
Media and Communication (ISSN: 2183–2439)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 62–72

DOI: 10.17645/mac.v8i2.2757

Article

Data Journalism as a Service: Digital Native Data Journalism Expertise and
Product Development

Ester Appelgren 1,* and Carl-Gustav Lindén 2

1 Department of Journalism, Södertörn University, 141 89 Huddinge, Sweden; E-Mail: ester.appelgren@sh.se
2 Swedish School of Social Science, University of Helsinki, 00014 Helsinki, Finland; E-Mail: carl-gustav.linden@helsinki.fi

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 2 January 2019 | Accepted: 7 February 2020 | Published: 16 April 2020

Abstract
The combined set of skills needed for producing data journalism (e.g., investigative journalism methods, programming,
knowledge in statistics, data management, statistical reporting, and design) challenges the understanding of what compe-
tences a journalist needs and the boundaries for the tasks journalists perform. Scholars denote external actors with these
types of knowledge as interlopers or actors at the periphery of journalism. In this study, we follow two Swedish digital
native data journalism start-ups operating in the Nordics from when they were founded in 2012 to 2019. Although the
start-ups have been successful in news journalism over the years and acted as drivers for change in Nordic news innova-
tion, they also have a presence in sectors other than journalism. This qualitative case study, which is based on interviews
over time with the start-up founders and a qualitative analysis of blog posts written by the employees at the two start-ups,
tells a story of journalists working at the periphery of legacy media, at least temporarily forced to leave journalism behind
yet successfully using journalistic thinking outside of journalistic contexts.
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1. Introduction

Embedded in the terms ‘digital native’ or ‘online native’
is a precondition that there are (now) news sites without
an analogue heritage. Harlow and Salaverría (2016) sug-
gest that digital native newswebsites are not only innova-
tive start-ups associated with new and alternative ways
of producing and presenting journalismwith differing de-
grees of political activism but also funded, or rather un-
derfunded, by new businessmodels. Furthermore, these
initiatives are not limited to producing journalism, but
also engage in the organization of cultural events, thus
expanding on the business models for news production
(García-Avilés, Carvajal-Prieto, Arias, & De Lara-González,
2019). According to Harlow and Salaverría (2016), digital
native outlets tend to describe their use of technology

as different from mainstream media, for example, using
data journalism techniques, such as creating databases
and infographics and making documents publicly avail-
able. These techniques may not be different from what
legacy media use, but they are nevertheless associated
with being innovative. Developing skills in technology
and self-promotion are important for entrepreneurial
journalists (Cohen, 2012), a group that includes data
journalists. Data journalists, in turn, are often regarded
as forerunners of the journalism of the future (Knight,
2015). Loosen, Reimer, and De Silva-Schmidt (2017) ar-
gue that data journalism is commonly carried out by
cross-disciplinary teams that have divided the labor into
data analysis, visualization and writing. When profes-
sionals and non-professionals produce news together in
this manner, they are engaging in what Belair-Gagnon
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and Holton (2018) define as boundary maintenance
(news production) around a boundary object (news).
Researchers have described the professionals tradition-
ally outside of journalism who are interacting at this
boundary as interlopers or actors at the periphery of jour-
nalism (e.g., Belair-Gagnon & Holton, 2018; Cheruiyot,
Baack, & Ferrer-Conill, 2019; Eldridge, 2018). According
to Carlson (2016), these boundaries provide sharedways
of understanding news work, and the metajournalistic
discourse that arises from these collaborations may chal-
lenge how news is produced and consumed.

Previous research on news sites born online have fo-
cused on stand-alone sites with a direct audience (e.g.,
Bruno & Kleis Nielsen, 2012). In this study, we aim to ex-
plore how digital news initiatives that act as an interme-
diary between data and legacy media could also be part
of the digital native ecosystem. Such news start-ups pub-
lish content and journalistic products, but not with the
intention to attract an audience. Rather, the intention is
similar to that of the larger non-profit news organizations
around theworld, such as ProPublica or the International
Consortium of Investigative Journalists, which is to at-
tract new collaborations with the media and through
these collaborations republish the news to a wider au-
dience (Konieczna & Powers, 2017).

This exploratory study revolves around a case featur-
ing two such digital native news start-ups: Journalism ++
Stockholm and Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy. These
companies share founders and employees and have over-
lapping aims of harnessing data at the periphery of tradi-
tional journalism.While Journalism ++ Stockholmmainly
produces traditional data journalism on commission for
legacy media, Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy focuses
on automating parts of the data journalistic working pro-
cess, i.e., the collection and refinement of public data,
and provides analyses of data as short reports for both
journalistic and non-journalistic purposes.

Hermida and Young (2019) assert that a key for future
research is to gauge who matters in journalism based on
qualities other than traditional ones (p. 99). Thus, the
narrow focus on two individuals in this case study can
be motivated by their central status as journalism inno-
vators in Sweden and the Nordic countries. Furthermore,
in his seminal work on news automation, Diakopoulos
(2019) frames these two start-ups as groundbreaking in
an international comparison as well.

