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Introduction
Today’s news increasingly plays at an international level. Our interconnected and
globalized world has caused the debate about democracy, ecology, finance and
peace to transcend borders, more than ever. Unfortunately, while large chunks of
power have shifted towards the supranational, mainstream political debate (and
journalism) hasn’t kept up.
Today, German news is still made by Germans. What Italians discuss passionately might be
completely missed in The Netherlands. And Estonians have little idea about the sensitivities
behind the hottest political issues in France, and vice versa. The EU, while very powerful on a series
of issues, continues to be an archipelago of different discourses, and this lack of perspectivediversity in newsrooms, often leads to misguided and biased – however well-intended – journalistic
narratives.
This booklet is a result of the Summer 2020 Project, which was funded by Stars4Media. A mobile
unit of journalists traveled through pandemic Europe in June and in August, visiting Berlin, Paris,
Rome, Warsaw, Prague and Vienna – as well as many places between. The project had two specific
goals. The first was to find new ways of collaborating across borders to increase awareness and
quality. The second was to produce intellectual and narrative storytelling about some of the
journalistic issues that challenge the European Union today.
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Introduction

In this booklet, we focus on
the collaboration.

This small booklet does not

This booklet focuses on small

contain magic bullets.

journalistic collaborations.

Over the course of the summer of 2020,
we have devised an eight-step-method
to make collaborative journalism work.
Here it is published for the first time.
We hope it can help other young or
experienced reporters to collaborate and
navigate the challenges that come with
different backgrounds, long-distance
professional relationships, non-native
language discussions and different
political, journalistic and cultural
Bildung. We also will pay attention to the
tremendous opportunities and merits
that come from a certain diversity.

Ultimately journalistic collaboration
will boil down to the quality and
professionalism of specific human
relations. Without a certain chemistry,
projects can fail quite gloriously. But this
booklet can prove to be an essential and
revealing read for small groups that wish
to work together, rather than against
each other. It attempts to draw lessons
from the specific challenges of one
experienced mobile unit of journalists
from different countries.

Larger collaborations between editorial
floors and investigative journalists have
grown popular in recent years. Networks
such as the International Consortium
of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ) have
revealed details about international
finance and corruption. But small
collaborations remain rare and are a
source of great journalistic wealth. A few
reporters in different countries chainlinking their work, can create meaningful
contributions to discourse and empathy
across borders. Especially in these times
of a global pandemic, where media and
people are largely locked behind state
lines, long term journalistic collaborations
could prove essential to the depth of

Project Goals

Before leaving on a first trip to Western Europe (BerlinParis-Rome) in June, we set our goals for the summer.
What follows in this chapter is a description of our
ambitions, written in May, capturing what was to follow
in the summer months.

We will combine journalists of established editorial
floors with freelancers who work for some of Europe’s
best media outlets, including data journalists. This will
lead to coverage of the continent in crisis from a panEuropean perspective, instead of a series of isolated
national ones. We believe that this perspective is
currently lacking in media.
The goal of this project is to set up a cross-border
collaboration of journalists from different EU member
states that cover European affairs in an innovative way.
It is our aim to build a collaborative team of journalists
that will travel together and collaborate online, to
improve their skill sets, while producing high quality
multilingual journalism that resonates with audiences
in different European countries. Kicking off a new
sustainable method of journalistic collaboration, this
project plans to report on the consequences of the
covid-19 pandemic for the European Union in the
summer of 2020.

Who We Are
We are young journalists and organisers who work for
different media across the continent and who are used
to travelling for cross-border cooperation. In March
of this year, when our countries all went into lockdown
and national borders became a reality within Europe, we
decided to set-up Skype-meetings. The question was: what
now? How to make collaboration sustainable? And very
specifically, how to cooperate in pandemic times?
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Who We Are

A few individual journalists that would travel Europe and work together closely,
reached out to Are We Europe, a Brussels-based organization that produces the
first magazine for European ideas and has developed an expertise on borderless
journalism for the next generation of storytellers. Here we’ll introduce the
members of this project.

Olivia Kortas

Johannes De Bruycker

Kasper Goethals

Coen Van De Ven

Kortas is a team member who has
worked as a Poland-correspondent for
years now. She writes for a vast majority
of media including Die Zeit in Germany
and Der Standard in Austria. She was
fundamental during those online
brainstorm sessions when it came to
challenging biases or calling out the
stereotypes that keep popping up in
Europe, especially in times of crisis.

