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Introduction

As part of the globalization of communication, new forms of journalism 
with origins in the West are spreading to other parts of the world. This 
book collects research on how this diffusion of new journalistic ideas is 
taking place and how these ideas are being adopted and transformed in 
different contexts. In this case, these ideas are related to data journalism 
and the development of transnational journalism cultures. This means 
that imported journalism values are being layered upon already existing 
institutional arrangements (Hellmueller 2017; Relly and Zanger 2017). 
The study of communication has been long dominated by ideas grounded 
in the West. We could argue that Western theories and arguments are 
inadequate for understanding local and regional communication pro-
cesses and phenomena, and this perspective helps us understand why this 
collection of studies on how new journalistic ideas are spread is so valu-
able. We could also argue that this development cannot be separated 
from communication technologies as the importance of new forms of 
media the diffusion of, for instance internet access or mobile phones 
(Heeks 2010).

It is not a new phenomenon to turn to data in journalism; reporters 
have been doing so in different ways for a very long time. However, sub-
stantial leaps in developments of data repositories, data analysis systems, 
data widgets, data analytics, and the overall development of big data analy-
sis have resulted in optimistic visions about and expectations for what the 
intersection of journalism and data could bring to the future (Boyd and 
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Crawford 2012; De Maeyer et al. 2015; Lewis 2015). This feeds into a 
line of research on media innovation efforts in journalism and how news 
industries such as news startups strive to make improvements to journal-
ism and the news media (e.g. Usher 2017). Much has happened globally, 
from computer-assisted reporting (CAR) in the past to visions and prac-
tices for data in journalism in the present (e.g. Coddington 2015; Hermida 
and Lynn Young 2019). Or has it?

Comprehensive and recent research into everyday data journalism prac-
tices among, for example, major US news publishers reveals that fairly lit-
tle advanced data analysis is being used in everyday news reporting (Zamith 
2019), especially when compared to the predictions of practitioners, 
researchers, and pundits in recent years. Instead, in Europe, Latin America, 
and Africa, civic technologists traditionally found in the periphery of jour-
nalism have been engaging in journalistic practices because they believe at 
times that journalism “has failed” to deliver in its task to make data acces-
sible to the wider public, act as a gatekeeper to highlight important issues, 
and illustrate benefits of open data and freedom of information (Cheruiyot 
et al. 2019). Similarly, because of the dangers involved in producing and 
publishing journalism in Latin America, some of the most important 
“journalism” has been produced by social organizations, such as indige-
nous NGOs, that can provide at least some protection for sources publish-
ing critical news. Countries with century-old traditions of freedom of 
information legislation may also still face similar challenges in terms of 
access to data for journalistic purposes compared to countries with fairly 
new legislation (Appelgren and Salaverría 2018).

Global, national, and local obstacles are making data journalism a 
practice that cannot be taken for granted. Research has shown that jour-
nalists and newsrooms in Western democracies are struggling to allocate 
sufficient resources to develop the expertise needed to carry out data 
journalism. Furthermore, access to relevant quality data is still one of the 
core challenges for data journalists, with Freedom of Information Acts 
serving as important tools for journalists. Yet the challenges facing news 
publishers and data journalists in the southern hemisphere may be much 
bigger, even insurmountable. Journalists in the Global South, as focused 
on in this book, may face circumstances where authorities are not only 
restricting access to relevant data but even censoring, imprisoning, or 
killing journalists who try to access and report data in an unfavorable way. 
The situations can vary widely in different contexts and over time, but 
there may also be some recurring patterns. In most Arab countries, the 
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justification of “national security” is used to ban certain kinds of news 
and restrict the release of information to the public, even when no real 
threat is involved. In Africa, available data is often flawed for institutional 
reasons, such as a lack of resources, which presents an inaccurate picture 
of society (Jerven 2013; Lindén 2013). The governments of some coun-
tries also intentionally paint a rosier picture than what is really the case. 
In Tanzania, the collection and distribution of data that is not approved 
by the country’s chief statistician is a criminal offense; the scrutiny of its 
economic and social data has been criminalized because alternative infor-
mation reveals a very different state of the economy and social life than 
the one presented by public sources. In Central America and Mexico, 
journalists publishing data on, for instance, crime and corruption jeopar-
dize their safety. However, getting access to information is only part of 
the job. Quite often, data needs to be obtained from a number of differ-
ent sources. More often than not, the process of cleaning the data and 
making it useful for data analysis is both time-consuming and expensive 
(see e.g. Kulkarni et al. 2016).