Much of recent scholarship on innovation in jour-
nalism revolves around boundary work, where new ac-
tors enter journalism as peripheral actors (Powers &
Zambrano, 2016; Usher, 2017) or engage with journal-
ists as in the case of the entanglements of civic tech
and data journalism (Cheruiyot et al., 2019). This qual-
itative case study is based on an analysis of blog posts
and interviews over time with the start-up founders. The
study contributes to the growing body of literature on pe-
ripheral actors in journalism by exploring digital natives
who do not have a direct audience and apply a reversed
perspective, thus presenting a story of journalists who

work at the periphery of legacy media and use journalis-
tic thinking outside of journalistic contexts.

In the following sections, we will briefly review the
literature on digital news start-ups and relate data jour-
nalism to a subsection of the discussion on peripheral
actors in journalism. We will then present the meth-
ods, material and motivating questions for the study,
followed by our results. We conclude with a discussion
and conclusions.

2. Literature Review

In this case study of two news start-ups, we focus on in-
dividuals who drive innovation and entrepreneurship in
journalism from the periphery. Thus, the selected litera-
ture review is based on studies of entrepreneurial jour-
nalism, data journalism and peripheral actors, as well as
factors of success in digital news start-ups.

2.1. The Rise and Success of Digital News Start-Ups

The literature on digital news start-ups revolves around
start-ups producing journalism for a direct audience. In a
report on such news start-ups in western Europe, Bruno
andKleis Nielsen (2012) found that online start-ups begin
as journalistic and are driven by both professional and
commercial ambitions. They tend to diversify their rev-
enues by experimenting with activities that traditionally
have not been associated with journalism, such as con-
tent syndication, e-commerce, advertorials, consultancy
work, events planning or reader donations (p. 96). The
scholarly discussion links this development of experimen-
tation with new technologies and challenging of bound-
aries for what is considered journalism to the downsizing
of themedia industry. In this context, downsizing has had
a positive effect by encouraging journalists to start their
own businesses and propose their own journalistic inno-
vations (Cohen, 2015; Raviola, 2019; Tenor, 2019). Cook
and Sirkkunen (2015) divided digital native start-up sites
into two categories: storytelling and service-orientation.
Storytelling sites provide news to a direct audience, and
service-oriented sites consist of online media actors that
focus on elements of journalism rather than content cre-
ation. The revenue streams for service-oriented sites are
not based on advertising models but rather on a wider
strategy to sell products as part of a complex relationship
with mainstream media (Cook & Sirkkunen, 2015, p. 73).
Thus, previously unthreatened boundaries between jour-
nalistic and business-oriented functions are dissolving,
often rhetorically motivated by survival and an indus-
try crisis (Coddington, 2015). However, the change may
not be that drastic. Naldi and Picard (2012) argue that
entrepreneurs bring “formal myopia” into their new en-
terprise, which means their previous experiences and
perceptions affect their assessments. Formal myopia, ac-
cording to Naldi and Picard (2012, p. 77), influences
initial thinking and choices of news start-up founders,
thus limiting innovation and creating additional obsta-
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cles to their success. However, Wagemans, Witschge,
and Deuze (2016) argue that a strong belief in the core
values of journalism, such as maintaining a professional
identity, may not necessarily obstruct the development
of new forms of entrepreneurial journalism; in fact, it can
be the main selling point.

Some digital natives have been associated with
counter information as a way to promote social change
in societies facing democratic challenges and low confi-
dence in the media (Harlow & Salaverría, 2016). There
are also digital natives that focus on investigative jour-
nalism without distinct political or activist aims (Nee,
2013). Furthermore, there are non-profit digital news
start-ups have emerged alongside market-driven online
natives (e.g., in the US). Wagemans et al. (2016) found
that French journalism start-ups are often inspired by
US businesses that strive for fact-based, objective jour-
nalism. Similarly, for Nordic journalists, US journalism
often serves as inspiration. There is a long history of
the Americanization of European journalism, for exam-
ple with norms, routines, and textual conventions pre-
viously being adapted to European national contexts
(Broersma, 2019). However, Örnebring (2009) argues
that, in a Nordic context, “Americanization is largely con-
fined to news format, not news content” (p. 11).

Wagemans et al. (2016) note that most start-ups fail
despite good intentions. One explanation for this could
be that founders tend to primarily focus on developing
their editorialmodel and spend little time to focus on rev-
enues during the first few years (Naldi & Picard, 2012). In
the case of journalistic start-ups, perceived success has
been tied to the ability to offer quality content (Pekkala
& Cook, 2012). To secure outreach, the start-ups also de-
fine success in terms of community, public service and
survival rather than money. Therefore, Naldi and Picard
(2012, p. 90) use a three-dimensional definition of initial
success: 1) ability to attain original expectations, 2) ca-
pacity to change the business model, and 3) probabil-
ity of survival (sustainability). Similarly, Bruno and Kleis
Nielsen (2012) argue that a measure of success for digi-
tal news start-ups is mere survival. However, the ability
to survive can be explained by the ability to deliver a dis-
tinct, quality product, operate with a lean organization,
have diverse revenues, and target niche audiences that
are poorly served by existing media (p. 6).

