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Preface  
 

Only two weeks after I had decided I wanted to thoroughly investigate the Mediapart business case, the 

website got its 100 000th paid subscriber.  

This meant I wasn't the only one who was going to be interested in making a reconstruction of its 

development since the launch in March 2008. When I went to Paris in November 2014 to talk to co-founder 

Edwy Plenel, external relations director Yolande Laloum-Davidas told me she had just received a request 

from SciencesPo students who wanted to do a similar audit of Mediapart.  

The first time I heard about Mediapart, was in February 2011. I was an exchange student at SciencePo in 

Paris and during one of his lectures on Political Economy of the Media, professor Thomas Bass mentioned 

that Mediapart was rapidly growing and therefore looking for interns. Aside from the fact that my French 

was not good enough to even be considered as an intern, I did not feel the urge to apply either.  

Although I don't remember the exact words used by Mr. Bass to describe Mediapart, I do remember it 

made me think of the Dutch POWned and I instantly disliked the medium even though I did not know 

anything about it.  

Apparently, that feeling was so strong that I had to think of Mediapart immediately when 3,5 years later 

Mark Deuze introduced his thesis class on journalism start-ups at the University of Amsterdam.  

I was surprised how my strong dislike quickly turned into admiration for the project when I actually started 

reading about it and I soon experienced Plenel's charisma when watching him on French television or in 

their own broadcast Mediapart Live, celebrating the 100 000th subscriber. It made me understand what one 

of my respondents described as the “personnage clivante” that is Edwy Plenel; loved by some, hated by 

others.  

 

Starting my research, I assumed that Mediapart was still a unique case when it comes to a business model 

reliant on paid subscriptions and that most journalism start-ups would still prefer an advertisement based 

model. Whether it was a coincidence or not, I do not know, but the French journalism start-ups I came 

across – Contexte, Atlantico, Brief.me, Hexagones –  had a paid subscription model and most of them did 

not rely on advertisements at all.  

 

Mediapart is a unique case, but it is also inspiring for a young journalist who is graduating and constantly 

hears about the crisis in journalism. As Christophe Gueugneau said after the interview: « il n’y a pas une 

crise du journalisme, il y a une crise des journaux ».  Mediapart’s founders and journalists have an idea of 

what journalism should be like and their funders agreed, their subscribers agreed and they found a way to 

stick to most of their ideals and still be profitable.  

 

Talking to founders (Edwy Plenel, Laurent Mauduit, François Bonnet) and journalists (Christophe 

Gueugneau, Pierre Puchot, Stéphane Alliés, Lucie Delaporte) I learned that there are no excuses for not 

doing journalism the way you think it should be done. That is the least any journalistic organisation could 

learn from looking at the Mediapart case.  
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Introduction 

 
While traditional media are firing journalists, newspapers are in demise and there is a general discontent 
with existing news coverage (Naldi and Picard, 2012: 70), the past few years can also been  characterised by 
innovation and transformation in the journalistic field, both within existing media and in the emergence of 
various new news businesses and journalistic formats. This innovation is a response to the increasing 
insecurity in the profession regarding labour conditions, channels of publication and distribution and the 
public’s fading interest and trust in journalism. These changes are accompanied by the emergence of 
entrepreneurial journalism and a corresponding start-up culture, in which journalists create enterprises, 
sometimes in cooperation with partners outside their profession or citizen journalists (Briggs, 2012).  
 
The purpose of this research project is to provide an overview of this start-up culture. It specifically 
researches how journalism manifests and develops itself within these new business enterprises. The main 
question this research aims to answer is:  
 
What are the factors involved in creating and running a journalism start-up? 

 
To answer this question, this thesis presents a case study of the French journalism start-up Mediapart, 
founded in 2007 by Edwy Plenel (former editor in chief at Le Monde), François Bonnet (Libération, Le 
Monde), Laurent Mauduit (Libération, Le Monde), Gérard Desportes (Libération) and Marie-Hélène Smiejan. 
They wanted to create an independent online newspaper focused on investigative journalism and reinvent 
a business model for journalism based on paid subscriptions.  
 
Mediapart bills itself as an online newspaper with three daily editions in which the stories included have 
been selected and prioritised on the basis of relevance and not just the time of publication. This means the 
same story is sometimes republished in multiple editions. In addition to articles like those published in 
printed newspapers, Mediapart also offers its subscribers video content in the form of web documentaries, 
self-produced talk shows (Mediapart Live, Objections, Contre-courant), and a weekly video column of 
comedian Didier Porte. Furthermore, an important part of the website is dedicated to what they call Le 
Club, the interactive platform where people can comment on articles, publish their own blogs and engage 
in discussions with other people, experts and journalists. These discussions are further promoted by events 
organised by Mediapart, like the Festival de l’écrit. Part of the newspaper is also available in an English and 
Spanish edition.  
 
Mediapart wants to be an independent medium by not relying on advertisers for its business model and 
thus decided to place its journalistic content behind a pay wall. The full stories accessible through a paid 
subscription of 9 euros a month while the homepage and Le Club can be accessed for free.  
 
In 2007 this modèle payant was largely untested, and many were skeptical it would work. Business man 
Alain Minc, who until 2008 was the president of the supervisory board of Le Monde and knows the media 
world well, was convinced that Mediapart would never work.1 But it did. The journalism start-up attained 
its financial point of equilibrium at the end of 2010 and in September 2014 it reached its goal of 100.000 
paid subscribers, which the founders decided at the launch was the number of subscribers needed for 
financial independence. 2 
 
The Mediapart example challenges Mark Briggs’ (2012: 70-71, 92) claim that journalistic business models 
can only work in case they (at least partially) rely on advertisement sales. Similarly to Alain Minc, Briggs is 
skeptical about business models that depend solely on paid content or charitable donors, because those 
are mostly unproven. According to him “that’s not the way things work in the digital age”. But these 
happen to be Mediapart’s main sources of income. It therefore becomes important to investigate under 

                                                
1
 Interview with France Info (10 October 2008) 

2
 Mediapart Live (22 September 2014) 
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what conditions it can work.  
 
At the same time, journalism has a need for business models that do not rely predominantly on ad 
revenues. Many European start-ups currently do not succeed at becoming financially stable and proceeds 
from selling advertisement space are decreasing (Naldi and Picard 2012, Bruno and Kleis Nielsen 2012). This 
raises the question whether Mediapart could serve as an example of an alternative business model for both 
journalism start-ups and the traditional media, as the latter still primarily depend on advertisement 
revenues too.  
 
Except for @rrêt sur images, Mediapart was alone in trying this new business model in 2007. Recently more 
journalism start-ups are emerging trying to make similar business models work. In the Netherlands, De 
Correspondent is a well-known example and there are French examples like Contexte and Brief.me.  
 
Using semi-structured interviews, document analysis and observations at the offices of Mediapart, this 
project attempts to map the company focusing on three aspects: the start-up as a journalistic business and 
the way the journalists at Mediapart experience their work, and the organisation and the strategies 
employed by Mediapart to become a successful journalism start-up (where success is primarily defined as 
financial stability).  
 
Interviews with the founders and a document analysis of the business plan, the annual budgets, the mission 
statement and the Mediapart Live edition covering this subject, offer insight into the creation of Mediapart, 
the events leading up to it, the choices made and the difficulties faced. This will also allow for a deduction 
of the factors involved in successfully running a journalism start-up. A model for business formation 
introduced by Naldi and Picard (2012) supports the organisation and analysis of the factors involved in 
creating Mediapart, like the financial resources, social resources and benefiting events. 
 
Semi-structured interviews with Mediapart journalists offer insights into the ways they experience working 
at Mediapart, how they give meaning to their journalistic ideals in their daily practices and how Mediapart 
differs from traditional media organisations. Their statements are valuable because a start-up is not a static 
business. According to Powell (2007) its goals and identity are continually being constructed through a 
negotiation between the creativity of the employees and the ideas of the founders. The goals, brand and 
vision of small enterprises are only the temporary outcomes of a perpetual discussion. Powell claims this is 
why small businesses have trouble holding on to a stable identity.  
 
By comparing the statements made by the journalists on the one hand and the founders on the other hand, 
the research begins to illustrate this process.  
 
While interviews are useful for researching meaning, they take place in the unnatural setting of staged 
conversations while the explicit purpose of case study research is to give a naturalistic account of the case. 
Observations at the offices of Mediapart provide additional insight into the way the newsroom is organised, 
who talks to whom and what the general atmosphere looks and feels like.  
 
The results are being compared to traditional journalistic norms and values as documented in journalism 
studies in an attempt to say something about the ways in which journalistic practices have changed, how 
this influences the professional identity of those involved and how they deal with those changes (Deuze, 
2005; Witschge and Nygren, 2009; McQuail, 2005).  
 
Mediapart presents itself as a unique media business, an exception. Its founders wanted to create an online 
newspaper focused on quality, independence, relevance, exclusivity and investigative journalism. Those 
concepts emerge from the well-established professional values of journalists, so the question is how 
Mediapart actually differs from the traditional press when it comes to the ways in which they express these 
concepts in their daily practices.3 

                                                
3
 Le Projet Mediapart (2 December 2007) 
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Finally, I am interested in the strategies employed to make this business work and how this is related to the 
idea of uniqueness. Success is defined in terms of the attainment of the start-up’s initial goals, its capability 
to change its business model and its likelihood to survive (Naldi and Picard, 2012) and requires stable and 
strong leadership, focus, rooting in the community to attract investments, contributions and subscribers, 
both journalistic and entrepreneurial intuition, regular publication to build momentum and 
acknowledgement, a modest beginning and a continuous growth (Schaffer 2009, 2010).  
 
It seems like Mediapart has taken advantage of the fact that investigative journalism is not very common in 
the French journalistic tradition and its founders had a strong reputation in investigative journalism. French 
media instead focus on commentary and analysis (Kuhn, 2013). Through the story that Mediapart tells 
about itself as the only independent watchdog of democracy in the French media landscape, it contrasts 
itself with other media outlets and gives the audience the idea of uniqueness.  
 
There is also the feeling of belonging that is being cultivated. According to co-founder François Bonnet, 
Mediapart has a close relationship with its subscribers. He believes Le Club is one of the success engines of 
the online newspaper.4 

 
Moreover, the charismatic co-founder Edwy Plenel is a welcomed guest on French television and 
personifies Mediapart to the outside world. He participates in debates and interviews, and according to 
external relations director Yolande Laloum-Davidas makes it his task to mention Mediapart at least 10 
times when he does5 and will repeat the fairly consistent story about the importance of democracy, the 
deplorable state of French journalism, and citizens’ right to information.  
 
Lastly, online publication and distribution is an advantage in France. According to Kuhn (2013), the national 
coverage of large newspapers has always been an issue, while this is not relevant to the internet. 
Mediapart has adopted the strength of newspapers in providing both news and background stories, instead 
of just publishing the news as soon as possible. They believe this makes them unique as an online outlet, 
because they provide context and depth as opposed to most news sites.6 At the same time, they take 
advantage of the perks of the internet in ways that printed newspapers in France were failing to do 
(Tessier, 2007: 17; Naldi and Picard, 2012: 70).  
 
Although case study research is not generalisable to other start-ups, this research aims to provide empirical 
insights laying the groundwork for theorising about journalism start-ups by presenting a thick description in 
which interviews with French journalists and other journalism start-ups in France are included (Denscombe, 
2010).  
 
The purpose of those interviews is to get a better understanding of the journalistic context in France and to 
talk about Mediapart with interviewees who are collaborating with them in the new press syndicate 
syndicat de la presse indépendante d’information en ligne (SPIIL) and are therefore expected to have 
informed outsiders’ opinions of the business. The SPIIL was founded by leaders of seven online news 
services and required that members have at least one professional journalist on staff. They have since been 
lobbying to be treated the same as the traditional press. (McMane, 2012: 189) One of their biggest wins has 
been the equalization of the VAT rate, which has long been 19,6% for online news services while traditional 
press benefited from a reduced 2,1% rate.  
 
In addition, this case study is part of a larger, international research project about journalism start-ups that 
is conducted in cooperation with an online database for independent journalism MultipleJournalism.org 
and is therefore also interested in the relationship of Mediapart to other local, national and international 
initiatives. If Mediapart could indeed serve as an example of an alternative business model for online 

                                                
4
 Mediapart Live (22 September 2014) 

5
 Mediapart Live (22 September 2014) 

6
 Mediapart Live (22 September 2014) 
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journalism, the assumptions of Briggs (2012), Naldi and Picard (2012) and Bruno and Kleis Nielsen (2012) 
may have to be adjusted.  
 
There is a need for tested theories about entrepreneurial journalism to counter these assumptions. In the 
foreword to Briggs’ book, which is currently the only book on entrepreneurial journalism, Jeff Jarvis writes 
that “circulation for subscription media will continue to decline”(2012: xvi), even though Mediapart’s curve 
has grown steadily since its launch and the same trend is visible with De Correspondent and Contexte.  
 
It would therefore be more helpful to look at the underlying reasons for the decline in subscriptions to 
traditional media on the one hand and the growth in subscriptions to new media on the other. The 
assumption seems to be that people are no longer interested in paying for information, but the reality 
seems more complex. They do appear interested in paying for certain types of information at certain times 
and related to certain topics, so the question becomes what are the conditions under which people are 
willing to pay for (or subscribe to) journalism? 

 
More generally, this thesis wants to provide insight in that which distinguishes traditional media from 
journalism start-ups and through this reach conclusions about what constitutes the start-up culture found 
in new journalism enterprises. Given that the most important reason to start a start-up are lay-offs at 
traditional media, discontent with existing coverage and the demise of newspapers, it is to be expected 
that start-ups are doing something radically different. This research aims to provide some initial insights on 
how they do this exactly and what this means for the definition of that constitutes journalism.  
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Theory 

 
Mediapart is a journalism start-up. For the purposes of this research a journalism start-up is considered to 
be a small or medium sized enterprise (SME) with less than 250 employees (Powel, 2007: 376), that 
identifies with journalism as it has historically been practised, is not affiliated with existing media and 
mainly operates online, while innovating journalism in some way (Bruno and Kleis Nielsen, 2012: 3-4), for 
example by producing a different kind of journalistic content or by creating a new viable business model.  
 
Mediapart claims to do both. In its 2014 annual report, Edwy Plenel writes : 
 

« En six ans d’existence, Mediapart s’est fait connaître par ses informations originales, inédites ou 
exclusives. Mais ce qui ne sait pas encore assez, c’est que ce journal numérique sans équivalent est 
aussi une exception économique dans la presse française. » [1] 

 
There are two main dimensions to a journalism start-up, namely the business side of the enterprise and the 
journalistic side of the enterprise. Those two sides interact and both influence the business. That’s why 
most of the literature on business formation used in this research specifically applies to creative industries, 
which also includes journalism businesses.  
 
Creative industries are “those activities which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and 
which have a potential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual 
property”(Townley, Beech and McKinlay, 2009: 939). They claim that creative industries pose specific 
management challenges as the nature of their products is symbolic, experiential and of non-utilitarian 
value. Because of those unpredictable aspects, creative businesses employ strategies to manage risk.  
 
The theoretical framework used in this research is built around three main concepts - resources, creative 
enterprises and professional ideology – and the relationships between them.  
 
The term resources follows from the framework introduced by Naldi and Picard (2012) for analysing 
business formation and refers to the different types of capital needed to create and run a business. Capital 
is a useful concept, because it allows to distinguish between different types of resources, the relationships 
between those different forms of resources and how possessing one type of resource makes it easier to 
acquire others types of resources. The role that resources play in business formation is especially 
interesting for the creation of Mediapart, because its founders had worked at and managed renowned 
French newspapers before starting their own suggesting they may have had better access to initial financial 
capital, a useful social network and a reputation that gave them an advantage over young entrepreneurs in 
the same situation. Naldi and Picard (2012: 71) identify the limited access to capital as one of the main 
reasons why start-up enterprises fail.  
 
In order to analyse the factors involved in running Mediapart, this thesis discusses theories about the 
specifics of managing creative businesses. The central point made in these theories is that the goals and 
vision of creative businesses are the temporary outcomes of perpetual discussion between the managers 
and the employees (Townley e.a., 2009; Powell, 2007). Again, resources play an important role in shaping 
this process at Mediapart as they may give the founders some leverage over their journalists. After all, their 
reputations and prior experience indicate a knowledge of how journalism works.  
 
