examples of collaborative journalism projects will be cited 

throughout the report, but for a more extensive list, refer to the Center for 

Cooperative Media’s database of more than 200 collaborative journalism 

initiatives, which includes both one-time and ongoing projects. 

 

Types of collaboration 

Collaborative journalism can range from low-touch arrangements on 

narrow matters, to partnerships that require intense coordination among 

newsrooms. It can happen with no money changing hands, or involve a 

separate structure with its own funding and staff to coordinate.  

Listed below are some of the types of collaboration happening today. For a 

more extensive look at the nuances between models, check out the Center for 

Cooperative Media’s tip sheets on “Comparing Models of Collaborative 

Journalism.” 
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Reach and distribution 

Perhaps the lowest touch form of collaboration is for a news organization 

to simply take advantage of the policy many nonprofit journalism outlets have 

of allowing their work to be republished free of charge. 

Local publishers can get free access to investigative journalism outlets 

such as Pro Publica and Reveal/The Center for Investigative Reporting, and 

specialized reporting on topics such as education from Chalkbeat and 

Hechinger Report, environmental reporting from Ensia, or health care 

coverage from Kaiser Health News.  
Some regional nonprofits, 

including Texas Tribune, the 

Wisconsin Center for 

Investigative Journalism, have a 

similar policy, and produce work 

of statewide interest that’s even 

more relevant to local publishers 

in their states.  

There are usually some 

restrictions (for example, to what 

extent you are allowed to edit or 

cut the length of their work), and 

requirements for crediting and linking back, so be sure to refer to each 

organization’s guidelines and/or reach out with questions. Pro Publica has 

published a guide to its 

requirements under the heading, 

“Steal Our Stories.” 

The Center for Cooperative 

Media has a longer list of outlets 

who allow republishing here, and 

you might also refer to the Institute 

for Nonprofit News membership list 

and inquire directly if there are 

organizations that are of particular 

interest to you.   
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Localization 

ProPublica and some other nonprofit news outlets go a step further with 

some reporting projects, and open the national or statewide databases they 

used to report a story to other outlets who want to write a localized version of 

the story or do a more in-depth spotlight one example that’s part of the larger 

trend. 

Dollars for Docs, for example, is a national database of what physicians 

across the country are paid by pharmaceutical companies. Another open Pro 

Publica database details violations uncovered by local nursing home 

inspections. The organization generally keeps them updated, allowing for fresh 

localization on at least an annual basis. 

The Associated Press, which, if you think about it, might be the earliest 

example of collaborative journalism -- newspapers pooling resources for 

shared coverage -- is doing something similar … offering data sets on various 

subjects to its members weeks ahead of the release of AP’s own reporting on 

the topic, so that local reporting can accompany or lead into the national story.  

If you’re looking for ideas, the Center for Cooperative Media publishes a 

free email newsletter that details opportunities for local newsrooms to localize 

national stories.  

Beats and expertise 

A major step beyond simply republishing another news organization’s 

work is relying on a partner for an entire segment of coverage or area of 

expertise. 

Independent news 

organizations in a number of states 

offer comprehensive statehouse 

coverage at a fraction of the cost 

and at higher quality than a local publisher could provide by competing with 

their own staff at the capitol. Paying to carry the work of VT Digger in 

Vermont, or CT Mirror and/or CT News Junkie in Connecticut, allows local 

newspapers to focus their resources on local reporting, or have their own 

statehouse reporters breaking stories that no one else has instead of writing 

the same version of a story from a press conference that half a dozen other 

outlets are also covering.  
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Some newspapers have been doing this kind of thing for years, as a swap 

without money changing hands, particularly in sports. You pick up the beat 

coverage of one university’s sports programs from a newspaper on the other 

side of the state, and they pick up coverage of a program that’s based in your 

coverage area. 

Although its partnership recently ended, for nearly a decade, the Daily 

Progress in Charlottesville, Va., picked up coverage of several important local 

news beats entirely from nonprofit local news site Charlottesville Tomorrow. 

