Ethics for the
new investigative newsroom

______________________________________________

A Roundtable Report on
best practices for nonprofit journalism

A collaboration of

• Center for Journalism Ethics, University of Wisconsin-Madison

• Knight Chair in Investigative & Enterprise Reporting, University of Illinois
• Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism

1

The roundtable discussion, “Ethics for the New Investigative Newsroom,” was held
January 29, 2010 at the University of Wisconsin-Madison

Roundtable participants L to R:

Robert Cribb, Brant Houston, Stephen Ward, Christa Westerberg, Margaret Freivogel, Alden Loury, Andy Hall.
(see page 23 for more information)

Roundtable Report: Ethics for the New Investigative Newsroom
Published by
The Center for Journalism Ethics
University of Wisconsin-Madison, School of Journalism and Mass Communication
821 University Avenue, Madison WI 53706
http://www.journalismethics.info
Editor-In-Chief
Stephen J.A. Ward
Co-editor & Layout
Wendy Swanberg
Contributing Writers:
Robert Cribb • Andy Hall • Brant Houston • Magda Konieczna • Stephen Ward • Christa Westerberg
Special thanks to Glenda Thomson
Newsroom photograph by John Althayde, www.meticulous.com • UW-Madison photos © University Communications
Charles Lewis photo courtesy of the Silha Center for the Study of Media Ethics and Law, University of Minnesota.
Other photos courtesy of George Kelly and Luc Legay, CreativeCommons.org
Roundtable Report: Ethics for the New Investigative Newsroom. Madison, WI:
Center for Journalism Ethics, 2010. http://www.journalismethics.info/2010_roundtable_report.pdf

2

Ethics for the New Investigative Newsroom
contents

April 2010

  
  4

Preface: Starting a Dialogue
Stephen J.A. Ward
		

  5 Overview of the Roundtable Report
Stephen J.A. Ward

  7

Charles Lewis on Lessons Learned:
A Survivor’s Guide to Ethics in a Nonprofit Investigative Newsroom

Magda Konieczna

  9

Dancing with Donors, Coping with Conflicts
           Nonprofit centers walk an ethical tightrope . . .
            How to raise funds and still do good investigative journalism

Andy Hall

12 Legal Considerations for Nonprofit Centers

Following the Rules: What nonprofit centers need to know about US law

Christa Westerberg

14 The Canadian Landscape

National neighbors, global journalism, and cross-border collaboration

Robert Criibb

17 New Networks, New Challenges

Linking nonprofit centers -- disclosure, credibility, and journalism ethics

Brant Houston

21 Summary of Recommendations
22 Conclusion: The Next Step
Stephen J.A. Ward

23 Roundtable participants
24 Sponsors
3

Margaret Wolf Freivogel, editor and co-founder of
the St. Louis Beacon; Alden Loury, publisher of the
Chicago Reporter, and Christa Westerberg, attorney
and vice president of the Wisconsin Freedom of
Information Council. In addition, Charles Lewis,
founding executive editor of the Investigative
Reporting Workshop and founder of the Center for
Public Integrity, made a presentation via Skype.

Preface:

Starting a Dialogue

New models of journalism

call for
new approaches to journalism ethics. Across America
and beyond, journalists are experimenting with new
media, new sources of funding, and new collaborative
newsrooms.
        With experimentation come new ethical questions.
How can the new investigative newsroom avoid conflicts with funders? How transparent should non-profit
ventures be about their donors? What ethical norms are
appropriate for collaborative newsrooms employing
many types of journalist? Where is the line between impartial reporting and advocacy?
        An international roundtable discussion, “Ethics
for the New Investigative Newsroom,” was held at the
University of Wisconsin–Madison on January 29, 2010.
Leaders in nonprofit journalism gathered to discuss issues in the construction, funding, and operation of these
newsrooms. This report summarizes the ideas and recommendations that emerged from the intense discussion.
In the beginning….
The idea of a roundtable arose during a conversation
between me and Andy Hall, executive director of the
Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism.
        During the conversation, we expressed concern for
the emerging ethical issues surrounding the new models of nonprofit journalism. A roundtable was proposed.
Brant Houston, Knight Chair in Investigative Reporting
at the University of Illinois–Urbana and board president of the Wisconsin center, expressed a keen interest
in the roundtable, and joined the organizing team.
        The aim was to use the roundtable as a platform
for an ever-deepening dialogue.
        Roundtable participants included Robert Cribb, an
investigative reporter for the Toronto Star;

        This report lays down tentative guidelines for new
models of investigative journalism. We are conscious
that the report does not provide the final answers.
There are no quick fixes, only sustained and thoughtful
dialogue.
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Overview
by Stephen J.A. Ward
director
Center for Journalism Ethics
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Section One:

Re-inventing ethics
A media revolution is transforming, fundamentally and irrevocably, the nature
of journalism and its ethics.
Our media ecology is a chaotic
landscape evolving at a furious pace.
Professional journalists share the journalistic sphere with tweeters, bloggers,
citizen journalists, and social media
users. Amid every revolution, new possibilities emerge while old practices are
threatened. Today is no exception. The
economics of professional journalism
struggles as audiences migrate online.
Yet concern about the future of journalism has prompted experiments in
journalism, such as nonprofit centers for
investigative journalism.
Journalism ethics must do more
than point out the tensions between old
and new media. It needs to re-invent
itself for a new media age. It must decide
which principles should be preserved. It
should provide new standards to guide
online and offline journalism.
How does this report fit into this
ethical context? It is part of re-inventing
journalism ethics. Roundtable participants recognized that some issues, such
as transparency and conflicts of interest,
are not new. Nor is nonprofit journalism
a new idea, given the history of public
broadcasting. However, participants
noted that such issues arise in the new
arena of nonprofit, online journalism,
and require new policies.
The report addresses one area of
reconstruction – the ethics of nonprofit

investigative newsrooms. Nonprofit
journalism changes the way journalism
is done; alters its economic base; and
develops new linkages between journalists, funders, and audience. The new
centers tend to be multi-media, collaborative newsrooms that bring together
different types of journalist. The centers
are smaller than most mainstream newsrooms and are reliant on a smaller number of funders, often one major foundation. Importantly for ethics, the distance
between journalist and funder in the
nonprofit newsroom is reduced.
The roundtable identified the following major issues:
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

Who is an acceptable donor?
How avoid misunderstandings between centers and funders?
How transparent should centers be
about funders?
How should centers protect editorial independence? How avoid conflicts of interest?
What sort of ethics is appropriate
for this area of journalism?
If investigative centers advocate,
what about objectivity?
If centers become part of national
or international networks, what are
the ethical implications?

What follows is a summary of the
issues raised by the participants. A more
detailed analysis of the roundtable sessions, and a list of recommendations for
best practices, is provided later in the
report.

Section Two:

Issues and questions
1. Dancing with donors
The reliance of nonprofit investigative
newsrooms on a limited number of donors creates the first ethical issue: From
whom will the centers accept funding?
Which donors might threaten the center’s integrity?
The roundtable began with the
recognition that the mainstream “wall”
between journalists and sources of rev-
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enue is not as robust in the new centers.
Center directors, who raise funds and
coordinate coverage, deal directly with
donors. Representatives of foundations
sometimes sit on center advisory boards
or boards of directors.
The creepy list
The roundtable discussed approaches to
the “who is an acceptable donor” problem. One strategy is to develop criteria
for a “creepy list” – criteria that rule out
obviously objectionable donors, such as
felons and suspected mobsters. Then the
center can deal more carefully with cases
of non-creepy donors who may or may
not satisfy criteria. Centers should avoid
accepting funds from “deceptive” organizations that do not do what they claim
to do.
For Lewis, careful vetting of all donors is crucial. Be suspicious of large offers of money that are offered too quickly
or easily. Lewis said he once discovered
that a funder who wanted to support
the creation of another Center for Public Integrity in another country, turned
out to be connected to the international
arms business. Vetting is also important
because some foundations have multiple
units and multiple missions.
Hall cautioned that, even if money
from a questionable organization would
amount only to a small part of a center’s
budget, association with such a group
can cause major damage to the center’s
reputation. Both Hall and Cribb noted
that, as competition between mainstream
and nonprofit journalism increases, mainstream newsrooms will look more carefully at the funding sources for nonprofit
centers.
Centers also need to decide whether
they will take money from conventional
sources, such as corporations, government, and unions. The acceptance of
government money sparked an intense
discussion. Some participants worried
about journalism becoming indebted to
government. Others pointed out that
government funding is a familiar feature
of public broadcasting.
Lewis argued for a great diversity
of funders. Yet others said that, until a

