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“More than just shifting boundaries: informative activism and the
entanglements between data journalism and data activism from a
comparative perspective”

Abstract

This article sheds light on how the shifting boundaries between data journalism and data
activism challenge the newsmaking practices and the main actors involved. To pursue this main
aim the research focuses on two initiatives in which the contents’ production rests on two main
“boundary objects”: open databases and data-driven platforms. These two non-profit
foundations, in which data activism and data journalism overlap, are the Italian Openpolis and
the Spanish Civio. The results converge in bringing out from a comparative perspective a new
form of activism that captures the nature of collective actors constantly shaped by hybridity
dynamics, labeled “informative activism”. This concept represents a new lens able to broaden
the rhizomatic approach to the media ecosystem applied to journalism, including more
explicitly and systematically — but no less critically — the contribution of the data activism

realm and contiguous fields of action to the news network.

Keywords: Data Journalism, Data Activism, Informative Activism, Shifting Boundaries,
Boundary objects

1. Introduction

To what extent does an ever-evolving process such as digitalization foster the shifting
boundaries between (data) journalism and (data) activism fields? How about the consequences
of this process in terms of the development of (new) types of practices and (re)configuration
of relational dynamics between the actors involved? Moving from these broad research
questions — that characterize a prominent line of inquiry (see Ahva 2017, Baack 2018, Deuze
and Witschge 2020, Gray and Bounegru 2019, Milan and Gutiérrez 2015, Powers 2018, Russell
2016) - this article aims to shed light on the liminal spaces between data journalism and data
activism and how they challenge the conception of journalism as an ecosystem within the
rhizomatic approach (Anderson 2016). More precisely, this study considers not just new

models of the diffusion of news but focuses also on the contents’ production based on raw



public data and on the development of open databases, put in play by “newcomers” and their
impact on the growing ecology of news media (see Eldridge 2019, Holton and Belair-Gagnon
2018, Cheruiyot et al. 2019, 2021).

To understand how digital data-related practices (Mattoni 2017) trigger the redefinition of the
boundaries between data journalism and data activism fields of action, this research compares
two non-profit foundations characterized by the use and development of open datasets and
data-driven technologies which represent the bases for their news content production. The first
initiative is Fondazione Openpolis (OP hereafter), based in Rome since 2006. OP develops
digital platforms and employs open data to produce journalistic content and foster citizen
participation in monitoring actions. The second initiative under investigation is Fundacion
Ciudadana Civio (Civio hereafter), based in Madrid since 2011. Civio, whose first platform
facilitated access to public data even before FOIA, currently produces data journalism projects

and investigations still carrying out the fight against public and political opacity.

The article is structured as follows: Section 2 highlights previous research on the shifting
boundaries between data journalism and data activism, letting emerged the liminal spaces
between the two fields and presenting the theoretical framework. Section 3 introduces the two
initiatives under investigation and the qualitative comparative research design. Moreover, it
points out the different types of data gathered and the main method of analysis employed: the
Thematic Analysis. Section 4 presents the main findings discussing the core features of a new
form of activism, labeled informative activism, from a comparative perspective. Finally,

section 5 offers concluding remarks and potential directions for further research.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Starting from the major changes and challenges that affect the journalistic metamorphosis in
the digital age (see VVazquez-Herrero et al. 2020) — also reflected by the increasing rise of so-
called “X” forms of journalism (Loosen et al. 2020) — this study moves its path from two main
entangled debates: the shifting boundaries of the journalism field (Carlson and Lewis 2015,
Loosen 2015) and the resulting challenging relations between the heterogenous actors that
cross these boundaries (Chadwick and Collister 2014, Deuze and Witschge 2020, Lewis 2012),
in which are increasingly included activists and hackers (Eldrige 2017, Usher 2016). As a



result, some scholars speak about a reconfiguration of media power in the hybrid media

environment (Russell 2016).

As was already highlighted in the introduction, this study aims to grasp the interstitial spaces
— and related implications — specifically between data journalism (see Bradshaw 2014,
Coddington 2015, Gray et al. 2012), and data activism (see Baack 2015, Gutierrez 2018, Milan
2017, Schrock 2016) retrieving the origin of their entanglements and overlaps. More precisely,
this article employs two specific declinations of both concepts: data journalism is intended as
a process that counts several data-related practices as a “workflow”: respectively data
compilation, data cleaning, data understanding, data validation, data visualization, and article
writing, as pointed out by Veglis and Bratsas (2017). Data activism, instead, is considered a
form of activism through which “people engage politically with big data and massive data
collection [...] [that includes also] the various databases generated by governmental agencies
in their functions, and sometimes released as “open data”, as was framed by Milan and
Gutiérrez (2015, 120-121). Nevertheless this study adopts a broader conception of data, going
beyond the dichotomy that distinguishes “big” and “small” data (Mattoni 2021).