Then there was Johannes De Bruycker
from Ghent. Who, photographer,
takes a more visual look at Europe.
He was intrigued by the visible way
the continent changed. Whereas the
writers focused on political trends, De
Bruycker immediately realised that
Europe would look fundamentally
different while travelling through it.

Goethals called in from Brussels, where
he works for De Standaard as a feature
writer who travels the world. Just before
our online brainstorm sessions, he had
revealed how the EU headquarter of the
European Council was constructed by
undocumented migrants who were not
even paid.

The fourth member comes from
Utrecht and is Coen van de Ven. He
works for the Dutch weekly De Groene
Amsterdammer where he combines
political longreads with investigative
journalism. He writes about
disinformation from Russia and public
debate in times of algorithms, bots and
online polarization.

Who We Are
We believe Are we Europe is a trusted
partner for the dissemination of the
project. Helping spread the stories, build a
network and provide possible frameworks
to continue the Summer 2020 collaboration
in the future. Are We Europe believes that
our continent consists of a rich patchwork
of cultures and identities. Europe is more
than Brexit, Brussels and breaking news. Are
We Europe covers only the most original,
unexpected, and underreported stories
from every corner of the continent. It also
focuses on being critically constructive:
Euro… crisis. Migrant… crisis. Democratic…
crisis. Are We Europe offers constructive
critique and sensible solutions to the
problems the continent is facing. Finally
the organization specializes in journalism
an increasingly connected world. National
divisions are a reality, which mainstream
media reflects only too well. But many of us
live, love, work and travel across borders. Are
We Europe reports on the people, places
and politics that we have in common.
With such different backgrounds,
specialisations, genders and media, it was
our goal to get a grip on the political trends
that we saw moving as a result of corona.
To answer the complex questions we had
asked ourselves, it was fundamental to not
only interview our own national leaders or to
travel with the eyes of an outsider to other
countries within the union. We needed all of
those eyes in one trip from North to South
and from East to West.

We made it our aim to build a collaborative
team of journalists that would travel
together and collaborate offline and online.
Meanwhile improving skills and producing
high quality multilingual journalism that
resonates with audiences in different
European countries. In order to cover the
continent in crisis from a pan-European
perspective instead of a series of isolated
national ones.
The weekly meetings turned into
journalistic trips. One at the beginning
of the Summer that went from North to
South, from Berlin via Paris to Rome. And
a second trip towards the end of Summer,
which shifted the focus to the East: Warsaw,
Prague and Vienna.
Besides writing longreads and capturing
a historic moment for Europe, it was the
goal from the start to develop a method for
cross-border cooperation, to find ways to
structure brainstorm sessions and deliver
journalism with a truly European scope.
Questions on the future of the EU cannot be
answered by one single editorial floor or by
one single journalist. In order to meet future
needs, European journalism must provide
international and multi-layered answers
to the most urgent questions. A project
like this provides a solution by combining
honest field reporting from different
perspectives gathered in different countries.
This is not only in the public interest, it is
also innovative, interactive and could help
tackle the problem of distrust in media and
the challenge of understanding European
politics.

Who We Are

We set out to find answers to complex questions by
putting different journalists from different worlds in one
mobile editorial floor. European journalists are used to
competing for the same story and thereby often miss
the bigger story.

We believe there is a future in collaboration, to address
national biases, to create more informed reporting and
to bring pressing European issues to new audiences,
with attractive narrative storytelling. We travelled
Europe to describe it changing, to speak with its
sharpest thinkers and placed it against a background
of a continent struggling with a virus. That story cannot
be seen from one region or from the perspective of one
single member-states.

Those regions and places are interconnected, they all
together form one continent. And it is this continent
that we have described this Summer in great detail.
Doing so required long discussions, reflection upon
what cross-border cooperation means and how different
Europeans can effectively cooperate. Those lessons were
important for us to write down, we hope that fellowEuropeans can build on it as well.