diversity of funders is achieved, a stringent policy on acceptable funders may
eliminate many sources of funding for
nonprofit start ups.
Participants stressed that journalists have to be skillful in how they approach funders and how they explain
their center’s editorial values. The message was: Don’t over-promise. Clarify
expectations. For instance, foundations
often speak about “deliverables” and
“outcomes.” So, what outcomes do they
expect from funding a center? What
strings may be attached to money, and
can a center live with them? Building
solid community relationships requires
listening and dialogue. A center should
“lay out its vision” and show how it
translates to the community.
Centers should look for a good fit.
“Be straightforward” said Loury. Make
sure that everyone understands that
the center will not compromise on its
journalism and “the public interest is the
central focus.”
2. Transparency
Even if a center has a policy on acceptable donors, how much information
on funders will it provide to the public? For Lewis, “total transparency is
best.” The roundtable agreed that, in
principle, journalists should try to resist
anonymity, exhibiting in fund raising
the same reluctance they have for using
anonymous sources in their stories. Yet
participants identified complications:
Should a center allow for anonymous
donors in some cases? If donors request
anonymity out of modesty – the desire
to be charitable without public recognition – or they request anonymity to
avoid a deluge of new funding requests,
shouldn’t such requests be honored?
Houston asked whether centers might
restrict anonymous donations for general
operating funds such as office supplies
or technological development, or paying
for freelance reporters.
Apart from anonymity, how transparent is “transparent”? Will centers
name all funders and how much each
funder has contributed? If a funder does
not identify its own sponsors, will a cen-

ter reject its offer? Will the center disclose any conditions placed on the gift by
the donor? Will the center explain publicly which money goes for what story?
Participants agreed with Hall who
said his center was “leaning” strongly
towards “a great deal of openness.” It
is better to reveal one’s funding sources
and be criticized, than not to reveal and
have the information surface elsewhere.

3. Protecting the editorial process
All participants were concerned about
donor acceptance and transparency because their primary commitment was to
“protect the journalism” – to make sure
the editorial process remained (a) independent from undue external influence
and (b) worthy of the public confidence.
Conflicts of interest
Central to protecting the editorial process was avoiding perceived or real conflicts of interest between editorial staff,
funders, and members of the center’s
board.
The roundtable supported principles for avoiding conflicts found in existing codes of ethics. Centers must be free
to decide what stories they wish to do,
and how they wish to cover those stories.
Centers must be prepared to do stories
that involve funders or board members,
even if the story prompts a funder to
withdraw support. Hall noted that centers have to be careful about story “suggestions” from donors or board members, and consider the motives behind
those suggestions.
Some participants spoke of erecting
“firewalls” between the editorial process
and funders, such as rules that prohibit
reporters from showing their copy to
funders or board members before publication. Freivogel noted that her center’s
code of ethics borrowed principles from
print journalism. It has a newsroom
policy on funding sources, and on
maintaining a wall between donors and
stories. It tells journalists they shouldn’t
report on a story or a person if they have
a financial interest in the story or a per-
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sonal relationship with the subject of the
story. Reporters are required to disclose
all political activity and they can’t report on areas in which they are active as
citizens. Centers, said Freivogel, should
keep “hammering home” standards such
as fairness and accuracy. Editors should
encourage discussion of conflicts of interest.
Lewis said that centers must independently assess the value of the story.
“Don’t cede responsibility” to the public
or anyone, warned Lewis. There is a fine
line between empowering the public and
“protecting your own franchise.” As for
the public perception of a conflict or a
bias, Lewis said some people will draw
conclusions not only from the content
of a story but also from story placement
and the timing of publication. There are
groups who are ready “to pounce” with
an allegation of bias against a new venture that they consider contrary to their
politics.

4. Role of ethics
Participants recognized the current
lack of consensus on journalism ethics.
Freivogel said it is obvious that new
guidelines are needed because journalism’s credibility is in shambles. On the
Internet, misinformation outruns facts,
and opinions “outshout” reporting. Ethics is considered to be “quaint” and oldfashioned. In this context, journalists
need to clarify the need for ethics. Loury
agreed, saying said there was a need to
“institutionalize” ethics policy.
Houston argued that, although
journalism ethics is complex, journalists
can agree on guidelines for about 90%
of editorial decisions. For the remaining
10% of “grey” cases, journalists need a
process to develop new policies. Cribb
warned that a center will be “defined”
by how it responds to the 10% of tough
cases. Houston replied that this is why
journalism needs a systematic approach
to ethical issues. Hall said guidelines are
essential. The future of nonprofit investigative centers hinges on a sound ethical
grounding. Centers need brief, clear policies that public and staff can understand

easily. Westerberg said policies and procedures
are important for the perspective of law and the
public. “Serious policies show you’re serious,”
she added.
Participants agreed that questions about
the future of ethics include questions about the
future of objectivity. If centers advocate for social reform, how can centers avoid being categorized as being partisan, or just another advocacy
group? Loury said that, even if members of the
public don’t “buy” objectivity, journalists still
need to base their reporting on facts in an independent and impartial manner.

Charles Lewis on

Lessons Learned:
A survivor’s guide to ethics in a
nonprofit investigative newsroom

5. Networks and international cooperation
The roundtable also discussed the evolution of
nonprofit journalism from stand-alone ventures
to networks, making international cooperation
possible.
Houston noted networks of investigative
and alternative newsrooms are rising up, sharing resources and finding ways to more widely
distribute their work. Less than a year ago,
about 20 U.S. nonprofit groups formed the Investigative News Network with the intention
of not only collaborating on stories, but also
of centralizing some administrative and online
tasks to save money and create more efficiently
run organizations.
Cribb explained that, for cultural and other
reasons, the development of nonprofit investigative centers in Canada has been slower than in
the United States. He outlined a range of projects where Canadian and American investigative reporters could work together, such as the
health effects of the Tar Sands development in
Alberta and prescription drug patterns across
North America.

Summary:

Protect integrity
The common theme of the discussions amounted
to a warning for centers: No matter how
complicated the issue may be, no matter how
badly you need funding, do not lose sight
of your fundamental commitment to good
journalism – free, independent and informed
reporting. First and foremost, protect your
journalistic integrity. Lewis said that with good
work, you can withstand criticism.
Freivogel added: “If we lose integrity, we lose
everything.”

CHARLES LEWIS

left ABC and CBS News to start the Center for
Public Integrity, a nonprofit news organization, from his home in 1989. From
its founding to 2004, the center has published about 300 investigative reports,
including 14 books. The most popular, The Buying of the President, was on the
New York Times bestseller list for three months. The center broke the story
that the Clinton administration was renting the Lincoln Bedroom to political
contributors, and was the first to post the secret draft legislation for Patriot II
Act. Lewis was the center’s executive director until 2005, and now sits on its
board.