To achieve this goal the research moves its path from “hybrid thinking” on the basis of the
holistic approach theorized by Chadwick (2013, 2017). According to the author, hybridity
offers a powerful modality of thinking about media and politics: it rejects dichotomies and
looks instead at patterns of interaction that originate in “the flux, in-betweenness, the
interstitial, and the liminal”. Indeed this study adopts this approach to cast light on the liminal
spaces between data journalists and data activists, their practices, their logics (in terms of
technologies, norms, behaviors, and organizational forms), and their sensibilities (Russell
2016). The concept of “in-betweeners” of journalistic culture coined by Ahva (2017), follows
the same approach: the author re-conceptualizes the participation in journalistic practices and
defines the actors located close to professional journalists, going beyond the mere user-
generated content, due to their “greater role in the journalistic process”. Furthermore, Ananny
and Crawford speak about the “liminal press” as “a set of field-level relationships among actors
who may not self-identify as journalists but nonetheless define the conditions under which
news is created and circulates” (2015, 193). This concept has emerged investigating the role
played by news app designers within networked news production. The authors highlight how
these “interstitial” designers contribute to creating and sustaining “boundary infrastructures”

at the basis of the liminal press. Inspired by these existing concepts, this article focuses on the



interstitial role played by data activists that work inside the same hybrid initiative which
produces also data journalism content.

However, although the blurring boundaries between journalism and activism and its
implications constitute the object of study of a prominent line of inquiry (see Ahva 2017, Deuze
and Witschge 2020, Hamilton 2016, Heft and Baack 2021; Hepp and Loosen 2021; Lewis and
Usher 2013, 2014, Powers 2018, Russell 2016), just a few studies look — explicitly or implicitly
— at the entanglements and similarities between data journalism and data activism, letting then
emerge the liminal spaces between the two fields of actions (Appelgren and Salaverria 2018;
Baack 2018, Cheruiyot et al. 2019, Gray and Bounegru 2019, Milan and Gutiérrez 2015).
Starting from the research made by Baack titled “Practically Engaged”, the author shed light
on the proximity between data journalists and civic technologists by looking at facilitating
(intended as enabling others to take action themselves) and gatekeeping (intended as producing
and/or highlighting information that is deemed publicly relevant) as “interlocking practices”. *
Furthermore, the author considers freedom of information and transparency as
“complementary values and ambitions” for both actors.? Along a continuum between
facilitating and gatekeeping, Baack distinguishes among facilitators, translators,
experimenters, and normalizers: although the main differences rest on how these actors position
their work, in their professional self-understanding and in how they use data, they share the
same objective: empowering citizens with data (2018, 680).

Following the same line of inquiry, also Cheruiyot and colleagues (2019) shed light on the
entanglements that affect civic tech organizations and entrepreneurial journalism
organizations, pointing out different types of experiences and perceptions. Especially, the
authors distinguish between civic tech organizations that “think of themselves as merely
complementing, but not replicating or directly affecting data journalism” and entrepreneurial
forms of journalism “that blur the boundaries between data journalism and civic tech [...] hired
former members of civic tech organizations and some of them can be considered peripheral
themselves in the sense that they operate at the intersection between journalism and civil
society” (2019,1223).

Coming back to what Baack considers “complementary values and ambitions”, Appelgren and

Salaverria (2018) point out how access to public data represents a precondition to data

1 Baack considers civic technologists instead of data activists, defining civic tech as the technologies “developed
by non-profits, companies or governments themselves trying to make it easier for citizens to engage with their
governments” (2018).

2 In Journalism Studies scholars point out a shift from “rituals of objectivity” (Tuchman 1972) into new “rituals
of transparency” (Karlsson 2010).



journalism to the point of assimilating the effort to obtain these data to that of the practices
performed by (data) activists: “[...] journalistic strategies for accessing data, turning journalists
at times into activists fighting for the right to access public data” (2018, 986). Indeed, the fight
for transparency and for accessing public data — that frequently are not available — might
require the employment of specific tech skills that allow not just to retrieve data, but also to
create (open) databases. These databases represent the core element for the development of
data-driven platforms that enable not just internal monitoring practices but also external ones,
performed by a variety of actors. Adopting a critical perspective, this research aims to assess if
these “liminal practices” may be considered part of just data journalism or just data activism
or, instead, they may go beyond both fields.

An entry point to study these liminalities is represented by the proximity relations between data
activism and its “neighboring fields of action”, captured by Milan and Gutiérrez (2015) from a
“kaleidoscopic” and interdisciplinary perspective, which includes also Media and Journalism
Studies. Looking more in-depth at how scholars approach the paradigm shift of datafication
from the perspective of civil society, Milan and colleagues (see Beraldo and Milan, 2019,
Gutierrez 2018, Milan 2017, Milan and van der Velden 2016) focus on mutual shaping between
activism and data: this relation is perceived as a continuum between “pro-active” and “re-
active” practices along which activists position and reposition themselves and their tactics. Pro-
active activists “create, mobilize, solicit, appropriate, or crunch data in view of supporting
alternative narratives of the social reality, questioning the truthfulness of other representations,
denouncing injustice, and advocating for change” (Milan and van der Velden 2016, 67).
Instead, re-active data activists fight against massive data collection using encryption or
anonymity networks to curb monitoring practices performed by states and corporations. Both
pro-active and re-active forms of activism may achieve the same result: the creation and
implementation of a variety of technological platforms, considered by the authors “as objects
of intervention” (Ibid). In addition, according to Science and Technology Studies, we can speak
about “technology activists” (Hess 2005) or “hacktivists” (Jordan and Taylor 2004) as actors
related to technology-oriented and product-oriented social movements (TPMs). These actors
promote social change through the transformation of the technologies (or products) and policies
with which they are associated. Moreover, according to a new research frontier, it is possible
to frame the creation and development of technologies as outcomes of collective actions in
themselves (James 2015, Romanos and Sabada 2016, Weisskircher 2019).