The Playbook
After the trips of the mobile unit had ended,
we devised and eight-step playbook for
future journalistic collaboration. It can be
used by other collectives just starting out, and
it will be our manifesto in future endeavors.
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The Playbook

01
Not just anybody
There are no rules for what constitutes a good
team. Groups can consist of members of
different ages, nationalities and gender – in
fact it makes them stronger. But it is essential
that there is a strong common ground about
the goals of the project. Before embarking
on a cross-journalistic collaboration, carefully
discuss the ambitions and backgrounds of each
member.
Friendship isn’t an absolute prerequisite,
although it does help a lot. Getting along very
well, however, is essential. While a collaborative project can still be completed with only
a minimum level of professionality, a longer
collaboration requires more. For a group to
be sustainable and successful over a period
of time, some trust and the ability to have fun
together is necessary.

The Playbook

02
Right and Wrong
There are different schools of journalism in
Europe. In northern member states such as
Denmark for example interview quotes must
be used in their exact wording, even if the
sentence is grammatically incorrect. While in
many other countries, such as Belgium, it is
okay to slightly alter spoken quotes for clarity
and rhythm.
It is important to discuss these small
differences and to agree on a code of ethics.
How to quote, whether to allow interview
subjects to alter quotes upon agreement, use of
anonymous sources, the degree of analysis and
opinion in a report. This will enrich the ethical
framework of each participating member.
These different schools of journalism coming
together forces a debate about the role of
journalism and an analysis of the ethics of the
profession.

The Playbook

03
Check your bias
(and privilege)
How do we write about others? Do we
catch the right tone to discuss groups that
none of us belong to? These are questions
that aren’t asked nearly enough in large
editorial floors across the European
Union. There is a large national bias in
reporting. When rule of law in Poland is
discussed, for example, it is often done so
by journalists that have rarely – if ever –
visited Poland. The same goes for yellow
jerseys in France, the umbrella movement
in Italy or the immigrant “ghettos” in
Denmark. This creates a lack of complexity
in the reporting. We tend to write and say
“Danes” or “Poles”, while we mean the
governments, not the people of these
countries.
Working together in a multibackground
group is a ‘gift that keeps on giving’ in this

matter. Even after years of collaboration,
the fact that participants feed from
different national media, cultures and
debates, will cause moments of discussion
and a more rich perspective on different
matters.
Striving for ethnic, national and gender
diversity – even in small teams of
journalists – will force everyone in the
group to produce better, more informed
journalism. It allows for a process of semiautomatic and constant reflection, within
the comfort zone of a collaboration. We
believe that diversity creates better, more
aware, journalists. People that are aware
– but not afraid – of their bias, simply
produce better journalism.

The Playbook

04
Come Together,
Right Now
Such diverse teams, with journalists
based in different cities across the
world, could risk drifting apart quickly.
It is quintessential for all long distance
relationships – whether professional or
personal – to fade without serious effort
to maintain the connection. This is also
the case for journalistic collaboration. We
therefore propose to meet regularly, both
online and in person (if the pandemic
and finances permit travel). Frequent
chats and brainstorm sessions can chain
a group together. As with any skill the
rule applies that mastering collaboration
requires (at least) one thousand hours.
If you are just setting up a collective
or collaborative group, it might help
to devise a strong format for weekly or
monthly get-togethers.

two hours, with schedules for discussion
already laid out before the start of the
video-chat. Usually this consisted of not
much more than a few drafted ideas
in a late night e-mail, but it would give
direction and quickly make us productive.

In our collaboration during the summer
of 2020, we found it helpful to schedule
morning sessions, at the very onset of
the work day. During the weeks before
reporting, we would meet on Skype twice
or thrice a week, at 8 AM and for one or

Especially in these pandemic times,
national narratives are very stubborn.
There is a whole set of online tools, pick a
few that work - not too many, because it
can become a drag - and keep in touch.

Also in periods between projects, it’s
important to still keep in touch. It’s good
to be creative here. We, for instance,
organize bi-weekly sessions where one
of the participants prepares a story –
about his or her work, or talks about
an interesting news event at home.
This makes for an unusual and high
energy start of each discussion and an
environment which can lead to new ideas
and eventually sometimes even new
future projects.

The Playbook

05
“Blank Piece of
Paper Sessions”
Another good advantage of collaboration is
the fertile ground it creates for innovation.
Collaborations outside the box, in new
environments, with different cultural
backgrounds, can spark new angles for stories,
new experiments of story-telling and new
topics to investigate and tackle.
In order to truly benefit from such
collaborations, it’s key to organise “blank piece
of paper sessions”. Not rarely these sessions
have brought completely new stories to our
team’s attention, which were easy to sell and
pitch later, because they were clever and highly
original.