Who you take money from and how you build your relationship with
donors can be as important as what you write about. That’s the message Charles Lewis offered at the Ethics for the New Investigative
Newsroom roundtable on Jan. 29, 2010.
     As founder of the Center for Public Integrity, Lewis has tackled
head-on many of the issues faced by nonprofit reporting centers. The
center started in Lewis’s house in 1989. Today, it has a staff of close
to 40 and an annual budget of $5 million. It contracts 100 journalists
in 50 countries and has more than 20 paid interns a year. His advice
came from a mix of experience, discussion, and trial and error.
Who can you take money from?
This, Lewis said, is the most obvious ethical question nonprofits deal
with. “Every board meeting from 1989 to the end of 2004 we discussed ethics, or who to take money from or not. I’m not kidding.”
While a solid ethical framework is necessary, balance is
also essential. Lewis recounted the center’s first board meeting,
where he presented a 25-page, single-spaced memo listing every
group he would not take money from – including labor unions and
corporations.“When we looked at the list, we realized we could not
really take money from anyone. We had basically become so pure
that we would die as an organization,” Lewis recalled. “So we had
to make a decision. Who would we take money from? And these
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were painful, real-life decisions, not pure pie-in-the-sky.” The
board gave in to the idea of accepting money from corporations
and labor unions right away, but kept it to less than eight percent
of their budget each year.
The situation today is different, he said. Now, there are
foundations that fund investigative work; that was not the case
in the 1980s, when the center was born. This change allowed
the center to stop taking corporate and union money in 1994.
“The price was too high to take that money at some point.” (The
center has recently gone back to taking money from corporations, but not labor unions, governments or anonymous donors.)
Transparency
The first rule for nonprofits is to be transparent, Lewis
said. That means being open about where money comes from
and who is behind the group, and posting biographies of every
staff member on the website. “To me, we have a right to know
who the people are in this Internet, 21st century age.”
When Lewis started the center, very few think tanks disclosed their donors. That included the only nonprofit journalism
institute at the time, the Center for Investigative Reporting. “To
disclose was not exactly an obvious thing to do for the contentproducing entities, and I throw in think tanks . . . And actually
most of them still don’t.”
Disclosure, though, is not enough. Funding information
needs to be prominent and easily accessible. “It’s one thing to
say you’re transparent – it’s another thing, can the public actually find that information?” This is key because perception can
be as important as reality. “We got funding from various places
but if I kept pounding away on one issue, and we had funding
that might be perceived as at least tangentially related, then I
would look like I had an agenda and I was a little bit too closely
tethered to a donor.”
Editorial wall
Just as for-profit papers have a wall between editorial
staff and advertisers, so should nonprofits, between journalists and donors. “Working staff should, relatively speaking, be
free of close interaction with funding sources. I happen to think
that this kind of journalism needs to be independent and nonpartisan.” Only staff should see copy before it is published. “I
left CBS because they were interfering with my stories. That’s
why I quit. The last thing I wanted to do was to have a board of
directors interfering in the editorial content. That’s not the role,
traditionally, of a board of directors, prepublication.”
How do you select a board?
When he founded CPI, Lewis was determined to select
board members who would not interfere in the editorial functioning of the center. Achieving political balance on the board
was harder. He was determined to have at least representation
from both Republicans and Democrats, but was turned down by
10 or 15 Republicans he approached upon founding the center.
“If you put a few prominent people like Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.
on your advisory board, there are very few folks of different
minds who want to be on that group because they’ll think

you’ve already chosen your own colors . . . The Center
recognizes that, as I did, that it’s a problem. . . . We would
discuss it every year. ‘Let’s find some big-name Republicans
so people won’t say these things about us.’ I think altogether
we must have asked 20 or 30 people in the 15 years, and they
would all say no.”
In the end, though, the investigative work speaks for
itself, regardless of the makeup of the board. “If you’re doing
it for five presidents, and you’re exposing things that none of
those presidents or their White Houses like, people start to
see that you’re all about accountability and you’re not about
this party of that party. The work at some point stands out
above all these other considerations. And I think that’s a good
thing.”
Earmarks for coverage
Of the $30 million the center has collected through
fundraising, only a third was allocated for general support. The
remainder came from grants promoting certain issues such as
the environment or national security. “That’s very common. No
foundation wants to give general support. I should also make a
note that most large foundation donors are far more demanding
and far more intrusive today than they were 10 or 15 years ago.
They use words like ‘deliverables’ which give me the heebiegeebies.”
But it’s rare that organizations approach the center
asking for coverage of a particular issue. The more common
scenario is that the center approaches an organization to discuss
what the center is working on, and will then ask for a donation
to cover future work.
“You’ll listen to them, they won’t look at the copy,
you’ll publish something, and if they feel that you betrayed
them, that you did a bait and switch, you asked for money for
this and you did a thing about that, you’ll never get another
grant from them. But also, generally that’s not a good way to
proceed and frankly that’s not ethical. They’re supporting you
because you care about a public issue that they care about, and
they’re not interfering with the actual copy or the findings. They
just want to make sure they’re not wasting their money, frankly.”
“I don’t have a big problem with there being a conversation. Is
that perfect? Would I prefer that there’s no conversation, that
we had manna from heaven to run nonprofits? Sure. Is that the
real world? No it isn’t, as a matter of fact. So, there’s a gray area
here -- which is why you’re having this conversation, clearly.”
The bottom line
Of course, while these things are essential, they are secondary to the actual work performed by nonprofit centers. “Ultimately it’s the work. The work speaks for itself. If you continually do first-rate work and people are impressed as hell, and it’s
deep reporting and it’s quality, and you do it month after month,
year after year, pretty soon you start to get a track record.”  
“It’s actually the early days of these things that are the
hardest days, because people are saying ‘who the hell is this
group?’ And they’re watching closely.”                                    
- Magda Konieczna
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contributions, although some other
journalism organizations accept them.
     
Conflicts of Interest Examined

Dancing with
Donors,
Coping with
Conflicts
by Andy Hall
executive director

Wisconsin Center for Investigative
Journalism

Last summer, as the nonprofit Wisconsin Center for Investigative Journalism launched its news operations,
its staff began conducting interviews,
writing stories and receiving news
tips from the public.
        They were exhilarating days.
        But the Center’s staff soon
learned that it wasn’t completely
ready to operate a newsroom.
     The Center’s ethical standards,
based upon the Society of Professional Journalists Code of Ethics left
me, as executive director, unsure how
to handle certain issues, such as:
•   Whether the Center should ask a
local foundation for money, if the
foundation’s board of directors includes local newswmakers.
•   What to do with a story idea offered by a casual friend who offered
insights into possible misconduct at a
public agency -- but who potentially
could benefit if the Center published
the story.
•   Whether the Center ought to
abstain from accepting anonymous

At the roundtable I led a session dealing with donors, conflicts of interest and transparency. It began with
a discussion of whether nonprofit
newsrooms can ethically raise money
from people and organizations also
involved in making news.
     What, I  asked, are the some of the
ways that nonprofit newsrooms can
structure their operations, and their
fundraising pitches, to residents in
areas they cover? What steps can we
suggest so that nonprofit newsrooms
aren’t immobilized by fears of behaving improperly?
     Margaret Freivogel, editor of the
nonprofit St. Louis Beacon, acknowledged that she initially felt uneasy
about asking residents for financial
support. She previously worked three
decades as a reporter and editor at the
for-profit St. Louis Post-Dispatch,
where other employees were responsible for raising revenue from advertisers and subscribers.
     “At first this felt very alien to me,”
Freivogel said.
     Then, she said, something surprising happened.
     Freivogel discovered that in a nonprofit news organization, conversations with the public can successfully
involve ideas about news coverage as
well as requests for financial support.
“We needed to raise some money to
get started . . . and so we went out and
we spent a lot of time talking to people
individually and in groups,” Freivogel
said.
     “In retrospect, I think that it was an
extremely healthy process.”
     The key, Freivogel said, was to
focus upon why good journalism is
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important, and to define what was
missing in the region’s journalistic
coverage.
     This, she said, helped shape the
Beacon’s relationship with the community, and to define what it should
be covering. Journalists engaged in
such talks share their ideas about news
coverage, “but you also have to do a
lot of listening,” Freivogel said. These
sessions, she said, also can include
discussions about ways that the Beacon’s operations can be financially
supported.
     The “arm’s length relationship (regarding finances) that you tend to have
as a traditional journalist” is clearcut, “but it really may not exactly be
what’s most useful” at a nonprofit
newsroom, she added.
     “Although I would have loved to
have somebody plop millions of dollars in my lap, so I didn’t have to do
that, in the end I think we would have
been weaker,” Freivogel said. “Because we started to establish a relationship with the community that is a
positive thing.”
‘The focus is really the content.’
Alden Loury, publisher of The Chicago Reporter, said that in his small
nonprofit news organization, he, too,
has found ethical methods for performing his editorial and financial
roles. The Reporter is an investigative
news organization that focuses upon
coverage of race, poverty and social
justice issues.
     “For us, the focus is really the
content,” said Loury, a former senior
editor of the Reporter.  It aims, he
said, to produce journalism in the
public interest, which will help people
in positions of authority “do their
jobs better.” That goal of providing
accurate information, he said, has