Finally, the more explicit contribution to this emerging line of inquiry is made by Gray and
Bounegru (2019): the authors try to grasp how the study of data journalism practices —
assembling data public, making data differently and investigating datafication — “may enrich
and complement research on the repertoires of data activism” and how data journalism projects
“may constitute a site of collective inquiry, intervention, and involvement in cultures and
politics of data”.

Focusing on “assembling data publics”, the authors highlight the centrality gained by dataset
and data infrastructure: “Journalists do not only use data to tell stories. They also use datasets
and data infrastructures in order to facilitate various forms of interactivity, engagement,
participation, and collaboration”. This “databased centrality” in journalism was captured also
by Felle (2016) when he looks at how “digital watchdog” deals almost with digital data
reporting as an investigative tool. However, Gray and Bounegru make a step forward including
databases as a non-human actor in the repertoire of contention (Tilly and Tarrow 2006): “Like
the petition or the hashtag, databases can thus be considered as devices to assemble and
mobilize publics around issues”. Finally, they affirm how “Databases can become what Susan
Leigh Star calls not just “boundary objects” (Bowker and Timmermans 2016) but also
“infrastructures which assemble and hold together different communities with diverse
interests” (Grey and Bounegru 2019).

In sum, what Baack defines as “complementary values and ambitions”( i.e. transparency and
the freedom of information also in terms of access to public data), and what Gray and Bounegru
(2019) consider “boundary objects” (i.e. databases) represent the grounds for defining the

liminal spaces between data journalism and data activism realms.

3. Case studies and Method

Considering the previous research on this emerging topic as an essential starting point to be
expanded further, this study aims to assess the concreteness of these liminal spaces (or practices
or objects) through the comparative analysis of two emblematic initiatives in which the
boundaries between data journalism and data activism seem particularly blurred. First, the
Italian Fondazione Openpolis based in Rome since 2006. OP promotes not just projects for
accessing public data for increasing transparency and democratic participation but also

implements data journalism practices through the development of “data-driven platforms”



based on the open data chain.® Second, the Spanish Fundacion Ciudadana Civio (from 2022
just Civio), based in Madrid since 2011. Civio monitors public authorities and administrations
through data journalism investigations, and exerts pressure through advocacy actions,
operating also and almost as a media outlet.

The two initiatives have several common features, starting from the fact that both are non-profit
foundations. Focusing on their origin, both moved their path from a common idea of two people
with different skills: the Italian case originated from the effort of two friends and colleagues
joined by the open data culture. Additionally, one of them has advanced skills in the IT sector.
As regards the origin of Civio, it is traced back to a data scientist and an entrepreneur tied by
common interests and experiences related to the issues of transparency and public data. The
evolution of the two case studies is similar as well: both include overtime data journalism
practices tied to data activism, finalized to the production of their own journalistic content.
This “strategic” choice requires expanding and including different professional profiles, still
remaining small-size initiatives even with their own physical headquarters. Moreover, OP and
Civio were able during the time to develop thematic data journalism projects (this is the case
of Civio) and data-driven platforms (this is the case of OP), also reusable by external actors.
Tab.1 summarizes the main features of these projects and platforms, respectively 7 for OP and
8 for Civio. Looking at Tab.1, emerges that both case studies share a common effort in
monitoring power dynamics within public actors (e.g. Mappe del potere and Open Politici
made by OP; Quién manda by Civio), connecting data on public procurements (e.g.
Osservatorio Covid-19 by OP; Quién cobra la obra by Civio), and in fighting to obtain the
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) in Italy or for an advanced Transparency Law in Spain
(see Tu derecho a saber). *

[Tab.1]

Looking, instead, at the contextual elements, these two hybrid initiatives originate in two

countries tied to the same model of journalism, the Mediterranean-Polarized Pluralist Model

3 Within this article | adopt the concept of “data-driven platforms”, instead of using civic technologies (Baack
2018) to be more coherent with the case studies’ terminology: indeed “data-driven platforms” represents a good
balance between what OP defines as “data-driven web applications” and Civio calls “technologies” or “projects”.
4 Openpolis took part in the campaign Foia4ltaly in 2014: for more information on this campaign see foiaditaly.it
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(Hallin and Mancini 2004), characterized by low newspaper circulation, high political
parallelism, weaker professionalization, and strong state intervention. Additionally, a core role
in shaping the models of journalism is played by civil society organizations (Mattoni and
Ceccobelli 2018). Nevertheless, the two southern European countries diverge from the
experienced grassroots opposition: Spain has experienced massive mobilizations, instead of
Italy, in which protests are limited in intensity, numbers, and scopes (Mattoni 2017). Moreover,
Italy and Spain diverge in terms of the status of the digitalization process and ICT development:
Spain stands out for a high level, instead of the medium level of the Italian case, as highlighted
by the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) and by the OECD Digital Government