Lastly, the theoretical framework discusses theories about professional values and how they relate to the 
organisational goals of the business. This is expected to offer some insights into the ways in which the 
journalists experience working at Mediapart and to what extent the practices at Mediapart align with their 
professional values. It is also interesting because the authors describe how professional values are 
increasingly set aside to meet more commercial goals in the face of declining ad revenues (Van Zoonen, 
1998; Witschge and Nygren, 2009). However, in the Mediapart case advertisements are not a factor and 
therefore the question becomes if and how their commercial decisions – because they still rely on people 
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subscribing – affect their journalistic decisions.  
 
Creating and running a start-up  
 
Like every SME a journalism start-up is first and foremost a business. According to Naldi and Picard (2012) 
these require effective planning, capital, resources and engaged leaders to make them work, as is the case 
with all start-up companies. They furthermore state a business is successful when it has attained its initial 
goals, is capable of changing its business model and is likely to survive. Those initial goals are often not 
monetary goals, but goals in terms of providing a service or surviving (Naldi and Picard, 2012).  
 
They propose a model for understanding the formation and development of new businesses, including 
resources, business opportunities and strategies as well as  the social and political environment within 
which these are made use of.  
 

 
 

                                                                              Naldi and Picard (2012: 73) 

 
 
This model will serve as a framework to organise the data about the factors involved in the creation and 
running of Mediapart. Resources (capital) and business opportunities are the most important components 
of new business formation, according to Naldi and Picard (2012).  
 
The different forms of capital are analytical tools to organise the factors involved in creating and running a 
start-up. The concept ‘capital’ is useful, because it takes into account the fact that different kinds of capital 
interact with each other within a field of power relations. Access to one form of capital makes it easier to 
access other forms of capital. They play a role in identifying commercial opportunities and exploiting the 
opportunities. This inclusive approach of resources suits the nature of case study research, which does not 
look at one aspect of the social reality, but tries to understand the complexity of it by looking at all aspects 
and their interrelations.  
 
Resources entail different forms of capital, like social, economic and symbolic capital.  
 
Social capital refers to the network that business founders can make use of, like ties with journalists, 
sources, the business community and community organisations. Johannisson ascribes crucial importance to 
social capital when he states “the key to entrepreneurial success is found in the ability to develop and 
maintain a personal network. The personal network is the vehicle by which the established entrepreneur 
exchanges information with and acquires resources from the environment” (1988: 83). Also, founders have 
a head start when they do not have to build up this network, but can make use of the network they already 
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have as capital is cumulative.7  
 
It allows the entrepreneur to attract economic capital, which includes the initial financial capital the 
founders have at their disposal, their monetary income and personal assets. As stated above, economic 
capital can also be accessed through a strong personal network. According to Tessier (2007: 40), even 
though the online production and distribution costs are much lower than those of a printed medium, 
launching a digital medium still requires a few million euros. So economic capital is a financial precondition 
for creating a business, but it is not enough to successfully run it.  
 

Social and symbolic capital play a role in both attracting economic capital and running a start-up as 
Johannisson (1988: 87) states the “entrepreneur’s organization is basically an extension of his personality, 
whether formally represented by his employees or by a personal network” He places great emphasis on the 
role the entrepreneur and his personal traits in the ability to maintain a social network. These personal 
traits can be understood as what Townley e.a. (2009: 944) call symbolic capital: “the legitimacy or respect 
proffered according to terms valued within the field; prestige reflecting knowledge of, and recognition 
within, the field”, for example because of prior entrepreneurial and business experience, prior experience 
in related industries or prior experience in other industries. Charisma is also a form of symbolic capital. 
Furthermore, intellectual capital (creative ideas) and cultural capital (particular knowledge and skills, the 
ownership of cultural goods, recognized authority or expertise) play an important role as personal traits 
allowing one to build and maintain a personal network.  
 
Business opportunities may facilitate the capitalisation of this personal network. In the case studies of Naldi 
and Picard (2012) “the venture formation was the result of the emergence of an immediate new 
opportunity—the closure or downsizing of the local newspaper. This ‘dramatic’ event released well trained 
resources: high qualified journalists, who were willing to ‘work for free’ for the new venture—at least as 
long as they were receiving a pay from their former employers” (88). In this example the business 
opportunity of the closure of a newspaper freed up qualified journalists, making them more likely to take 
the risk of joining a news start-up than they would have in case they had to leave a stable job to do so.  
 
The capitalisation of resources takes place in the context of certain social and political circumstances. Naldi 
and Picard (2012) refer to ‘environment’ as the pre-existing field within a new business positions itself. This 
is not a helpful concept in new industries where such a field has not yet developed. A new business venture 
does not have a starting environment, because it does not yet have close competitors in relation to which 
they have to position themselves. However, elaborating on this idea of environment, there is a political and 
societal environment within which the start-up is positioned, like legislation and social developments that 
can either constrain or benefit the new business formation. As these factors are included in neither 
Johannisson’s framework nor Naldi and Picard’s, this research will treat the concept ‘environment’ as the 
combination of structural factors that exist autonomously of the start-up so that these contextual factors 
will also be accounted for. 
 
Naldi and Picard’s model aims at describing business formation, but can also be used to explain why a 
business succeeds, for example when a business opportunity helps the start-up suddenly increase its 
circulation or when an acquaintance can be approached for extra capital when the start-up is not doing as 
well as it expected in its first year. Johannisson’s networked approach is less suitable for understanding this 
part of the process of business formation. By focusing on the entrepreneur, he more or less neglects to role 
of contextual factors, like the business opportunities included in Naldi and Picard’s model and the social 
and political environment.  
 
 
 

                                                
7
 Mathew Ingram, “This online journalism start-up raised 1.7M in crowdfunding and you’ve never even heard 

of it”(23 November 2013; consulted 20 October 2014) https://gigaom.com/2013/11/29/this-online-journalism-
startup-raised-1-7m-in-crowdfunding-and-youve-never-heard-of-it/  

https://gigaom.com/2013/11/29/this-online-journalism-startup-raised-1-7m-in-crowdfunding-and-youve-never-heard-of-it/
https://gigaom.com/2013/11/29/this-online-journalism-startup-raised-1-7m-in-crowdfunding-and-youve-never-heard-of-it/
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No advertising 

 
A start-up needs strategies to take advantage of these resources and business opportunities. The main 
business strategies are expressed in the choice for a certain business model and a marketing plan. The 
business model describes the strategies to make money; the marketing plan describes the strategies to 
become known and create and audience, which is often the basis of the business plan.  
 
Existing theories about business models in journalism assume that newspapers have always had a need for 
selling advertising space. According to Kaye and Quinn (2010: 140) the revenues from selling content were 
never high enough to cover the expenses and Briggs (2012) adds “the most damaging misconception that 
still pervades the newspaper industry today is the belief that consumers used to pay for their news” (15). 
He claims readers have never actually paid for content and this is not going to be the case in the digital era 
either. In addition, he believes pay walls are not an option for start-ups, because they do not have an 
established brand for which people are willing to pay and states “the first challenge for a news start-up is to 
build an audience. A barrier to entry like a pay wall is more likely to scare audience away than to grow it” 
(Briggs, 2012: 75). 
 
McQuail (2013: 176) does see a possibility for charging for content for specialised news services, covering 
financial or political matters for example. According to Briggs (2012: 93) a start-up can only successfully 
install a pay wall if its content saves the audience time, is unique, is coming from a source that the audience 
finds trustworthy and authoritative, helps the audience in their daily lives or the information comes from 
somebody they feel loyal towards.  
 
Following these analyses, Mediapart should either offer a unique content or the content comes from a 
trustworthy, authoritative person that the subscribers feel loyal towards (symbolic capital). It implies that 
Mediapart had some kind of unique combination of resources, environment and business opportunities 
that allowed them to successfully install a pay wall even though they were a start-up, because they are not 
a specialised medium, but a generalist  online newspaper covering everyting from politics and economics to 
the environment and culture.  
 
Skoler proposes an alternative factor to charisma which according to him explains why people are willing to 
subscribe and that is the sense of community.8 He states that community is a strategy which demands that 
news organisations look at their readers in a different way: “To harness this model, news organizations 
need to think of themselves first as gathering, supporting and empowering people to be active in a 
community with shared values, and not primarily as creators of news that people will consume.” This 
suggests journalists should regard their audience as citizens instead of consumers.  
 
A marketing strategy can effectively communicate either this uniqueness of content and personality or the 
sense of community to the potential audience. Such a strategy includes the long term objectives, brand and 
vision of the start-up.   
 
Stability vs dynamism 

 
These insights are used to try to answer the first part of the research question on how to create and run a 
start-up, but there are specific difficulties to running a creative start-up. Powell (2007) analyses how the 
objectives, brand and vision of creative SME’s are often strongly influenced by negotiation and debate. 
Because of that it is difficult for small enterprises to pinpoint and maintain their identity. According to 
Powell the recognisable brand identity of a business consists of (relatively) static objectives, but at the 
same time there is what he calls ‘organisational creativity’, which challenges those static objectives, 
negotiates them and potentially causes new objectives to develop. This means there are perpetual tensions 
between the brand, which is static, and the organisational creativity, which is dynamic. The founders 

                                                
8
 Michael Skoler, “Community: a new business model for news” (15 June 2011; consulted 22 January 2015) 

http://niemanreports.org/articles/community-a-new-business-model-for-news/ 
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generally defend the brand, while the creative employees, in this case the journalists represent 
organisational creativity.  
 
To deal with these tensions SME’s employ ‘identity management’. If not to identify or crystallise their 
values, then at least to protect their fledging vision, mission, culture or image. The lack of clear values and 
vision may allow for more dynamism, as it encourages employees to be more proactive and creative in their 
work, but they also need some form of encouragement to align with the general objectives of the SME, 
even is the values and vision are not clear (Powell, 2007). The difference with other organisations, is that 
creative businesses are likely to profit from a culture where loyalty, cohesion and clear norms, attitudes 
and behaviour are less apparent than flexibility, proactivity and dynamism.  
 
When Townley e.a. (2009) did their case study they found that “the creatives often identified [more 
strongly] with their projects and/or clients, than their own employing organization.” This may make it 
difficult for a creative start-up to be run like a cult9 as the entrepreneurial organisation is not a tight 
organisation with clan-like characteristics, in which the employees echo the founders’ enactments, as 
Johannisson (1988) describes is generally the case with start-ups.  
 
There seems to be a tension between the static identity that is needed for an effective representation of 
the start-up towards the outside world and the dynamic organisational creativity that shapes and reshapes 
the journalism start-up from day to day. A marketing department can function as a buffer between the two, 
but most creative SME’s do not have a marketing department (Powell, 2007). Furthermore, the marketing 
department does not erase the difference between the brand identity and the organizational creativity. 
Mediapart has functioned its first three years without a marketing department, until they hired Estelle 
Coulon.  
 
The professional ideology of journalists may also reduce the effect of organisational creativity than is the 
case in other creative businesses. According to Deuze (2005: 447), the professional ideology of journalists 
consists of ideal typical values that journalists give meaning to and practise both on an organisational level 
and on an individual level. These ideal typical dimensions give an idea of what journalism should be 
according to journalists and include “public service (journalists provide a public service (as watchdogs or 
‘news-hounds’, active collectors and disseminators of information)); objectivity (journalists are impartial, 
neutral, objective, fair and therefore credible); autonomy (journalists must be autonomous, free and 
independent in their work); immediacy (journalists have a sense of immediacy, actuality and speed); and 
ethics (journalists have a sense of ethics, validity and legitimacy)”. This suggests that journalism start-ups 
have a certain predetermined organisational identity with more or less fixed professional goals which 
follow from the professional ideology generally shared by all journalists.  
 
Public service vs financial goals  
 
The professional goals pursued by journalists may conflict with the business model implying that the choice 
for a certain business model may also influence the ways in which the journalists experience working at the 
start-up.  This is most often the case with goals relating to journalism as the prime institution of democratic 
societies on the one hand and goals relating to the organisations need to satisfy and serve audiences on the 
other hand,  while public service is one of the most important professional values of journalism (Witschge 
and Nygren, 2009). However, as the financial motives in media companies become more important, this 
professional goal is increasingly under pressure. They state “new media platforms are more often than not 
developed in light of financial motives, trying to include new target audiences for advertisers” (56).  
 
The focus on audiences is inspired by financial motives, as the number of readers is directly linked to the 
value of advertisement space. The public service goals are characterised by non-partisanship, balance, 
factual information, the priority of certain themes (politics, finance, business, foreign affairs) and a mode of 

                                                
9
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address that assumes audiences as citizens rather than consumers (Van Zoonen, 1998: 126). They thus 
represent the journalist ideology described by Deuze (2005).  
 
Opposing Van Zoonen and Witschge and Nygren, Naldi and Picard (2012) see that the primary driving forces 
for starting an online news site are not commercially motivated. They state “as the underlying business 
models of traditional news organizations (newspapers, public affairs magazines, and broadcasting) 
deteriorate due to changes in technologies, economics, and market preferences, those concerned with 
journalism and its social contributions are seeking means to preserve the social functions of journalism” 
(70). According to them new media businesses’ driving forces are based on this discontent with existing 
media coverage originating out of the failing of traditional business models. Bruno and Kleis Nielsen (2012: 
3) too observe that these start-ups are emerging to create new ways for journalists to practice their 
profession.  
 
As Van Zoonen and Witschge and Nygren claim there is a conflict between these social functions and the 
commercial goals of the advertisement based business model, these online news sites should find an 
alternative business model that allows them to practice a journalism that does fulfil these professional 
goals. Moreover, business models based on ad revenues are less and less viable. Just like start-ups in the 
US, French journalism businesses struggle to keep up with their readers’ preferences and the decline of the 
advertisement based model: “Ad revenue for the French press overall has dropped by 36% since 2008, and 
the slide continues, according to the agency IREP; national newspaper ad sales fell 10% just last year.”10 
Despite the substantial size of the audiences for online media, the prices for advertisements on websites 
are low and there is a concentration of advertisements specifically around the search engines. It therefore 
becomes necessary for the online media to develop new business models (Tessier, 2007: 41).  
 
A distinct and stable professional identity can also function as a way for journalists to set themselves apart, 
communicate their uniqueness, their additional value. Sirkkunen and Cook (2012) refer to this 
phenomenon as monetising ideology by using the idea of a counterculture to attract subscribers: “More 
than anything, there is a rallying call driving several French media entrepreneurs. From the tagline of 
website and print-magazine Causer.fr “especially if you don’t agree” to the “alternative news” of Les 
Nouvelles News and the civically engaged BastaMag, the production possibilities of online journalism have 
given a voice to a range of sites wanting to fight causes and be heard. Rue89, Mediapart, @rretsurimages, 
Slate.fr, and Atlantico all pride themselves on cutting-edge investigative journalism and commentary. 
Director of Mediapart Edwy Plenel has campaigned veraciously against “liaisons dangereuses” between 
French media and political interests (Plenel 2007). Users appear to be willing to pay directly when counter-
culture forms a central part of the unique selling point with success financially coming from subscriptions 
and donations” (56).  
  
Given that Mediapart is often criticised for being partisan, while at the same time Mediapart claims to 
practise objective journalism, may point to a difference in interpretation of the term ‘objective’ by 
Mediapart on the one hand and other media on the other.  Van Zoonen (1998: 137) proposes the concept 
‘organisational identity’ instead of professional identity to explain this. Organisational identity accounts for 
the professional identity that is common within a specific journalistic organisation, which is a useful 
concept because terms may have different meanings to different people. As Van Zoonen (1998: 128) claims 
“the meaning of ’objectivity’ in journalism is heavily contested […] and can refer to the desire to be fair and 
accurate (in which case subjectivity would mean being unfair and sloppy) as well as to the intention of 
avoiding bias and partisanship (in which case subjectivity would mean taking sides), as well as to being a 
detached outsider (in which case subjectivity would mean being an interested and committed insider).”  
 
This also allows for differences in journalism traditions across countries. The French journalist tradition for 
example emerged from a meeting of two distinct journalism traditions: a literary journalism of opinion and 
an information-giving regional journalism (McMane, 2012: 187). McMane (2012: 190) observes this 
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specificity in the different ways in with The Washington Post and Le Monde practise journalism and codify 
these practices, even though they shared a similar strong sense of the social and political mission of their 
newspapers.  
 