resonated with foundations, which
account for about 90 percent of the
Reporter’s funding.
     Funders, Loury said, sometimes
are motivated to give out of general concern for quality of life in the
Chicago region, while others prefer
to direct donations to one of six broad
areas of coverage, and still others support specific projects.
     Nonprofit newsrooms that focus
upon a state or community always can
discuss funding to support general
coverage of that geographic area,
Loury said. But, he added, the relationships with funders can become
complicated.
     For example, he said, a foundation
that has poured millions of dollars
into transforming public housing in
Chicago also has supported the Reporter’s coverage of public housing. A
staff reporter has produced “the most
comprehensive and perhaps critical
examination of that whole process” of
remaking public housing, Loury said.
    While funding that work for about
six years, the foundation said little,
Loury said. But then it changed the
purpose of the grant, from coverage of public housing to coverage of
housing issues in general, he said.
     More change is coming
     “Now what I hear is the foundation is not sure if the Reporter’s work
really is aligned with their goals as
a foundation,” he said. “So there
certainly are things that you have to
think about along the way.”
     Foundations are free to drop their
support of newsrooms whose work
isn’t a good fit for the foundations’
missions, Loury noted. And foundations may become frustrated if
the coverage doesn’t lead to policy
reforms.
     Loury said such changes really
aren’t in the control of journalists:
“As journalists there’s really not

much more we can do other than
report, research, investigate and
publish.”
Standards are Evolving
Robert Cribb, a reporter at The
Toronto Star who is considering
creation of a nonprofit news organization in Canada, said that journalists
in Canada will be following examples
developed in the United States.
     Roundtable participants noted,
though, that standards are constantly
evolving.
     For instance, the nonprofit Center
for Public Integrity, established by
Charles Lewis in 1989, has modified
its initial decision to reject corporate
funding.
     Operators of nonprofit newsrooms, Cribb said, struggle with
funding issues because even if they
accept money only from the “purest”
sources -- individuals and foundations -- they still may slip into ethical
quagmires.

can’t do?”
     The St. Louis Beacon has donors
who also give to the Republican and
Democratic parties, she said. “I feel
much more comfortable that we’ve got
both than if we had one,” Freivogel
said. “I’d be uncomfortable with any
of them if they were expecting something from us.”
     I noted that foundations increasingly focus upon “deliverables”
-- production of specific projects, or
development of areas of coverage.
Freivogel and Loury said they generally accept donations if no strings are
attached, or if the strings match the
editorial mission of the news organization.
     Houston prodded the participants to
consider whether nonprofit newsrooms
should accept money from foundations
that have multiple missions ranging
from supporting journalism and open
government, to advocating for specific
policies, such as health care reform.
     “Foundations themselves can be
complex beasts,” Houston said.

“What steps can we suggest so that nonprofit
newsrooms aren’t immobilized by fears of
behaving improperly?”
     That’s why Lewis and others recommend that in addition to fundraising guidelines, nonprofit newsroom
managers should remain alert to
potential problems, by ensuring that
the money can pass a “smell test.”
Such a test, they said, might weed out
donations from foundations that are
engaging in deceptive practices, or
that are tied to individuals with shady
pasts. There are “more layers to it
than that, though,” Freivogel said.
“Partly it’s why are they giving you
the money and are they expecting in
return for the money things that you

10

     “I think the question maybe is
more, ‘Is there something about the
donor that then calls your integrity
into question?’ “ Freivogel said. “And
that involves partly who they are, it
involves partly how big of a part of
your budget are they funding, and that
sort of thing.”
     She added: “Are you genuinely
still free to do what needs to be done
from a reporting point of view, and is
there something about the appearance
of it that it’s unwise to get involved?”
     Christa Westerberg, a lawyer
who serves as vice president of the

Wisconsin Freedom of Information
Council, said a key test is whether the
would-be funder is straightforward
about its ambitions. “If they’re not
being honest with you,” Westerberg
said, “then you can’t be honest with
your audience.”  
     Westerberg suggested that news
organizations should create systems
for addressing such issues as conflicts
of interest and fundraising standards,
to put themselves in a stronger position for making decisions and weathering criticism that may follow.
     As the session concluded, Hous-

ton suggested that transparency and
disclosure of funders’ identities are
critical elements of a nonprofit newsroom’s ethical standards.
     Among the looming issues, Houston said, is whether nonprofit U.S.
news organizations will accept government funding, beyond the mailing
subsidies and tax-exemption benefits
they currently enjoy.
     Many news organizations in other
nations accept government funding,
raising questions about whether the
varying standards will impede efforts at collaboration with centers that
eschew direct government funding.
Houston said that some organizations
that accept government funding, or
that decline to reveal the identities of
donors, are producing high-quality
journalism.
     Ward said nonprofit newsrooms
will need to determine who they can
accept funding from, while maintaining their journalistic integrity. And
they’ll need to figure out when to

accept restrictions on how the money
can be used.
     At the same time, nonprofit newsrooms also are receiving story ideas
that raise delicate questions about
conflicts of interest. In a large newsroom, journalists typically are able
to pass such tips along to colleagues
who don’t have a direct conflict of
interest (such as being a neighbor,
friendship, a financial connection or a
family tie).
     In a small newsroom, however, it
may not be that simple.
     Later in the day, roundtable participants suggested that news organizations wishing to pursue a story involving a potential conflict of interest
might be able to hire an independent
journalist to produce the story, free of
control from the news organization.
     Ethics codes at mainstream news
organizations often permit journalists
to have a role in coverage involving friends and relatives who are
newsmakers. The codes require the
journalists to ensure that the source
doesn’t receive any special treatment.
Also, the news organizations attempt
to be sensitive to how such ties may
affect the credibility of the reporting.  
     Cribb predicted that the ethics of
nonprofit newsrooms will come under heightened scrutiny as nonprofits
grow. “I think mainstream reporters
and news organization are going to
start digging at you guys, big time,”
Cribb said.
     “Because it’s going to be very
competitive . . . These questions,
I think, are going to be not just a
matter of debate at a roundtable at a
university, but these are going to be
on the front pages of newspapers.
“So you’ve really got to have good
answers to these questions.”      
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Best Practices
for Dealing with Donors
• Be open regarding editorial and
fundraising standards.
• Disclose the ethics policy,
mission statement, conflict of
interest policy and fundraising
policy.
• Disclose the federal tax return
and basic information about the
staff, board of directors, and
how to contact the newsroom to
report an error or make a
complaint.
• Reveal the identities of all
donors, and conditions atttached
to their donations, except in
rare cases. And in those cases,
explain the reasons for concealing details.
• Accept strings on contributions
only if the conditions align with
the news organization’s mission.
• Refrain from giving funders undue influence over, and advance
access to, news coverage.
• Publish explanations of key
editorial and fundraising decisions to keep the public informed
and to solicit public comment.
• Retain editorial control, never
relinquishing significant legal
and ethical responsibilities to
funders or to the public.
• Collaborate with other institutions, but be aware of the variety
of editorial and fundraising
standards of your partners.
• Consider how accepting support
from a donor or associating with
another news organization may
affect the integrity of your
news organization.
• Adapt, when necessary, by
modifying standards and
practices.