Index.®

Due to the several similarities between the two initiatives both at the micro and the macro
levels, this article employs a qualitative comparative case-study research design following the
“most-similar” approach, also known as the “method of difference” (Seawright and Gerring,
2008). Moreover, this approach is usually applied to understand or interpret specific cases
“because of their intrinsic value” (Ragin 1998). Indeed, comparing OP and Civio constitute
innovative research, due to the fact that there are no previous studies that compare these two
initiatives, and, even more crucial, there is no prominent line of inquiry that compares Italy and
Spain on this topic. Among the few exceptions, it is worth mentioning the study on data
journalism in Italy conducted by Porlezza and Splendore (2019) in which OP appears among
the selected case studies and it is classified as an example of data journalism and broadly
defined as a “data journalism agency”.® As regards Civio, in the analysis made by Magallon-
Rosas and colleagues (2017), it was defined not as a data journalism initiative but as a civil
society organization and a producer of civic technologies, as the other Spanish case studies
under investigation. Finally, for the Spanish scenario, it is necessary to mention the research
carried out by Appelgren and Salaverria (2018), in which the authors assess how legislation on
Transparency was shaping the practice of data journalism in Spain and Sweden, interviewing

journalists from newspapers, public television, and radio and some news start-up.

Considering all the previous elements which structure the comparative research design, this
paper aims to assess: (1) the motivations that foster the evolution of both case studies during
the time, (2) the role played by data-related practices at the basis of the development of open

5> For more details on DESI Index: see https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi. For OECD Digital
Government Index: see https://goingdigital.oecd.org/en/indicator/58
6 For an additional research on Openpolis as a single-case study: see Fubini (forthcoming)
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databases and data-driven platforms, and (3) the current phase of their evolution. Each

objective corresponds to a specific research question:

» RQ1:Why do OP and Civio include overtime journalist hallmarks?

e RQ2: What is the role played by (open) datasets and their evolution in data-driven
platforms?

e RQ3: To what extent the hybridization is internalized and how do OP and Civio define

themselves?

As regards data collected, the article relies primarily on evidence gathered during semi-
structured (n = 7), respectively with the initiators/developers (4), and journalists (3).” The
interviews with OP’s members were conducted online between December 2020 and November
2021.8 As regards Civio, the interviews were conducted face-to-face in May 2022. The
interviews have been complemented by the collection of documents mostly retrieved on the
main websites of the two foundations (such as internal reports, bylaws, manifesto, code of
ethics, and textual content within the “about us” section) and on the websites of the individual
platforms and projects (such as the textual content included in the homepage or in the section
“About” and whenever available, in the section “Q&A”).°

The choice to privilege the initiators as respondents, as well as the selection of specific
documents (such as internal reports and ethical charter) and the incorporation into the analysis
of specific websites and their sections, reflects the research questions and objectives presented
above. To this end, interviewees were asked about: the initial stages of both initiatives, the
major changes and challenges faced during the time, the main outcomes obtained, and the

relational dynamics with mainstream media.

As regards the data analysis, this study follows the Thematic Analysis (TA hereafter) as the
main method employed. TA fits well with the interdisciplinary theoretical framework that
characterized this research, offering an accessible and theoretically flexible approach for

7 For both case studies one of the two initiators is also the tech developer.

8 The 4™ interview was carried out one year after the others to collect up-to-date data on the development of the
different platforms: specifically on Open Parlamento and Osservatorio Covid-19.

® The sample of documents coded on MAXQDA counts: concerning OP, the bylaw that establishes OP as the
Foundation, https://www.openpolis.it/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Statuto-Fondazione-openpolis-
2019 05 21.pdf), the most comprehensive internal report released, “Impact Report 2019~
(https://www.openpolis.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Impact_Report2019_Fondazione_openpolis.pdf) and the
manifesto (https://www.openpolis.it/fondazione/manifesto/). As regards Civio, it includes the chart of ethics
(https://civio.es/nosotros/codigo-etico/), the “Impact” section https://civio.es/nosotros/impacto, and the most
comprehensive report tracking the major changes and challenges faced by Civio in the ten years since its creation
(https://civio.es/aniversario/).
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analyzing qualitative data. In practical terms, TA identifies, analyzes, and reports patterns
within data, through a recursive analysis that allows the emersion of “data-driven” codes and
“key” themes embedded in the empirical material, which represent the main units of analysis
(Braun and Clarke 2006, Nowell et al. 2017).

Following the main stages of analysis pointed out by Braun and Clarke (2006, 87), a
preliminary data analysis begins with the interviews’ transcription and their uploading as
separate files alongside the other documents and coded using MAXQDA software. According
to the “data-driven” approach (instead of theory-driven also eligible by TA), the initial codes -
and therefore the coding scheme — emerge directly from the empirical data. The coding process
includes also in-vivo codes and some of them become crucial during the stage of defining and
naming themes and subthemes (e.g. “self-defined as the watchdogs of the system”, “data
availability is not enough for data reuse”, and “perceived themselves as activists for
transparency’’). Then, creating clusters of codes allows the emersion of themes and subthemes
(e.g. “Developing platforms to overcome lack of public data”, “Adopting journalistic
hallmarks”, and “Central role played by data curation”). What follows is a revision stage based
on combining, refining, separating, or discarding possible themes and sub-themes. One crucial
example of the revision process is represented by the already mentioned “Developing platforms
to overcome lack of public data”. This theme contains two entangled elements: the institutional
lacks and the leading role played by data-driven platforms. Both reveal pivotal in pointing out
two key themes out of three, respectively: (1) “Overcoming lacks as the main mission”, (2)
“Developing open databases and data-driven platforms together with the production of
journalistic content, as the main strategy” (3) “Identities still in transition foster hybrid
performances”.1® Each theme grasps core features of OP and Civio grounded also in several
sub-themes, as synthesized in Tab.2. What follows is the presentation and discussion of the

results from a comparative perspective.