Moreover, Tétu (2008: 75) describes how Anglo-Saxon journalism differs from French journalism, showing 
there are cultural differences regarding professional ideology. Even though French journalists also have a 
sense of social responsibility, the public role of the journalist as a watchdog, is much stronger in the United 
States, where journalists are the defenders of rights and attackers of injustices. American journalists are 
turned outwards, towards the public, the citizens and look for other ways to shed light on that which is 
hidden or covered up, while the French tradition puts journalists in the middle of the intellectual debate 
where it is clear whether they are conservative or progressive (86).  
 

The revival of public journalism started in the United States in the 1990s. Its origins lay in the falling number 
of newspaper sales and readers and in the decreasing rate of participation by citizens in elections. This 
public journalism aims to inform citizens so that they will become more involved again in the public 
domain, in democracy. It fits the American tradition of muckrakers better than it does the French 
journalists who are close to the elites and will join them at dinner parties (Tétu, 2008: 77). 
 
But because media will operate more internationally, they will have less to do with national journalist 
cultures forcing researchers to reconsider the importance of the national context for the professional 
cultures says Reese (2001: 178): “If we do choose to compare on a national level,we implicitly assume that 
countries are relatively homogeneous internally, that the variation in the phenomenon of interest is greater 
across rather than within countries.” 
 
Tétu (2008: 86) concludes that the French tradition is losing legitimacy. Aiguillon e.a. (2008: 113) make this 
more concrete by stating journalism is facing a multidimensional crisis. In addition to a symbolic crisis with 
refers to a loss in the legitimacy of traditional media, they observe economic and technical issues. The 
economic aspect of the crisis is the increasing commercialisation of information in the sense that it is 
focusing on attracting audiences at the expense of the quality of their information.  
 
Both articles were published in 2008, when Mediapart was launched. Their analyses coincide with the three 
crises identified in the Mediapart business plan: moral, economic and democratic.11 This implies there was 
a momentum for creating a new journalism enterprise in 2008 to combat these crises, which following the 
definition of Naldi and Picard (2012) could qualify as a business opportunity. It furthermore suggests that 
Mediapart had to find an answer to the decreasing legitimacy of French journalism culture. They aimed to 
do this by creating a new kind of journalism in France.  
 
Creating a new kind of journalism 

 
According to Naldi and Picard (2012: 70) the main reasons for starting a new journalism business are the 
job destruction at existing media companies, the discontent with existing journalism and the demise of 
newspapers. Journalism start-ups in France as well as in other countries are therefore framing themselves 
as counterforces, renewing journalism with independent investigations: “several sites pride themselves on 
independent quality journalism that rejects the status quo – even one might say cashing in on a counter-
culture that stands for independent, investigative journalism Sirkkunen en Cook (2012: 52).” 

 
This was the case for Mediapart, which in its manifesto states that France is in need for a new press and 
Mediapart is this project. (« Nous avons besoin d'une nouvelle presse en France, et MediaPart est ce 
projet »).12 They refer to their belief that existing media are not doing investigative journalism and are no 
longer independent, which limits them in performing their demoratic duty to inform the public.  
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 Edwy Plenel, “Le prix de la liberté”. (16 March 2008; consulted 18 September 2014) 
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Online journalism offers opportunities to newcomers and challenges existing media. For online media it is 
possible to do journalism with fewer means, interact with readers, make information available faster, 
correct mistakes more easily, publish on multiple platforms and use multimedia formats (McQuail, 2013: 
174). Established media have long been struggling with online possibilities and failed to succeed at 
including them in their activities (Naldi and Picard, 2012: 70).  
 
It especially offers more possibilities when it comes to interacting with readers (Aiguillon, Bassoni and 
Liautard, 2008). There are two main formats when it comes to interaction: a platform, where the journalist 
is mainly a moderator, and an online medium, where the content is produced by professional journalists 
and readers can contribute or respond to that. This research focuses on the latter form, as this is the type 
of interaction that Mediapart engages in.   
 
At the same time, existing media have learned it does not work to just publish traditional journalism online. 
They are now looking at bloggers, non-profit sites and digital news platforms to learn how to get in touch 
with their readers and please their advertisers (Briggs, 2012). They should use the internet to break with 
certain traditional practices (Himelboim and McCreery, 2012).   
 
McQuail (2013: 174) believes this main promise of increased participation from readers in creating 
journalism also threatens the journalist profession as journalists will increasingly have to compete with 
amateurs and press institutions are losing the legitimacy. 
 
There seems to be a tension between the need for experience, a network, financial capital to attract 
investments and an audience and the need to break with traditional practices and strategies in order to be 
flexible and innovative, between old and young if you will. It’s interesting that successful journalism start-
ups are usually run by journalists with a reputation and a long experience working for traditional media: 
“Key movers and shakers in the start-up scene are “news men” of the legacy media” (Sirkkunen and Cook, 
2012: 54).  
 
Naldi and Picard (2012) believe this has a substantial effect and the way start-ups are managed, namely in a 
conservative way. “Those coming from newspaper newsrooms to start online operations exhibited certain 
unrealistic expectations about demand for their services and the economic value of their work.” (Naldi and 
Picard, 2012: 91) They introduce the term ‘formational myopia’ to describe how entrepreneurs are mainly 
guided by what they already know when launching a new business. They base their strategies and practices 
on existing expectations and objectives that follow from previous experiences. “Thus, entrepreneurs’ prior 
knowledge and experience influence the competitive strategies they select. This is particularly true in times 
of uncertainty, e.g. during the formation of new industries, and/or when new technologies emerge.” 
According to them this explains why some start-ups are not durable. At the same time, it emphasises the 
relevance of capital as an analytic concept as capital too is related to experience, reputation, cultural 
background, social network and economic capital acquired during a person’s carrier.  
 
“Formational myopia is, thus, evident in the online news startups with efforts being made to transfer 
professional newspaper practices and norms to the new medium and to recreate the coverage topics, beat 
systems, and editorial management practices found in newspaper newsrooms. This would benefit 
journalistic employment, but requires large personnel costs and induces creation of hierarchical 
organizational structures that are not currently supported in the online journalism environment.” (Naldi 
and Picard, 2012: 92) 
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Methodology 

 
Mediapart was primarily selected for its innovative business model, that completely rejects the selling of 
advertising space to pay its bills and was therefore unique when it was launched in 2007. There was a lot of 
scepticism about its chances of success. Alain Minc, who was president of Le Monde’s supervisory board 
said that based on his experience he was sure that Mediapart would never work. In an interview with radio 
station France Info on 10 October 2008 he stated :  
 

“le modèle choisi par Edwy Plenel est un modèle absurde. La presse sur le net ne peut pas être que 
gratuite. La presse payante sur le net ne peut pas marcher. » [2] 

  
Existing theories about business models in journalism assume that newspapers have always depended on 
selling advertising space to some extent. According to Kaye and Quinn (2010) the revenues from selling 
content were never high enough to cover the expenses and Briggs adds “the most damaging misconception 
that still pervades the newspaper industry today is the belief that consumers used to pay for their news” 
(2012: 15). He claims readers have never actually paid for content and this is not going to be common in 
the digital age either, even though media have been exploring the options for charging content online.  
 
As Mediapart did succeed at employing a pay-wall, it challenges these assumptions on journalism business 
models and is therefore an interesting case to investigate. While they were one of the rare journalism 
companies employing this business model in 2007, there are more and more examples today of successfully 
charging for journalistic content online. The key to installing a pay wall successfully is making sure that 
users continue to see the extra value of the content, so that they are willing to pay for it. American Press 
Institute surveyed a number of successful examples and compounded the lessons that can be learned from 
these initiatives.13 

 
Furthermore, Mediapart claims to reinvent journalism in France. In its manifesto written by founder Edwy 
Plenel, it specifically states that France has a need for a new press and Mediapart is this project. (« Nous 
avons besoin d'une nouvelle presse en France, et MediaPart est ce projet »).14 Born out of a joint enterprise 
of journalists and web specialists, it wants to find a response to three crises: democratic, economic and 
moral. The economic crisis refers to the lack of a viable business model as readers as leaving, advertisement 
revenues are falling and debts are increasing. This is a crisis because a financially unstable press is a weak 
press (“une presse fragile est une presse faible”), according to Edwy Plenel.15 The moral crisis of journalism 
is connected to the economic crisis, because the fragility of the newspapers also causes a destabilization of 
journalistic values, morals and professional culture when the economic dependence of newspapers on 
advertisers, corporations or government limit them in their editorial choices. The democratic crisis finally, 
refers to the presidential system in France, which allows one powerful person to dictate the journalistic 
agenda.16 

 
Through these evaluations of the state of the then existing press in France, Edwy Plenel thus implies that it 
might serve as an example for other journalism businesses in France and internationally both in the way 
they have organized their business model and in the way they do journalism.  
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Case study  
 
The choice for a case study comes from the fact that outsiders describe Mediapart as a unique case, while 
the company at the same time regards itself as a laboratory, as a nouvelle presse project that is exploring 
the digital age and might serve as an example for other journalism start-ups.  
 
By investigating Mediapart closely, it will become clear what constitutes these claims of uniqueness on the 
one hand and a laboratory on the other. Bryman (2008: 54) states that case study research can be 
characterised as mainly concerned with unique features of the case and less with generating statements 
that apply regardless of time and space.  
 
Although generalisations cannot be made in case study research, a richly detailed case study offers 
theoretical insights on potentially successful business models for journalism, the creation of durable 
journalism businesses in France and the functioning and inner workings of start-up culture. Those 
theoretical insights may later be set against other cases.   
 
In order to develop these theoretical insights, a thick description is needed that places the specific data 
within a certain context.  
 
Thick description 

 
The context section in this thesis offers this detailed description of the historical, socio-political and media 
context in which Mediapart is grounded in order to describe particular acts or events in relation to their 
context. Denscombe (2010: 328) describes how this way “the emphasis is not just on describing what ‘is’ 
but on explaining how the nature of this phenomenon is closely linked to other aspects of its social 
context”.  
 
For example, in the Mediapart case it is essential to understand that its coming into existence was closely 
linked to the election of Nicholas Sarkozy as President of France and the crisis in which daily newspapers 
Les Echos and Libération found themselves in 2007. It is not unthinkable that these events created a 
momentum for Mediapart to have a successful launch. Given that political and societal circumstances play 
a role in the model proposed by Naldi and Picard (2012) to describe business formation, these 
circumstances might have been determining for the development of Mediapart.  
 
Thick description allows readers to draw their own conclusions about the relevance of the material in other 
contexts, says Denscombe (2010: 61), as the insights drawn from studying one case could have broader 
implications. The idea behind case study research for the project at hand is to shed light on the bigger 
picture of journalism start-ups emerging worldwide and the specific context of journalism start-ups in 
France by focusing on a small yet significant part of it. 
 
Grounded theory 

 
The theoretical framework offers concepts to help organise the data from the observations, interviews, 
documents and field notes, but it does not structure the analysis. The data is initially analysed through 
open and axial coding, and when creating the focused codes the theoretical concepts assist to prioritise the 
codes and define the relationships between them.  
 
Furthermore, the data collection, coding and theorizing follow an iterative process, in which the coding 
starts after the initial data collection and shapes the subsequent data collection. The designing, collecting 
and analysing phases are less distinct and do not simply follow each other, but take place iteratively as well 
as simultaneously.     
 
An analysis of private documents, like Mediapart’s budget, business plan, mission statement and 
correspondence between the founders offers an insight into the business formation, the business model, 
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the products and services that Mediapart offers and is planning on offering and the background of those 
directly and indirectly involved.   
 
Semi-structured interviews give insight into the meaning those involved ascribe to Mediapart, in what ways 
it affected French journalism, how it changed since its foundation and the day-to-day routines of journalists 
working at Mediapart.  
 
However, the respondents themselves sometimes transcend this distinction. While Edwy is the president 
and part of the marketing strategy (business), he is also the ambassador of the journalism produced and his 
discourse about journalism is expected to influence the way the journalists at Mediapart do journalism. 
Similarly, Laurent Mauduit is one of the founders and thus stakeholders of Mediapart, but does not have a 
managing role. He works as an economics editor. Therefore, the interviews will also address the business 
formation and the analysis of documents will also address the journalistic aspects.  
 
Document analysis of private documents 
 
The specific interest of this research in different forms of capital and the strategies employed to make use 
of these forms of capital, demands a close study of internal documents that cover economic capital 
(budget, business plan), social capital (agenda with meetings around launch, human resources list of basic 
details about employers) and strategies (marketing plan).  
 
Even though not actually private documents, Edwy Plenel gave me Mediapart’s annual reports of 2010, 
2011, 2012 and 2013 when I went to interview him. He also gave me the manifesto ‘Combat pour une 
presse libre’ (2008) and the revised manifesto ‘Le droit de savoir’ (2013). In combination with the 
marketing plan, these documents offer insight into Mediapart’s marketing strategies, as they are produced 
to convince an audience.  
 
It is clear that those PR materials should be studied in the context of their purposes and readership. 
However, Bryman (2008: 527) warns this is also the case for other official documents, like the budget and 
business plan. They should not be taken to be transparent representations of an underlying organizational 
or social reality, as they represent a separate reality, a documentary reality. All documents are texts written 
with a distinctive purpose in mind. They do not simply reflect reality.  
 
The data from the documents is therefore compared to data collected through semi-structured interviews.  
 
Semi-structured interviews 
 
The first series of interviews took place in Paris in November. Respondents were in order of interviewing 
Nicolas George (pigiste for i>Télé, RTL and Le Routard), Edwy Plenel (founder and president of Mediapart), 
Jean-Christophe Boulanger (founder and president of Contexte) and Laurent Mauriac (Founder of Rue89 
and Brief.me) (Appendix E).  

In preparation of these interviews, I analysed the Mediapart Live videos around the attainment of the 100 
000th paid subscriber and newspaper articles (Appendix B)17 in which Mediapart is mentioned. Based on 
those, categories were identified that Mediapart journalists use to describe themselves (indépendent, 
enquête), to describe other journalists (confrères), to describe their readers (public, citoyens) and to 
describe society (démocratie). In combination with the analytical concepts that followed from the 
theoretical framework, these categories formed the basis of the first topic list (Appendix C).  

As French is not my mother tongue, I decided to write out some full questions. These were not however 
guiding the interview, as is the case in a structured interview. They merely served as a fall back in case I 
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could not come up with a question on the spot or no longer knew how to formulate certain questions.  

The initial topic list changed slightly as a result of the initial analysis of the first four interviews and an 
adjusted topic list (Appendix C) was used in the second series of interviews.  
 
The second series of interviews took place in Paris in December. Respondents were in order of interviewing 
Christophe Gueugneau (editor in chief of Mediapart), Laurent Mauduit (cofounder Mediapart and 
economics editor), Pierre Puchot (international editor at Mediapart), Stéphane Alliès (political editor at 
Mediapart) (Appendix E).  
 
One week later, I interviewed Lucie Delaporte (education editor at Mediapart) over the phone and in the 
third week of January I conducted the last interview over the phone with François Bonnet (editorial director 
at Mediapart) (Appendix E).  
 
It was my intention to select ten Mediapart journalists on the basis of a timeline of the date they started 
working at Mediapart, because I wanted to talk to journalists who had experienced Mediapart from the 
beginning in 2008 as well as journalists who joined Mediapart after their most important first scoop, the 
Bettencourt affaire in 2010. According to the 2011 annual report, this scoop allowed Mediapart to reach its 
financial equilibrium.18  
 
Apart from the low response rate, there is also the problem of gender. Mostly male respondents agreed to 
meet with me, leaving the female perspective entirely up to Lucie Delaporte while there are more women 
currently working at Mediapart than men (27 and 26 respectively). This effect is strengthened by the fact 
that most journalism start-up founders are men.  
 
The interviews with three of the founders (Edwy Plenel, Laurent Mauduit and François Bonnet) allowed me 
to reconstruct the events leading up to the creation of Mediapart and the choices made in running the 
start-up.  
 
The interviews with the four journalists are about their decision to join Mediapart, Mediapart’s identity, 
their professional values, the choices they make in their journalistic work, their interaction with readers 
and the differences they experience between Mediapart and the legacy media where they used to work 
before.  
 
The semi-structured interviews with other French start-ups contribute to the thick description, in which the 
context of the French start-up scene is described as detailed as possible. These start-ups were selected 
because they employ a modèle payant like Mediapart (Brief.me and Contexte.com). (Appendix D) Atlantico 
would have been an interesting start-up to talk too, but they did not reply to any of the e-mails sent to 
them.  
 
I was supposed to also interview Thierry Gadault (founder and editor in chief of Hexagones) and Frédéric 
Filloux (Les Echos Live and Mondaynote), but for a variety of reasons this was not possible.  
 