Regarding the “co-mingling” of funds issue, nonprofit investigative journalism centers
should be aware of conducting fundraising
activities that implicate a political activity. For
example, centers should exercise caution in inviting a politician to speak at a dinner or event,
especially during election season. Similarly,
centers should avoid having a politician serve
on their board. Both of these activities could be
construed as supporting that politician. Needless to say, the IRS prohibits nonprofits from
donating money to a political candidate, or
even contributing to 527 organizations.
Reporting obligations begin at the nonprofit investigative news center’s inception.
Organizations desiring 501(c)(3) nonprofit
status must file an application with the IRS
containing multiple disclosures. They must
also file an annual IRS return, the Form 990
(or a Form 990-N or 990-EZ for smaller organizations). It’s a little-known fact that 501(c)
(3) organizations must provide a copy of their
application and Form 990 to anyone who
asks—immediately if the request is in person,
and within 30 days if the request is written—so
organizations should be prepared for any such
requests.
The Form 990 itself requires certain kinds
of disclosures, some of which are intended to
reveal whether any director or officer is getting
a private benefit. For example, the organization must report all employees, officers, and
directors who receive more than $100,000 annually from the organization. Other disclosures
are intended to monitor lobbying and political
activities of the organization, like the requirement that organizations report all lobbying
and political activities and expenditures. Organizations should be aware of these reporting
requirements so they can decide whether they
should engage in these activities to begin with.
Also relevant to fundraising, nonprofits must
report contributions of over $5,000, including
the names and addresses of donors. That information is not public, however.
Finally, nonprofits must keep records of
revenues derived from, and expenses attributable to, an unrelated trade or business—for example, renting property. This income is taxable
and must be reported on Form 990-T. Nonprofits should also check state rules on certain
kinds of fundraising, like Wisconsin’s requirement to obtain a permit for a raffle.

Legal Considerations
for Nonprofit
Centers
Attorney Christa Westerberg offers a legal perspective
on setting up nonprofit journalism centers. New centers
need to be aware of state and federal regulations –
especially when it comes to raising funds and choosing
investigative targets.
Fundraising
Most fundraising rules a 501(c)(3) nonprofit investigative journalism center needs to observe are set
by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and the state
where the center is located. I’ll focus on the IRS
rules--centers should check the rules that apply in
their state. They should also check IRS rules and
consult an accountant for advice on how to report
certain kinds of benefits.
As a general principle, most journalistic standards will exceed those established by the IRS. The
IRS is concerned with 1) making sure a nonprofit
corporation isn’t functioning primarily for an individual’s private benefit, and 2) ensuring nonprofit
funds are not co-mingled with political funds, i.e.
funds used to support or oppose a candidate for
public office. The IRS also requires nonprofit organizations to observe certain reporting requirements.
Regarding the “private benefit” issue, the IRS
does not have many requirements but does suggest
best practices. These include having a conflict of
interest policy that, for example, will dictate when
a board member must recuse him or herself from a
decision, usually one that has the potential to personally benefit that board member. The IRS also
suggests policies relating to board members’ and
key employees’ investments. Submitting these policies with your initial application for tax exemption
can speed up the IRS’s processing time of that application.
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The consequences 501(c)(3) organizations
face for violating IRS rules range from losing
their nonprofit status, which means contributions
to the organization are not tax-deductible, to
paying an excise tax on certain transactions.
Over all, the nonprofit news center should
institutionalize as much as is practical, i.e. act
like an established organization with set policies
and not one or two people’s
individual mission operating off-the-cuff. This is important for legal purposes,
like complying with the
IRS rules noted above and
ensuring liability for any
activities is assigned to the center and not individuals associated with it.
There are practical benefits to institutionalizing as well. If you have policies in place to deal
with sticky situations before they arise, you will
be in a better position to avoid those situations
and deal with them when they do surface. This
also improves the public perception of the Center
and makes it seem more credible. To borrow a
quote from Charles Lewis’s presentation: “If you
have serious standards, the public will know that
you’re serious.”

A nonprofit news center is not likely to engage
in any lobbying on issues on which it reports, but
it may want to lobby on issues that affect its activities. For example, Wisconsin is considering a
whistleblower protection law for news reporters, a
measure most news organizations would support.
Also, editorializing on certain issues could count as
lobbying.
Political activities are strictly prohibited for
501(c)(3) organizations, either directly or indirectly. For this reason, nonprofit news centers should
avoid endorsing one candidate over another in
editorials, or even taking positions on public
policy issues that divide candidates if doing so
favors one candidate over another. Organizations
should also avoid sending questionnaires to candidates if the questions are biased towards one
candidate’s views.
More generally, nonprofits cannot present information about candidates unsupported by facts
or that are inflammatory and tilted. While other
nonprofits might struggle with this requirement,
nonprofit investigative news centers shouldn’t.
Essentially, the IRS requires what nonprofit news
centers should be doing already: being good journalists.
- Christa Westerberg

Agenda Setting
Typically, a nonprofit news organization’s news
agenda setting will not implicate any legal issues,
unless the organization gets too far into lobbying
or political activities. Then there are IRS rules to
observe.
Lobbying and political activities are not the
same thing, at least as far as the IRS is concerned.
Lobbying refers to attempting to influence legislation, either through direct contact with legislators or by grassroots lobbying (encouraging
others to influence legislation or contacting legislators). Political activities refer to supporting or
opposing a particular candidate for office.
Lobbying is permissible in small amounts. A
501(c)(3) can engage in limited lobbying—direct
or grassroots—if it is not a “substantial part” of
their activities. Nonprofits can also elect to use
the “expenditure test,” i.e. they can conduct lobbying activities as long as they don’t spend more
than 20% of their expenditures on these activities.
Many groups opt for this test because some lobbying activities are very low cost, like sending
emails to constituents.

Resources
Nonprofits with additional questions on tax,
reporting, and lobbying/political activity issues
can check the resources on the IRS website.
IRS: Tax Information for Charities & Nonprofits,
http://www.irs.ustreas.gov/charities/index.html
Compliance Guide for 501(c)(3) Public Charities:  
http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p4221pc.pdf
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The Canadian
Landscape
by Robert Cribb
Investigative Reporter
The Toronto Star
While the economic gutting of
newsrooms is a continent-wide
phenomenon, the scope, impact
and responses to that seismic
shift are proving different in
Canada than in the United States.
Perhaps most notably, the
burgeoning phenomenon of
nonprofit investigative centers
mushrooming across the U.S.
is unknown in Canada. Only a
single small and underfinanced
nonprofit centre has emerged
bearing a U.S.-style model
and it remains largely an act
of faith having published no
investigations to date.
Considering the large overlap
in media cultures between the
two countries, this could be
considered a surprise. Traditional
mainstream media outlets in
both countries have experienced
the gradual failure of the historic
economic model in the Internet
age. There have been widespread
layoffs in both countries and
strained attempts to reinvent
journalism for the digital age.
But that shift has unfolded
with relatively fewer casualties
in Canada. Canada has not yet

seen, for example, the equivalent
to closures of established print
newspapers like the Seattle Post
Intelligencer and Rocky Mountain
News. As a result, the same
investigative journalists who are
inventing the nonprofit model
in the U.S. don’t exist in large
enough numbers yet in Canada
to do the same. Canada has no
equivalents to ProPublica, the
Center for Investigative Reporting
or even more regional nonprofit
investigative centers in the U.S.
That’s partly because
investigative work does continue
in Canada’s larger newsrooms.
Organizations like the CBC and
the Toronto Star continue to
operate investigative units that
routinely publish and broadcast
far-reaching investigative work
– work that creates less urgency
around the call for nonprofit
alternatives.
Many Canadian cities continue
to support two major daily
newspapers. Toronto has five
major dailies.
That has created a highly
competitive journalistic
atmosphere that can be
hostile to cooperation, says
Daniel Sanger, a Montréal
correspondent for the Economist.
“There’s this culture where
(if) you’re not my ally, you’re
my enemy,” he says, “But the
public really doesn’t actually
give a shit about who gets the
story out, they are just interested
in the story and that’s what’s
important.”
Despite shrinking media
resources and a resulting decline
in investigative journalism, there
have been no alarm bells in
Canada loud enough to reach
the ears of philanthropists or the
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public. As a result, there remains
little domestic funding for the
kind of nonprofit investigative
work that has emerged as a
model south of the border.
That could change. While the
pace of investigative decline in
mainstream newsrooms has
been less dramatic in Canada, it’s
possible that a slower progression
could eventually create a similar
pool of unemployed investigative
reporters keen to redirect their
skills and their passions toward a
new model.
There is usually a delayed
effect as trends spread north,
says Toronto Star investigative
reporter David Bruser.
“More journalists who are
displaced are gravitating towards
these ideas because they have
to, whereas in Canada there isn’t
that need or desperation yet.”
Cecil Rosner, author of
Behind the Headlines: a history
of investigative journalism in
Canada, says the nonprofit model
will be one future for journalism
in Canada.
“The crisis in the media in the
U.S. is way more acute than it is
here. A whole bunch of places
have been forced to do this,”
Rosner says, “They have been
much more aggressive looking for
solutions.”
If the Canadian market
emulates similar trends, these
nonprofit models could definitely
take shape, he says.
“The speed at which so many
of them have been created in the
U.S. tells me there’s a huge desire
to do this. I think it’s going to be
a permanent feature because the
Internet is a permanent feature,
and it’s only going to get easier,”
he says.