4. Findings

The data analysis enables the emersion of key features able to grasp the peculiar agency of the
two grassroots initiatives close to media and news as ecosystems. More precisely, the three key
features - depicted by themes and subthemes embedded in the empirical material - shed light

on how OP and Civio have been merging elements from data journalism and data activism

10 In Journalism studies the study of professional roles in recent years has shifted from role conception to role
performance (Mellado, 2015).
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firstly, to increase transparency and accountability of governmental institutions and public
actors and, secondly, to foster the reuse of open databases by external actors, such as
journalists, public servants or citizens.

The first feature defines the mission of the two initiatives: OP and Civio aim to overcome
primarily institutional lacks by acting as watchdogs. The empirical evidence suggests to
distinguish between three main types of institutional lacks: (i) lack of public data both
quantitatively and qualitatively (data availability issue), (ii) lack of transparency on relational
dynamics between public actors, and (iii) lack of political will in adopting or updating laws,
amendments, acts (e.g. Transparency law, FOIA). Finally, the adoption of journalistic practices
is tied to the awareness of both initiatives of a low diffusion of technical skills among both
Italian and Spanish journalists for data retrieval, analysis, and curation, and for development
purposes, consistently with some key features of the Mediterranean model of journalism
(Hallin and Mancini, 2004).

The second feature refers to the modalities followed by the initiatives to pursue their aim. The
empirical evidence suggests that OP and Civio may follow different (digital) “watchdog
strategies . (i) journalistic, (ii) advocacy, and (iii) development strategies. The journalistic
strategy consists in covering a specific issue through the production of news articles and
journalistic investigation, exerting indirect pressure on governmental institutions. The
journalistic watchdog strategy rests on data journalism. Instead, the advocacy strategy means
that the collective actors put direct pressure on institutions to make specific public data
available or to foster governments to adopt laws or specific amendments. The advocacy
strategy rests on (traditional) activism. Furthermore, both journalistic and advocacy strategies
rest on a pro-active data activism attitude, intended as the capacity of both case studies to
develop during time digital data-driven platforms and open databases (see Milan and
colleagues), which was coded as “development strategy”. To a large extent, both OP and Civio
might be considered also “tech activists” (Hess 2005) or “hacktivists” (Jordan and Taylor
2004). Moreover, these digital technologies represent not just an outcome of the watchdog
agency, but also they may be also re-used as reliable sources of open data by other actors such
as public servants, journalists, or other activists, as highlighted by some interviewees.

The third and last feature deals with their hybrid performance. The interviews' extracts and
specific documents collected (i.e. OP Impact Report 2019, Civio’s code of ethics and Report
for 10 years of activities) not only shed light on the motivations that prompted both case studies
to cross the boundaries between activism and journalism but also they reconstruct the hybridity

dynamics from a longitudinal perspective, identifying for both OP and Civio some “turning

11



points”. Indeed, the hybridization between data activism and data journalism took place in
several phases including crucial changes: (i) Make a shift from data availability to news
production (currently Civio makes exactly the opposite: the publication of the databases tends
to follow the publication of a journalistic investigation); (ii) Professional journalists’
recruitment; (iii) Website evolution for daily production of news content. These identities “in
transition” impact both internal perception and external recognition. Next, each one of these

findings is explored in-depth.

4.1 OP and Civio from a comparative perspective

Looking at Tab.2, the two actors share the same mission, and the same monitoring strategies,
and are characterized by hybridity dynamics that affect and define their performance. However,
an in-depth comparison between OP and Civio lets emerged not just the main similarities
between them but also sheds light on several differences that may be reconducted to both
intrinsic features of the initiatives and extrinsic elements ascribable to the countries’ context
and — at the broad level — to a fluctuant reconfiguration of media and news as ecosystems from
that move its path from the rhizomatic approach to media ecology (Anderson 2016).

Starting from their mission, both collective actors try to overcome the lacks left by
governmental institutions and public actors “acting as watchdogs” (Ettema and Glasser 1998,
Norris 2014, Tumber and Waisbord 2004). However, OP adopts a “watchdog rhetoric” more
explicitly than Civio, consistently with what Porlezza and Splendore called “critique and
control” (2019, 1242) to describe Italian data journalists’ attitudes. Looking at OP’s
documents, the term “watchdog” appears in the Impact Report 2019: “The independence, the
autonomy with which we carry out our work have allowed us to gain the credibility necessary
to be the watchdogs of democratic rules and institutions. We monitor power and carry out
campaigns to increase understanding and accountability of public decisions with initiatives for
transparency and civic mobilization.” (2019, 5). The same expression was adopted by
Interviewee 2, stating “we are the watchdogs of the system”. Civio, instead, does not directly
utilize the term, but defines itself on its website as “Journalism and action to monitor the
public”. Moreover, in the report realized in 2022, the initiators highlight the objective that
guides their actions: “We are committed to publishing our own rigorous and independent

information as a lever to open up institutions and their data”.!*

11 See footnote 9.
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This propensity to overcome lacks represents the main motivation that triggers the adoption of
(data) journalistic practices too, as highlighted by OP and Civio’s interviewees. OP team was
not satisfied with the narration done by other journalists who were using their databases or

platforms for producing their own analyses for news content.