The Playbook

06
Friends, Not Foes
In any liberal capitalist society, the media
field is built largely on competitive
models. This has many advantages,
different media push each other to dig
deeper. They compete for stories, which,
in a healthy democracy, leads to a fourth
estate that holds power accountable. This
is a good thing. However, competition
can also deprive journalists from the
opportunities of shared knowledge.
Generous journalistic collegiality can
have a multiplicator effect of reciprocal
benefit. This is why we are proponents
of small cross-border and cross-media
collaborations. Sharing sources,
knowledge, ideas and skills leads to faster
and more informed reporting.
This requires a certain agility of
approaches. Many journalists are
socialized in the competitive model. If

journalistic collaboration is to work, it
might need a change of mentality to
work, but it’s worth it. Essentially when
you sign up for collaborative journalism,
you sign up for an open sourced approach.
Your colleagues are no longer frenemies,
they are not your competition, they are
not running a race against you. This fight
is fought and won together, and it will
make for unique journalism. Discuss
regularly about how to help each other,
propose assertively to help and try to think
along with your colleagues, even if there is
no direct personal benefit in sight.

The Playbook

07
Together
The final outcome of journalistic
reporting can also benefit from working
closely together, but this is a tricky
part, because it is highly dependent on
different personalities. Whether you are
writing or editing for film, collaborating
closely during the process is one of the
most intimate professional experiences.
Because in storytelling, this is only
possible with a high degree of trust in
each other.
We usually do the writing of longreads
together and we regularly experiment
with different ways. It’s possible to write
together paragraph per paragraph, but it
is very hard and excruciatingly slow. More
doable is to divide topics amongst the
team members and then have one person
brush it together in the end.

Practically writing together means you
need to agree on a style book and lean to
share agency of a narrative. It’s hard to let
go of one’s pride in this matter, but it is
necessary to move forward. Some teams
only reach this level of close collaborations
after a few years of working together.
That’s why there is no shame in splitting
up the work and letting one person write
or edit the storyline. In this category one
rule is to be remembered at all times:
good communication makes good
collaboration. Talk this through.

The Playbook

08
Spread the Word
Perhaps the biggest and most important
benefit of collaboration is the fact that your
stories can reach bigger and more diverse
audiences. Collaborative journalism can lead
to the same story – or versions of it – to appear
in different languages and countries. As the
dissemination of your findings increases, so
does the societal and political impact. Eurowide stories reported by small teams reach
bigger audiences and also become euro-wide
articles.
This type of ‘spreading the word’ works for
both staff writers – who have to get their
publications to agree on collaborating with
foreign media, but can hopefully be convinced
with some of the arguments in this booklet –
and freelance journalists. Freelance journalists
that collaborate can also translate each other’s
stories to earn more money – apart from the
thrill of having a bigger impact.

Methods
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Methods

Methods during the
preparation
In one of our very first
to create a safe zone for
allow every member of
about their ideas and
of being rejected. Our
on a safe communication
atmosphere and
creative input during our
safe zone contributes
complete output. Our
and the very fact that the
Western, but also Central
countries are amongst
communication.

The playbook is a result
of constant reflection
and brainstorm sessions
over the course of the
summer. We have listed a
few of our lessons, before
and during the project in
this chapter. A frequent
communication in a safe
communication space
is a key element for a
successful preparation
period.

online meetings, we decided
each other which would
the project to speak openly
doubts without the fear
discussion and agreement
space improved the
increased the amount of
conversations. A defined
to a more colourful and
bleach photography essay
project did not only include
and Eastern European
the results of open and free