2.2. Data Journalism as a Form of Entrepreneurial
Journalism

Cheruiyot et al. (2019) argue that data journalism is
not a purely “journalistic” phenomenon because it is
associated with peripheral actors who in various ways
complement or expand the work journalists do (p. 2).
For example, Nordic data journalists connect with each
other through social media, such as the Facebook group
“Datajournalistik,” at conferences focused on data and
journalism (Appelgren, 2016). In Europe, data journal-
ism has been shaped by institutional factors, such as the

digitization of public records. These records are increas-
ingly accessible via Application Programming Interface
(API)mandated by the PSI Directive (Appelgren&Nygren,
2014) and the increasing supply of tools for collecting,
analyzing, and visualizing data. Stalph and Borges-Rey
(2018) assert that data journalism has become an as-
set within legacy organizations over the past decade.
However, in this context, the nearby metaphor “robot
journalism” has proved to have negative, almost existen-
tial, connotations (Lindén & Dierickx, 2019; Willis, 2020).

Based on previous research on boundary work in sci-
ence, Carlson (2015) suggests a matrix to situate individ-
ual studies of boundary work in journalism. The model is
based on studies of the separate lines between journal-
ists and non-journalists. In a typical study of participants
that move across Carlson’s suggested categories of ex-
pansion, expulsion, and protection of autonomy, Baack
(2018) found that data journalists and other profession-
als, such as interloping newcomers (e.g., civic technolo-
gists), engage in communities of practice, meaning that
individuals rarely revolve around sustained and institu-
tionalized engagement (p. 676).

While previous studies on entrepreneurial journal-
ism have focused on pioneering forms of journalism
in newsrooms, they have somewhat neglected individ-
ual pioneering journalists (Hepp & Loosen, 2019, p. 2).
Similarly, even though data journalism is carried out in
teams, there is little research on individual data journal-
ists as pioneers. Pioneering journalists have been found
to perceive themselves as forerunners who can act as in-
termediaries and bring together various competencies
(Hepp & Loosen, 2019), and the ideal entrepreneurial
journalist as embodied in the entrepreneurial discourse
is an individual who creates new media products, dis-
rupts traditional media organizations, and generates cap-
ital, new products, and even jobs for other journalists
(Cohen, 2012, p. 524). In this context, there is an im-
perative to strive towards upgrading one’s own skills,
in particular concerning technology and self-promotion.
Summarizing the scholarly research on data journalism,
Loosen et al. (2017, p. 3) find that scholars are debating
if and to what extent data journalism is actually a new
reporting style, but the skills of the “technical journalist,”
such as programming and data journalism, are currently
upgrading journalism (Bakker, 2014).

3. Background and Motivating Questions

In this section, we will briefly introduce the Nordic me-
dia market and provide the background on the two start-
ups. We will then present the motivating questions for
the case study.

The media ecosystem in Sweden, Norway, Finland
and Denmark has been labelled the Nordic welfare state
media model (Syvertsen, Mjøs, Enli, & Moe, 2014). It
is characterized by strong public service and decentral-
ized press, with a lot of local and regional newspapers
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004). Social media platforms, and
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Facebook in particular, have recently become the most
frequent source of news for people in this region (Olsen,
Solvoll, & Gran, 2018), but there are signs of a gen-
eral trend away from dependence on platforms (Lindén,
2020). Legacymedia is strugglingwith its businessmodel,
but the larger commercial media companies, such as
Bonnier, Schibsted, Sanoma andAmedia, are successfully
transitioning from mixed revenues—advertisement and
subscriptions—to paid digital content (Villi et al., 2019).

The first start-up, Journalism ++ Stockholm, was
founded by Swedish-Finnish journalist Jens Finnäs and
Swedish journalist Peter Grensund in 2013 (Andén,
2013) in Stockholm. It was part of the European
Journalism++ network with chapters in Paris, Berlin,
Stockholm, Porto, Amsterdam, and Cologne. Later, the
Nordic agency added three new employees. The larger
European Journalism++ network was founded in 2011 by
Nicolas Kayser-Bril, Pierre Romera, and Anne-Lise Bouyer
(Kayser-Bril, 2017). The most famous work from this
network was the award-winning project “The Migrants’
Files”. The European network Journalism++ coordinated
this groundbreaking project, which aimed to measure
the number of people who died while trying to reach
Europe, between 2013 and 2016 (The Migrants’ Files,
2014). The network shrank to only two chapters in 2017:
Stockholm and Porto.

The second start-up, Journalism Robotics, was first
described in 2016 as the product Newsworthy, and later
presented as a separate company, Journalism Robotics.
Newsworthy is described as a “machine that will find
news in data” (Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy, 2020).