“We realized that at the end of the day, very few people knew how to present these data,
even when we worked with the major newspapers [...] we were never satisfied with the
story they wrote [...] we devoted a lot of time to develop our website and therefore we
provided the editorial team with a publishing platform” (OP, INT002)

For Civio as well, incorporating journalistic practices seems first and foremost a necessity to
fill a gap not of governmental institutions in this case, but within the journalistic system, and

thereafter to implement the impact with lobbying actions:

“l have to investigate because if 1 don't investigate, nobody investigates because
journalists don't know how to use databases, so we are doing journalism and then [...]
if I know about the law's lacks, why shouldn't I go to court to do litigation?” (Civio,
INT001).

Additionally, for OP the awareness that the mere creation and provision of open databases does
not translate into their reuse triggers the process of hybridization of practices. Interviewee 1
said that data availability was not enough to trigger data reuse and to increase their social utility,
framing the adoption of data journalism practices as a reinforcement less than an overcome of

data activism attitude:

“So it became increasingly clear that to have any social utility, any impact, we had to
add to this work more and more a work of storytelling, of interpretation, of narration,
of data /.../ which would later be called data-journalism ” (OP, INT001)

In both cases, the mission to overcome lacks through monitoring actions moves its path from
high political parallelism and weak journalistic professionalization, typical of the
“Mediterranean - Polarized Pluralist Model” of journalism (Hallin and Mancini 2004).
Moreover, a key role is played also by “grassroots participation” (Mattoni and Ceccobelli,
2018), intended here as professionalized grassroots initiatives in which data activism shapes
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their agency. This conception of civil society organizations goes beyond citizen journalism and

alternative media and is definitely far away from user-generated content in mainstream media.

Looking at the differences in terms of applying the watchdog strategies, OP tends to overcome
institutional lacks by combing data activism-related practices, advocacy actions, and data
journalism practices in a more systematic way. On the contrary, Civio is inclined to elaborate
data journalism projects or exert pressure on institutions without combining them or exerting
pressure just after the journalistic investigation. This means adopting journalistic or advocacy
strategies separately, instead of combing them in a more entangled way. Interviewee 1 has

described “advocacy or activism” practices as consequences of journalistic investigations:

“At the end of the [journalistic] investigation is where the advocacy or activism [begin]
[...] the advocacy part comes out a bit from the investigations and is always directed

towards transparency, accountability [...]”” (Civio, INT001)

What the two initiatives have in common is the adoption of the “development strategy” based
on a pro-active data activism aptitude and shaped by the process of platformization (Bucher
and Helmond 2018, Gillespie 2010, van Dijck et al. 2018) and datafication (Hintz et al. 2018,
Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier 2013, van Dijck 2014). Moreover, all the data-driven platforms
and projects — summarized in Table 1- may be considered outcomes in themselves, as
highlighted by an emergent line of inquiry (see James 2015, Romanos and Sabada 2016,
Weisskircher 2019).

Nevertheless, the approach adopted by the actors to their platforms during the time represents
a crucial divergence between them: OP considers data curation as essential data-related practice
because allows OP to create and publish on openpolis.it daily journalistic content and allows
at the same time other actors to re-use the up-to-date platforms to perform their own
investigations. Conversely, Civio uses as the main platform its website, which has become
increasingly central after every single data-driven project flowed into civio.es. Moreover, Civio
seems to favor more specific journalistic investigations that require specific data retrieval,

instead of data curation on previous projects.

Looking at the third finding, the analysis lets emerged how OP and Civio follow a hybrid

performance, reinforced by the tension between internal perception and external recognition,
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In the case of OP, the reference to both fields as integrated parts of the same reality emerges
explicitly during the first interview. Interviewee 1 says that OP is characterized by “two souls”:
the editorial staff and the development unit. For Civio, this hybridity is well captured by the
following quote, in which interviewee 2 was outlining Civio's role in relation to mainstream

and independent journalism:

“The fact is that | couldn't really say where to place us, obviously we don't look like
either of them [...] we really want to be independent [...] Traditional journalism exposes
what is wrong but doesn't advocate for change. What we do is to go a bit further, we
lobby, but on issues that we well know” (Civio, INT002)

Finally, the analysis highlights some crucial differences in terms of external recognition.
Regarding OP, it is perceived more as a reliable data source for other actors than a news media
outlet in itself. The external actor may be other (data) journalists, citizens, and public servants
(as in the case of the reuse of data available on Open Parlamento), but also foreign universities,
as stated by interviewee 2.12 Civio, instead, is recognized not just at the national but also at the
international level for its innovative use of technology and its journalistic investigations. From
2016 all the awards are related to specific journalistic investigations, as reported in a dedicated

section on civio.es, called “Premios”. '3

[Tab.2]