This book, Data Journalism in The Global South, edited by Bruce 
Mutsvairo, Saba Bebawi, and Eddy Borges-Rey, contributes to advancing 
the data journalism field and extending the geographical gaze beyond that 
with which many of us are familiar. For readers with some knowledge 
about data journalism in the western hemisphere, the empirical findings 
from the Global South may ring a familiar tone: journalists struggling to 
gain access to data or not feeling literate in math and statistics. However, 
other conclusions point to a more specific context, such as the lack of 
training and money, which means data journalists have to rely on Western 
donors such as Google News Lab, Voice of America, and World Bank 
Institute. This opens the door for a discussion on the impact of Western 
ideals on local journalism, and, as Relly and Zanger (2017) have shown in 
their research on support for journalists in Afghanistan, news media work 
is prone to “capture” by a variety of actors outside media organizations. 
Despite this gloom and the many obstacles to the development of the 
genre, this book’s authors have managed to find several successful cases of 
data journalism, for instance from Malaysia, Kenya, and Argentina. In the 
Middle East, Qatar-based Al Jazeera is one of the pioneers; Caixin 
Visualization Lab in China is another interesting case that is explored in 
detail by Roselyn Du. In the Philippines, data journalism is well estab-
lished in the leading newsrooms. As Ilagan and Soriano show in their 
study of four of the most established and oldest news organizations, 
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Filipino journalists have come a long way in telling stories through data 
despite limitations, such as a lack of resources.

Collaboration is a key feature of data journalism, which has become a 
global community. One example is the data from the Panama Papers, 
which has also been prominently used by African journalists. According to 
Last Moyo, the Papers show the revolutionary capacity of data to trans-
form investigative journalism. Journalists all over the world managed to 
expose the illicit financial flows and tax havens used all over the region. 
However, in other contexts, authors have only been able to refer to the 
potential possibilities or slow emergence of data journalism since the data 
and professional capacity are just not there, even when collaboration is 
offered. It is fair to say that in most newsrooms data has not transformed 
the practice of journalism, and data’s impact could rather be discussed in 
terms of imagined affordances; that is, how it could potentially disrupt 
journalism (Nagy and Neff 2015).

This book harmonizes with the ambitions of our own work in other 
editorial contexts. Firstly, with the other members of the editorial team of 
Digital Journalism and in his capacity as its editor-in-chief, Oscar Westlund 
has actively worked towards improved diversity in the composition of the 
editorial board as well as in the articles being published. One strategy for 
achieving this has been to commission special issues that explicitly call for 
papers from all corners of the world as well as areas from which less high-
quality research has been published in the past (c.f. Westlund 2018). 
Secondly, and related to the first, Ester Appelgren and Carl-Gustav Lindén 
(together with Arjen van Dalen) will be finalizing in 2019 their guest edit-
ing of a special issue for Digital Journalism entitled “Data journalism 
research: Studying a maturing field” with the aim of expanding the data 
journalism research field by encouraging articles that broaden the theo-
retical, empirical, and geographic perspective on data journalism as one 
particular form of digital journalism. Thirdly, Roy Krøvel recently pub-
lished a co-edited book (with Mona Thowsen) entitled Making 
Transparency Possible: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue that brings together 
scholars and practitioners from different corners of the world to discuss 
the salient case of investigative data.

Geographically, there is a lack of systematic comparative research and 
studies mapping how data journalism is practiced in regions like Africa, 
Asia, Central and South America, and Russia, where data journalists might 
face not only data scarcity or state control over information but also the 
insecurity that seeking data could pose a threat to their lives. Our ambition 
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with this chapter is to draw on our previous and ongoing research and 
editing endeavors related to data journalism. The next section will discuss 
and define data journalism. Thereafter, we will review and discuss the 
developments of research into data journalism in non-Western contexts. 
This will set the stage for determining the value of the contributions in 
this book. Research into data journalism, especially in non-Western societ-
ies, has repeatedly been framed and/or discussed in terms of the many 
challenges involved.