J++ Stockholm has been active in the global open-
source movement, sharing software code and practices
on platforms such as GitHub. Furthermore, it attended
key data journalism conferences and seminars, not just
in Sweden and Nordic countries but also internationally,
such as the European gathering Dataharvest and the US
NICAR and Computation + Journalism Symposium con-
ferences. With the emergence of artificial intelligence
in journalism, the news media is becoming increasingly
dependent on technical expertise (Beckett, 2019), and
helping newsrooms understand and make use of tech-
nology to produce various forms of data-driven journal-
ism is at the center of the J++ Stockholm and Journalism
Robotics/Newsworthy business model. In order to ex-
plore how the start-ups negotiated their area of exper-
tise in data journalism over time as they develop the
company and their skills, we use two motivational ques-
tions: 1) “What are the aims and target groups, i.e., cus-
tomers, for the twonews start-ups?”; and 2) “Howdo the
founders of the news start-ups define their success and
failure in navigating the boundaries between journalism
and technology?”

4. Methods and Material

This case study is based on a qualitative content
analysis of blog posts from the J++ Stockholm and

Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy websites and a series
of semi-structured interviews with the main founder,
Jens Finnäs, and a cofounder, Måns Magnusson, of two
news start-ups, Journalism ++ Stockholm and Journalism
Robotics/Newsworthy.

Case study research is an empirical process that in-
vestigates a contemporary phenomenon, and it is itera-
tive in nature (Yin, 2014). Bryman (2008) argues that it is
not always possible to discern the case study type until
after a detailed investigation. However, because the case
selected for this study is an example of the more general
case of a peripheral actor in journalism in theNordics, we
believe that it can be viewed as what Yin (2014) referred
to as a representative case.

The interviews with the two founders were con-
ducted in Stockholm and Helsinki, respectively, on
November 24, 2016, August 9, 2017, and March 15,
November 8, and November 11, 2019. The interviews
lasted around 40–50min each. The interviews were tran-
scribed and analyzed using a thematic and inductive qual-
itative text analysis approach, where careful reading of
transcripts has formed the motivating questions that
structure the article. This method has been applied in
a flexible way, taking into account the nuances and di-
versity of the responses. The researchers are positioned
as active in the research process; themes do not just
emerge (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, the text ana-
lysis is grounded in the subjective meaning of human ac-
tion, thus preserving the interviewees’ subjective point
of view (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

To ensure validity, we showed the informants the re-
sults of the interview study and corrected any misunder-
standings. The corrections were mainly about the order
of events in time, the narrative of leaving journalism be-
hind, and the labelling of the companies and products
as start-ups. Because the material mainly relates to spe-
cific circumstances regarding a small number of individ-
uals, we applied an idiographic approach to the analysis
(Bryman, 2008).

For the content analysis, we collected the blog
posts available on both companies’ web pages. In to-
tal, Journalism ++ Stockholm and Journalism Robotics/
Newsworthy created 23 blog posts between June 2,
2015 and October 16, 2019 (18 and 5, respectively). The
majority of Journalism ++ Stockholm’s posts were writ-
ten by two authors: nine by Jens Finnäs, seven by Leo
Wallentin, and the remainder by other staff members.
The Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy posts do not in-
clude bylines. When coding, the researcher looked for
the process of narration in the material, i.e., how the
information was offered, withheld or delayed (Gillespie,
2006), or how the company positioned and described it-
self and its development.We decided to use a qualitative
content analysis of companyblog posts,where oneof the
researchers first coded for specific themes in the textual
content (data journalism, investigative journalism, tech-
nology, non-journalistic practices, success, failure, com-
panies and organizations) and then looked for how these
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themes were narrated when promoting the company’s
aims and activities.

We regard the Journalism ++ Stockholm blog posts
as “physical traces of how organizations represent and
account for themselves” (Coffey, 2014, p. 367), and the
purpose has been to gather information about “sense-
making practices” (McKee, 2003, p. 52). Thematerial was
read several times and coded (Bryman, 2008). After the
initial coding, we found that the blog posts illustrated
company development by accounting for the company’s
activities over time. The results from the content analy-
sis follow the motivating questions and are organized in
terms of the intention and language for whom the con-
tent was created and for what purpose, as well as the cul-
tural resources the stories draw on and what they aim to
accomplish with the stories (Riessman, 1993). All quotes
are translated from Swedish.

5. Results

In this section, we will present the results from the con-
tent analysis of blog posts and the interviews with the
founders of the two digital journalism start-ups.

5.1. Results from the Content Analysis of Blog Posts

An overview of the two blogs forming the basis for the
content analysis shows that they utilize different styles.
The Journalism ++ Stockholm blog has a personal tone
and uses colloquial language with a rich flora of data
journalism terms that might be new to non-data jour-
nalists. Instead, the Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy
blog primarily addresses non-journalists and promotes
Newsworthy as a product. However, there are similari-
ties between the blogs in terms of rhetoric. Both blogs
frequently use questions at the beginning of texts and
paragraphs. Statistics and results from analyses are pre-
sented with dialogical language, referring to the reader
as “you” and the writer together with the reader as “we,”
thus guiding the reader in a personal style through com-
plex descriptions of data journalismmethods. Both blogs
contain images and graphics primarily for the purpose of
illustrating relationships found in data.