In exchange, the nonprofit received wider reach and impact for its journalism, a 

priority of donors. The newspaper also printed an annual voters’ guide for the 

site. 

In a similar vein, informal partnerships with TV and radio stations that 

extend one’s audience reach or publishing expertise (i.e., video, podcasting) can 

make sense without money changing hands. 

Some news organizations with significant non-English speaking 

communities have agreements with ethnic media allowing their work to be 

translated into Spanish or another language and published in those outlets, and 

vice versa. And the connections and sources forged from those kind of 

relationships can be the most valuable part of it. 

One-time reporting projects 

Publishing someone else’s completed and edited work is one thing. 

Reporters and editors from different, even competing news organizations 

working together on a story is a whole different ball game.  

Collaboration on a single story or project can be as simple as two new 

organizations getting together because of a geographic connection, or in the 

case of the New York Times working 

with newspapers in New Orleans and 

El Paso, Texas, it made sense to pair 

national topic experts with the local 

journalists who best knew the 

communities and people affected. 

In the case of the Panama Papers, 
and later, the Paradise Papers, the 

International Consortium of 

Investigative Journalists had a massive trove of documents that provided story 
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leads in numerous cities and countries across the globe. No single newsroom 

acting alone could have done it justice. 

Sometimes an issue is so pervasive for a region or state, collaboration 

comes naturally, whether that’s toxic waste in New Jersey, or homelessness in 

San Francisco, or the opioid crisis in Ohio.  
Collaboration can happen around lighter topics, too. The Illinois Press 

Association and Illinois Associated Press Media Editors got newspapers 

statewide to contribute stories about the state’s 200th anniversary that all 

publications were able to use.  

A number of collaborative journalism projects, including an alliance of 

news organizations in Philadelphia looking at how prisoners can be integrated 

back into their communities after release, and a group of news organizations in 

Connecticut examining economic development in urban centers, have pursued 

reporting through a “solutions journalism” lens. Solutions Journalism Network, 
which promotes journalism that investigates solutions to problems, not just an 

accounting of how bad things are, has favored a collaborative approach in the 

projects it has funded. 

But, like the Panama Papers, some of the most compelling collaborations 

have come from an ambitious idea, something that would only be possible with 

a massive and diverse set of resources, expertise, shoe leather. When Pro 

Publica set out to find immigrant children who had been separated from their 

parents at the border, that meant partnering with news organizations in Texas 

and across the border in Mexico, and reaching out to readers for tips about 

detention centers the government had set up. 

Ongoing collaborative frameworks 

Of greatest significance in the world of collaborative journalism are efforts 

to build a framework separate from 

individual news organizations and 

ongoing. While many grew from or 

started with a single reporting 

project, their aim is to be a structure 

supporting long-term and varied 

cooperation among news 

organizations in a particular region. 
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In addition to being a leading voice nationally in support of collaborative 

journalism and best practices around it, the Center for Cooperative Media at 

Montclair State University has maintained the New Jersey News Commons, a 

vehicle for a broad coalition of legacy, corporate, ethnic, print, broadcast, niche 

and independent online news organizations in that state to share content when 

appropriate, and work on joint reporting projects. 

With the support of local foundations, Resolve Philly grew out of a 

reporting project on prisoners re-integrating back into society, and then 

pursued the “Broke in Philly” reporting project. It has its own staff, and a 

multi-year plan to facilitate collaboration among Philadelphia news 

organizations, and to offer shared resources, such as data journalism expertise.  

The Colorado Media Project, 
hosted at the offices of Rocky 

Mountain PBS, has its own staff 

that’s aiming to strengthen the 

entire local journalism ecosystem 

in Colorado through 

collaboration and encouraging 

public support of journalism that 

could lift all ships. 

And in North Carolina, the Democracy Fund awarded grants to a variety of 

news organizations to support the state’s local news ecosystem, but is also 

building a collaborative framework for them to work together.  

Non-news org partnerships 

Collaborative journalism can involve partnerships that go beyond news 

organizations. A number of the ongoing regional collaboratives include 

partnerships with universities, for example.  