Setting the Stage: What Is Data Journalism?
What do data journalists actually do that sets them apart from other 
professionals in the newsroom? In recent years, data journalism has 
become an umbrella concept for forms of journalism previously labeled 
as computer-assisted reporting (CAR), online journalism, and data-
driven journalism (DDJ)—see for example Usher (2019, p. 72)—while 
a new addition, computational journalism, has been established mostly 
in academic circles (Coddington 2015; Stalph and Borges-Rey 2018). 
Journalists themselves do not necessarily perceive analyzing data as 
something new (Rogers 2011), albeit the extent and ways in which they 
do so obviously vary. Rather, the development of emerging and easy-to-
use tools for collecting, analyzing, and presenting data has sped up the 
process of working with large data sets compared to before (Appelgren 
and Nygren 2014). In their editorial setting, these technological 
advancements and others have revived debates about journalistic bound-
aries and journalism as a profession (Carlson and Lewis 2015; Carlson 
2017; see also Eldridge et al. 2019). However, what ultimately makes 
data journalists stand out are not the data-driven large-scale journalistic 
projects with an emphasis on new technological possibilities, but rather 
the stories that can only be told with the aid of data, where journalists 
uncover connections that could not have been found using analogue 
journalistic methods.

As Sambrook (2018) and others explain, digital communication tech-
nology has given rise to large global networks of journalists cooperating 
on specific investigations—sharing information as well as technological 
know-how. There are many reasons why journalists from the Global South 
have played important roles in global collaborations. On the one hand, 
important leaks and revelations of illicit financial flows have come from tax 
havens and corporate havens in the Global South. On the other hand, a 
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number of leading politicians and personalities found to be involved in 
illicit financial flows have come from countries in Africa, Asia, or Latin 
America. Cooperation across borders has proved to be invaluable for gain-
ing access to information as well as being able to analyze and understand 
the meaning of massive data leaks.

When interviewing data journalists, a researcher may find that there is 
resistance to the term big data in relation to journalism. This is because 
data journalists around the world tell stories based on rather small data 
sets and use basic statistical analysis to keep the stories accessible to their 
sometimes less data-literate audience (see e.g. Anderson and Borges-Rey 
2019). Very few newsrooms have the resources and institutional capacity 
to involve hardcore computer and data scientists or specialists in analytics 
and analysis (c.f. Ferrer-Conill and Tandoc 2018; Zamith 2018) in their 
daily practices. Thus, the time spent on epistemic practices such as gather-
ing, verifying, refining, and analyzing data can be rigorous (Ekström and 
Westlund 2019), but these processes are often highly innovative, in par-
ticular when obtaining access to data (Appelgren and Salaverría 2018). 
Actually, a key characteristic of data journalists is that they develop unique 
data skills and knowledge about data. Furthermore, even if they are one-
of-a-kind in the newsroom, they most often work in teams. These teams 
can be permanently installed in the organization as so-called data desks, 
but they also appear as temporary working groups, where journalists and 
technologists are put together in their different roles to work on certain 
data-intense projects together. By extension, it is worth noting that such 
coordination among journalists and technologists has become increas-
ingly common. It was first identified in empirical studies of mobile media 
(Westlund 2011) and blogs (Nielsen 2012) and has since also been stud-
ied in relation to overall media innovation and organizing (Westlund and 
Krumsvik 2014; Chua and Westlund 2019; Cornia et al. 2018) as well as 
more specifically to areas such as web analytics (Belair-Gagnon and 
Holton 2018) and news personalization. In Global Teamwork: The rise of 
collaboration in investigative journalism, Sambrook (2018) explains how 
global mutual aid networks of journalists are changing investigative jour-
nalism by facilitating cooperation across borders. These global collabora-
tions have had a significant impact on politics in many non-Western 
countries.

Studies have furthermore found that a constant need for skills develop-
ment, as well as a need for recognition from peers (Appelgren 2016), is 
evident among data journalists, and in the European and US context, 
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journalists interested in data journalism are therefore connected through 
social media, using resource sites and meeting up at dedicated data jour-
nalism conferences such as The National Institute for Computer-Assisted 
Reporting (NICAR) arranged by the US organization Investigative 
Reporters and Editors. There is a mentoring culture, where more experi-
enced data journalists help out, and by doing so, they develop specific 
values and ideals that indeed challenge traditional journalistic boundaries 
(Appelgren 2016).

During the last decade, several awards have been created to celebrate 
the work of data journalists, for example the Global Editors Network Data 
Journalism Award, the Investigative Data Journalism Awards and the 
Nordic Data Journalism Awards (Appelgren 2018). While some scholars 
have used such awards to identify interesting cases for further study, there 
is also a more critical scholarly debate about the innovativeness in pub-
lished data journalism (Zamith 2018, 2019; Appelgren 2018).