The first motivational question of our study, as pre-
sented earlier, relates to the aims and target groups.
We found that the blog posts accounts for company
aims by describing development related to data jour-
nalism competence and skills. Target groups are men-
tioned in examples of collaborations with media com-
panies or non-journalistic organizations. Several narra-
tives illustrate the founders’ experiences of becoming
more skilled at data journalismanddeveloping their com-
pany ideas.We therefore begin this section by presenting
three quotes that are particularly illustrative of how the
company positions itself using personal examples and
nestled promotional stories. The first quote provides a
historical account of how Journalism ++ Stockholm first
was established:

Four years ago, Jens Finnäs and Peter Grensund
received an offer they couldn’t refuse: an oppor-
tunity to join the Journalism ++ network. They
founded Journalism ++ Stockholm and became part
of an international network of agencies dedicated
to data-driven journalism and newsroom innovation.
(Finnäs, 2017)

This quote illustrates how the two journalists entered the
international network of data journalists as a successful
strategic move. The blog post continues by praising the
competence in the international Journalism ++ network,
but its main purpose is to mention that key members of
the international Journalism ++ network are leaving. This
is carefully explained so that it does not seem as if this
will do any harm to those remaining in the Journalism ++
network. The blog post then explains that a smaller net-
work will lead to a new exciting era with opportunities
to tighten collaborations and become even stronger at
producing data journalism.

In the second quote, the presented narrative not
only describes the journalistic experience, but func-
tions as a suggestion and an argument for why ‘robot
journalism,’ the main business model of Journalism
Robotics/Newsworthy, is valuable to news organizations:

I began my career as a journalist at the local newspa-
per Nya Åland. It is not uncommon for local news re-
porters to feel a bit like a robot. Rewriting police tele-
fax statements as news items about speeding was not
very intellectually stimulating. Why couldn’t a news
robot have done this job? (Finnäs, 2015b)

This quote is followed by calculations of costs that are
possible to cut in the newsroom, thus clearly targeting
journalists in charge of media houses. The quote aims
to motivate senior journalists now in management posi-
tions to invest in news automation technology to elimi-
nate mundane tasks. However, in several posts, the start-
up founders make it clear that they are not interested
in discussing job cuts and replacing journalists with soft-
ware, but rather the possibilities presented by new tech-
nology. The presented experience the founders acquired
from having a full career, from the mundane and simple
tasks at the junior level as in the quote above, to the
present, where expertise in programming makes it pos-
sible to reduce such tasks, still implicitly indicates that
the mundane experience has been valuable.

The third quote focuses on experience, and is found
in the beginning of a Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy
blog post on how to create graphs:

I have been the leader of courses and workshops
on how to visualize and tell stories with data in-
tended for journalists and Public Relations profession-
als for more than ten years. What should you bear
in mind when you create a graph? What is the se-
cret behind good data visualization? Here, I have tried
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to reduce everything I have learned in three steps.
(Newsworthy, 2019a)

The post appears to be about presenting useful infor-
mation in graphs, but it implicitly promotes both the
Newsworthy product, which provides analytics as data,
and the competence of the product’s creators. The pro-
motional examples given in the post are primarily non-
journalistic and use personal pronouns: “Sales have gone
down sincewe changed our CEO, or housing prices in our
municipality are up” (Newsworthy, 2019a). Furthermore,
the signal to the reader is that they might not be com-
petent enough in creating graphs. This is visible in other
blog posts as well, for example by referring to the au-
dience as having no time for developing skills or jour-
nalists notoriously being bad at math. While the quote
above is rather humble, the style quickly changes in the
blog post. The insights gained from ten years of teach-
ing visualization are summarized as what most journal-
ists do wrong, rather than what journalists can do right,
and the author’s tone can be interpreted as annoyed or
even superior:

This is by far the most important step. Let me clarify:
The most I-M-P-O-R-T-A-N-T. (Newsworthy, 2019a)

The second motivational question of our study is related
to critical factors for success. The blog posts discuss the
company’s success by listing successful projects. On rare
occasions, successes are described explicitly, but not by
the authors themselves. For example, the following is a
press release that indicates success through the quote of
a new employee:

This is very exciting! Newsworthy and J++ [Stockholm]
are among Sweden’s most innovative media players.
(Newsworthy, 2019b)

The post continues with quotes from the founders about
how happy they are that the group will now be able to
carry out even more skilled data journalistic tasks. Other
posts include comments from previous course attendees
praising the teaching and what they have learned by at-
tending Journalism ++ Stockholm courses.