Interviews are very useful for funnelling the information found in documents and through studying the 
medium itself. The interviewees will focus on things they perceive as most important for describing their 
organisation, their work, key moments in the development of the enterprise. The open nature semi-
structured interviews allows them to pick certain examples to illustrate their arguments. In that sense, 
every interview is a very personalised account of a phenomenon and may differ a lot per interviewee.  
 
However, because of this biased nature of semi-structured interviews the common points in the interviews 
are also strong indicators of a shared story, a shared identity. This allows the researcher to draw 
conclusions on two distinct experiential levels: personal and organisational.  
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While interviews are suitable for retrieving memories, emotions, motivations and personal experiences, 
they give a biased account of the developments of Mediapart as they are less suitable for retrieving facts 
(Denscombe, 2010: 173-174). Furthermore, they take place in an unnatural setting while the purpose of 
case study research is to give a naturalistic account of the case.  
 
I intend to describe how Mediapart’s practices are different from those of legacy media and whether the 
story told by Edwy Plenel is consistent with the journalistic practices.  
 
It is not possible to answer that question based on interviews with only 6 of in total 36 Mediapart 
journalists. Looking back, I should have sent out an interview request to all 52 employees at Mediapart, but 
I was initially under the impression that the external relations director was going to help me organise the 
interviews and that it would have been possible to talk to specific journalists, who were either of interest 
because of the date they started working at Mediapart, because of their gender, because of their 
experience working at another journalism start-up or because they worked in the politics, international, 
economics or investigative cell. Edwy Plenel introduced me to her before starting my interview with him 
and said I should get in touch with her to arrange the interviews.  
 
Because it was not possible to talk to a large number of journalists, the interview data only begins to 
explore the experiences, motivations and emotions of the journalists involved. The variety of perspectives 
does provide a diverse account of Mediapart as a journalism start-up and the role it plays in French 
journalism.  
 
Document analysis of mass media outputs 
 
Through an analysis of the Mediapart Live broadcasts, it should be possible to say something about the 
meaning given by the journalists to their own journalistic work. Through an analysis of published articles on 
Mediapart.fr it should be possible to say something about journalistic practices, as those productions are 
the outcome of journalistic work.  
 
Mediapart Live is a talkshow that airs every Thursday live from the Mediapart newsroom. It is presented by 
Frédéric Bonnaud, who is the éditorial director of the magazine Les Inrockuptibles.  
 
Around the attainment of its 100 000th paid subscriber, Mediapart broadcast a special edition of Mediapart 
Live in which Bonnaud interviewed 6 directors and 12 journalists. In addition to Edwy Plenel (President and 
director of the publication), François Bonnet (Editorial director), Marie-Hélène Smiéjan (Financial director) 
and Yolande Laloum-Davidas (External relations director), journalists Christophe Gueugneau (editor in 
chief), Thomas Cantaloube (International), Pierre Puchot (International), Amélie Poinssot (International), 
Lenaïg Bredoux (Politics), Ellen Salvi (Politics), Laurent Mauduit (Cofounder and economics), Martine 
Orange (Economics), Fabrice Arfi (Investigations), Mathilde Mathieu (Investigations), Michel Deléan 
(Justice) and Michel de Pracontal (Science) were interviewed. Also, marketing director Estelle Coulon and 
technical director Etienne Samson were interviewed.  
 
In order to say something about the way journalists talk about their own work on the one hand and the 
way they do their work on the other hand, I should compare the statements and the work per journalist. 
For every one of the 12 journalists that appeared in the Mediapart Live broadcast, I selected 10 of their 
articles.  
 
Research in France 

 
A researcher in France faces practical challenges too, both because of cultural differences and physical 
distance. The French are hard people to set a meeting with and when you finally do, they might make you 
wait for 25 minutes (Christophe Gueugneau) or 45 minutes (Edwy Plenel). Frederic Filloux helped me a lot 
with finding contact information, but was only available for a meeting three months after we first started 
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planning it. And even then he cancelled two days before the interview.  
 
One meeting I did arrange with Hexagones founder Thierry Gadault, never took place. He sent me an e-mail 
to let me know he was at the café, but I read it only after we had both already left, because I do not have 
3G internet access in France and the café did not have WiFi.  
 
Also, the journalists are very busy and Mediapart often gets interview requests, so not everyone is as keen 
to participate.  
 
Finally, the language posed a challenge, as words do not only have a dictionary meaning, but also a 
contextual meaning, and French is not my native language. This may also have influenced the way in which 
the interviewees interpreted my questions. However, they were all very patient and really made an effort 
to understand my questions or explicitly stated it in case they weren’t sure they completely understood the 
question.  
 
Emic and etic concepts 
 
As the French media system is in many ways different from the Dutch media system, I decided to explicitly 
approach it as an outsider. I followed the concepts used by those concerned in the research (emic) as 
opposed to using analytical concepts used by the researcher (etic) (Eriksen, 2001).  
 
This suits the nature of this study, as Denscombe (2010) states case study research examines that which is 
already there and asks questions about that reality instead of the researcher creating a reality within which 
he’s trying to answer his research questions.  
 
Even though Descombe is primarily describing an experimental setting, it is useful to think of Mediapart as 
an anthropological research object in which native definitions can be of great help for understanding the 
inner workings of an organisation.  
 
Emic categories do complicate the process of generalising the conclusions, which is generally an issue with 
case studies. They allow for a holistic, inclusive and detailed description of one microsphere and are less 
concerned with generalisability. Therefore, an emic approach will probably not harm generalisations 
further while it does provide a much more intimate understanding of the case.  
 
Journalism is both an emic and etic concept in this research, which means there is a challenge in keeping 
the two distinct. On the one hand, I am interested in what journalism start-ups consider journalism, but by 
selecting journalism start-ups to interview, I have already made a judgment about what I consider 
journalism. For example: Jean-Christophe Boulanger (Contexte) does not consider Contexte a journalism 
start-up and does not consider himself a journalist. He is in the business of information. However, 
journalism is a big part of Contexte according to him too.  
 
So in the selection process I decide in general terms what constitutes a journalism start-up, but I then relied 
on these start-ups to acknowledge this and give me a detailed definition of what constitutes journalism 
according to them. But then in the analysis, I again depend on the literature to provide me with a definition 
of journalism as it emerged out of the practices and values of journalists working in legacy mediato 
compare to what the start-ups consider journalism. I tried to solve this by talking to Le Monde and 
Libération about journalism too. Due to the small numbers of respondents and the nature of this research, I 
cannot make generalisations about differences and similarities between definitions of journalism of legacy 
media on the one hand and journalism start-ups on the other hand.  
 
Furthermore, for analytical purposes, emic definitions never entirely suffice, because they are not suitable 
for capturing theoretical notions that are meant to apply to other case than the one studied. At some point 
in the analysis, the emic definitions have to be translated into etic concepts.  
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Analysis 
 
While collecting the data and transcribing the interviews and Mediapart Live broadcasts, I wrote memos on 
concepts that stood out to me, that seemed to have a relationship with other concepts or that raised new 
questions, which I could then include in the remainder of the interviews I still had to conduct. These memos 
work as both an analytical aid as they roughly organise the data, but they also helped me become aware of 
the ideas that I developed when collecting the data. Subconsciously I will start analysing the data even 
while I am collecting, so to treat all the data equally, as openly as possible, when coding, it is useful to write 
down your hypotheses in memos to become aware of them.  
 
The data collected in the form of transcripts and articles have all been analysed as qualitative sources and 
coded in three rounds: open codes, axial codes and focused codes (Bryman 2008: 543).  
 
Open coding provides an initial, open-minded labelling of the data. They are assigned to parts of texts and 
the codes should be as close to the text as possible. The purpose of this round of coding is close reading of 
the data and a first organization of the data.  
 
Axial coding is the first grouping of concepts into categories. Open codes that referred to the same concept 
are renamed, similar codes are assigned to categories and relationships between the concepts are being 
identified. The purpose of this round of coding is to organize the codes assigned to the data through open 
codes. 
 
After the axial coding, I distilled the concepts that were most dominant in the analysis of the journalists and 
discovered that every concept describing Mediapart had a counterpart describing the traditional press in 
France. I processed these in table 1 and then grouped them together to distinguish between those 
concepts referring to the organisation and those concepts referring to the journalism.  
 
This process is what Bryman describes as focused coding. It allows looking at the concepts and categories 
more closely. The purpose of this round of coding is to apply a hierarchy to the concepts and categories, to 
determine which concepts and categories are central to theorizing and which concepts and codes provide 
contextual information.  
 
Although case studies are not generalisable, a code book like this does allow for a certain level of 
theorizing. The theoretical ideas that emerge from this analysis can later be tested in other cases to 
determine whether or not they apply to other cases as well. Bryman (2008: 57) states “the crucial question 
is not whether the findings can be generalised to a wider universe but how well the researcher generates 
theory out of the findings”. 
 
The codes are in French, but the descriptions are in English. This allows to not only make a translation in 
terms of language, but also in terms of meaning, from the emic concepts used in the data to the etic 
concepts used in the analysis of the data. For example, Nicolas George used the French word enquête to 
describe both the research he was doing for i>Télé and RTL as well as the investigative journalism that 
Mediapart does, that is supposed to set it apart from other media. Only by taking into account the context 
in which the word is used when describing the code, two categories evolve while still staying close to the 
French meaning. The codebook is the best place to make this translation, because it forms a bridge 
between words used by the interviewees and meaning in terms of analysis. The analytical concepts form 
the basis of the theory.  
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Results and Analysis  
 
A horizontal organisation 

 
Mediapart consists of four legs: 

- The editorial part, with about 35 journalists, which is located in Paris and managed by cofounder 
François Bonnet as the editorial director.  

- The technical department, with about 10 staffers, which is located in Paris and managed by Etienne 
Samsom.  

- The marketing department, with about 4 staffers, which is located in Paris and managed by Estelle 
Coulon.  

- Subscribers relations, which is located in Poitiers and managed by Marine Santain. 
 
The board consists of 4 directors:  

- Edwy Plenel, who is president.  
- François Bonnet, who is editoral director.  
- Yolande Laloum-Davidas, who is external relations director.  
- Marie-Hélène Smiejan, who is the general director and manages all the economic and financial 

aspects of the business.  
 
The committée de direction (board of directors) unites the board, Laurent Mauduit (who is also one of the 
cofounders) and the heads of the technical and marketing departments. The group has a weekly meeting to 
discuss the direction the company should take.  
 
There is this idea that Mediapart is a horizontally, democratically organised company. In reality, there are 
two chefs, Edwy Plenel and François Bonnet, and the rest of the news floor is organised more or less 
horizontally.  
 
Christophe Gueugneau, who is redacteur en chef together with Sophie Dufau, explains that his 
responsibilities are those of a redacteur en chef, but his title is journalist. Together with Sophie Dufau he 
forms the part of the organisational structure that is referred to as le central and falls under editorial 
director François Bonnet.  
 
Sophie Dufau is responsible for the multimedia, the portfolios and the web documentaries, whereas 
Christophe Gueugneau covers the editing of the editions that are published three times a day. This entails 
the selection and prioritisation of the most important stories instead of the most recent stories. As a result, 
stories often make the new edition multiple times because they are important enough to be “reprinted”.  
  
It’s an online newspaper, not a website. That is something that Edwy Plenel strongly defends: 

“C'est un journal, c'est un journal. Depuis le début pour nous, c'est un journal. C'est pas un site, c'est 

un journal, c'est un journal. Oui, c'est un journal. Et je pense nous sommes vraiment, nous montrons 

ce que peut être un journal numérique.” [3] 

And Laurent Mauduit explains how this has been a stake in their discussions with the government about 

the VAT too: 

“ils ont refusé de nous donner un statut de journal. Ils nous ont dit vous êtes une service en ligne. 

Non, on est un journal, journal, mais la presse en France, c'est aidée avec un taux de TVA inférieur 

au reste.” [4] 

Until February 2014 the French government clearly distinguished between printed press on the one hand 

and websites on the other when it came to the VAT rate. The printed press enjoyed a reduced rate of 2,1%, 
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while websites had to pay the normal rate of 19,6%. After the new press syndicate SPIIL lobbied for equal 

VAT rates for all media, including online newspapers, the government eventually caved and equalised the 

rate. Now all media organisations pay 2,1%. Mediapart created this syndicate in October 2009 together 

with Laurent Mauriac (who was still at Rue89 at the time) and Jean-Christophe Boulanger (who had not yet 

launched Contexte).19  

François Bonnet decides on the editorial line of the newspaper. The subjects covered are mostly the origins 

of the funding of political life, but also other parts of society, like researchers at universities, which Lucie 

Delaporte investigated. All journalists are supposed to do investigative journalism within their fields of 

expertise.   

This is not so common in the French journalism tradition, as French media mainly focus on commentary and 

analysis (Kuhn, 2013) and are characterised by the fact that there is no clear separation between the news 

and opinions, which may lead to a partisan press (Gumbel, 2012). Together with the trend that media 

companies are increasingly being owned by big companies or political actors, this may pose a threat to 

journalistic independence.  

Recreating Le Monde 

This has been stated as an important reason for the creation of Mediapart by its founders, but also by its 

journalists. According to François Bonnet it is a French peculiarity that all media are owned by compnaies 

whose main occupation is not information, but arms, telecom, concrete or something else. Laurent 

Mauduit explains that this inevitably has an effect on the journalism practised by these media:  

“Et si vous regardez la presse française, tous les propriétaires de la presse française sont Bernard 

Arnaud[ ..] Serge Lassaux, marchand d'armes et aéronautiques, en France tous les patrons de presse 

ont les métiers qui sont pas la presse. Ils achètent, on dit vulgairement en français, ils achètent la 

presse un journal comme ils achètent une danseuse. Voilà, donc nous, on s'est révolté.  

- Parce que ça a aussi un effet sur le journalisme qu'on fait ? 

Bien sûr.  

- Sur le contenu ? 

Bien sûr, bien sûr, évidemment, évidemment, je vais vous donner un exemple. En France il n’y a 

qu'un journal économique, Les Echos, un seul, vous connaissez son actionnaire. Son actionnaire c'est 

Bernard Arnaud [de …] donc c'est le plus grand patron français, il a la plus grande fortune de France, 

il a la 4ième ou 5ième fortune mondiale, vous croyez que vous pouvez écrire librement dans un 

journal économique qui est la propriété du principal PDG français ? 

- Je ne sais pas, parce que normalement les deux sont séparés.  

Mais vous ne croyez pas un mot de ce que vous dites, non, vous ne croyez pas un mot de ça. C'est 

pas possible. La France est un pays du dipl, d'une presse, c'est une digne de démocratie, le seul 

exemple un peu proche de la France, c'était l'Italie, Berlusconi. C'est inconcevable, on peut pas 

imaginer qu'un grand patron qui fait du béton, qui vit des commandes publiques, parce que l'état 

achète des choses, possède un journal en même temps, c'est impossible, impossible. Et donc dans 
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toutes les grandes démocraties, il y a des règles pour empêcher la concentration de la presse pour, 

voilà, donc nous, c'est ce principe au cœur de la vie démocratique on a, il faut avoir une presse 

indépendant, donc l'ambition de Mediapart, ça n'a pas été seulement de surfer, d'être un start-up, 

et surfer dans la bulle internet, c'est d'abord de profiter de la bulle internet pour refonder la presse 

indépendant. » [5] 

Independence does not equal non-partisanship. From the interviews it follows that independence is most 

of all an economic independence, that is mostly felt on a managerial level.  

Only for Laurent Mauduit did independence have an editorial impact at one point, when one of his 

investigative pieces was censored.  

While the relationship between media and politics in the Netherlands can be characterised as a mediacracy 

in which the political logic is being guided more by media logic than the other way around, French media 

tend to be guided more by the political logic. Kuhn (2013) states that the power relations between the 

press and politics in France is typically more “‘executive over media’ (‘political logic’) than ‘media over 

executive’ (‘media logic’)”. 

The direct event leading up to the creation of Mediapart was the acquisition of Le Monde by the 

investment group Lagardère in 2005 and the resulting departure of then editor in chief Edwy Plenel. He 

explains how he warned for the consequences of the acquisition, but during the general assembly only 36% 

of the journalists voted against and so Le Monde was bought by the investment group. After that he left the 

newspaper with a conflict on 30 October 2005 – remembering the exact date when talking about it in the 

interview.  