A related concept to data journalism is data-driven news work. This 
can cover many things, but most importantly, it refers to the use of met-
rics and analytics to predict audience behavior and optimize the offering 
of media companies (c.f. Carlson 2018; Zamith 2018). Complex data 
models of readers are used to analyze, for instance, why they pay for news 
online and, more importantly, what sort of topics and framing turns 
them into loyal subscribers. These systems support decision-making and 
steer newsrooms towards certain types of news reporting. It is not 
uncommon for data journalists to sometimes engage in moonlighting, 
that is, working with corporate audience metrics, mainly because they 
know how to work with data. Furthermore, within this context, data 
journalistic projects seem to be driving user engagement, thus improving 
the business model of news media. On the fringes of journalism, citizen 
journalists and activist journalists have used digital media to disseminate 
information and videos of events that again have sparked interest from 
legacy media.

Data Journalism in Non-Western Societies

Data journalism has become a global phenomenon that cannot be fully 
grasped within a national context, and research needs to broaden the 
geographical scope (Cheruiyot et  al. 2019). Few studies have taken a 
comparative perspective or studied data journalism beyond the Western 
world, but there are exceptions. Uskali and Kuutti (2015) carried out a 
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study in six countries, and Felle (2016) interviewed 26 participants from 
17 countries in Europe, the Americas, Australasia, and Africa. However, 
their focus was still on Europe, North America, and Australia, with no 
African journalist quoted. In Making Transparency Possible (Krøvel and 
Thowsen 2019), several authors discuss their experiences from global net-
works of journalists that teamed up to reveal illicit financial flows. Examples 
are drawn from Syria, Armenia, South Africa, Guatemala, and elsewhere. 
McKune explains how investigative journalists learn from each other to 
protect themselves from dangers and potential violence (McKune 2019). 
Fadnes explores how the international publication of the Panama Papers 
stories could affect the safety of data journalists in one of the node coun-
tries, in this case Guatemala (Fadnes 2019). Krøvel underlines the impor-
tance of working on inter-disciplinary teams that include auditors, 
economists, lawyers, and social scientists in addition to computer scientists 
and journalists.

In this book, the chapters are mostly empirical and based on case stud-
ies. Similarly, in the forthcoming special issue of Digital Journalism, Data 
journalism research: Studying a maturing field, guest edited by Appelgren, 
Lindén, and van Dalen, a selection of national case studies reflects on the 
development of data journalism across the globe. A common denomina-
tor for the studies included in the Digital Journalism special issue is thus 
that data journalism, as Porlezza and Splendore put it, has not yet taken 
the news outlets, or at least legacy media, by storm. Furthermore, regard-
less of the geographical location and media system, data-driven practices 
often come with new relationships with actors outside of journalism, and 
frictions that occur between outsiders’ goals and traditional journalistic 
notions of gatekeeping have the potential of introducing non-traditional 
practices into mainstream journalism (Cheruiyot et al. 2019).

Similar to data journalism work in Western news media, news stories are 
often based on government data. Because the population of data journal-
ists is typically small at the national level and data journalism education by 
journalism schools is still in its infancy, skills development is a rather soli-
tary activity, and educational resources are often found in Anglo-American 
journalistic settings. In this Italian study, the authors find that ideas and 
values adopted by Italian data journalists originate from the Anglo-
American journalistic culture, where most notably the norm of objectivity, 
but also the view on open source, networked journalism, and computing 
culture, for example, differ significantly from the Mediterranean journal-
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ism culture (p. 12). However, by comparing the data-journalism periph-
eral actors in Europe and Africa, Cheruyiot, Baack, and Ferrer Conill 
(2019) concluded that African actors consider their local and national ori-
gins when adopting practices of data journalism. In a study of how the 
audience was constructed in the production of British data journalism arti-
facts, Anderson and Borges-Rey (2019) identified a tendency to be driven 
by telling a story about the truth of the world or trying to be truthful. In 
contrast to studies of data journalism in the Global North, Lewis and Al 
Nashmi found in the Arab region that journalists struggle with freedom of 
expression limited by official policy and social expectations of loyalty rein-
forced by religion.

Expertise As an Opportunity for the Future of Data 
Journalism

Data journalism, with notable exceptions such as Pro Publica, is still a 
genre that is typically performed by small teams or single dedicated report-
ers without formal training in programming, statistics, or data science. 
The access to free or cheap easy-to-use software for analytics and visualiza-
tion, an abundance of instructional online tutorials, and openly available 
public data have opened up a path to DIY data journalism. These resources 
are also available to people in poorer countries, but the performance of 
data journalists relies on specific expertise.