4.2 Going beyond the hybridity dynamics: the lens of “Informative Activism”

The three main findings discussed above make it possible to grasp how the shifting boundaries
between the fields of action of data journalism and data activism have an impact on the agency
of certain collective actors, to the point of introducing and discussing a new conceptual tool,
labeled “informative activism” (Fubini, forthcoming), also from a comparative perspective.
This new concept depicts a type of activism in which journalistic practices, based on the flow
of (open) data and aimed at increasing the transparency of governmental institutions and public

actors, seem to be closely intertwined with the agency of grassroots actors. These collective

12 Both citations and cases of collaboration are listed in the press review section of Openpolis website:
https://www.openpolis.it/rassegnastampa/. For more details see footnote 9.
13 For more details see footnote 9.
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actors share some peculiarities with data activists (Milan 2017) and tech activists (Hess 2005)
due to the centrality gained by (open) datasets and data-driven platforms, which just partially
overlap with the concept of civic technologies (Baack 2018, Magallon-Rosas et al. 2017).
Informative activism diverges from just apparently similar concepts, such as “information
activism” (Halupka 2016) and “activist journalism” (Olesen 2008). “Information activism”
captures a form of political participation in which activists foster the consumption of news and
their sharing but do not consider the production of news content. As regards “activist
journalism”, the author highlights how investigative journalism has to be considered a political
act but exclusively within the boundaries of professional journalism. Moreover, both terms do
not refer explicitly to data journalism or data activism fields of action.

Finally, through the introduction of informative activism also from a comparative perspective,
this paper aims to overcome the limits around “hybridity” which represents a too blurred
concept in itself (Witschge et al. 2019), pointing out the mechanisms that seem to foster these
hybridity dynamics. Empirical evidence suggests that when we consider informative activism
initiatives we can distinguish between two main mechanisms, which represent at the same time
the key difference between OP and Civio: data journalism fosters data activism or vice versa.
In the case of OP are data journalism practices that foster the pro-active data-activism attitude.
OP has decided during the time to implement the use and re-use of its data-driven platforms
and the open databases incorporating journalistic practices based on the open data flow. Civio,
instead, is actually more inclined to data journalism and it is characterized by the opposite

mechanism, as highlighted by Interviewee 3:

“Imagine, on a theoretical level every journalist should be an activist for press freedom,
right? Or every journalist should be a free speech activist. We are activists of
transparency. This is the point [...] the type of journalism we do is journalism related
to transparency, we do not do any journalism, we do not address all the issues, what

we pursue is the transparency of the public [good]” (Civio, INT003)

Indeed, from this last quote emerges that data activism drives the production of journalistic
content. Although journalistic practices have become increasingly central in defining Civio's
role and also its external recognition, advocacy and activism attitude to fight for transparency
continue to characterize its identity.
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5. Conclusion

Based on a qualitative comparative analysis between the Italian non-profit foundation
Openpolis, in which the content production seems to be close to the newsmaking process, and
the Spanish Civio, which implements actions of advocacy and lobbying to increase the impact
of its journalistic content, this article grasps how the development of open databases and data-
driven technologies (re)shape and (re)define the boundaries between (data) journalism and
(data) activism fields of actions, introducing a new concept labeled “informative activism”,
also from a comparative perspective. This new concept depicts a type of activism in which
journalistic practices, based on the flow of (open) data and aimed at increasing the transparency
of governmental institutions and public actors, seem to be closely intertwined with the agency
of grassroots actors such as data activists (Milan 2017) and tech activists (Hess 2005). The
defining features of an informative activism initiative are captured by the key themes embedded
in the empirical data, which represent at the same time the main answers to the research
questions and objectives that have guided this empirical research: (1) “Overcoming lacks as
the main mission”, (2) “Developing open databases and data-driven platforms together with the
production of journalistic content, as the main strategy”, (3) “Identities still in transition foster
hybrid performances”. Moreover, the comparative analysis let emerged two main declinations
of informative activism: it may be data journalism that fosters data activism (as in the case of
OP), or vice versa, is data activism that triggers data journalism (as for Civio).

To conclude, it is necessary to present the main potentialities and limits of this research:
through the introduction of informative activism, this paper tries to grasp not just the complex
evolution that still characterized OP and Civio but tries to make a step forward from the two-
case studies’ perspective: although this methodological choice restricts the generalization of
the results, it serves as a pathway to produce a new concept and to expand an emergent line of
inquiry. Moreover, this concept may represent a new lens able to broaden the rhizomatic
approach to the media ecosystem applied to journalism, including more explicitly and
systematically, but no less critically, the contribution of the data activism realm and contiguous
fields of action to the news network.

Finally, the weaknesses of this article might be overcome by pointing out further potential
investigations on the same topic: the same research can be expanded by integrating also the
“external” actors’ perspectives (such as journalists, activists, public servants, or citizens who
reuse the main open databases or data-driven platforms for monitoring practices or for other

purposes). Furthermore, the same research design might be replicated by including additional
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empirical case studies from other countries characterized by the intertwining of activism and
journalism to challenge the concept of informative activism and its main features, thus
strengthening its interdisciplinary legitimacy within Media, Journalism, and Social Movement
Studies.
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Table 1 — Data-driven platforms and projects developed by Openpolis and Civio during the time
(inspired by Fubini, forthcoming)

Who isthe  Data-driven platforms/projects Brief description
creator and their status

Openpolis Voi Siete Qui (You are here) An interactive tool designed as an electoral-
(Available during each national political questionnaire for citizens/voters that
electoral campaign from 2006 to returns as a result the party closest to their own
2014) positions.