Laurent Mauduit resigned from his responsibilities as assistant editor in chief, but continued to do 

investigative journalism for Le Monde for another year. The direct event causing him to resign, was the 

censoring of part of his investigative story on then president of Le Monde’s supervisory board Alain Minc.  

Edwy Plenel recounts how there was one specific moment when he first thought about creating a new 

newspaper. He describes how he was reading his newspaper as any consumer, but one with a professional 

background and discovered that the newspaper he wanted to read did not exist. Then he started sketching 

something on a piece of paper and that became the basis of Mediapart.  

According to Laurent Mauduit the story is a little more complicated. First of all because they came up with 

the idea for Mediapart together; him, Edwy Plenel and another friend. Later François Bonnet joined and the 

four of them thought out Mediapart.  

Where Mauduit explains the choice for online came from the fact that it was much more affordable to 

create a medium online, François Bonnet says it as first and foremost a choice for refinding contact with the 

readers: 

“Oui, il est pas arrivé tout de suite et au début on pensait surtout à faire un média indépendant, 

donc c’était surtout ça, l’enjeu, c’était sortir de cette énorme machine qui était en train de se 

transformer de machine à faire du journalisme à machine à gérer de l’influence. Donc le but du jeu 

et l’ambition qu’on avait, l’envie qu’on avait, c’était d’abord de lancer un media, parce que quand 

même dans un itinéraire professionnel il n’y a rien plus excitant de ça, que ça. Et avec cet enjeu 

particulier qui est de lancer un journal indépendant. Donc on atteignait, l’ensemble des fondateurs, 

Laurent Mauduit, Gérard Desportes, d’autres, qu’on fait un bout de chemin avec nous, on on 

atteignait très vite on a quand même venait sur le web, pourquoi ? Parce que non pas pour des 
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questions des couts de l’économie, la question centrale c’était de retrouver les lecteurs. C’est 

quelque chose qu’on avait totalement oublié, moi en tous les cas, j’avais totalement oublié après 

treize ans passé au Monde, le contact avec les lecteurs, vous ne l’avez pas, c’était un énorme 

machine, de temps en temps les lecteurs écrivent, j’ai dû recevoir quatre ou cinq lettres, de temps en 

temps des lecteurs téléphonent, mais on est complètement couper de ça, donc on essaie bien sûr 

d’anticiper, d’être [..] mais cette relation avec les lecteurs pratiquement n’existait pas. Et quand on 

a réfléchi a cet enjeu de l’indépendance, qu’est-ce qu’on avait envie de faire journalistiquement et 

au raison de la crise en France, bon, une des raisons c’était bien sur cette relation avec des lecteurs. 

Et là, le web a fini de s’imposer, parce que évidemment c’est que par le web que vous pouvez en 

permanence être en discussion avec votre lectorat. » 20[6] 

While the founders were talking about creating their own newspaper, Libération was also facing a possible 

acquisition by Edouard Rothschild. Edwy Plenel had been asked to become the chef editorial at Libération, 

so he left the Mediapart project for three months to figure out whether this was an option. He essentially 

proposed Rothschild the model he envisioned for Mediapart. When Rothschild turned down these 

demands, Edwy Plenel returned to the Mediapart project.  

2007 was a very good year 

There was momentum in 2007. First of all because the selling of Le Monde made Edwy decide to leave, 

Laurent Mauduit be censored and decide to leave and more journalists to want to leave. In addition, the 

conflict Edwy Plenel had with Le Monde contributed to his financial assets, because they had to pay him 

damages. Consequently, he was able to invest some of his own capital in the Mediapart project.  

Later, if Libération had not been sold to investors too, Edwy Plenel would have become its director and 

would have attempted to implement the ideas he had for Mediapart at Libération.  

The founders explicitly refer to the fact that the moment was right in 2007. In their business plan they 

write:  

"L’opportunité est aujourd’hui exceptionnelle : nouvelle période politique issue de l’élection 

présidentielle ; crise persistante de la presse écrite quotidienne ; croissance continue du Web, 

doublée d’interrogations sur la qualité des contenus journalistiques et la viabilité des modèles.”21 [7] 

At the time, Mediapart was the first online medium to experiment with a business model that completely 

eliminated advertisement sales as a source of revenue. In addition, an entrepreneur outside Mediapart 

thinks at the time simply being a pure player was enough to generate interest. Today, that is no longer the 

case. Edwy Plenel calls this the prime au premier, which means there is always an advantage to being the 

first one to do something. In addition to the scarce number of journalistic pure players at the time, Laurent 

Mauduit believes they were lucky that the traditional newspapers were 10-15 years behind when it came 

to adopting the possibilities offered by the internet.  

This way, to be innovative it was enough to be an online medium. Even though the founders themselves 

state they made many mistakes in the beginning and did not know the first thing about creating or running 

an online start-up. The website crashed the first time Mediapart published a scoop and it was only after 

three years that they hired Estelle Coulon, who now manages the online marketing for the newspaper.  
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But first mover advantage also has a price in terms of the social capital needed to make it work, because a 
first mover lacks the necessary forms of legitimation:   

“From the new venture’s point of view, there is cognitive legitimation when new entrants in the 
industry copy an existing organizational form, rather than experimenting with a new one. From the 
consumers’ point of view, there is cognitive legitimation when they know how and when to use a 
product/service. The second, sociopolitical legitimation, refers to the processes by which key 
stakeholders (e.g. public media, opinion leaders, government officials) accept a venture as 
appropriate or ‘right’ on the basis of the current regulatory framework. Entrepreneurs in new 
industries face the rather difficult condition of needing build both cognitive legitimation and socio-
political legitimation.” (Naldi and Picard, 2012: 75)  

Mediapart did have to do both. Online newspapers were still uncommon, the business model was untested 
and legislation was not yet adapted to the new reality of online media, which for example inhibited them 
from benefiting from the 2,1% VAT rate that benefited the printed press and instead they had to pay 
19,6%. According to Naldi and Picard this means starting a new business in a new industry will require 
much more resources than starting a new business in an established industry.  

 
First and foremost a journalistic enterprise 

 
Journalism was the main reason to create the new start-up and its founders were very experienced 
journalists, but they did not know how to run a business and were not too familiar with the specific needs 
to create an online medium. For this reason, both the technical and marketing leg of the organisation have 
not been developed properly until about 3 years after the launch.  
 
As Christophe Gueugneau explains they started off with one technician in 2008, then hired two more by the 
end of 2010 and the technical staff currently consists of about ten people. Only when the website crashed 
after Mediapart published its first scoop did the board decide to hire more than 1 person to manage the 
technical side of running an online newspaper. The technical side of building an online medium is essential, 
a basic criteria for executing the journalistic ideas online. But it’s not as crucial as the marketing is. 
Especially when your business model depends on revenues from paid subscriptions.  
 
The marketing department was not installed until three years after the founding of Mediapart. As Laurent 
Mauduit explains, they were in the business of journalism and so they spend most of their initial capital on 
hiring journalists. This meant they started off with 25 journalists, 1 administrative director and 1 person in 
charge of the technical infrastructure:  
 

« On était fou, fou, fou, la plus grosse folie. La plus grosse folie était ça parce que on s'est dit on fait 
du journalisme, donc on a besoin de journalistes quoi, mais on a pas compris qu'on a créé une 
entreprise donc il fallait une directrice générale et financière, qu'il fallait une spécialiste du 
marketing, parce que marketing sur internet c'est très complique, c'est un nouveau métier qu'il faut 
inventer, donc ce n'est qu'avec 3 ans de recul qu'on a embauché une jeune femme, Estelle, qui est 
formidable, qui invente quelque chose huh, vachement. »[8] 

 
In spite of the company not having a marketing director during the first three years ,the marketing part is 
something that an entrepreneur outside Mediapart believes explains in part Mediapart’s success. And he 
claims they have been innovative when it comes to marketing from the beginning. The most inventive is the 
1 euro trial period, which Le Monde and other large newspapers have adopted too.  
 

« Une autre innovation marketing génial qui était recopier par tous les autres après, Le Monde etc., 
c'est qu'ils ont une période d'essai où on ne paie qu'un euro. Au tout début, leur période d'essai était 
gratuit et en fait assez vite ils l’ont changé, c'est une vraie innovation marketing dans la presse en 
ligne, le 1 euro permet de donner son numéro de carte bleu et du coup si on ne dit rien on passe à 9 
euro. Alors que si on a une période d'essai à 0 euro, il faut donner sa carte bleu après. Et donc du 
coup par défaut on continue. Et en même temps 1 euro, c'est rien. Donc c'est très malin, c'est très 
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malin, et tout le monde a copié ça après. Mais c'est eux qui ont inventé la période d'essai à 1 euro. 
Ce qui est génial.” [9] 

 
In addition to that founder and president Edwy Plenel is a very strong marketing tool. He describes his own 
role as President of Mediapart as being the spokesperson of the business, embodying it. Incarnation is an 
important concept when it comes to the symbolic capital used by the founders of Mediapart to make their 
business successful, to communicate their story. Stéphane Alliès explains how personification is something 
typically French and can be identified with all the big printed press institutions: 
 

“Il y a quand même on dise un truc un peu bizarre des français de toujours vouloir des incarnations. 

L'incarnation est toujours très important. Et, dans la presse, je redis, quand on dis, quand on parle 

du grand Libération à l'époque c'était Serge July, quand on parle de Marianne, c'est Jean-François 

[..] il y a quand même un lien on voit la gauche c'est Mitterand, Jospin, je sais pas, c'est très on a 

toujours besoin d'avoir une tête devant, un élément charismatique, voilà, on a connu Bonaparte, on 

a connu de Gaulle, [..] C'est malheureux, on se bat plutôt contre ça mais bon. C'est un défaut 

français. Du coup, Edwy emblématise ça, emblématise Mediapart et je pense pas qu'on a réussi de 

la même façon. »[10] 

It is the idea of having a face connected to your project. Concretely, it means there is somebody to 

represent the stories published in the media, somebody to talk about the objectives of the organisation, 

somebody with a strong opinion to invite to televised debates, which are an important part of French 

television.  

According to an entrepreneur outside Mediapart it was a choice made by the founders to construct the 

newspaper around the dividing personality of Edwy Plenel with his big moustache and reputation. It is a 

choice that was not without risk, because he is a person that is loved by some and hated by others. But it 

seems to have been effective.  

His discourse is clear, convincing and stable from the beginning. Reading the business plan, the 2007 
manifesto and the 2013 publication about the right to know based on the experiences of Edwy Plenel at 
Mediapart, there are barely any differences in his argumentation. Furthermore, he answered my question 
‘what is journalism according to you?’ without any hesitation, thinking or stuttering, while the other 
interviewees first reacted to the difficulty of the question and had to think about it before giving an answer.  
 
The steady discourse is consistent with the stability of the product, which according to an outside 
entrepreneur Mediapart is one, simple product for the clear-cut price of 9 euros a month, that has not 
changed since the start of Mediapart. He states this is very clever from a marketing point of view and 
recalls that it seems clear-cut today, but at the time they were the only ones doing this.  
 
Edwy Plenel confirms this. The product has not changed since the launch, even though there have been 
some expansions and additions, the core of Mediapart has remained the same. It is a newspaper with three 
daily editions, Le Club where readers can comment and publish their own contributions and a review of the 
web which shows good journalism being done by other media, both French and international.  
 
The simplicity of the product is also expressed in another aspect, namely enquête. The interviewees 
explained that the idea is that most readers first discover the newspaper through the scoops and 
investigations, but will subscribe and remain loyal for the generalist newspaper behind it.  
 

Symbolic and social capital essential for running a journalism start-up  

From the interviewees’ accounts of the creation of Mediapart, it follows that the founders did not have any 
of the business experience that according to Naldi and Picard (2012) is part of the symbolic capital 
important for attracting initial capital and subscribers. However, as the founders were very experienced 
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journalists, who had built a journalistic reputation and network over the last thirty years, they were capable 
of attracting capital, subscribers and journalists who wanted to work for them.  
 
Symbolic capital refers to “legitimacy or respect proffered according to terms valued within the field; 
prestige reflecting knowledge of, and recognition within, the field”, for example because of prior 
entrepreneurial and business experience, prior experience in related industries, prior experience in other 
industries. The terms valued within the field can refer to professional values, like independence, autonomy, 
public service and facts.  
 
The symbolic capital of the founders allowed them to attract young journalists who wanted to work at 
Mediapart. As Edwy Plenel explains there were many job applications at the start, because people had 
followed the events at Le Monde. He describes how he worked at the newspaper for 27 years, 15 of which 
as an investigative journalist himself and 10 of which he was leading it, and how those years were the 
prime years of Le Monde. Its sales had increased by 20% and it has been the only time that it had more 
readers than Le Figaro.  
 

« Il y avait beaucoup de candidatures. Beaucoup, parce que il y avait d'une part les gens suivaient il 
y avait la notoriété de ce qu'on avait fait, je ne suis pas parti sur un échec au Monde. Là, j'ai fait 27 
ans au Monde donc 15 ans du journalisme du terrain et d'enquêtes, 10 ans de direction et pendant 
ces 10 ans de direction ces sont des années sauf la période de crise 2003 2005 ces sont des années 
formidables, on a fait un journal qui a augmenté de 20 % ses vente, et c'est la seule fois où Le 
Monde était au-dessus du Figaro dans son histoire et c'était également les cinq années où Le Monde 
a été profitable. Donc il y avait beaucoup de candidatures et c'est François Bonnet qui a recruté 
l'équipe ou il avait recueilli beaucoup de jeunes. » [11] 

 
Stéphane Alliès acknowledges this: 
 

“justement pour le coup, ça c'est lié aussi un peu à l'histoire d'Edwy mais le journalisme 
d'investigation a eu sur ces 30 dernières années il y a eu des heures de gloire qui sont souvent 
incarnées par Edwy. Et le top du, afin, le climax de cette histoire-là c'était quand Edwy a été 
directeur du Monde, où le Monde a fait beaucoup d'investigations, a rendu de faire des 
investigations sérieuses alors que jusqu'à là c'était Le Canard Enchaîné, qui traitait presque la 
dérision quoi. » [12] 

 
It was not just the founders however. An experienced journalist like Martine Orange was reason for Pierre 
Puchot to join Mediapart, in addition to the fact that he admired and liked the work of François Bonnet, 
with whom he had done an internship at Le Monde.  
 

« Je regarde des gens qui avait été qui déjà disait qu'ils seront dans le projet, il y avait des gens très 
très bons, sur un point économique il y a quelqu'un comme Martine Orange par exemple, c'était 
quelqu'un qui était connue, c'était une signature. Moi, j'ai travaillé donc, pendant deux mois j'étais 
en stage chez Le Monde avec François Bonnet en 2004, 2003. Donc je l'avais vu un peu travailler, 
j'étais impressionné par son capacité de travail et son intérêt. » [13] 

 
Lucie Delaporte specifically names Laurent Mauduit, Martine Orange and Edwy Plenel as Mediapart 
journalists she looked up to and admired. She had worked with them shortly when she interned at Le 
Monde and states she knew Mediapart had to be a good project because they were all involved.  
 
The notoriety of the experienced journalists who joined Mediapart and continue to work there contrasts 
well with the bad reputation of the existing press, that according to Mediapart’s journalists, other start-ups 
and French people on the street is characterised by close relationships with those in power, partisan 
coverage and elitist journalism.  
 
According to Laurent Mauduit this helped in the beginning when Mediapart was doing stories, but not a lot. 
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Many of his previous sources were no longer interested in cooperating, because they were afraid of 

Mediapart: 

“pour les plus âgés de Mediapart, c'est-à-dire moi, Plenel, je l'ai dit, moi, j'étais au service 

économique de Libération longtemps, j'étais au Monde treize ans, j'ai dirigé le service économique 

du Monde, donc je connais tous les PDG Français, je connais François Hollande on était en fac 

ensemble, je connais la plupart des gens qui étaient ministres depuis trente ans, donc l'expérience 

fait quand on est journaliste on connait beaucoup de gens. Donc c'est vrai quand on créait 

Mediapart par exemple il y a beaucoup de PDG qui refusent de me voir, qui arrêtent de me voir, 

parce qu'ils ont peur de Mediapart. Tant pis, tant pis.» [14] 

Through their network, they also found Marie-Hélène Smiéjan and the technical staff they needed to 

launch the newspaper. Benoît Thieulin was responsible for the interface of the very first website and 

politicians like Segolène Royal and François Bayrou supported the launch of the project.   