Hearst’s Connecticut newspapers hired a director of journalism outreach 

to work with high school and college journalism programs and students, 

arranging for their best work to be published. Other news outlets have worked 

with college programs on projects that required a massive amount of “shoe 

leather” reporting.  

With care, partnerships are also possible with civic, citizen and advocacy 

organizations, from the League of Women Voters organizing candidate forums 

and questionnaires, to the ACLU testing homeowners’ water for lead in Flint, 
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Michigan, to neighborhood watch volunteers videotaping a problem 

intersection, to a watershed conservancy or the Audubon Society helping 

journalists map a threatened ecosystem. 

When a trove of 24,000 emails from Sarah Palin’s time as governor of 

Alaska dropped, The Guardian, New York Times and others sped up their 

discovery process by asking readers to help the newsroom comb through them 

and highlight anything that stood out. City Bureau in Chicago pays 

non-journalists to document city government meetings.  

Reporting networks 

Another form of collaboration that has emerged in the past few years 

involves national organizations with significant resources or funding actually 

placing reporters at local news organizations. 

In response to local newspaper decline in the UK, the BBC’s “Local 

Democracy Reporting Service” is spending $10 million a year to fund place 

reporters in local newsrooms.  

The Center for Investigative Reporting/Reveal received funding from the 

Knight Foundation in 2018 to collaborate with local journalists in four cities.  
PBS’s Frontline is placing investigative reporting fellows at local news 

organizations in Florida, Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico and Wisconsin. 

And while not tied to an overarching national news organization, Report 

for America has grown to the point where it will place 250 journalists at 164 

different news organizations across the country. Its partnership with the 

Associated Press will bolster statehouse reporting in 13 states. 

Internal collaboration projects 

If you’re publication is part of a national 

chain, and/or your company has a regional 

cluster of newsrooms, you have likely already 

been involved in collaborative journalism 

work with other newsrooms. Or you have the 

perfect opportunity to experiment inside 

your company before working with outside 

partners.  
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McClatchy has done this on topics such as gun violence. Gannett tackled 

issues related to the U.S.-Mexico border and President Trump’s plan to build a 

wall there.  

Collaborative projects are an increasing trend in public media as well, 

tackling both ongoing topical reporting, such as gun violence, and regional 

reporting, such as the New England News Collaborative, an alliance of public 

radio stations across six states. 
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Goals and benefits 
of collaboration 

The more ambitious and meaningful the collaborative journalism project, 

especially if you’re doing it for the first time, the more difficult and 

resource-intensive it will be for your organization, and the more power and 

control you’ll have to cede. 

So what makes it worth the trouble? 

Resources and expertise 

Depending on the project, collaborative journalism partnerships can give 

you access to additional reporting and editing resources, and multimedia 

capabilities and/or subject matter expertise you might lack. 

Not every newsroom has data journalism capabilities, the ability to 

produce interactive graphics, or edit video.  

Partnering with hyperlocal news outlets and ethnic media can open your 

journalism to sources and audiences whose trust and access you wouldn’t have 

otherwise. 

Publishing the journalism produced by a collaborative can strengthen your 

relationship with your own audience, reach new readers, and free up your own 

staff to produce more original work. 

Ambitious work 

You can lament the diminished ability to do investigative journalism or 

comprehensive reporting on an important topic, or you can find the right 

collaboration to be part of that kind of work. Whether you used to be able to 

do it, or even if you’re a smaller newsroom that never really had that kind of 

capacity. 

If newsrooms considered what questions they want to answer about their 

community, the secrets they want uncovered, the problems they think great 

journalism could solve, then figured out what kind of coalition of journalism 

organizations and other partners would be necessary to pull it off, what a 

powerful force collaborations could become. 
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Even the New York Times, which has close to unparalleled journalistic 

resources in the U.S., and can hire some of the strongest investigative 

reporters and subject matter experts, has recognized that it doesn’t know 

everything and can’t do everything on its own. So instead of “parachuting” in to 

cover border issues in Texas and the impact of climate change in Louisiana, it 

partnered with the El Paso Times and New Orleans Times-Picayune, 

respectively. 