Openpolis Open Bilanci (Open Budgets) Collects the financial statements of all Italian
(Ongoing since 2005) municipalities.

Openpolis Open Paolitici (Open Politicians) Contains a history of the careers of 130,000
(Updated until 2018. From 2019: the Italian-elected politicians. This dataset allows
database is updated just for news producing “Mappe del Potere” (Maps of
content production) Powers).

Civio Quién manda (Who rules?) Based on the Onodo tool, this site enables users
(Available from 2013 to 2017 as a to visualize data in form of maps, as in the case
platform: currently it is a thematic of “Mappe del Potere”:
section on civio.es) - more than 4,400 profiles of politicians,

businessmen, public officials, organizations,
administrations, and companies.
- more than 6,800 relationships between them.

Civio Quién cobra la obra (Who's paid for It includes different output: (i) maps of public
the work?) procurement in Spain (as for Quién manda); (ii)
(Available as a platform from 2016 to the first version of Quién cobra la obra as an
2018: currently it is a thematic section interactive platform; (iii) an interactive webpage
on civio.es) that contains all the Spanish Covid-19

emergency contracts awarded in 2020.

Openpolis Open Parlamento (Open Parliament) A platform for monitoring the Parliament’s

(Ongoing since 2008) works through the creation of certain indicators:
e.g. Attendance at Parliament; “rebellion votes™:
an MP is considered rebellious when he/she
casts a vote different from that of the
parliamentary group to which he/she belongs.

Openpolis Osservatorio Covid-19 (Observatory Collects data on Italian public procurements
Covid-19) related to Coronavirus disease.

(Ongoing since 2020)

Openpolis Legislative Process Tool Monitors the meetings of institutional
(Ongoing since 2020) representatives and their financial interests.

Openpolis Open PNRR (Open National Monitors the approval and implementation of

resilience recovery plan)
(Ongoing since 2022)

reforms, and the right allocation of resources
from the European Recovery Fund.
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Civio Tu derecho a saber (Your right to The first website in Spain that makes it possible
know) to request information from any Spanish public
(Available as a platform from 2012 to institution before Transparency Law and FOIA.
2015: currently it is a thematic section
on civio.es)

Civio ¢Donde van mis impuestos? (Where A tool to explore the General State Budget: how
do my taxes go?) the budget is distributed, where the revenue
(Available from 2012 and comes from, and what the State spends it on.
up-to-date ones per year)

Civio Espafia en llamas (Spain in flames) A platform mapping the main fires that occurred
(Available from 2012, currentlyitisa between 2001 and 2010: a journalistic
thematic section on civio.es) investigation project open to the collaboration of

users to collect more data and trace the causes of
arson fires.

Civio El BOE nuestro cada dia (Our Daily News and journalistic investigations produced
Official Gazette) by the Civio’s editorial team and based on daily
(Ongoing since 2013) reading of the Official State Gazette.

Civio El Indultometro (Pardonometer) Contains data on 10,158 pardons since 1996 that
Ongoing since 2013 are available for citizens' scrutiny.

(up-to-date ones per year)
Civio Medicamentalia Conceived as a data-driven investigation on

(Realized in 2015, currently, it is a
thematic section on civio.es )

global access to medicine (medicamentalia.org),
this section contains journalistic investigations
on the gap in global access to health.
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Table 2 — Comparing Openpolis and Civio

Key themes Sub-themes OPENPOLIS CIVIO
MISSION: Adopting a “watchdog Explicit watchdog Implicit watchdog
OVERCOMING rhetoric” vs governmental | rhetoric rhetoric
LACKS institutions

Why adopting data - Overcoming a lack of | - Overcoming a lack of
journalism practices tech skills within Italian | tech skills within
journalism Spanish journalism
- “Data availability is
not enough” to foster
data-reuse
(WATCHDOG) Combining (or not) Advocacy and Advocacy or
STRATEGIES watchdog strategies Journalistic strategy Journalistic strategy
based on Developer based on Developer
Strategy 1: Develop digital strategy strategy
platforms based on open
databases (Pro-active Data
Activism)
Strategy 2: Pursue advocacy
and lobbying actions
(Activism)
Strategy 3: Produce
journalistic content (articles,
reports, investigations)
(Data Journalism)
Dealing with data-driven Main practice: Data Main practice: Data
platforms during the time | curation retrieval
HYBRID Incorporating journalistic ~ Professional journalists’ | Professional journalists’
PERFORMANCE hallmarks into activism recruitment; Website recruitment; Website

actions.

evolution for daily
production of news
content (from data
availability to news
production)

evolution for daily
production of news
content (data
availability follows the
news production)

Internal perception

Hybrid identity: “two
souls”

Hybrid identity: doing
journalism but
advocating for change

External recognition

A reliable source of
data

A reliable data
journalism initiative

INFORMATIVE ACTIVISM

Data journalism fosters
Data activism

Data activism fosters
Data journalism
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