There are distant early warnings.
Canadian Initiative:
Emerging from the trend in the
States, the Canadian Centre for
Investigative Reporting is in the
preliminary stages of creating
a similar institution in Canada.
The CCIR is raising funds from
non-partisan groups and hopes
to be generating content by mid2010. The CCIR seeks to emulate
the most successful American
models, like ProPublica and the
American CIR.
The Centre plans to provide
investigative reports in all
formats: Newspapers, magazines,
television, radio and online. It
has a base of reporters in all
fields willing to contribute. The
Centre would use its own team
of editors, fact-checkers and legal
crews to authenticate and shape
stories for press.
The funds for the
investigations will be raised
solely from donations. The CCIR
gets donations from individuals,
groups and grants; they are a
registered charity, so supporters
receive tax refunds.
The Long-term prospects:
Even if economic realities do
trigger a U.S.-like gutting of
investigative teams in Canada,
there is another problem facing
the nonprofit model in Canada.
The two countries are uniquely
different when it comes to
philanthropy, especially around
the issue of journalism and
matters of press freedom. While
the U.S. has dozens of deeppocketed foundations with a

specific mandate and interest in
funding projects supporting free
press and investigative work,
that kind of private financing for
public interest journalism is all
but invisible in Canada.
Bilbo Poynter, founder of CCIR,
sees this aspect changing: “We
don’t have as much wealth to
draw upon in Canada now, but
that community which is attached
to charitable giving has matured
over a number of decades now

of investigative journalism tends
to challenge the status quo, that’s
risky. There’s risk of lawsuits,
upsetting powerful people in
your community, and inevitably
pressure comes from various
sectors,” he says.
There is also a cultural
difference. Canadians have
a different relationship with
the press than their American
cousins. Some suggest Canada’s
historical birth from “evolution”

“Because a lot of investigative journalism
tends to challenge the status quo, that’s
risky. There’s risk of lawsuits, upsetting
powerful people . . .”
and their priorities are shifting,”
he says.
Not all are convinced.
Bruce Livesey of CBC suggests
that the philanthropic culture
in Canada remains far more
immature than in the U.S. There
are fewer wealthy individuals and
organizations to support the CCIR
and others of its kind.
And those that exist may well
have no interest in investing in
investigative journalism, he says.
“Investigative reporting is
going after the rich and powerful.
You go after people with
influence and who are abusing
that influence,” he says. “The
trouble with going after the rich
and powerful in this country,
there aren’t as many rich and
powerful people (as) there are
in the States. It’s a much smaller,
more incestuous group of people
who know each other.”
Rosner, author of Behind the
Headlines, agrees. “Because a lot
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rather than “revolution” has
created a less adversarial
relationship with government
than that which exists in the U.S.
While Canadian reporters play a
vigorous watchdog role when it
comes to government, freedom
of information laws and routine
public disclosure laws are weaker
and privacy rules more strict –
facts which inspire little outrage
or demands for change from
Canadians.
“The tradition of investigative
reporting and the belief of its
importance in Canada is a much
newer concept than it is in the
U.S.,” says CCIR founder Bilbo
Poynter.
Greg McArthur, a Globe and
Mail investigative reporter,
concurs. “In the States,
investigative journalism is so
much more a part of the culture
of the country,” he says.
“Questioning the state in general
is more part of the culture.”

Jessica Leeder, a Globe and
Mail reporter who worked in
the U.S., says there is a greater
expectation of openness in
the U.S. where governments
acknowledges that the public has
the right to know.
Also at work here are political
differences. In Canada’s multiparty government system, the
media isn’t the only watchdog
over the reigning party. It’s a
difference that could impact the
way Americans and Canadians
view the role of investigative
journalism.
Cross-Border Opportunities:
One of the still unexplored
possibilities emerging from the
nonprofit U.S. model is new
forms of cooperation between
reporters on both sides of
the 49th parallel. As resources
shrink and traditional media
affiliations blur, partnerships
between American and Canadian
investigative reporters looking
to contextualize stories that cut
across borders hold new promise.
There have been notable
examples of such partnerships
in recent years. Among them
was an award-winning series on
workplace safety produced by
a partnership of the New York
Times, PBS Frontline, and the
CBC.
But there are is array of
other possibilities from the
environment to health to
transportation and sports.
For example, the drug industry,
which spans the continent,
provides numerous possibilities
for join investigation from antipsychotic drugs prescription

patters among seniors across
North America to an analysis of
key drugs that US Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) and Health
Canada officials promised to
monitor to drug price variations
between the U.S. and Canada
for medications produced by the
same companies.
Similar federal data in the U.S.
and Canada could contribute
to stories on mutual-interest
issues such as contaminants and
pollutants and the degree to
which we’re all impacted.
If the future of investigative
reporting lies in bringing
greater context and depth,
such cross-border partnerships
have the potential to deliver
more meaningful and impactful
journalism with shared benefits
for both news organizations and
their audiences.

important investigations.
In the meantime, the new
frontier and its collaborative
approach to journalism can
help break traditional taboos
around cross-border cooperation
and present exciting new
opportunities for in-depth
stories. Ultimately, flexibility and
recognizing the importance of
collaboration will be the best
policy for news organizations
and journalists in the field of
investigative journalism.
- Ryerson University journalism student
Wendy Wager contributed to this article.

Crossing the 49th Parallel:
observations on the near future
•

Mainstream news outlets
still support investigative
reporting in Canada, but
things are changing

•

Canadian journalists should
monitor development of
nonprofit centres in the US

•

Cross-border collaboration
can bring greater depth
and context to stories,
especially those with global
implications

•

Nonprofit centres on both
sides of the border should
actively seek collaboration
on investigations

•

Nonprofit centres should
take the lead in training
the next generation of
investigative reporters

•

Centres in the US and
Canada need to be flexible
and responsive to a
changing media landscape

Conclusion:
Journalism is undergoing
reinvention on both sides of the
border. While Canada hasn’t felt
the same level of displacement as
the U.S., investigative journalism
is facing new and likely longstanding pressures. Reporters are
being displaced and repositioned.
And the next generation of
investigative reporter is not
getting the opportunities and
training they’ll need to do what
many believe to be the most
important work journalists do.
The nonprofit model is
unquestionably gaining steam.
But obstacles in Canada
are preventing the similar
organizations from gaining a firm
footing here. In order for the CCIR
and others like it to succeed in
Canada, they need to generate
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New
Networks,
    New
    Challenges
by Brant Houston
Knight Chair in Investigative
& Enterprise Reporting,
University of Illinois
Coming up with solutions
for ethical questions and dilemmas at just one nonprofit
journalism organization can be
difficult enough.
Adding two dozen nonprofit organizations of different
sizes and somewhat different
missions to a network takes
the challenge to a new height.
Go global with a network
of organizations and you are
at an altitude where ethics
becomes a series of dizzying
situations with cultural variations, conflicting customs and
traditions, and sharply divided
ways on what kind of donations and donors are acceptable.
But at the January roundtable it was clear that these
ethical issues become some of
the most essential to deal with
as journalism networks proliferate.
During the roundtable,
we reviewed international