The general finding from the analysis of blog posts,
however, is that the focus is not on explicit success but
rather on presenting themethodology behind successful
projects. There is a strong emphasis on the difficulties
each project faced. Thus, success is primarily narrated as
being transparent with learning new things, as captured
in the following quote:

One of our internal goals at J++ [Stockholm] is for us to
workwith aspects that are new to us in all our projects.
There has to be something innovative in the genre or
something that we ourselves have not yet mastered.
(Wallentin, 2015)

The tension between technology and journalism and the
applied journalistic thinking to non-journalistic areaswas
visible in the blog posts. We found that substantial ef-
fort was made to put future ‘robot journalism’ in a posi-
tive light, listing strengths such as efficiency, endurance
and ability to avoid human error. The ‘robots’ are said to
be better at judging quality, for example when interpret-
ing statistics.

In a blog post aimed at promoting an early version
of JournalismNewsworthy by describing how ‘robot jour-
nalism’ works, a timeframe is used to impress journalists.
Two hours after a public agency releases data, a news
automation tool will have analyzed the published data
and created 311 reports. In other words, the impossible
is now possible. The blog post continues by describing
how this process is effortless, as results “drop in from all
over the country.” This process is also enjoyable:

We have not onlywritten 1,244 reports (with only two
people at the wheel), but we have also created a ma-
chine that can create 1,244 reports while we are hav-
ing a cup of coffee. (Finnäs, 2018)

In this context, mentioning the coffee break signals that
it is possible to get large amounts of work donewhile tak-
ing a break. Again, the impossible is now possible. While
the blog posts also state that additional human compe-
tence is needed to carry out journalistic tasks, and that
humans are shaping technological processes, for exam-
ple that humans have written the news automation soft-
ware, ‘robots’ are nevertheless presented as living beings
with feelings:

Carrying out repetitive tasks are one of robot journal-
ism’s primary strengths. For the robot, it does notmat-
ter if it will get an assignment to write one police re-
port or a thousand. It is just as happy. (Finnäs, 2015b)

Gradually, blog posts increasingly contain non-
journalistic examples. Results, or rather methodology
behind projects in collaboration with public agencies
and unions, shape the message to appeal more to pro-
fessional but possibly non-journalistic target audiences.
Yet the reader is constantly reminded that the products
and expertise can be used for journalistic purposes:

Newsworthy started as an initiative for helping local
journalists find news in data. Now, we are obviously
also helping elected members in the Teachers’ Union
understand their world with data….In our news ser-
vice Newsworthy, we try to build a machine that can
answer these questions en masse for different types
of data. If you just keep the questions at the back of
your head the next time you present numbers to your
boss, you will have a much better shot at making your
voice heard. (Newsworthy, 2019c)

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 2, Pages 62–72 67



5.2. Results from the Qualitative Interviews with the
Start-Up Founders

This section summarizes the interviews with the two
founders and is structured around the two motivational
questions. The first motivational question, as presented
above, concerns the aims and target groups for the two
news start-ups. In a report written by Jens Finnäs, he de-
fines the start-up’s aim as follows:

The ambition is to be the leading data journalism free-
lance agency in Scandinavia, an actor that newsrooms
across the Nordic countries can turn to for assistance
in data-driven reporting. (Finnäs, 2015a)

In essence, this is the definition of a service provider,
and this aim is also reflected in the company’s blog posts
through their emphasis on describing competence and
data journalism methodology. Finnäs explained the logic
of the two different corporate structures as two commer-
cial operations with slightly different focuses. According
to Finnäs (personal communication, November 11, 2019),
Journalism ++ Stockholm is a consultancy firm that helps
media companies with various journalistic projects and
also trains reporters in data journalism, while Journalism
Robotics/Newsworthy has a broader user group, including
people in public relations and communication. According
to Finnäs, the infrastructure for local content can eas-
ily be turned into press releases, personalized emails, or
PowerPoint presentations as well as articles.

While the aim of Journalism ++ Stockholm and the
reasons for starting the network were explicit in the an-
alyzed blog posts, the interviews revealed that the idea
behind Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy emerged from
a friendship with statistician Måns Magnusson. Initially,
Finnäs had been a freelance data journalist and explored
how open public data sources could be used for jour-
nalism. Finnäs was friends with a statistics PhD student,
Måns Magnusson, who was focusing on machine learn-
ing. Theywere both inspired byUS statistician Nate Silver
and his start-up FiveThirtyEight, which uses statistical
analysis to tell compelling stories.

