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• How have untold stories informed the launch and development of The 
Ferret – a digital investigative journalism startup?

• Interviews with Ferret journalists

• Survey of Ferret subscribers 









Funding The Ferret



How are they doing?

• More than 1,000 paying subscribers

• Nearly 20,000 Twitter followers

• Pay £110 per day for journalism
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Untold stories – story selection

“With everyone’s help and experience, and independent financial 
backing, we can cover important issues the mainstream media often 
misses.”

(The Ferret’s mission statement)



“I'll be loyal as long as it focuses on untold stories while acting as an 
antidote to the misinformation propagated by the established media 
organisations.” 

“My reason for subscribing is the range of stories that no one else is 
covering.” 



“We need more exposure of issues impacting on many working class 
communities so homelessness and housing insecurity, wage and labour 
exploitation, social care conditions both from worker and tenant 
perspectives but always - as far as the articles allow - bringing in what is 
driving the injustice, poor standards, feeling of unaccountability etc.” 



“The Ferret needs to cover not spots: If you map out coverage by 
mainstream media, there are definite sub regions where the 'local 
media' is achieving nothing and where the lens of larger 
publications/MSM can't be bothered lingering. Many of these not spots 
are in rural areas... fast becoming a 'care home' for those that can 
afford to retire and as young folk leave for urban work in order to live.”



Who are the subscribers?

AGE

58% over 56   – 7% under 35

EDUCATION

87% with degrees    - 42% postgrad   - 10% doctorates

MEDIA

66% purchase national newspaper (majority Guardian/Observer)

POLITICS

37% Green  - 30% SNP  - 2% Conservative



‘Not surprisingly, most items are of a left-wing or liberal nature. It 
would be good to see some independent investigation of left-oriented 
organisations though, as these aren't perfect either. In other words, 
even more independence and objectivity please.’ 



Untold Stories – Investigative Journalism

‘Investigative journalism is withering in the mainstream media and 
that’s important because every democracy needs a 4th estate to hold 
power to account. Without journalists, not aligned to any power block 
or base - without them constantly questioning, digging and trying to 
find out what’s going on, your democracy is weaker. ’

(Rob Edwards, Chair of The Ferret, interview)



Motivations for subscribing (%)



But – challenging…

I think The Ferret requires improved consistency and regularity of 
output…

The Ferret needs to keep uncovering corruption anywhere in Scotland 
but particularly in public office. 

So far, none of the stories have had very high impact… it needs more 
high-impact investigations.



‘Members don’t pay to be members because they’re getting exclusive 
access to something the rest of the public is denied… De 
Correspondent wants its work to spread freely. It also wants you to 
become a member. It refuses to grant any contradiction between the 
two.’ 

Jay Rosen

Rosen, J (2017) This is what a news organization built on reader trust looks like, NiemanLab, March 28. 



Untold stories – journalism ethics

• Transparency

• Co-operative

• Diversity

• Impress



Untold stories – journalism ethics

‘The Ferret is partly about trying to answer the ethical crisis facing 
journalism by coming up with a model that is more trustworthy, more 
open, in a bid to regain public trust… We want to do things differently, 
we want to do things more openly and honestly so you can see exactly 
what we’re doing.’

(Rob Edwards, Chair of The Ferret, interview)



Untold stories – journalism ethics

“For me it’s about The Ferret’s openness, its total independent 
journalism, its ability to let me have a voice.”

“My support is about continuing to see transparency around structure, 
sources, what money has gone where etc.”



Conclusions / issues

• Audience (and money?) for untold stories (on the left)

• Exclusivity v maximum reach - support for membership model? 

• Need to balance quality and quantity

• Importance of telling untold stories in the ‘right way’