networks, U.S. networks,
progressive news networks
and conservative news
networks that have formed.
They include:
• The Investigative News
Network (INN), a rapidly
growing group of twodozen organizations in the
U.S. that intends to become
international. The network
defines its membership
as nonprofit journalism
organizations that produce
non-partisan investigative and
public service stories. The size
of the groups range from two
or three journalists at a newlyformed state-based center
to national/international
organizations, such as the
well-established Center for
Public Integrity and the Center
for Investigative Reporting
and National Public Radio.
(Full disclosure: I am the chair
of INN's steering committee.)
• The Global Investigative
Journalism Network, formed
in 2003, which has more than
three dozen investigative
organizations from more than
30 countries. The Network
runs a website and biannual
conferences and overlaps
in membership with the
Investigative News Network.
(Full disclosure: I am the
coordinator and a co-founder
of this network.)
• The Media Consortium,
which defines itself as “a
network of the country’s
leading, progressive,
independent media outlets.”
It says, “Our mission is to
amplify independent media’s
voice, increase our collective
clout, leverage our current
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audience and reach new ones.
We believe it is possible and
necessary to seize the current
moment and change the debate
in this country.”
(A brief
note: The definition on the
home page of the consortium
has the same definition as the
“About” page, but without the
word “progressive.) Again,
there is some overlap with
other networks.
• The progressive
Independent Media Center,
which defines itself “as a
network of collectively run
media outlets for the creation
of radical, accurate, and
passionate tellings of the
truth.” It notes, “We work out
of a love and inspiration for
people who continue to work
for a better world, despite
corporate media's distortions
and unwillingness to cover the
efforts to free humanity.”
• The American Independent
News Network, which
says it is non-partisan, and
investigates and disseminates
news that impacts public
debate and advances the
common good.”
• The Franklin Center for
Government and Public
Integrity, which says it is “a
non-profit group dedicated
to providing investigative
reporters and non-profit
organizations at the state and
local level with the training,
expertise and technical
support necessary to pursue
journalistic endeavors. By
networking with state-based
think tanks, local non-profits,
and independent Watchdog
reporters across the country,

the Franklin Center works
against the growing tide of
mediocrity and bias in the media
and punditry of alternative
online sources.” The Franklin
Center backs a project to create
statehouse bureaus throughout
the country.

Transparency & Credibility
Over all, the networks cover
the ideological spectrum, much
as U.S. newspapers did in the
19th Century and early 20th
Century, before the idea of a
firewall between the newsroom
and editorial board became
a standard. The standard, at
least on the websites, seems to
remain because the networks
that involve advocates or
political operatives state that
their reporting is fact-based and
credible.

But during the January
discussion, the participants
talked about additional ethical
standards that need to be in
place to maintain credibility.
Many of the points overlapped
with earlier discussions during
the day.
I noted that one focal point
was ‘transparency” – the
disclosure of who is donating to
the organization and whether the
donation has undue influence.
Some groups will accept
government funding, some
union money or some corporate

money. Some will accept money
from foundations or individual
donors
with well-stated missions and
goals to achieve some kind of
change.
With the field of donors
so wide-open, we agreed
that transparency is a key to
maintaining credibility and that
when donors are not disclosed it
creates problems. For example,
the Franklin Center promises
anonymity to all its donors
because under charitable tax
laws it can.
That has led to traditional
statehouse bureaus refusing
to let Franklin’s statehouse
news organizations have
access to state capitol bureaus
and membership. Long-time
statehouse reporters question the
motives of the Center and point
to the leadership of Franklin
being an active Republican
who managed a Republican
presidential campaign in North
Dakota. They also note the
Center’s close ties to the Sam
Adams Alliance, a Chicagobased foundation run by
conservatives.
The veteran reporters, who
the Franklin Center has hired
for its statehouse centers,
have responded that they
have no editorial interference
from the Franklin organizers
and backers. But the lack of
transparency allows the debate
and questions to continue.
And although the Franklin
Center embraces the Society
of Professional Journalists
Code of Ethics, Charles Lewis
emphasized that the code falls
short of what it needs to do.
But Franklin is not alone
in its reluctance to disclose
donors. Andy Hall observed
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that the nonprofit Capitol News
Connection won’t disclose
donors’ names without their
permission, and other groups do
not disclose all donors’ names.
The roundtable consensus
was that a transparency standard
should be created, but that in the
end the substance of the stories
will be the final proof of an
organization’s integrity.
In creating a standard, Andy Hall
and others said this information
should be considered:
•

•
•
•

Names of funding
		
individuals. Who funds the
funders?
A list of supporters and how
much they are giving
Disclosure of any strings
attached
Degree of detail on where the
money donated goes

Hall said the Wisconsin Center
for Investigative Journalism
was leaning toward openness
rather than “vagueness.” But he
noted that even that can become
complicated. Over all, the
roundtable participants said it is
better to reveal the donors and
be criticized than not to reveal at
all.
Stephen Ward asked if there
are acceptable grounds for
anonymity. Ward also asked
if there should be a two-tiered
form of disclosure – that is, to an
organization’s board and staff,
and then to the public.
I recalled that Investigative
Reporters and Editors (IRE) had
reluctantly accepted one large
donation from an anonymous
donor (known only to the
organization’s development
officer and IRE’s accountant) for
financial assistance to free-lance

reporters for their stories. Under
the agreement with the donor,
small grants would be directed
by an independent committee
that would not know who the
donor was and would not be
contacted by the donor.
The dilemma of government
funding
But even with transparency there
are questions about influence,
and the roundtable participants
spent considerable time
discussing the acceptability of
government funding. I pointed
out that member organizations
in Europe routinely accept
government money for their
organizations, conferences and
for the Global Investigative
Journalism conference. It is a
tradition and the organizations
say they do not feel influenced
by the money and emphasized
that they aggressively report on
European governments and the
European Union.
Yet, government funding
from the United States remains
suspect not only in the U.S. but
overseas because of a close ties
in the past between the CIA
and government-funded media
efforts. During the discussion,
we reviewed articles on the
Center for International Media
Assistance program, which
was authorized by Congress
and receives federal money. It
became active after pre-1980s
CIA scandals, and conducts
well-disclosed activities the CIA
formerly did in media.
The group also discussed
the apparent lack of knowledge
or naiveté about current
government funding in the U.S.
Media critic Robert McChesney,

who is currently pushing for
some kind of arms-length
U.S. government funding of
private news organizations,
has written that newspapers
and broadcasters already have
received government subsidies
through favorable regulations
and discounted mailing rates.
But U.S. journalists, with a
long-standing policy and culture
of independence and a tradition

on government.
I said, “Transparency and
government funding are the
two big debates I can see on
the way” and suggested there
might be a list of “exceptions
to the rule,” that is, when lack
of transparency or government
funding may be allowed.
In the case of IRE, the
organization does not take
federal money, but it receives

A scary formula in the new media
landscape would be “government
funding + anonymity . . .”
of doing watchdog reporting
on government (whether left or
right-leaning) find government
funding an anathema. In fact, at
the roundtable, it was noted “all
funding bugs journalists.”
But there was no apparent
media outcry when the state of
Minnesota decided last year to
provide money for re-training of
laid-off journalists.
The roundtable also talked
about what happened to liberal
organization ACORN, when it
became the focus of a scandal
and how Congress suddenly
withdrew the Census money
intended for ACORN. That
showed how the government
has “stronger ways to show its
displeasure” than an average
donor.
Alden Loury asked if it
is like lying in the bed with
the devil to take government
money and what constitutes
too much government money.
He said he would hate to see
journalism become dependent
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free space and utilities and
some personnel money from the
University of Missouri, which is
part of the state. While IRE has
not come under attack from the
state legislature, the journalism
school’s NBC affiliate has with
threats of withdrawing funding.
Over all, Ward said he
did not like the government
funding option. He said that
perhaps a government trust
fund could be established to
prevent government interference
in journalists’ work. He said
a scary formula in the new
media landscape would be
“government funding + donor
anonymity.”
Robert Cribb said he was a
contrarian and said he did not
see, philosophically, how a
government grant is different
from a corporate or union
grant, or even a grant from an
individual with a strong vested
interest. Cribb said the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC)
is government funded and is

one of the strongest critics of the
government.
I responded that government
prosecution has often proven to
be a stronger deterrent than even
civil suits because a journalist
can do jail time or be executed,
although I acknowledged that a
frivolous and ill-based civil suit
can still bankrupt a nonprofit
journalism organization.
During the discussion, we
also reviewed a current website
where a crime and corruption
reporting project in Europe that involves top international
journalists - is receiving
government funds.
I said I thought we
probably don’t want to rely
on government “outsourcing”
free speech issues or corruption
investigations a la
“a Blackwater.” Margaret
Freivogel followed up by saying
government money is “crack”
and we should not go there at
all.