Before receiving his PhD degree, Magnusson worked
as a statistician for the Swedish National Council for
Crime Prevention, a popular data source among Swedish
data journalists. Magnusson and Finnäs started collabo-
rating professionally, one focusing on hardcore data min-
ing and the other on searching for interesting data that
could be used and visualized in journalistic projects. In
2016, their collaboration resulted in Journalism Robotics,
which developed news automation services under the
brand name Newsworthy. Magnusson (personal com-
munication, November 8, 2019) described the service
as “computational storyfinding, going through large
amounts of data with statistical methods, finding a nee-
dle in the haystack.” Jens Finnäs asserts that the start-
up’s journalistic logic of working with structured data is
appealing to more than just journalists:

Newsworthy adjusts created texts to local contexts
and patterns to create a sophisticated software
pipeline that autonomously generates texts with very
little human effort in terms of adjusting content. We
are building the infrastructure to create local con-
tent…providing 300 different local news angles in-
stead of one national angle. (Finnäs, personal commu-
nication, November 11, 2019)

Apart from producing news content on commission for
larger Nordic news organizations, the company also ap-
plied for funding from non-profit organizations and foun-
dations, although projects funded in this manner gener-
ally were terminated once the funding was gone. One
example of this was a project to develop a data mining
system for a large newspaper in Tampere, Finland, that
failed to gain acceptance in the newsroom. The failure of
technology adoptions in newsrooms is a common thread
in research (Wagemans & Witschge, 2019).

When the Google-funded Digital News Initiative
(DNI) started in 2015, Finnäs and Magnusson decided
to apply for funding. They received funding for an idea
of news automation based on data sets from Statistics
Sweden, a government agency that produces and pub-
lishes official statistics. In interviews, Finnäs describes
this moment as a defining and critical success factor for
the company, and the idea developed into the start-up
news service Newsworthy. Overall, Google has been a
crucial supporter of data journalism and media innova-
tion (Fanta, 2018; Lindén, 2020). In 2016, Magnusson
and Finnäs were involved in an incubator program man-
aged by the Swedish innovation agency Vinnova. This
project was plagued by communication problems and
what was perceived as less-than-helpful advice: “Don’t
get me started on that,” Magnusson said afterwards
(personal communication, November 8, 2019). The main
problem was that the funding from this program could
not be used to develop their current business model;
rather, it could only be used to develop some kind of tan-
gible product. Finnäs and Magnusson struggled to find
a solution that Vinnova was willing to fund, and they
were asked to “think outside the box” and “be brave.”
Ultimately, they received no funding.

Reflecting on the project funded by DNI, Finnäs (per-
sonal communication, November 11, 2019) believes that
they were doing things quite differently today com-
pared to their original pitch. Newsworthy’s main func-
tionwas supposed to be to provide local newsroomswith
unique content, and more specifically localized news
snippets. Because of the lack of commercial interest
among Swedish newsrooms, though, they decided to
broaden its services to other customers. Newsworthy
landed new customers outside of journalism, such as the
Swedish teachers’ union, Lärarförbundet.

The second motivating question of this study, as pre-
sented above, is related to perceived success and failure.

A key part of the perceived success has been to edu-
cate journalists and take part in conferences. According
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to Finnäs, “Through all these workshops, we have
seen that the data skills and Excel skills are very, very
low” (personal communication, November 11, 2019).
Finnäs has also held a key role in the Nordic Data
Journalism Conference and built the repository for en-
tries to NODA Awards as part of attracting new collab-
orations: “Conferences have been totally invaluable for
finding coworkers and customers. For me personally, ev-
erything can be traced back to some conference” (Finnäs,
personal communication, November 11, 2019).

Finnäs accounts the failures to a lack of interest for
the Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy product. The per-
ceived non-response from newsrooms to their offer was
disappointing, especially since Finnäs is confident that
the tool could help overcome structural obstacles in edi-
torial routines for an industry in which both money and
time are scarce.

We found in the interviews that the founders pri-
marily told stories about designing and building the sys-
tems, but they somewhat neglected their strategies for
addressing target groups to be successful. Finnäs is self-
critical when he reflects on how to get people already
struggling with information overflow to listen and accept
that even more new information could be useful:

The challenge is not technical, more like organiza-
tional. Looking at municipalities, we need to know
who will gain and in what way? What are their roles,
are they bureaucrats or elected? What topics are in-
teresting and relevant and where do they get their
information today? (Finnäs, personal communication,
November 11, 2019)

Magnusson is more optimistic, asserting that the low
level of interest is only temporary and Newsworthy will
be able to focus on journalistic services in the future:

Since the amount of available data is quickly grow-
ing, interesting stories will drown in an unmanage-
able mass of information. With the help of machine-
learning tools such as Newsworthy, journalists can
build systems that go through massive amounts
of data to find both anomalies and large soci-
etal trends. (Magnusson, personal communication,
November 8, 2019)

6. Conclusions

Journalism ++ Stockholm and Journalism Robotics/
Newsworthy are well-known in the Nordic media mar-
ket and viewed as pioneers driving change in Nordic
news innovation. As such, they are examples of non-
traditional actors that matter in journalism (Hermida &
Young, 2019). Yet, in this case study, we have found that
the company founders are now strategically moving to-
wards non-journalistic customers. With this study, we
aim to expand the digital native news start-up research
by exploring twodigital nativeswithout a direct audience

that are working at the periphery of the legacy media,
successfully managing to apply journalistic thinking out-
side of journalistic contexts.