Building relationships 

A single reporting project that produces great journalism is a fine end, in 

itself, to pursuing collaborations among news organizations. But the exercise 

can also teach publishers, editors and reporters how to make collaboration a 

natural part of what they do every day. 

“Not only do collaborative reporting projects 

generally produce good journalism that otherwise 

wouldn’t have happened, they also build 

relationships, trust and muscle memory—and they 

usually lead to even better, deeper, longer-term 

partnerships,” Center for Cooperative Media 

Director Stefanie Murray wrote in announcing 

grants for small, one-time collaborative journalism 

projects she said are “essential to the overall growth and development of 

healthy news ecosystems.” 

Audience trust 

As news organizations put competition against each other aside to 

collaborate on a project, it’s easier to put the needs of the audience above 

everything else. That means writing “for” people, instead of “about” them, as 

Heather Bryant, whose Knight fellowship at Stanford in 2017 focused on 

collaborative journalism, has put it. 

The broader the coalition, and more equitable and inclusive the 

partnership, the more likely a collaborative journalism project is to build 

audience trust for all involved. But it starts with listening to and empowering 

readers in the process. 
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“We aren’t the voice for the community, we are the 

amplifier of the voice of the community,” said André Natta, 

editorial director of the Resolve Philly collaborative. 

Natta describes the very concept of news organizations 

collaborating with each other to the scene in “Miracle on 

34th Street,” when the store Santa Claus at Macy’s directed 

customers to archrival Gimbels if there was a better 

selection or price on what they were seeking. Rather than 

losing overall business to the competition, the action led customers to trust 

Macy’s more and solidified their loyalty.  

An entire ecosystem of local media uniting to serve the audience on a 

single reporting project or ongoing effort can be a powerful force in conveying 

the value and values of journalism to an audience buffeted by cynical and 

intentionally misleading messages about “fake news.”   

Funding 

Similarly, collaboration can lift all ships when it comes to making the case 

to funders (both foundations and corporate sponsors) that journalism is tied 

directly to the strength of communities and quality of life. 

The line between for-profit and nonprofit journalism is blurring. There’s an 

altruistic mission at the heart of what for-profit journalism organizations do, 

and they’ve found success in emphasizing that when pushing digital 

subscription programs, for example. 

The rise of nonprofit news organizations has proven that journalism can be 

seen as a worthy philanthropic endeavor.  A collaborative journalism 

framework can allow for-profit news organizations to benefit from some of this 

funding. 

And when funding journalism is new to a community or place-based 

foundation, Center for Cooperative Media Director Stefanie Murray said, 

asking them to fund a broad coalition of news organizations is easier than 

forcing them to “play favorites.” 

The real competition 

The bottom line is that the other newspaper in town, or the TV or radio 

station across the street, used to be your primary competition. Now it’s apathy, 

lack of engagement in civic life, distrust in journalism itself, and other 
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democratic institutions, misinformation and media illiteracy. Everyone doing 

the work of journalism and meeting information needs in your community is 

your ally and potential collaborator in competing against these trends, and also 

in finding sustainable business models for journalism’s survival. 

Collaboration best practices 

Some of the key things to consider when 

approaching a collaborative journalism project are 

listed below.  

But Heather Bryant, whose Knight fellowship at 

Stanford in 2017 tackled collaborative journalism, and 

whose Project Facet has developed tools to help 

manage such projects, built a workbook that news 

organizations can use to develop a specific game plan.  
Collaborative journalism best practices were also detailed in a Knight 

Foundation report on trust, democracy and the media, released earlier this 

year. Center for Cooperative Media Director Stefanie Murray detailed its 

recommendations here.  
And Pro Publica, an early-and-often leader in instigating and running 

collaborative journalism projects, offered lessons from its “Documenting Hate” 

initiative, in this piece for Nieman Lab. 

Who’s taking the lead? 

Collaborative journalism projects have launched in response to a 

significant problem or story that demanded a journalistic response beyond the 

capabilities of a single news organization. The Panama Papers, for example, or 

Pro Publica’s urgent quest to locate immigrant children who had been 

separated from their parents at the border. In these cases, it was natural for 

the ICIJ and Pro Publica, respectively, to manage the collaboration.  

