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I n v e s t i g a t i v e  j o u r n a l i s m  o n  T V  is  o f te n  v e r y  
c h a l le n g in g .

The essence  of TV is that the 
audience can see the story; that the 
evidence is visible and on the record.

Storytelling

Radio Storytefling 
TV Investigations
Sport StorytellingMuch investigative journalism, 

how ever, deals with evidence that's 
o/Tthe record; tip-offs f ro m  anonymous sources or whistlebiowers; 
leaked documents, evasions and half-truths. Turning that kind of 
evidence into robust TV journalism is never easy.

In th is  video, BBC N e w s n ig h t  report:er Matt Prodger explains how he went 
about his 2009 investigation into the deaths of vulnerable children in the 
D oncaster area.

It w as his coverage of the Baby P case in Haringey, London, that made 
him aw are of system ic problems with other local authority children's 
services departments. Doncaster stood out. Seven children had died in 
four years and five of those deaths had been within the past 12 months. 
Matt says:

"T h e  d e e p e r  w e  d u g  the  m o re  in te re s t in g  th e  s to ry  b e c a m e ."  
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The first step of any investigation is to lay the groundwork by thoroughly 
researching the subject. In the case of Doncaster, the council's own 
website published the findings of Serious Case Reviews, or SCRs. These  
are multi-agency investigations carried out yjhen abuse, neglect or a 
failure by child protection agencies are known or siispected to have 
played a part in the death.

Reports in the local newspaper and the BE^C's online cuttings service were 
useful, too.

But ait the reading in the world is no substitute for talking to people 
affected by the crisis;

"You n e e d  to  s p e a k  to  as  m a n y  p e o p le  as p o s s ib le  In as  m u c h  d e ta r l 

as p o s s ib le .

I t 's  h a rd  w o rk , i t 's  t im e -c o n s u m in g , i t  ta k e s  a lo t  o f  re s o u rc e s  - b u t  

th a t 's  r e a lly  th e  o n ly  w a y  y o u  g e t  th e  s to ry . I t ’s th e  o n ly  w a y  y o u  

g e t  th e  d i f fe re n t  v ie w p o in ts ."
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ConfidentiaUty

Unsurprisingly, people dose  to the heart of the story were reluctant to 
speak out openly. So how do you deal with nervous sources who want to 
talk off the record? Matt explains:

" I t s  v e r y  im p o r ta n t  a t  th e  o u ts e t  o f  th e s e  c o n v e rs a t io n s  to  p ro v id e  

a n  a s s u ra n c e  to  v e ry  f irm ly  e s ta b lis h  th e  te rm s  o n  w h ic h  y o u ’re  

s p e a k in g ."

And w hat exactly does talking ’off the record' entail?

" T h a t  m e a n s  y o u  d o n 't  m e n t io n  th e m  in  y o u r  re p o r t.  T h a t m e a n s , in  

th is  c a s e , y o u  d o n 't  m e n t io n  th e ir  id e n t it y  to  o th e r  peo p le .

T h e re  w e re  a  n u m b e r  o f  p e o p le  I  s p o k e  to  o f f  th e  re c o rd  w h o  

in s is te d  th a t  T n o t  m e n t io n  th a t  I  h a d  s p o k e n  to  th e m , b e ca u se  y o u  

Vrfould g iv e  av ra y  th e ir  id e n t it y  to  o th e r  p e o p le . W o rd  w o u ld  g e t  

o u t . "

And a couple of important details: keep copious notes and make sure 
you've got personal em ails, home and mobtie phone numbers for key 
contacts.

Im partiailty

The N e v ^ s n ig h t te a m  soon found that a number of people who were 
willing to speak to them had axes to grind. Add to this the mayor’s 
refusal to be interviewed and the prospect arose of producing a one-sided 
report.

"W e  h a d  a lo t  o f  p e o p le  q u e u in g  u p  to  a t ta c k  th e  m a y o r, h a t  we 
d id n ' t  h a v e  h is  s id e  o f  th e  s t a y .  S o  we h a d  to  s p e a k  to  o th e r  

p e o p le  w ith in  th e  c o u n c il w h o  w e re  m o re  s y m p a th e tic  to w a rd s  h im ,  

to  t r y  to  g e t  th a t  s id e  o f  th e  s to ry  - to  m a k e  s u re  w e  w e re  t ry in g  to  

p u rs u e  a  m o re  b a la n c e d  a p p ro a c h ."

Crucially, given the serious nature of the allegations, a BBC lawyer was 
on board from an early stage. Matt points out;

"Y o u  a re  lo o k in g  u lt im a te ly  f o r  th e  t r u t h . "

Pitching

Som e editors can be reluctant to undertake an investigation of this 
naturae. It takes time and it costs money. There's no absolute guarantee 
of a result. And the prospect of a libel action can soon persuade a 
cautious editor to go with something less controversial.

Here's Matt's advice in these circum stances;

' 'K e e p  p lu g g in g  a w a y . G e t a s  m u c h  d e ta i l  a n d  e v id e n c e  a s  p o s s ib le . 

I t 's  s im p ly  n o t  &rrougfr1 :o s a y  'th is  s o u n d s  a  b i t  f is h y ' o r  'th e re 's  

s o m e th in g  g o in g  o n  h e re , I 'm  n o t  s u re '.  You r}e e d  to  . ..  b u i ld  u p , 

e s s e n tia lly ,  a d o s s ie r.

I t 's  h a rd  w o rk , th e  re w a rd s  a re  s lim  a n d  n o t  im m e d ia te  - a n d  i t  

d o e s n 't  g e t  y o u  o n  a i r  im m e d ia te ly  e ith e r .  B u t  when i t  d o e s  it 's  
e x t re m e ly  re w a rd in g ."
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