Symbolic capital also helped the founders to effectively run the start-up. According to Powell (2007) a start-
up’s goals and identity are continually being constructed through a negotiation between the creativity of 
the employees and the ideas of the founders. The goals, brand and vision of small enterprises are therefore 
the temporary outcomes of a perpetual discussion. Powell claims this is why small businesses have trouble 
holding on to their identity. There is discussion at Mediapart, but there is also a real hierarchy. Lucie 
Delaporte asks herself in the interview whether it would actually be better if this was not the case. Through 
this strong leadership, Mediapart might actually escape the trap of the perpetual internal discussion 
causing an unclear identity. 
 
The discussion is there, but because there are two men making the final decisions and there is both a clear 
editorial line and a clear marketing story since the launch. Another important aspect might be the fact that 
the journalists are more or less on the same page when it comes to the editorial line and the journalism 
practices at Mediapart. They furthermore state to trust the decisions made by the two chefs.  
 
Social and symbolic capital also allow entrepreneurs to attract economic capital more easily (Naldi and 
Picard, 2012). General director Marie-Hélène Smiejan handles the financial side of the business and 
explains that although the founders were not beginners, they already had professional, editorial and 
management experience, investors were not keen on investing in the new business:  
 

“On était pas non plus des débutants, on avait tant de l’expérience professionnelle et éditoriale que 
l’expérience de gestion, donc on est allé voir ces partenaires théoriques. Ils nous ont tous dit non. 
C’était soit la presse ne gagnera jamais de l’argent, donc ça perdra toujours de l’argent. Après 
c’était, mais votre projet c’est quoi, c’est gagner beaucoup d’argent. Mais non. Non, c’est que le 
quotidien existe, qui se développe, qu’il rend compte de ses lecteurs, bin oui, mais nous, notre 
objectif est de gagner de l’argent. Et puis après, c’était entre le début et quand on a commencé de 
marcher à la fin et les actionnaires . C’est quand même risquant, un quotidien indépendant, pour 
que voulez-vous qu’on investisse ? »22[15] 

 
So they were forced to rely on their own resources and decided to invest in the project themselves. A 
beneficial side-effect of this decision was that it gave other small investors more confidence in the project. 
If the founders were willing to invest in it themselves, maybe it was a project worth investing in. In 
addition, the small investors, that are the Société des Amis invested more out of support for Mediapart’s 
cause than for economic reasons:  
 

«Et on sait au bout d’un certain nombre de rendu du compte que de tout façon jamais ils mettraient 
un sou, et il fallait qu’on compte sur notre propre force pour relancer ça. Donc c’est là où on a 
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décidé d’abord, nous fondateurs, de s’endetter, de manière d’apporter finalement le premier million 
de capital qui a permis derrière d’emporter la conviction à la fois à la société des Amis, qui a été 
constitué, qui s’est mobilisé sur la même conviction que nous, qui avait la nécessité, la place, pour 
un quotidien indépendant. Je pense que c’était pas un choix d’actionnaire, c’était un choix de 
mobilisation pour un projet. »23[16] 

 
Or as Laurent Mauduit states when asked how they raised the initial capital for launching Mediapart:  
 

“nous sommes débrouillés en allant requêter nos copains, des universitaires, des intellectuels. On a 
ramassé 4 millions d'euros. » [17] 

 
This is what Johannisson (1988) describes as social capital: the network that business founders can make 
use of, like ties with journalists, sources, the business community and community organisations. He 
ascribes crucial importance to social capital when he states that “the key to entrepreneurial success is 
found in the ability to develop and maintain a personal network. The personal network is the vehicle by 
which the established entrepreneur exchanges information with and acquires resources from the 
environment”(83) 
 
Apart from just knowing people, it also matters who these people are. Mauduit goes on to explain that the 
people they asked were willing to support the launch, because they believed there should be independent 
media in France and they were able to support the launch, because they possessed the financial means to 
do so. Thus, the network of the Mediapart founders consisted of people who both shared the founders’ 
convictions and had the financial means to contribute to the realisation of Mediapart.  
 
This implies an ideological motivation for contributing instead of an economic motivation as investors often 
have. They represent two different ways of raising capital. Mediapart had also attempted to interest 
investors for their business, but the untested business model made them reluctant to take the risk.  
 
The same can be said about the hesitance of journalists to join Mediapart. François Bonnet recounts how 
there were not many applications either, because people considered it a crazy project. However, for their 
business model to work they needed journalists with knowledge and expertise on investigation stories 
about politics, economics, education, the police (symbolic capital) who were also willing to work differently 
from what they were used to at printed media. They found them by asking specific colleagues (“par des 
reseaux professionelles de chacun”, social capital): 
 

«on a demandé au gens cette double combinaison c'est-à-dire vous avez une vraie expertise 
et une vraie savoir professionnelle sur l'économie, sur la politique sur l'immigration, sur 
l'éducation, sur le justice, sur la police, donc c'est très bien et en même temps le succès de 
Mediapart parce que on est que 25 journalistes ne sera possible que si on arrive à se 
mobiliser ensemble et donc à ce que des gens acceptent de traiter des sujets, je pense par 
exemple pour des reportages, sur lesquels ils n'ont pas forcément une grande expertise. » 
[18] 
 

19 of these 25 journalists had comfortable jobs at established media, so to convince them to take the risk 
to come work for Mediapart, the founders offered them the same salary and the promise that they would 
be able to pay the journalists for three years.  
 
The subscription model 
 
Mediapart chose a business model without advertisements, fully reliant on revenues from subscriptions. 
Mediapart, Contexte and Brief.me all apply this model and according to the interviewees the main 
differences between this modèle payant and the publicity model are:  
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ABONNEMENTS PUBLICITE/ACTIONNAIRES 

PEU D’ARTICLES BEAUCOUP D’ARTICLES 

FINANCEMENT STABLE FINANCEMENT INCERTAIN 

LONG/COURT COURT 

SELECTION/TRIE FLUX 

PLUS IMPORTANT PLUS RECENT 

MOINS COUTEUX  COUTEUX  

PROFITABLE RACHETÉ 

INDEPENDANT PROPIÉTÉ D’INDUSTRIELS 

 
The model was new when Mediapart was created in 2007 and many investors did not believe it would 
work. At the same time, a modèle payant needs content to attract subscribers and thus needs a large team 
of journalists from the start to create this content. As another start-up puts it, this is a very risky choice, 
because it means a business will lose a lot of money during the first few years while they have no guarantee 
they will start making money later:  
 

“c'est le choix qu'il a fait et ça a marché. C'était un choix très risqué parce que ça veut dire qu'il 
dépensait beaucoup d'argent et perdait beaucoup d'argent au début, mais c'est un choix qui a 
marché, qui a bien fonctionné. Et c'est un risque aussi, parce que lui, il a investi beaucoup de son 
argent personnel, vraiment, ils ont vraiment pris un risque.” [19] 

 
So the founders invested part of their own money, asked their friends and acquaintances to contribute and 

eventually managed to attract two investors (Ecofinance and Doxa), who each invested 500 000 euros. 

When Mediapart was launched, it had collected 2 939 000 euro in initial capital. The current short-term 

objective is to construct the foundation, so that Mediapart can buy back the investors’ shares and become 

financially independent.24  

However, even though starting a business on a modèle payant is costly and was risky at the time, the 

revenues are much more stable than is the case with a publicity model says Christophe Gueugneau:  

“c'est à cause du modèle économique, comme nous, avec les abonnés on a une visibilité sur les 

prochains mois, donc on sait toujours à peu près combien on peut potentiellement payer des gens et 

combien des gens on peut payer, donc.  

- C'est plus stable? 

Bin, oui, beaucoup plus stable. C'est plus stable parce que... parce que afin c'est plus stable et 

surtout plus rentable en fait [haha] juste parce que avec la pub il y a beaucoup de gens afin il y a 

petit qui gagne vraiment de l'argent et on en a beaucoup en pure players par exemple.  

C'est que nous on sait, là, on a 105 000 abonnées, voilà on multiplie 104 000 par le nombre le prix 

d'un abonnement moyen, parce que comme on fait des offres tout ça c'est pas exactement 9 euros, 

mais voilà. On sait à peu près combien on gagne pratiquement chaque mois quoi et après on sait 

qu'on va pas avoir un effondrement de reverse 50 000 abonnées en 2 mois, donc on sait qu'on, les 2 

3 prochains mois on a à peu près le budget. Voilà.” [20] 

The Bettencourt affaire 

 
In 2010 Mediapart made a journalistic decision that delivered them the success of the Bettencourt affaire. 

                                                
24

 Edwy Plenel, “Comment Mediapart a construit son indépendance” (16 March 2008; consulted 18 
September 2014) http://www.mediapart.fr/journal/france/090308/comment-mediapart-a-construit-son-
independance  

http://www.mediapart.fr/journal/france/090308/comment-mediapart-a-construit-son-independance
http://www.mediapart.fr/journal/france/090308/comment-mediapart-a-construit-son-independance


33 
 

Le Monde had passed on the recordings of telephone conversations with Bettencourt, as had Le Nouvel 

Observateur. Mediapart did decide to use them and between the publication of the Bettencourt story in 

June 2010 and the end of the year 2010, the number of subscribers almost doubled (26 000 to 46 870). In 

their annual publication of 2011, they wrote: “après 2 ans de progression régulière de l’audience comme 

des abonnements, l’affaire Bettencourt a permis à Mediapart de « passer une marche » conséquente. »25 

Pierre Puchot talks about this from a different perspective. According to him it was not so much the scoop 

itself as well as the fact that it proved Mediapart’s discourse, that there was no independent press in 

France at the moment.  

That was a symbol of the state the French press was in at that moment and because that was the case, 

Mediapart added something to the media landscape.  

But in the time frame it was a chance, because Mediapart could have continued to exist maybe a few 

months after that considering the financial situation. They were in need of an expansion of their 

readership, which was the main source of their income.  

However, the interviewees all believe Mediapart would have found another way of becoming successful if 
Bettencourt had not come along, they all believe the simple fact that there was a need for an independent 
media would have led to Mediapart’s success eventually.  
 
Summary creating and running Mediapart 
 
The most important business opportunities that Mediapart took advantage of were the acquisitions of 
Liberation and Le Monde, the novelty of online media and the Bettencourt affaire.  
 
Financial resources mostly came from the founders personal assets and from their social network, which 
included professors, etc. willing to support the objective of creating an independent media, according to 
the founders.  
 
Symbolic capital allowed the founders to effectively run the creative enterprise, as the journalists – all with 
strong opinions – trust the choices made by François Bonnet and Edwy Plenel.  
 
Freedom and time to do in-depth investigations 
 
The most important differences between the traditional press in France and Mediapart following from the 

interviews are:  

MEDIAPART LA PRESSE FRANCAISE 

ANGLOSAXON FRANCAIS 

PETIT GROS STRUCTURES 

HORIZONTALE HIERARCHIE 

LIBRE COMMANDE 

ENQUETE AGENDA 

ENSEMBLE DIVISÉ, MARQUÉ 

JEUNES + VIEUX  VIEUX/LA VIEILLE PRESSE 

LÉGÈRE LOURD 

DYNAMISME INSTALLÉ 

PUGNACE POLIE, PARRESSEUSE  

PROPRE IDENTITÉ SE SUIVRE 

QUALITÉ QUANTITÉ 

EDITIONS FLUX 
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TRI/EXCLUSIF COPIE-COLLE 

PROCHE DES GENS PROCHE DU POUVOIR 

AUTRES RESSOURCES USUAL SUSPECTS 

LONG COURT 

PROFOND SUPERFICIEL 

PLUS IMPORTANT PLUS RECENT 

 

These concepts may refer to various things and are related to the other concepts that define either the 

traditional press or Mediapart, as jeune for example both refers to age of the business, to the journalists 

and to the readers and ensemble refers to the mixed news floor, working in teams because of the choice for 

doing investigative journalism and working on a subject from different angles instead of working from a 

specific cells, which allows a subject to be covered with more context. Couteux refers to the costs for 

creating and running the newspaper and the price of the product offered.  

La presse française constitutes the traditional press in France that the interviewees referred to in the 

interviews. They did not refer to radio or television outlets, but to printed media. Specifically, they named 

Le Monde, Libération, Le Figaro, L’Express, Le Point, Le NouvelObservateur, Les Echos, La Croix and Le 

Parisien. They also mentioned The Economist, The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Guardian, 

but these usually served as an example of good journalism, whereas the French examples usually served to 

illustrate the kind of journalism that Mediapart is trying to change.  

Moreover, Brief.me and Contexte were inspired by American examples, like The Skimm and Politico 

respectively. This reference to Anglo-Saxon journalism therefore does not seem something that is unique 

for Mediapart, but characterises French journalism start-ups more generally.  

Time and space to work on stories is one thing most often mentioned by the interviewees as pleasant. 
Moreover, they state they are not bound by the institutional agenda as journalists at traditional media 
often are, but are instead completely free to choose their own subjects as opposed to media where they 
worked before. There they were much more tied to the news of the day and to orders from the editor in 
chief. At Mediapart, the initiative is with the journalists.  
 

Mediapart’s journalists feel free when it comes to choosing their own subjects, deciding on the length of 

their articles and the length of their quotes and spending as much time on the research as necessary. The 

journalists describe how they felt limited at their former employers. They were not practicing what they 

believed journalism should be. They were guided by external factors.  

More generally, they feel free to practice what they regard good journalism. Lucie Delaporte states that she 

is completely free to choose her own subjects, as long as it is a story that is different from that which other 

media do: 

“à peu près libre, ça dépend il y a une discussion bien sûr, ça dépend sur des choses, en fait ce qui 
compte le plus pour nous c'est d'avoir quelque chose que n'ont pas des autres, donc quelque chose 
qui fait qu'on a une plus-value. Qu'on a une plus-value aux autres, soit on a des documents que des 
autres n'ont pas, soit une idée un peu plus originale. C'est ça le critère en fait. » [21] 
 

This kind of independence is indirectly linked to the business model. Christophe Gueugneau, Jean-

Christophe Boulanger and Laurent Mauriac describe how certain choices made by Mediapart are possible 

because of the business model that does not rely on selling advertisements. That is the reason why 

concepts like tri, selection and long are included in both table 1 and table 2.  

Christophe Gueugneau, who before joining Mediapart worked at the NouvelObs website that did have a 
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business model based on selling advertisements, says he could not let a journalist work on an investigation 
for a month, because he needed the journalists to produce articles every day, so people would visit the 
website and the traffic would generate money:  
 

“et puis on était charge de faire, du générer du trafic sur le site quoi on pourrait pas forcement, 
[whispers] je pouvais pas me permettre de prendre un journaliste et le mettre un mois sur une 
enquête parce qu'il fallait qu'il produise des papiers tous les jours pour assez ramener des gens sur 
le site, pour rendre la publicité, pour créer de l'argent derrière » [22] 

 
François Bonnet describes a similar feeling when comparing his work at Le Monde with Mediapart: 
 

«On est libéré, moi, quand je travaillais au Monde j'avais trois réunions par jour et je passais une 
bonne partie de ma journée a discuter des contraintes matérielles, les horaires, le chemin de faire de 
journal, la place que j'avais dans le journal ou pas, c'est-à-dire le nombre de pages, les nombre de 
colonnes, la place des articles étrangés, voila, toute cette énorme organisation qui est le processus 
de production finalement lourde et très verticale d'un quotidien papier. Sur internet, toutes ces 
contraintes ont disparu si vous voulez. » [23] 

 
However, they also say the big stories have to be treated. Pierre Puchot recounts how both pieces he did 
the week before the interview were linked to current events: 
 

“On est très libre, mais on est quand même dans cette, dans cette contrainte en fait de du 
traitement de 3 4 grosses actualités. Juste un exemple, j'ai fait un article la semaine dernière sur, la 
semaine dernière les deux articles que j'ai fait dans la semaine étaient consacrés, bin j'ai fait plus de 
ça, mais les deux principals articles consacraient en fait à deux actualités, la première c'était 
l'annonce de fin de rupture de la coalition Israël et et l'autre article c'était la reconnaissance, afin la 
demande de reconnaissance de la Palestine au parlement français. »[24] 
 

Although he also explains how Mediapart aims to treat these stories differently than other media outlets, 
by including some of their personal expertise on the subject, by interviewing sources other than the usual 
suspects and by including a pedagogical element, explaining readers how they should comprehend the 
events covered: 

 
« Mais ça c'est des choses où on va passer 3 coup de fils, on va importer un peu de notre savoir 
personnel, mais c'est pas une enquête du siècle. Mais on les fait quand même parce qu'il y a une 
petite plus-value par le regard des gens qu'on interroge et après il y a un enjeu pédagogique. » [25] 

 
As a political editor, Stéphane Alliès does follow the institutional agenda and the day-to-day current events 
more closely than most of the Mediapart editors: 
 

“On on essaie de suivait les enquêtes, les investigations permettent d'imposer nos agendas, mais on 
est quand même par la politique tenue de suivre malgré tout l'agenda politique et des politiques. On 
est, en trainement bien à nous, on s’est réfléchi avant ça commencer et moi je pense qu'on tient une 
certaine idée du journalisme politique, là est toujours pas fait mais en tout cas on a tenue, tenue [..], 
mais c'est vraiment on fait un journalisme particulier mais qui est quand même plus à l'actualité. » 
[26] 

 
Lucie Delaporte acknowledges this and adds that Mediapart focuses too much on classical political stories 
when it comes to political reporting. However, from what Stéphane Alliès describes his subjects like, it 
seems like Mediapart does have a much more broad conception of what constitutes politics. He not only 
covers political parties on the left, but also political movements and other forms of affirmative action that 
originate in the community.  
 