The Colorado Media Project, more of an ongoing collaborative journalism 

initiative, was launched in response to community concerns about massive cuts 

at the Denver Post, and aims to lift an entire local media ecosystem to 

counteract that decline. That kind of mission is top of mind for major national 

foundations supporting journalism. 
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Other projects have been convened and/or funded by organizations such 

as Solutions Journalism Network, in response to pervasive regional issues such 

as gun violence or opioid addiction. 

If the project is substantial enough to require its own separate staff, or 

travel budget, or other expenses, and there’s the possibility of financial support 

from a foundation or other funder, having a nonprofit news organization as the 

lead entity can make the most sense. 

But someone has to instigate the effort, and someone has to take the lead 

in convening partners, agreeing on parameters, and covering incidental costs if 

necessary. 
 

What are the rules? 

After agreeing on the overall goals of the project, initial work must be done 

to establish editorial workflow and shared values. 

What kind of resources can each partner commit to the project? How will 

incidental costs be covered? Who enforces deadlines? How is quality control 

upheld across various contributions from news organizations with differing 

practices, skill sets and approaches to editing? Who enforces deadlines? How 

are disputes resolved?  

Will the content produced through the collaboration live on its own 

separate website -- maintained and hosted by whom? -- or be published on 

each individual partner’s site, or both? How do you handle audience 

development and social media with duplicate versions of each story on various 

sites? 

Partners can reach informal agreement on such questions, or consider 

writing a formal plan or agreement signed by participants. 

Equal partners? 

Especially when it comes to broad collaborative journalism coalitions, it is 

highly unlikely that every partner will take on an equal amount of work, or 

benefit equally from the results. And the nature of what each partner brings to 

the table can be very different.  

A weekly ethnic publication with a two-person newsroom might feel they 

have little to offer to a massive regional collaboration, when their connection 

to an audience neglected by legacy media is extremely valuable. 
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A metro newspaper with significant newsroom resources might think they 

have little to gain, when the gaps in their knowledge of audience and 

grassroots sourcing can become evident when they sincerely commit to 

collaboration.  

“I don’t like folks who come in thinking they don’t need any help … You 

have to come in willing to accept the fact you don’t know it all,” said Resolve 

Philly’s André Natta. “You’re not riding in to save the day. You are there to 

figure out what your community’s needs are.” 

Some news organizations might devote reporting resources to the project, 

others editing. Some might simply contribute translation services, studio space 

for podcasting or video production, or help in organizing in-person events.  

Communication 

It might sound basic, but having a plan for communication, and a point 

person at each partner organization who really takes ownership of the project, 

is crucial. Plan to “over-communicate,” and it still won’t be enough. And that, 

according to Natta, extends to reporters and rank-and-file newsroom 

employees who are used to competing with each other, not just newsroom 

leaders or publishers. Everyone has to buy in to the mission of the project and 

understand why collaboration makes sense. 

Journalists are stretched thin in meeting the day-to-day needs of their own 

newsrooms. A collaborative project will immediately take a back seat to any 

given day’s priorities, and will require constant follow-up. 

Audience first 

The North Star of a collaborative journalism project should be how it is 

serving the audience. Aim to solve readers’ problems, not your own, and it’s 

easier to overcome competitive priorities, territorial concerns and egos. 

It gets easier 

The first time you collaborate with other news organizations on a 

collaborative journalism project will be difficult. Personalities and respective 

newsroom editing and reporting workflows will clash. You’ll get mad at the 

perception that some partners or people aren’t pulling their weight. You might 
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get hung up on lengthy arguments about small details. The return on 

investment, at some point in this process, will not seem worth it. 

Persist, and you’ll realize that it gets easier. The second time, the third 

time, the fourth time, you’ll realize that it comes naturally, that you’ve learned 

how to compromise, and so have they, and that you’ve gotten to know their 

unique strengths and weaknesses, and a lot about your own. 
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