But Ward noted that
billions are spent each year on
media development in non-U.S.
countries. He asked if the group
was “gravitating” toward
a position that we can take
money from anyone so long as
structures are in place to guard
against interference.
Cribb responded that was
acceptable so long as journalists
maintained “equal opportunity
distrust” of donors. He said that
journalism is collapsing and
there is a role for government to
step in and ensure that does not
happen. I observed that the U.S.
government already is in the
midst of stepping-in.
Ward concluded by saying
that “in a perfect world we
wouldn’t have to go through
these contortions – but it’s not a
perfect world.”

Best Practices for
Investigative Networks
•

Have as much transparency
as possible, and be explicit
as possible when you don’t
on why you don’t (A parallel
to rules for using anonymous
sources.)

•

Be transparent about the
expenditure of donations
and whether the spending
is directed or limited by the
donor.

•

Seek agreements with
the networks among
organizations with different
viewpoints on the level of
tolerance for government
funding and potential
conflicts between funding
and stories.

•

Foster collaborations
within networks and among
networks to produce the
highest standards possible
for ensuring and protecting
credibility.

Comments or questions about this report?

ethics@journalism.wisc.edu
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Protecting Nonprofit Journalism:
Summary of Best Practices

Dealing with donors

Dealing with foundations & community
groups

•

Aim for the highest degree of transparency
possible.

•

Be open regarding editorial and fundraising
standards.

•

Disclose the ethics policy, mission statement,
conflict of interest policy and fundraising policy.

•

Disclose the federal tax return and basic
information about the staff, board of directors;
explain how to contact the newsroom to report an
error or to  make a complaint.

•

Vet all donors carefully; consider the multiple
missions.

•

Consider how accepting support from a donor or
associating with another news organization may
affect the integrity of your news organization.  

•

Collaborate with other institutions, but be aware
of the variety of editorial and fundraising standards of your partners.

•

Develop criteria for acceptable donors; move
from an initial “creepy list” to more difficult
cases.

•

•

Develop clear policies on conflicts of interest.

Within a network, seek agreements among
organizations with different viewpoints on the
level of tolerance for government funding, and
on avoiding potential conflicts between funding
and stories.

•

Reveal the identities of all donors, and conditions
attached to their donations, except in rare cases.
And in those cases, explain the reasons for
concealing details.

•

Foster collaborations within networks and
among networks to produce the highest standards possible for ensuring and protecting credibility.

•

Accept ‘strings’ on contributions only if the
conditions align with the news organization’s
mission.

•

Refrain from giving funders undue influence
over, and advance access to, news coverage.

•

Publish explanations of key editorial and
fundraising decisions to keep the public
informed, and to solicit public comment.

•

Retain editorial control. Do not  relinquish legal
and ethical responsibilities to funders or to the
public.

•

Avoid misunderstandings with foundations and
similar groups by discussing expectations and
potential “outcomes.”

•

Avoid misunderstandings with community
groups by having a dialogue on how the center’s
journalism can fit into the community and its
needs.

•

Make it clear to groups that protecting the
integrity of the journalism is your first priority.
Explain your journalism and your standards.

Dealing with networks

Crossing the 49th Parallel
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•

Cross-border collaboration among journalism
centers and newsrooms can bring greater depth
and context to stories, especially those with
global implications.

•

Nonprofit centres on both sides of the border
should actively seek collaboration on investigations.

•

Nonprofit centres should take the lead in training
the next generation of investigative reporters.

Conclusion:
The next step
By Stephen J. A. Ward
Center for Journalism Ethics
University of Wisconsin-Madison

The roundtable and its report aim to spark a dialogue about how to responsibly
conduct nonprofit journalism. As Robert Cribb noted, these new ventures can expect
scrutiny from journalists and from a public increasingly skeptical about the institutions
of journalism.
The challenge is not to re-invent a completely new and different ethical code but to use
existing principles of journalistic verification and independence to explore what such
norms mean in the new media environment.
We are only beginning to think our way through the maze of problems and
opportunities offered by new media and nonprofit journalism. So, expect
disagreements, expect debate.
This is the way that journalism ethics has evolved since the origin of modern journalism
in the 17th century. The institutional structure and ethos of our free press, and its many
types of practice, is too informal and complex for ethical change to come about in an
orderly fashion, e.g. by decree from one journalistic body. Nor does a new journalism
ethics emerge fully developed on a given day from the mind of a philosopher.
In journalism ethics, practice is primary. Ideas change through a messy, democratic
debate about new developments which are driven by economic, technological, and
social factors. Journalistic attitudes and practices change through trial and error.
Journalists often learn by watching others try out new ventures. At times, a rough
agreement on best practices may emerge and gradually the practices become codified –
only to be challenged by the next revolution in journalism.
In every media revolution, concerned and responsible journalists need to lead the
discussion; to stand up and be counted; to insist on standards even in a changing
environment.
We hope that the roundtable will be followed by other roundtables, by other public
discussions, and, yes, by more reports. Gradually, these discussions will sharpen our
thoughts about the ethical options, even if a full consensus escapes us.
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Participants in the Rountable
January 29, 2010 • Madison, Wisconsin

    Charles Lewis is a professor of
journalism and the founding executive editor of
the new Investigative Reporting Workshop at the
American University School of Communication,
in Washington, D.C. A national investigative
journalist since 1977, Lewis has founded or cofounded four nonprofit enterprises in Washington.
He left successful careers at ABC and CBS to begin
the Center for Public Intgrity in 1989.

Robert Cribb is an award-winning
investigative reporter and deputy investigations
editor at The Toronto Star. His investigations include
reports on food safety problems, exploitation of
foreign workers, illegal slaughterhouses, and government corruption. He is president of the Canadian
Association of Journalists Educational Foundation
and a lecturer at Ryerson University.

    
                       Alden Loury is the publisher

of The Chicago Reporter, an investigative news
bimonthly covering social issues in metropolitan
Chicago with a focus on race and poverty. During
his 10 years at The Chicago Reporter, Loury has
written, edited and managed more than 50
investigative projects utilizing databases, the Web,
public records and traditional reporting.

   Margaret Wolf Freivogel is a
founder and Editor of the St. Louis Beacon, a
regional, nonprofit news organization that has been
publishing for two years. She previously worked for
34 years as a reporter, Washington correspondent
and assistant managing editor for the St. Louis PostDispatch.

   Stephen J.A. Ward is Burgess
Professor of Journalism Ethics in the School of
Journalism and Mass Communication at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison. He is director
of the school’s Center for Journalism Ethics. He
is author of the award-winning The Invention of
Journalism Ethics and Global Journalism Ethics, and
associate editor of Journal of Mass Media Ethics.

   Andy Hall is founder and executive

director of the Wisconsin Center for Investigative
Journalism, www.wisconsinwatch.org. He formerly
served on the board of Investigative Reporters and
Editors and had a 26-year career as an award-winning
reporter for the Wisconsin State Journal and The Arizona Republic.

  Christa Westerberg is a shareholder
at McGillivray Westerberg & Bender, LLC,
in Madison, Wisconsin, where she practices
environmental and land use law, civil rights, open
government law, and general litigation. Since 2008,
Ms. Westerberg has served as the vice president of
the Wisconsin Freedom of Information Council.

Brant Houston is the Knight Chair

in Investigative & Enterprise Reporting at the University of Illinois and is involved in the creation of
nonprofit journalism centers throughout the world.
He was executive director of Investigative Reporters
and Editors for 10 years, a print journalist for 17
years, and has authored journalism textbooks.
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The roundtable and this report were made possible by
the generous support of our sponsors:

Knight Chair in Investigative
& Enterprise Reporting
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