Contact with readers is something that is being promoted by the founders. However, according to the 
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journalists this was mostly useful in the early stages of building the start-up.  
 
Constructive and useful discussions with readers mostly take place through private messages or e-mails. 
The journalists all state that the commentaries do not really add value to their work. Sometimes it is useful 
when they receive a factual correction, but commentaries are also a small group of crazy people with 
political agendas that at some point will always start insulting you.  
 
Contact with readers also changes as the start-up changes. It is useful to have a lot of contact with your 
readers when the start-up is developing, to improve it.  
 
Laurent Mauriac about the testing phase of Brief.me: 
 

- Et il y a beaucoup de lecteurs?  
 
900 

 
- Et le but? 

 
Là, le but de la phase actuelle c'est d'en magasiner le plus possible de réactions, de remarques, de 
suggestions, de critiques,  
 

- C'est comme la crowdsourcing? 

 
Voilà, c'est ça. Pour améliorer le produit.  
 

- Et ça marche bien? 

 
Oui, ça marche bien. On reçoit beaucoup d'emails, souvent très détaillé et donc oui, c'est très utile.  
 

- Il sont vraiment engagé?  
 
Oui, tout à fait, on a dû recevoir à peu près 200 – 250 emails depuis le début et on pose une 
question à la fin de chaque édition, on pose une petite question très courte ou on peut se répondre 
juste en cliquant sur un petit bouton.” [27] 

 
This accords with Pierre Puchot remarks about the usefulness of contact with readers : 
 

« Je pense que.. au début on a beaucoup fait des journées portes ouvertes [..] et on avait, oui, les 
lecteurs venaient nous voir et on avait beaucoup de suite, la partie club, il y a deux personnes qui 
s'occupent de la partie club donc mener un peu cette partie club et dialoguer avec nos abonnés etc. 
et puis c'est vrai qu'on a toujours fait attention à discuter un peu avec eux. Moi, je réponds, pas aux 
commentaires, parce que les commentaires on est 100 000 abonnés aujourd'hui quand il y a 54, 
venez voir j'ai un article qui était publié la semaine dernière c'est 54 commentaires, je peux pas 
répondre a 54 commentaires, afin »[28] 

 
Stéphane Alliès elaborates on this by stating that the initial commentaries were of high quality and really 
helped the journalists improve their articles. They did it together. Those initial readers were in a sense 
founders of this new medium too: 
 

“Il y avait une vraie qualité quand on avait pour être très franc quand on était 15 000 abonnés, 
c'était vachement intéressant parce que les gens y participaient aussi, afin, ils étaient comme nous, 
ils étaient fondateurs de ce nouveau media. »[29] 

 
Pierre Puchot then makes an interesting remark about what he regards as contact with readers too. To him, 
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it also means being close to readers, knowing what they want, understanding what they are interested in 
because they are not so different from journalists. Journalists should not get involved in elitist dinner 
parties, etc.  
 

«On est pas, est-ce que j'aime dans le journal c'est qu'on se… bon, peut-être à deux trois exceptions, 
il y a des moments où on suit de succès comme ça on peut partir voilà un peu comme ça, mais sinon, 
on est toujours assez proche de la réalité, à savoir qu’on est pas des vedettes, pas des gens au-
dessus de la société, on est dans la société, on est avec les gens on vit la même chose qu'eux, et en 
fait c'est ça qu'on doit raconter. On doit pas être des journalistes qui se mis dans des petits dîners 
[..] et qui [..] des petites infos et qui publient.. on est pas la même chose que ça on est vraiment dans 
un journalisme proche des gens, dans une proximité, on doit apporter notre savoir-faire, notre 
regard a ces gens en étant proche d'eux, on doit pas [..] on doit être proche de ça. C'est-à-dire, voilà, 
et quand [..] moi, j'ai du mal à penser que je suis au-dessus des autres quoi. »[30] 

 
In the beginning the spirit of Mediapart was also slightly different. Pierre Puchot and Laurent Mauduit 
recount how they felt a lot of pressure at the beginning of Mediapart. Pierre explains how he felt he was 
carrying the entire international coverage on his shoulders. He worked with only one other journalist and 
they did not have an international network of freelancers, like they are building now: 
 

“Je rends compte du on ne vit pas tous Mediapart de la même façon. Moi, j'ai vraiment l'impression 
qu'il y a deux, puisque on avait deux au service international pendant longtemps avec peu de 
pigistes en fait, peu de gens à l'étranger, aujourd'hui on en a plus, 8-9, mais à l'époque on était que 
deux. J'avais vraiment l'impression de porter tout le cote de Mediapart international sur mes 
épaules en fait sur les épaules de moi et le collègue ma compagnie. Donc il y a avait une grosse 
responsabilité qu’aujourd’hui, je pensais a ca ce matin dans le métro en réfléchissant sur le 
développement de Mediapart et tout ça. Je me disais bon, quand des gens qui étaient dans un 
service un peu plus grand un peu plus gros, ressentent peut-être un peu moins ça. Mais après aussi 
le service enquête, je pense que le service enquête ressenti ça avec encore plus de pression, puisque 
eux ils avaient la pression de sortir de nouvelles infos, qui était un peu, l'histoire de Mediapart, 
c'était un peu, sort des infos, attirer les lecteurs et après les lecteurs restent parce qu'il y a un 
ensemble, il y a un journal a côté. Ils se disent pas, oui, on l'a vu pour les infos et puis apprend 
pas.. »[31] 

 
Laurent Mauduit, who does a lot of economic investigative stories, powerfully captured this sentiment by 
saying: “Quand on a demarré, on a pas de droit de se tromper. Si on se trompe, on se fait écrasé. On perd 
un procès, on est discrédité dans l'opinion, donc pas de droit à l'erreur, encore moins que les autres. » 

 
This indicates that it is one thing to have a reputation, but it puts a lot of pressure on the journalists to keep 
that reputation, even more so than is the case for existing media.  
 
Political editor Stéphane Alliès thinks the investigative cell especially would have felt a lot of pressure when 
Mediapart was just launched. But he too was pushed by Edwy and François to produce a lot of stories and 
sometime worked day and night to get them done.  
 
Working together is something that typifies the practices at Mediapart and is closely linked to the fact the 
Mediapart specializes in investigative journalism. As Laurent Mauduit explains, you have to work together 
when you are doing investigative journalism, because you have to check each other, keep each other sharp. 
So because of the choice for investigative journalism, Mediapart’s journalists are working together more 
often than journalists who are writing news articles.  
 
But working together is also expressed in other ways. It refers to the mix of young, energetic journalists and 
older, experienced journalists who work together on investigations and thus produce both interesting and 
high quality stories.  
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There is a third way in which the journalists work together, which Christophe Gueugneau states was the 
thing he remembered most about his first year at Mediapart. When there is a story that is important, all 
journalists will work on it, from different perspectives, elaborating on different angles. They come out of 
their cells to cover the story as comprehensively as possible, sometimes even by covering something that 
they usually do not cover, as was the case for Lucie Delaporte when she did a story on anti-Semitism.  
 
Multiple journalists state that this working together also leads to new angles, to different publications, to a 
unique treatment of subjects.  
 
This is remarkable, because news floors become increasingly loosely connected. And while this aligns with 
the fact that the journalists are considered responsible enough to make their own decisions and the 
journalists experience a lot of freedom when it comes to choosing subjects, choosing projects and choosing 
who they work with, they also acknowledge there are two strong leaders making the larger decisions and 
the board of directors meets once a week to set out the general direction of the newspaper.  
 
Future developments 
 
Due to the way Mediapart is organized, around two chefs, one of which is the dominant factor on the news 
floor, the other of which is the dominant factor in the businesses’ external communication, them leaving 
would pose a challenge to the business.  
 
Edwy Plenel states he is planning on leaving the business in three years when he turns 65 and aims to leave 
the journalists a healthy and financially viable journalistic enterprise.  
 
Something interesting too is that the journalists are all wary of a decreasing dynamism. They describe how 
their work has become more comfortable in that they don’t work like fools as they did in the beginning. 
They describe how processes and institutions begin to form as the business now has more than 50 
employees. They describe how they experience that they have been working on the same subjects for a 
long time and are starting to get into a pattern. And they all warn that there should be more discussion 
about how to keep Mediapart new, innovative, fresh and developing.  
 
In the experience of Stéphane Alliès, these two observations are linked: 
 

“Je pense que je ferais quand même… j'organiserais un peu plus de… de collégialité peut-être dans 
les prises de décisions. On a c'est ce que je disais au début on ne remet pas en cause le génie 
d'incarnation d'Edwy des intuitions et tout ça, ça c'est le problème en général, même en terme de 
dans la rédac, François, notre directeur de la rédaction est un chef.. en terme de boulot incroyable, 
un mec quand il arrive il a déjà lu toute la presse étrangère toute la presse française, il a déjà dix-
huit idées, il te parle un avis surtout en compagnie, enfin c'est un chef ouf, mais un peu trop je 
trouve depuis le début Mediapart tient fin tient essentiellement sur eux deux quoi. Bien sûr, François 
pour la rédac et Edwy sur le collectif. Afin, ils se vivent pas à rapport de nous comme ça, ils font 
vivre, ils essaient de faire vivre un collectif, mais ils sont tellement, tous les deux au-dessus, c'est les 
deux chefs et après tout le monde est collectif, il n'y a pas d'hiérarchie, mais eux sont au-dessus. Et 
peut-être que ce système-là est un peu compliqué, afin, je pense que c'est une chose qu'il fallut 
revoir. Dans un monde idéal c'est une structure capitalistique[..] être une forme de coopérative.”[32] 

 
But none of the interviewees is worried about the future. They are confident that the organisation will be 
financially sain and completely independent and are all able to name potential successors of the two chefs 
or options for slightly different forms of management. The young journalists of 2007 have gotten installed 
in the journalism field and built their own reputations, strong enough to take over the company together in 
a few years.  
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Conclusions and Discussion 

 
The most important themes in the experience of the journalists are the contact with readers, both virtually 
and in reality, the liberty that journalists experience and the time and space they get to produce their work.  
 
The answers of the journalists align to a great extent with the annual reports and the manifestos written by 
Edwy Plenel. This implies a strong organizational identity (Van Zoonen, 1998). However, the journalists 
differ in the way they perceive the goal of Mediapart. It’s not to reinvent journalism, but to simply do 
journalism as it was always supposed to be done. It’s also not as democratically organized as the founders 
portray it. And the journalists are skeptical about the extent to which Mediapart is able to fulfil a civic 
responsibility, even though the founders employ a public service discourse (Sirkkunen and Cook, 2012; 
Witschge and Nygren, 2009) that includes “le droit de savoir des citoyens”, “pour la démocratie” . The 
people they are going to convince are the people who were interested in this already, says Christophe 
Gueugneau.  
 
Mediapart presents itself as a unique medium that is an “exception économique”, “sans pareil”, 
“informations originales, inédites et exclusives ».26 It’s journalists say they could be perceived as arrogant, 
because they are telling all the other journalists they are not working right. Lucie Delaporte describes how 
her colleagues refuse to do investigative journalism in the education field, because that is not what is 
expected of them. Stéphane Alliès describes how Mediapart’s practices are also perceived as different by 
the sources, who experience greater liberty at explaining their statements, because they know there is 
room for longer quotes in Mediapart’s articles.  
 
The question that this research aimed to answer is what are the factors involved in creating and running a 
journalism start-up? 

 
In order to answer this question, it identified the conditions, means and choices made involved in the 
creation and running of the French online newspaper Mediapart and organised these elements using the 
framework presented by Naldi and Picard (2012) for business formation.  
 
Success requires stable and strong leadership, focus, rooting in the community to attract investments, 
contributions and subscribers, both journalistic and entrepreneurial intuition, regular publication to build 
momentum and acknowledgement, a modest beginning and a continuous growth (Schaffer 2009, 2010).  
 
Mediapart fulfills almost all of these conditions, except for the modest beginning. They were criticised for 
being megalomaniacs when starting with a team of 25 journalists. However, they needed this to create 
regular content in order to attract readers, which are two of the other criteria, that seem to contradict in 
this case.  
 
It seems like economic and social capital were crucial in meeting the financial requirements for creating the 
start-up. A network of friends and acquaintances who were willing to invest some money and the 
availability of the founder’s personal financial assets allowed them to raise the initial capital needed to 
launch the online newspaper. However, their symbolic capital did not help them in convincing investors 
that Mediapart would be a smart business decision.  
 
But in successfully running the start-up, symbolic capital played the main role as a useful resource. It allows 
for effectively managing a creative enterprise with employees who have strong opinions too, because the 
journalists trust the decisions made by the two main leaders, François Bonnet and Edwy Plenel.  
 
What Mediapart’s founders had with regard to journalistic experience and reputation they lacked in 

entrepreneurial experience. Therefore they were largely motivated by traditional ideas about what 

                                                
26

 “Six ans”, Mediapart 2014 annual report.  
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journalism should be, but were not restrained by what Naldi and Picard (2012) refer to as formational 

myopia. 

In addition, they chose for a business model and medium that were new to them. Compared to the printed 

media the founders had managed before, Mediapart is a much smaller, more flexible organisation and less 

hierarchical. The editors in chief state they can primarily focus on journalistic work, because the 

combination of doing journalism online and relying on a business model that primarily gets its revenues 

from paid subscription, eliminates the need to please advertisers, eliminated the production and 

distribution, eliminates the need for a 200-300 person team which requires many meetings to be properly 

managed. The journalists too feel they are much less preoccupied with organisational issues like time, 

length and revenues, which allows them to fully focus on doing what they consider good journalism.  

Whether questionable if the Mediapart case can be generalised to other start-ups, the case study provides 
useful insights into what constitutes start-up culture. The journalists describe a dynamic and relatively small 
organisation as compared to the media organisations where they had worked before joining Mediapart.  
 
There is an interesting paradox in the organisation of complete liberty and autonomy of the journalists on 
the one hand and the collective, working together and discussion element on the other.  
 
As the journalists all describe how they wanted to work at Mediapart, because the practices at their 
previous employers did not match their view of journalism, it seems like the start-up does not so much 
change the professional identity of the journalists, but offers a place where they can work according to 
their professional identity. Put differently, the professional identity precedes the start-up and the start-up 
offers an environment within which the journalists can express this professional identity in their work. Both 
the founders and journalists of Mediapart feel free to do journalism, liberated from organisational issues 
and unconstrained by space or time.  
 
This implies that journalists are treated more like professionals at Mediapart then they were at traditional 
newspapers. Theories on the professional identity of journalists include the concept of autonomy, which in 
sociological theories on professionalism is a key part of how all professionals work. This means 
professionals get a certain degree of freedom to work in the way they perceive best given their professional 
knowledge and expertise.  
 
At the same time, the organisational identity (Van Zoonen, 1998) informed François Bonnet’s selection of 
the initial editorial team, allowing for the construction of a group in which working together and being 
flexible were important values that the new journalists should share in order to work for Mediapart. Chefs 
that are respected and trusted in their decisions by their employees because of their symbolic capital are 
capable of uniting a group of autonomous creatives with strong ideas of themselves. In addition, the nature 
of the creative product – which is often an investigative story at Mediapart – requires journalists to work 
together. These elements should be included in theories about managing creative start-ups.  
 