Very early in the
preparation process, we
established Skype
meetings with all team
members on three
mornings of every week.
We started our frequent
sessions two months before
we would hit the road.
This frequency leads to a
constant brainstorm
on our topics, our output
ideas, it allows doubts as well as interest into the very discussions that would fuel our research. We
could focus on one aspect of our research trip per session, if we felt time pressure or a strong priority,
amongst them the organisational parts such as camper rental or new ideas for photography. In the
research phase, a clear division of research according to own interests and specialisations combined
with an instant sharing of our results enriches each team members knowledge and work.
We agreed on three research most urgent challenges for Europe that we would follow during our
reportage trip: democracy, economy, and the climate crisis. We decided to split these topics up while
considering our most recent specialisations and interests. Kasper has reported on migration and
populism from several continents, he therefore used his contacts and his past research to get a grip
on the future of democracy in Europe. Coen investigated economical challenges throughout the EU
and therefore chose to focus on Europe’s economic challenges. Olivia has closely followed the energy
transition and climate change in Poland and has reported on it in the past. She therefore looked into
the topic of the climate crisis. Each team member worked within a shared document which featured
a list with interesting contacts and potential interview partners as well as a collection of “must reads’’.

Methods

We agreed on three research most urgent challenges for Europe that we would
follow during our reportage trip: democracy, economy, and the climate crisis. We
decided to split these topics up while considering our most recent specialisations
and interests. Kasper has reported on migration and populism from several
continents, he therefore used his contacts and his past research to get a grip on
the future of democracy in Europe. Coen investigated economical challenges
throughout the EU and therefore chose to focus on Europe’s economic challenges.
Olivia has closely followed the energy transition and climate change in Poland and
has reported on it in the past. She therefore looked into the topic of the climate
crisis. Each team member worked within a shared document which featured a list
with interesting contacts and potential interview partners as well as a collection of
“must reads’’.
The instant sharing of research results
and ideas helps each team member
to stay on top of things and keep an
overview. It prevents a divide between
writers and photographers, but on the
contrary develops red lines within the
project along which photography and
writing would intertwine.

The most urgent
challenges for Europe
that we would follow
during our reportage trip:
democracy, economy,
and the climate crisis.

In the phase of contacting sources, a
presentation of search results and a
feedback loop amongst each team member fills gaps in the research.
In the last phase before the research trip, we presented the key results of our
individual research to each other. Team members who did not focus on a certain
topic could enrich the contact lists by adding the knowledge from their own regions
and countries. Later, we went through the list of potential interview partners and
divided them amongst each other according to previous contacts and language
knowledge (e.g., Kasper would focus on the French speaking contacts, while Olivia
would reach out to the Polish speaking contacts).
A shared calendar allowed us to quickly react to proposed interview dates and times.

Methods

An individual preparation for the single interviews allows both an overlapping
basis of knowledge and special knowledge based on our home countries’
perspectives.
We prepared the interviews individually, even though we conducted almost every
interview with all team members.
This allowed us to have both an
overlapping knowledge, but to also
add extra knowledge during the
interview situation, for example
by mentioning perspectives that
had been picked up in our home
countries and media. Just before
walking into the interview, we would
An individual preparation
agree on a very rough structure.
for the single interviews
It allowed us to keep a natural
conversation flow, while being sure
allows both an
that the topics we need to talk about
overlapping basis of
will be coming later on.

Methods on the
Road

An interview situation with multiple
interviewers creates a special and
constructive atmosphere if the
interviewers’ techniques and talents
are clear and trust is established.

knowledge and special
knowledge based on
our home countries’
perspectives.

While we were initially worried that
three interviewers might overwhelm
our interview partners, we quickly
figured out that this format enhanced a rather relaxed atmosphere and enabled
us to have deep and special discussions that differed from the previous interviews
we read for our preparations. Ulrike Guerot in Berlin told us that she was worried
about the state of Europe and doubted her own activism, while she sounded
very optimistic in podcasts that were recorded just a few days or weeks earlier.
It was important for us to discuss our personal interview techniques in advance:
We understood that our team consists of a very empathic interviewer, a rather
aggressive interviewer and a more playful interviewer. We achieved to combine
the strengths of our techniques.

Methods

During reportage situations with more than one interview partner, we learned
to split up and do one on one conversations instead of leading a group
conversation. In situations like on the Mont Blanc and in the Rhine Valley, with
very enthusiastic or very worried interview partners, this allowed us to speak
both to the loudest and the rather silent people and gather a larger amount
of material. We strongly seek to establish a basis of trust amongst the team
members beforehand by talking about what the reportage element will stand
for and how it can be embedded in the
journalistic project.
The decision to establish a safe zone in
communication in the very beginning
of the project made open discussions
throughout the project possible,
before and after interviews. More than
that, it allowed small observations
to be expressed, be it the change of
architecture during our travels or a quote
we read in a book that correspondents
with one of our interview partners
arguments. We followed up on each
other’s ideas and came up with some of
the sentences we would later find back in
our journalistic results.

