
Data Journalism &
Algorithmic Accountability

Steffen Kühne, Bayerischer Rundfunk



Über mich

Lebenslauf

● 2018: Tech Lead im AI + Automation Lab des BR
● 2015: Datenjournalist beim BR
● 2014: Entwicklungsredaktion der SZ
● 2013: Datenjournalismus-Volo bei der SZ
● 2012: Medieninformatik an der LMU München
● 2009: Journalistik an KU Eichstätt
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Example: CO2 Emissions

Germany aims to be climate-neutral by 
2045. But which measures will really bring 
major savings?

In a data-driven longread, we explain the 
impact of the individual measures and 
allow readers to create their own 
scenarios.

Der CO2-Rechner

https://interaktiv.br.de/co2-rechner/
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Example: Covid-19

The Covid pandemic brought with it many 
uncertainties. Above all, there was 
suddenly a great need for 
easy-to-understand explanations of 
epidemiology and statistics.

We tried to provide visual explanations 
based on expert opinions.

Häufig gestellte Fragen zu den 
Corona-Statistiken

https://www.br.de/nachrichten/wissen/haeufig-gestellte-fragen-zu-den-coronavirus-statistiken,Rvmnej4
https://www.br.de/nachrichten/wissen/haeufig-gestellte-fragen-zu-den-coronavirus-statistiken,Rvmnej4


Example: Covid-19

The pandemic created a great demand for 
up-to-date regional statistics. That’s why 
we published a daily newsletter with the 
most important indicators.

We also provided own calculations of 
indicators such as the reproduction 
number R or regional two-week trends.

Corona: Aktuelle Zahlen für Bayern und 
Deutschland

https://interaktiv.br.de/corona-newsletter/
https://interaktiv.br.de/corona-newsletter/
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Example: State Elections

Which party received the most votes in my 
constituency? Which candidate was 
elected? What was the voter turnout?

We automated the reporting on election 
results in all 91 Bavarian constituencies to 
provides those answers.

Warum wir bei der Landtagswahl auf 
Automatisierung setzen

https://www.br.de/nachrichten/bayern/warum-wir-bei-der-landtagswahl-auf-automatisierung-setzen,Ts0yQbe
https://www.br.de/nachrichten/bayern/warum-wir-bei-der-landtagswahl-auf-automatisierung-setzen,Ts0yQbe


Sources

News agencies

Social media

Press releases

Official documents

Experts

Eyewitnesses

Archives

FOIA requests

Informants

Press conferences

APIs

Databases

Web scraping

„Big data“ 

Data journalismConventional journalism



New challenges

● Using and explaining artificial intelligence
● Document analysis (Natural Language Processing)
● Image and video analysis (computer vision)
● Investigating algorithms (Algorithmic Accountability)
● Automated reporting (Automated Journalism)
● Coordinating international projects (*leaks, *papers)
● Web analytics and business intelligence

Trends and challenges in data journalism

https://ijnet.org/en/story/trends-and-challenges-data-journalism-2019


Team roles



Data journalism is journalism 
that uses data as the main 
source for reporting
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Algorithms everywhere

Nowadays, many important decisions are made by 
algorithms, including those that affect us.

Algorithms can be flawed and discriminatory, with direct 
negative consequences for those affected.

How an algorithm decides is often not transparent or is 
considered a trade secret.

Technical term: Algorithmic Accountability Reporting

https://www.niemanlab.org/2018/12/more-algorithmic-accountability-reporting-and-a-lot-of-it-will-be-meh/


Examples: AI + Automation Lab

https://interaktiv.br.de/ki-trainingsdaten/
https://interaktiv.br.de/biometrie-afghanistan/index.html
https://interaktiv.br.de/ki-bewerbung/
https://www.br.de/nachrichten/bayern/impftermin-vergabe-werden-aeltere-benachteiligt,SSbbNJE
https://interaktiv.br.de/hassmaschine/
https://interaktiv.br.de/erhoehtes-risiko/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0q8_xbfp7yE


AI makes algorithmic decision 
making even more opaque



Example: Raciness Detection

AI services are used to check whether an 
image is sexually explicit. Different 
standards apply for men and women.

This form of bias can be proven with a 
simple experiment, which shows that the 
detection of raciness in images is flawed in 
many ways.

Zu sexy: Wie KI-Algorithmen Frauen 
benachteiligen können

https://interaktiv.br.de/raciness-interactive/
https://interaktiv.br.de/raciness-interactive/


Reporting on AI

Key questions: Where are algorithms used? Who 
decides on their use? Are there guidelines and 
quality control? How are discriminatory effects 
ruled out? What are the consequences for those 
affected?

Journalistic approach: Using rights to information, 
finding data subjects, follow the money, 
crowdsourcing, self-experimentation

Technical approach: reverse engineering



What can we investigate? 

On a technical level:

● Services and APIs
● AI models (e.g. LLMs)
● Devices (e.g. smartphones)

On a process level:

● Handling of personal data (GDPR)
● Procurement and certification
● Policy making
● …



Role of data scientists 

Data scientist can help investigate algorithms by …

● designing experiments
● creating test data
● automating experiments
● interpreting results
● explaining results

Data scientists are expected to be meticulous 
researchers, creative problem-solvers and great 
communicators, all at the same time.



Example: Personality Detection

An AI system creates personality profiles of 
applicants based on short videos, analyzing 
voice, speech gestures and facial 
expressions.

Our experiments show: Even small changes 
in the video setup can significantly impact 
the predicted personality profile.

Questionable use of Artificial Intelligence for 
job applications

https://interaktiv.br.de/ki-bewerbung/en/index.html
https://interaktiv.br.de/ki-bewerbung/en/index.html


Handbook: Black Box Reporting

AI + Automation Lab: Black Box Reporting

http://interaktiv.br.de/paper/AI-Automation-Lab_Blackbox-Reporting_EN.pdf


Responsible reporting on AI

There are a few things to keep in mind when 
reporting on AI:

● Clearly describe the use case (context)
● Do not exaggerate capabilities, do not 

underestimate limitations
● Do not accept unchecked advertising promises
● Avoid clichéd images (especially robots)
● Be careful with humanizing language
● Do not forget the human role



In the end, it is always a person 
who decides whether and how AI 
should be used.
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Steffen Kühne
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