Two motivational questions guided us through our
exploration of the digital journalism start-ups’ journey.
The first motivating question concerned aims and target
groups for the two start-ups.

Journalism ++ Stockholm and Journalism Robotics/
Newsworthy initially were examples of what Cook and
Sirkkunen (2015) denoted as service-oriented digital na-
tive sites; they focused on elements of data journalism
and had a strategy to sell products to legacy media. In
line with García-Avilés et al. (2019) and Bruno and Kleis
Nielsen (2012), we also found that they offer alterna-
tive products, such as organizing events, and they diver-
sify their revenues with consultancy work and content
syndication. To face economic realities, Journalism ++
Stockholm and Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy have
gradually become more flexible in terms of their focus
on data journalism as a service for legacy media and suc-
cessfully attracted a few non-journalistic customers.

The founders have not put much effort into re-
searching the needs of either their journalistic or non-
journalistic target groups. However, interviews and com-
pany blog posts reveal that the founders are very knowl-
edgeable about what can be done with data in a jour-
nalistic setting and how to create quality content, an im-
portant presumption for news start-up success (Pekkala
& Cook, 2012). There is also evidence that they have
mastered how to collect and structure data, for exam-
ple by offering transparent explanations of methodolo-
gies, but we did not find explicit offers for attracting cus-
tomers to the Newsworthy product. The absence of a
customer needs analysis beyond the news production
process might be an example of what Naldi and Picard
(2012) denote as “formal myopia,” thus restricting inno-
vation and development beyond the competences and
experiences that the founders brought with them into
the companies.

The second motivational question revolves around
how the companies define their success and fail-
ure in navigating the boundaries between journalism
and technology.

We argue that the decision to continue with the
operations, despite the failure of the larger European
J++ network, shows that mere survival, as suggested
by Bruno and Kleis Nielsen (2012), was a factor of suc-
cess. However, training journalists with computational
skills has probably been the most important success fac-
tor for J++ Stockholm, establishing their competence
niche in data journalism. Furthermore, throughout the
company’s existence, it has successfully produced data
journalism for several newsrooms across Scandinavia on
commission. This is in line with how Wagemans et al.
(2016) argues that core values of journalism and main-
taining the professional identity can be part of the main
selling point for new forms of entrepreneurial journal-
ism. In general, however, we found that Journalism ++
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Stockholm expresses success in a quite negative manner.
However, explaining gained insights in blog posts as over-
coming failures, a transparent way of expressing skill de-
velopment may be well-suited to attract data journalis-
tic projects on commission. Traditional media companies
were willing to pay the founders for their freelance data
journalism content and data journalism training courses
in a traditional buyer–seller relationship.

However, we found that the Nordic media compa-
nies were reluctant to invest in journalistic products,
such as Newsworthy. We argue that the strong empha-
sis on the contested metaphor ‘robot journalism’ in
the promotional discourse could have been an obstacle.
Robot journalism is associated with job loss and thus
brings negative connotations to newsroom staff (Lindén
& Dierickx, 2019), furthermore, robots are portrayed
as more than just automation of mundane tasks, and
may thus appear threatening. Therefore, even though
journalism forms the basis of the two start-ups, the
Journalism Robotics/Newsworthy product, with its em-
phasis on robotics, may have appeared as challenging,
presenting contradictory definitions of the profession
(Eldridge, 2018). When trying to sell the product as
technology-enhancing journalism, the founders move
from the buyer-seller relationship between journalists,
as seenwhen selling data journalism projects on commis-
sion, to outsiders, i.e., interloping actors (Belair-Gagnon
&Holton, 2018). With the narratives of efficiency and au-
tomation, a competing narrative is provided. Reluctance
could thus be an example of how legacy media protects
autonomy by fending off non-journalists seeking control
or who aim to shape journalism (Carlson, 2015).

To conclude, our case study shows that the two start-
ups engage heavily in developing technology skills and
use the blogs for self-promotion in a manner typical of
entrepreneurial journalists (Cohen, 2012). They found a
successful narrative to attract data journalistic work on
commission acting as journalists, yet become outsiders
when selling their product Newsworthy to legacy media.
They master the advantage of what Carlson (2016) de-
scribes as the metajournalistic discourse regarding coop-
eration between journalists and technologists by trans-
parently describing failures and methodological chal-
lenges in data journalism in their promotional blog posts.
However, they have yet to learn how to identify customer
needs and communicate what the product can offer in
a manner that is appealing to both journalistic and non-
journalistic customers. Nevertheless, they attract non-
journalistic customers.

Future research could investigate if this type of pro-
motional communication needs to be formulated differ-
ently in order to sell the product in non-journalistic con-
texts and at the same time appeal to the professional
logic of journalism. Perhaps the core issue in selling the
product Newsworthy is not the fault of the two start-ups,
but rather highlights the shortcomings of legacy media
to understand why and how they also need to cooperate
with peripheral actors.
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