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Challenges in Times of Crisis

Forms of Organizing
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Challenge of Epistemic Uncertainty
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What are forms of organizing that can reduce epistemic 
uncertainty in times of armed conflict and war?
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Epistemic Uncertainty in the Covid-19 Pandemic

Journalists ScientistsScience Media Center
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Epistemic Uncertainty in Times of War

Distributed 
events

Centralized 
journalism

Case: 
Bellingcat
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Source (left): https://www.bellingcat.com/
Source (right): Wikipedia, CC-BY-SA 2.0, Stephan Röhl 8



The “Bellingcat Method”

• Reliance on openly available digital information (OSINT)
• Focus on photos and videos
• Tracing information across digital platforms
• Geolocating photos through triangulation with satellite images
• Combination of open crowdsourcing and (more) closed verification
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Tracking Cluster Munitions in Civilian Areas

Source: https://youtu.be/CtgTM5kmPsY 10
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Source: https://www.bellingcat.com/news/2022/02/27/ukraine-conflict-tracking-use-of-cluster-munitions-in-civilian-areas/ 12



New Form of Organizing Facts

• Most journalism startups fail within a few years
• Successful methods or individuals move into traditional media firms
• How did Bellingcat survive, grow, and stabilize as an organization?

Distributed 
events

Centralized 
journalism

Case: 
Bellingcat
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Liability of Newness

• Risk of failure for an organization is highest at the start
• Strategies to overcome liability of newness:
• Building a network with other entrepreneurs
• Selecting the right location and ecosystem
• Hiring industry experts as consultants
• Building social acceptance with important stakeholders

• Social acceptance of journalistic organizations is built on trust
• Journalists protect sources, readers need to trust journalists
• Breakdowns of trust need to be repaired (e.g., Claas Relotius)

14



Radical Transparency

• Bellingcat adopted a strategy of radical transparency
• Collection of information in the open (e.g., Twitter)
• Discussion of ongoing investigations in forums (e.g., Reddit)
• Publication of detailed manuals for Bellingcat method
• Training other journalists in the Bellingcat method

• Managed to overcome liabilities of newness by turning greatest 
weakness (lack of sources on the ground) into strength
• Shifted the playing field: Instead of competing on the grounds of 

trust, they introduced transparency as a new quality dimension
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Contact

• E-mail: maximilian.heimstaedt@uni-bielefeld.de
• Twitter: @heimstaedt
• Web: heimstaedt.org
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