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What all investigative newsrooms need









Mission Investigate

• Started 2001
• The flagship of current affairs
• 32 broadcast programs a year
• One hour a week primetime
• 4-6 exclusive online stories a year
• Staff of 30
• Based in Gothenburg
• Swedish angle on all stories





Behind the awards



The key to succes is verification
Every detail of the story should be traceable to a 

document or a source 



The reporter must be meticulous from start



First checkpoint: Checking the idea



What are you setting out to prove?



Assumption – not conclusion





The most important question



The mission: Kill the story!



Attack the story
as if you
are ”the bad guy”



• How do you know that?
• Where is the proof?



• The conclusion might be drawn too quickly
• I can see other explanations
• The picture can be very unfair
• Your sources can be discredited
• You can be totally wrong



Sort things out early

• Name and face of ”bad guy” – publish or not?
• Name and face of victims – publish or not?
• Testimonies from anonymous sources – how to present them?
• Keywords – can we call this organization ”a sect”?
• Methods – do we need to do something controversial?



How soon can we contact ”the other side?”



Make up a plan for demanding accountability



Are we fair?



The judicial system

The accused person must
be given access to evidence 
to prepare the case in court



The editorial system

The accused person gets
minimum of information
at a very late stage





”He destroys people”



”Theatre director
pressed actor
to abortion
for a role”



”An employee was
advised by Fredriksson
to make abortion if she
wanted a special role.
The woman aborted
and got the role.”



The Press Council: 
He only got four hours to answer



Interview and response to criticism
– not the same thing



General rule: Contact as soon as possible



Advantages early contact

• Avoiding unpleasant late surprises
• Time to examine the explanations
• Fact-checking with the real ”expert”
• Easier to get a fair picture



Three steps – to secure response

1. Ask for an interview – inform about questions

If denied: 

2. Inform about all critizism and ask for comments – with strict deadline

In (almost) every case: 

3. Send excerpts of the manuscipt – with strict deadline



$300 million bribe



Informed in detail about the allegations



The dictators daughter didn’t answer



We have a ”no surprise policy”



Exclude quotes and details that can lead to sources



Why inform about the wording ?

• Your conclusions can mean new critizism
• The context can make allegations more serious
• Increase the chance to get a comment
• Last chance to check facts with the “real expert”
• Better to get the reaction before publication



Reasons to wait until later

• Evidence can be removed
• Sources can be attacked
• The team can end up in danger



Dealing with dangerous people
– even more important to be accurate and fair











Second checkpoint – are we on the right track?



• The big picture – anything missing?
• The hypothesis – is it confirmed?
• The evidence – can it be disproved?
• The accountability – are we fair?
• The experts – are they representative?
• The victims – are they trustworthy?





”Confirmation bias”



Confirmation bias
Favouring information that confirms your belief



Consequense

So intent to get a scoop 
that you ignore contradicting facts



You can tell true facts – without telling the truth



You can tell true facts – without telling the truth



How to make sure we include all relevant facts?



Delicate questions

• Would other facts change the general picture?
• Would the public be disappointed with our selection
– if they knew?
• Can we justify the selection without losing credibility? 



Question the expert

• Who can contradict this?
• Who can be more qualified?
• Who can be more trustworthy?



Question the victim
Ask the hard questions
– both of you
will gain credibility



Try to be generous

• Any mitigating circumstances?
• Why not include them? 



Even Tony had some human qualities



Third checkpoint – are we accurate and fair?



“Line by line”
– the investigative reporter’s survival kit



Line by line

• Makes the story bulletproofed (as far as possible)
• Makes the story anchored (removes uncertainty) 
• Makes the editor responsible
• Makes life much easier for the reporter



Welcome added value: better storytelling



Line by line at Mission Investigate

• 8-10 days before broadcast
• Two editors: one is ”devils advocate”
• Concentration: closed door 
• Number of lines: 800 -1 400
• Duration: 6-8 hours



Reporter´s task

• Complete script
• All documents in order
• Do a ”pre-linebyline”
• Make footnotes



Very complicated issues

• Do a separate ”pre-line by line”



Do we understand it right?
Outside experts will be glad to help you



If the data are wrong – so is the story



You might need help from a data expert



Start with the central questions

• The overall picture: 
Can the selection be questioned? Can we defend it without losing credibility?

• The evidence: 
Are conclusions well-grounded? Can the method be questioned?

• The accountability
Response to all crititism with best arguments?  Are all negative details justified? 
Any mitigating circumstances?



Examine the conclusions
Can alternative explanations be excluded?



The big challenge – and risk

The reporter draws own conclusions
instead of referring others



Are all conclusions
well-grounded?
Do we have to soften?
Or can we sharpen?





The Ikea case

Should we say
”Ingvar Kamprad is lying”
or
”Ingvar Kamprad is not telling it like it is”



Examine the conclusion

• Does all information correspond to it?
• Is there any other reasonable explanation?



Examine the conclusions



Check all facts 

• Statements
• Quotes
• Dates
• Names
• Titles
• Figures
• Statistics
• Graphics

…



… even the seemingly harmless ones



Leon, 21, died at treatment center



The mother Nancy told our reporter:
”I called the treatment center six times”



After checking the telephone log

”The day Leon was found dead Nancy
had called the treatment center five times”



We use footnotes



… and links









Five lessons learned



1. Response to all criticism



… everything that could be considered as criticism



Response to criticism

•Identify all criticism

•Informed about all allegations?

•Chance to response to all?

•Best arguments?



2. Watch out for overstatements
– we tend to exaggerate



• The police haven´t done anything…
• He was talking to her 24 hours a day…
• Riots spread throughout the whole country…



• How many are ”some”?
• How many are ”several”?
• How many are ”many”?
• How many are ”hundreds”



3. Statements from victims
– are not true until they are proven



• ”He doesn´t remember what happened”
• ”When the abuse took place”
• “She did everything she could”



4. Don´t rely on other media
– they are probably wrong





900 



5. Beware of legal terms
– before decision of the court



“Bribery” – or “suspected bribery”?



6. Not only ”line by line”
– also “frame by frame”







The last question

Anything that bothers the reporter?



Now the reporter can sleep well



If it still goes wrong
- the editor is responsible





If it still goes wrong
- the editor is responsible



Line by line – ”light”

1. Facts – verify everything!
2. Conclusions – examine the grounds!
3. Allegations – check the response!



To sum up – why use this method?

It makes the story closer to the truth
It makes the story bulletproofed
It makes the story sharper



… and you will not end up as the bad guy



Can we prove it works?



Statistics from the regulator

• Before ”line by line” (2001-2003):
• 1 of 36 stories criticized
• After start of ”line by line” (2004):
• 1 of 206





We publish an interactive script



Links in the script



…leads to documents and sources



Why are we doing this?

• Make it easier for viewers to examine us
• Help other media do followups
• Raise the bar for transparency
• Higher pressure on us



Contact and manuals:

nils.hanson@svt.se