Sharing anecdotes
and observations
during the daily
routine sharpens
the journalistic
senses and prevents
thoughts to be
forgotten.

Putting reportage meetings and
interviews into perspective leads to a better atmosphere and result.
Week-long trips with multiple journalists from different countries who work for
different media outlets are challenging. A lot of input from the road and from
the interview partners will eventually blurry the focus of the research project,
especially if the project is rather broadly defined. Taking time to read and to
discuss with each other how the recent inputs correspond to the bigger goal of
the project will keep the focus sharp and will provide a better and more creative
atmosphere.

Epilogue
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Epilogue

For five weeks our journalists have traveled Europe.
Everywhere they have found proof of differences and
commonalities. Seeing the perspective from the ground
and playing intellectual pingpong with partners and
journalists across Europe, has brought to life the huge
discrepancy between narratives and realities, that come
to life so quickly, when connections are lost.

More than ever the existential need for collaboration
has come to the forefront of journalism. More than
ever, we see how rare and fragile our collaborations
and partnership can be. Pan-European perspectives,
as liberal democracy, are proving to be hard-fought
experiences. That’s why this project has been incredibly
valuable.

This is what the pandemic risks doing to the European
Union, it cuts ties, closes borders, drives us apart. It
does so within countries, it does so between member
states. It unleashes competition that is not healthy
– we saw media compare mortality statistics as if we
were at war with each other – and it damages our very
understanding of our natural allies on the continent.

Epilogue

A basis has been
built for future
collaboration.
Not in a abstract way: this summer project has
a tangible effect. It is still leading to journalistic
publications across Europe and the world,
potentially reaching millions of people with
stories that challenge bias, open doors to
other perspectives and contribute to a better
understanding of “the Other”.
The discussions and participations between
this project’s journalists and partners have
slowly grown to become structuralized. We
are confident the collaboration will prove to be
sustainable, as new projects are already being
discussed. Sometimes these collaborations
can seem like mined fields, our eight-step
collaborative method has proven a solid
navigation tool to the other side.

Streams plunge down the mountain flanks into the
death bed of the Mer De Glace. The largest glacier
at the foot of Mont Blanc is dying and hundreds
o f t o u r i s t s c o m e t o w a t c h i t e v e r y d a y.

I n G e r m a n y, c o n s e r v a t i v e v i l l a g e s i n t h e R i e s l i n g - r e g i o n e m b r a c e
windmills without much help from Berlin. Their citizens receive
a p a r t o f t h e p r o f i t . ‘ We w a n t t o p r o t e c t n a t u r e , o u r h e i m a t , f o r
our children and grandchildren.’

There could be no existing monuments or famous faces on
the euro banknotes. Such choices would have resulted in
heated debates. That’s why our banknotes today show
fictional bridges. They symbolise cooperation.
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The power of
the virus is that
European taboos
like ‘transfers’
and ‘common
debt’ are not
no-go’s
anymore,
according to an
advisor to
Angela Merkel.
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The dreams of the EU-enthusiasts from the
90’s belong to the past. It’s the turn of a
n e w g e n e r a t i o n n o w. T h e i r E U i s n o l o n g e r
just an alternative for war. Their EU fights
against the climate crisis, for digital
p r i v a c y a n d m o r e e q u a l i t y.

S i l e n t l y, n e w b o r d e r s a r e b e i n g c r o s s e d .
Police and security forces in Austria and
Germany start to show their strength.
Cultural wars clog our timelines and shift
our attention from the real changes of
power.
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“It’s not entirely true that the
Polish love their coal. Nobody
can tell me that a miner loves
to go underground and be in
constant danger of losing his
life. If he is offered an
alternative, he will be happy
to do something else”, a
retired miner said.

Paris
Pra

The inequalities and prejudices
between the European centers and the
peripheries are growing in a painful
v e l o c i t y. ‘ T h e a n g e r y o u s e e o u t s i d e t h e
cities is the start of a middle class
renaissance’, said a French sociologist.
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