Journalism studies and digital journalism studies have generated numer-
ous inquiries into and debates about the expertise of journalists as opposed 
to other actors in the field of producing and distributing information. 
Many scholars have taken their point of departure in the sociology of pro-
fessions or boundary work. Journalists form an occupation composed of 
journalists with distinct expertise, and they often seek to maintain control 
over their body of knowledge and its application in news work (e.g. 
Carlson and Lewis 2015). Expertise is central to journalistic authority 
(Carlson 2017) and has been conceptualized as a key tenet in early works 
in the field (Lewis and Westlund 2015; Westlund and Lewis 2017). More 
generally, while arguing for a knowledge-based view (KBV), Grant (1996) 
discusses how both explicit and tacit knowledge are important for all orga-
nizations in order to maintain a competitive edge. Moreover, he argues, 
organizations cannot expect all of their employees to know everything; 
thus, specialization is important. However, this also requires coordination. 



xxx  EXPECTATIONS, CHALLENGES, AND EXPERTISE: THE IMPORTANCE…

While news publishers have previously established barriers between certain 
groups of specialists, they are nowadays often working towards facilitating 
coordination.

There are multiple ways to distinguish between different forms of coor-
dination. First, we may distinguish between coordination among actors 
internally situated in the organization, such as journalists, business people, 
and technologists (Westlund 2011), and second, we may also distinguish 
between coordination among journalists and external social actors with 
whom they coordinate to produce and publish their products or services, 
such as representatives for web analytics (Belair-Gagnon and Holton 
2018). Third, we should also acknowledge and study informal and formal 
collaborations with external stakeholders, such as civic tech companies 
(Baack 2018). Fourth, practitioners and scholars should explore cross-
cultural coordination across borders.

Ultimately, issues surrounding expertise are closely connected to epis-
temology, which refers to the study of knowledge: what we know, how we 
know, and how knowledge is justified (Ekström and Westlund 2019). 
Through an epistemological lens, one core question relating to expertise 
has to do with the sort of knowledge needed to produce high-quality news 
and how data journalism changes which knowledge is needed. Another is 
related to the truth claims made. “Journalists can articulate truth claims 
about event referring to their own expertise, or pass truth claims made by 
sources” (see e.g. Ekström and Westlund 2019). Carlson (2019) discusses 
how the rise of automated journalism, just like for photojournalism, has 
fueled debates about mechanical objectivity.

In Making Transparency Possible, the authors find that research on digi-
tal investigative journalism lags several years behind digital developments 
in journalism. This would appear to be particularly true for many non-
Western countries. However, digital journalists in non-Western countries 
tell stories that highlight the need for future research. In South Africa, the 
independent investigative journalists of AmaBhungane have found ways to 
finance high-quality investigative data journalism using digital platforms 
to build a community of supporters. It seems that AmaBhungane has suc-
ceeded in building “critical mass” of local experts who are able to adapt 
digital investigations to local needs. As Anya Schiffrin explains, much 
more research needs to be done on how digital journalism is being financed 
in Africa and how sources of finance facilitate and influence journalism 
there (Schiffrin and Powell 2019).
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In Colombia, indigenous activist/citizen journalists have formed 
tightly knit online and real-world networks that operate inside indigenous 
organizations to cover indigenous issues and indigenous struggles. In 
conflict-prone areas such as the Cauca region of Colombia, journalists 
depend on organized civil society to be able to investigate and disseminate 
information. The current level of organization among indigenous activists 
and communicators could not have been reached without digital commu-
nication. A large number of indigenous experts in digital communication 
have facilitated the emergence of wide-reaching digital networks that con-
nect organizations and indigenous journalists. In such cases, it would 
seem that data analysis and digital publication play less of a role than digi-
tal communication. Digital communication between indigenous and 
activist journalists makes it possible to effectively organize across commu-
nities and regions. The interplay between social organizations and emerg-
ing digital journalism begs more research.

Social organizations provide some protection for journalists in coun-
tries and regions where governments are not able or willing to defend free 
speech and free media. Safety concerns are affecting investigative journal-
ism in general and hinder journalists from fully taking advantage of the 
potential of digital data analysis. The interplay between the threats and 
violence that journalists are facing and the developments in digital journal-
ism should also be looked at more thoroughly. In this book, we get a 
glimpse of the status of data journalism in terms of the interplay between 
the development of expertise and knowledge surrounding data journal-
ism, legislation, political climate, and the norms inside the newsrooms.
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