Only the contact with readers was something the journalists had to get used to (Witschge and Nygren, 
2009) and they mainly found it useful in the starting phase of the new medium, when the readership 
resembled more to a community. As the start-up grows, the relevant comments and suggestions from 
readers are usually only those sent to the journalists in an e-mail or private message. Mediapart 
furthermore has a clear distinction between content produced by readers and content produced by 
journalists, emphasising the fact that these are two different things while engaging readers at the same 
time.  
 
More generally, it seems like journalism start-ups in France are looking more at the Anglo-Saxon journalistic 
culture than French tradition in constructing their businesses (Reese, 2001). This is to say that they are 
inspired by the American businesses that already exist and they propagate a fact-based journalism. 
Together with their civic responsibility discourse and the feeling of being almost completely autonomous as 
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journalists, they seem to refer to the journalistic ideology in giving meaning to their work (Deuze, 2005). 
The most important constraint factor as experiences by the journalists was the necessity to treat the 
biggest current events of every day, which suggests that Mediapart follows the ideological value of 
immediacy, to cover the news, even if they try to do it differently than other media, do it their way.  
 
Following this, it is not true that Mediapart is completely reinventing journalism. In line with the case 
studies observed by Naldi and Picard (2012) the founders basically started doing online what they had done 
in print before. But the idea of reinventing journalism is useful in attracting readers and funding, as the 
public service nature of the message speaks to ideological motivations of people to support the new 
business venture. It is effective at capitalising on the founders social capital. Also, they did reinforce 
investigative journalism, which is uncommon in France (Kuhn, 2013), driving legacy media like Le Monde, Le 
NouvelObservateur and Le Point to invest in their investigative cells too. 
 
This suggests journalism start-ups are an innovative factor in the journalism field that do not only change 
the ways in which their journalists work, but also the ways in which existing media work. Le Monde even 
rehired Fabrice Lhomme away from Mediapart after he broke the Bettencourt story with Fabrice Arfi, says 
Stéphane Alliès. It developed an online marketing strategy that legacy media all copied and it changed the 
playing field for online journalism in France when it comes to rules and regulations, allowing them to 
compete more equally with legacy media.  
 
This thesis is a pilot project that aimed to produce empirical insights on journalism start-up culture and is 
therefore exploratory rather than comprehensive. I could have discussed additional findings, such as the 
difference in attitudes between the young journalists on the one hand and the older founders on the other, 
but to do this properly it would have required me to talk to more journalists. The same is true for in depth 
portraits of the two chefs, Edwy Plenel and François Bonnet, from the points of view of the journalists, 
which would have allowed for a deeper understanding of the two key persons who make the decisions at 
Mediapart.  
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Appendix A: English translations of French quotes 

 
[1] « En six ans d’existence, Mediapart s’est fait connaître par ses informations originales, inédites ou 

exclusives. Mais ce qui ne sait pas encore assez, c’est que ce journal numérique sans équivalent est aussi 

une exception économique dans la presse française.» 
 
“In its six years of existence, Mediapart has become known for its original, new or exclusive information. 

But what is not sufficiently known yet is that this digital newspaper without equivalent is also an economic 

exception in the French press.” 
 
[2] “le modèle choisi par Edwy Plenel est un modèle absurde. La presse sur le net ne peut pas être que 

gratuite. La presse payante sur le net ne peut pas marcher. » 
 
“The model chosen by Edwy Plenel is an absurd model. Press online cannot be anything but free. Paying for 

online press cannot work.” 
 
[3]“C'est un journal, c'est un journal. Depuis le début pour nous, c'est un journal. C'est pas un site, c'est un 
journal, c'est un journal. Oui, c'est un journal. Et je pense nous sommes vraiment, nous montrons ce que 
peut être un journal numérique.” 

« It is a newspaper, it is a newspaper. From the start, for us, it is a newspaper. It is not a site, it is a 
newspaper. Yes, it is a newspaper. And I think we have really shown what could be a digital newspaper.” 

[4] “ils ont refusé de nous donner un statut de journal. Ils nous ont dit vous êtes une service en ligne. Non, 
on est un journal, journal, mais la presse en France c'est aidé avec un taux de TVA inferieur au reste.” 

“They refused to grant us a newspaper status. They told us you are an online service. No, we are a 
newspaper, newspaper, but the press in France is aided by a VAT rate that is lower than that for the rest.” 

[5]“Et si vous regardez la presse française, tous les propriétaires de la presse française sont Bernard 

Arnaud[ ..] Serge Lassaux, marchand d'armes et aéronautiques, en France tous les patrons de presse ont les 

métiers qui sont pas la presse. Ils achètent, on dit vulgairement en français, ils achètent la presse un journal 

comme ils achètent une danseuse. Voilà, donc nous, on s'est révolté. 

“And if you look at the French press, all the owners of the French press are Bernard Arnaud, […], Serge 

Lassaux, who sells arms and aircraft, in France all the owners of the press have professions that are not the 

press. We say a bit vulgarly in France, that they buy the press like they would buy a stripper. Voilà, so we 

rebelled.” 

● Parce que ça a aussi un effet sur le journalisme qu'on fait ? 

● Because it also has an effect on the journalism we produce ? 

Bien sûr. 

Of course. 

● Sur le contenu ? 

● On its content? 

Bien sûr, bien sûr, évidemment, évidemment, je vais vous donner un exemple. En France il y a qu'un 

journal économique, Les Echos, un seul, vous connaissez son actionnaire. Son actionnaire c'est 

Bernard Arnaud [de …] donc c'est le plus grand patron français, il a la plus grande fortune de 

France, il a la 4ieme ou 5ieme fortune mondiale, vous croyez que vous pouvez écrire librement dans 

un journal économique qui est la propriété de la principal PDG française ? 

Of course, of course, obviously, obviously, I will give you an example. In France, there is one 

financial newspaper, Les Echos, and you know his investor. His investor is Bernard Arnaud [de…] 

so it’s the biggest business owner in France, he has the biggest fortune in France, he has the fourth or 

fifth biggest fortune in the world, you think you can write freely in a financial newspaper that is the 

property of the primary business owner in France? 
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● Je ne sais pas, parce que normalement les deux sont séparés. 

● I don’t know, because normally those two are separated. 

Mais vous ne croyez pas un mot de ce que vous dites, non, vous ne croyez pas un mot de ça. C'est pas 

possible. La France est un pays du dipl, d'une presse, c'est une digne de démocratie, le seul exemple 

un peu proche de la France, c'était l'Italie, Berlusconi. C'est inconcevable, on peut pas imaginer 

qu'un grand patron qui fait du béton, qui vit des commandes publiques, parce que l'état achète des 

choses, possède un journal en même temps, c'est impossible, impossible. Et donc dans toutes les 

grandes démocraties, il y a des règles pour empêcher la concentration de la presse pour, voilà, donc 

nous, c'est ce principe au cœur de la vie démocratique on a il faut avoir une presse indépendant, 

donc l'ambition de Mediapart, c'a pas été seulement de surfer, d'être un start-up, et surfer dans la 

bulle internet, c'est d'abord de profiter de la bulle internet pour refonder la presse indépendant. » 

But you don’t believe a word you say, no, you don’t believe a word of that. It’s not possible. France 

is a country of a press, it’s a merit of democracy, the only example close to the French was Italy, 

Berlusconi. It’s inconceivable, we can’t imagine that a major business owner, who produces 

concrete, who lives from public orders, because the state buys its things, possesses a newspaper at 

the same time, it’s impossible, it’s impossible. And so, in all great democracies, there are rules to 

limit the concentration of the press because, voilà, so we, it’s the principal at the heart of democratic 

life, we believed there should be an independent press, so Mediapart’s ambition, it’s not just surfing 

on the web, being a start-up, and surfing on the internet, it’s first and foremost taking advantage of 

the internet to rebuild the independent press.” 

[6]“Oui, il est pas arrivé tout de suite et au début on pensait surtout à faire un média indépendant, donc 
c’était surtout ça, l’enjeu, c’était sortir de cette énorme machine qui c’était en train de se transformer de 
machine à faire du journalisme à machine à gérer de l’influence. Donc le but du jeu et l’ambition qu’on 
avait, l’envie qu’on avait, c’était d’abord de lancer un media, parce que quand même dans un itinéraire 
professionnel il n’y a rien plus excitant de ça, que ça. Et avec cet enjeu particulier qui est de lancer un journal 
indépendant. Donc on a tenté l’ensemble des fondateurs, Laurent Mauduit, Gérard Desportes, d’autres, 
qu’on fait un bout de chemin avec nous, on a attené très vite on a quand même venait sur le web, pourquoi 
? Parce que non pas pour des questions des couts de l’économie, la question centrale c’était de retrouver les 
lecteurs. C’est quelque chose qu’on avait totalement oublié, moi en tous les cas, j’avais totalement oublie 
après treize ans passe au Monde, le contact avec les lecteurs, vous ne les avez pas, c’était un énorme 
machine, de temps en temps les lecteurs écrivent, j’ai dû recevoir quatre ou cinq lettres, de temps en temps 
des lecteurs téléphonent, mais on est complètement couper de ça, donc on essaie bien sûr d’anticiper, d’être 
à la su etc mais cette relation avec les lecteurs pratiquement n’existait pas. Et quand on a réfléchi a cet 
enjeu de l’indépendance, qu’est-ce qu’on avait envie de faire journalistiquement et au raison de la crise en 
France, bon, une des raisons c’était bien sur cette relations avec des lecteurs. Et là le web, a fini de 
s’imposer, parce que évidemment ce que par le web que vous pouvez en permanence être en discussion 
avec votre lectorat. » 

Yes, that didn’t come right away and in the beginning we mainly thought about creating an independent 
medium, so it was primarily that, the challenge, it came from the enormous machine that was transforming 
from a machine to do journalism to a machine to have influence. So the goal and the ambition that we had, 
the desire that we had, was first and foremost to launch a medium because in a professional career there is 
also nothing more exciting than that. And with this specific challenge which was to launch an independent 
medium. So we tried together, us founders, Laurent Mauduit, Gérard Desportes, other, to start this and 
quickly came to the web. Why? Not so much because of the costs, the central question was refinding the 
readers. It was something that we had completely forgotten, in any case I had, after thirteen years at Le 
Monde I had completely forgotten the contact with the readers. I would receive four or five letters, 
sometimes readers would call, but we were completely cut off from this, do we tried to anticipate, but this 
relationship with the readers practically didn’t exist. And when we thought about this challenge of 
independence, what we were excited about creating journalistically and because of the crisis in France, 
well, one of the reasons was definitely this relationship with the readers. And there the web has imposed 
itself on us, because clearly it’s through the web that you can perpetually be in a conversation with your 
readership.” 

[7] "L’opportunité est aujourd’hui exceptionnelle : nouvelle période politique issue de l’élection présidentielle 



46 
 

; crise persistante de la presse écrite quotidienne ; croissance continue du Web, doublée d’interrogations sur 
la qualité des contenus journalistiques et la viabilité des modèles.” 

« The opportunity today is exceptional : a new political period following the presidential elections, a 
continuing crisis of the printed daily press, a continuous growth of the Web, the questioning of the quality 
of journalistic content and the viability of the economic models.” 

[8]« On était fou, fou, fou, la plus gros folie. La plus grosse folie était ça parce que on s'est dit on fait du 
journalisme, donc on a besoin de journalistes quoi, mais on a pas compris qu'on a créé une entreprise donc il 
fallait une directrice générale et financière, qu'il fallait une spécialiste du marketing, parce que marketing 
sur internet c'est très complique, c'est un nouveau métier qu'il faut inventer, donc ce n'est qu'avec 3 de recul 
qu'on a embauché une jeune femme, Estelle, qui est formidable, qui invente quelque chose huh, 
vachement.» 

  
« We were crazy, crazy, crazy, it was madness. Madnes because we said we are doing journalism, so we 
need journalists, but we didn’t understand that we were creating a business, so we also needed a general 
director in charge of financial matters, a marketing specialist, because marketing on the internet is very 
complicated, it’s a new profession that has to be developed, so it was not until after three years that we 
hired a young woman, Estelle, who is incredible, who really invented something, really.” 

  
[9]« Une autre innovation marketing génial qui était recopier par tous les autres après, Le Monde etc., c'est 
qu'ils ont un période d'essai ou on ne paie qu'un euro. Au tout début, leur période d'essai était gratuit et en 
fait assez vite ils ont changé, c'est une vraie innovation marketing dans la presse en ligne, le 1 euro permet 
de donner son numéro de carte bleu et du coup si on ne dit rien on passe à 9 euro. Alors que si on a un 
période d'essai à 0 euro, il faut donner sa carte bleu après. Et donc du coup par défaut on continue. Et en 
même temps 1 euro, c'est rien. Donc c'est très malin, c'est très malin, et tout le monde a copie ça après. 
Mais c'est eux qui ont inventé la période d'essai à 1 euro. Ce qui est génial.” 

  
“Another genius marketing innovation that has been copied by all the others, Le Monde etc., is a trial 
period during which you only pay one euro. At the very beginning, the trial period was free and they 
actually changed that pretty quickly, it’s a real marketing innovation for online press, the one euro allows 
for giving your account number and if you don’t say anything you just go on to pay 9 euros after. So when 
they had a free trial period, you had to give your account number after that. So now, by default, you 
continue to pay. And at the same time, 1 euro is nothing. So it’s very clever, it’s very clever, and everybody 
has copied it. But it was them who invented the one euro trial period. Which is genius.” 

  
[10]“Il y a quand même on dise un truc un peu bizarre des français de toujours vouloir des incarnations. 
L'incarnation est toujours très important. Et, dans la presse, je redis, quand on dis, quand on parle du grand 
Libération à l'époque c'était Serge July, quand on parle de Marianne, c'est Jean-François [..] il y a quand 
même un lien on voit la gauche c'est Mitterand, Jospin, je sais pas, c'est très on a toujours besoin d'avoir 
une tête devant, un élément charismatique, voilà, on a connu Bonaparte, on a connu de Gaulle, [..] C'est 
malheureux, on se battre plutôt contre ça mais bon. C'est un défaut français. Du coup, Edwy emblématise 
ça, emblématise Mediapart et je pense pas qu'on a réussi de la même façon. » 

  
« There is this strange thing with the French of always wanting these personalisations. Personalisation is 
still very important. And, in the press, I will say this again, when we say, when we speak about the grand 
Libération at the time it was Serge July, when we speak about Marianne, it’s Jean-François [..], there is a 
line we see the left it’s Mitterand, Jospin, I don’t know, it’s very we always need to have a face with it, a 
charismatic element, voilà, we have known Bonaparte, we have known de Gaulle, [..] It’s unfortunate, we 
fight above all against that but well. It’s a French deficiency. Edwy symbolises that, symbolises Mediapart 
and I don’t think we would have succeeded in the same way without that.” 

  
[11] « Il y avait beaucoup de candidatures. Beaucoup, parce que il y avait d'une part les gens suivait il y 
avait la notoriété de ce qu'on avait fait, je ne suis pas partie sur un échec au Monde. Là, j'ai fait 27 ans au 
Monde donc 15 ans du journalisme terrain et d'enquêtes, 10 ans de direction et pendant ce 10 ans de 
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direction ce sont des années sauf la période de crise 2003 2005 ces sont des années formidables, on a fait un 
journal qui a augmenté de 20 % ses vente, et c'est la seule fois où Le Monde était au-dessus du Figaro dans 
son histoire et c'était également les cinq années ou Le Monde a été profitable. Donc il y avait beaucoup de 
candidatures et c'est François Bonnet qui a recruté l'équipe ou il avait recueilli beaucoup de jeunes. » 

  
« There were a lot of applications. A lot, because there was a part of the people who followed the notoriety 
of what we had done, I did not leave Le Moinde after a failure, I had been at Le Monde for 27 years so 15 
years of in the field journalism and investigations, 10 years of management and during those 10 years of 
management they were incredible years, except for the crisis period between 2003 and 2005, when we 
made a newspaper that increased its sales by 20%, and it was the only time in its history when Le Monde 
had surpassed Le Figaro and they were also the 5 years during which Le Monde was profitable. So there 
were a lot of applications and it was François Bonnet who hired a team of many young people.” 

  
[12] « Je regarde des gens qui avait été qui déjà disait qu'ils seront dans le projet, il y avait des gens très très 
bons, sur un point économique il y a quelqu'un comme Martine Orange par exemple, c'était quelqu'un qui 
était connu, c 'était une signature. Moi, j'ai travaillé donc pendant deux mois j'étais en stage chez Le Monde 
avec François Bonnet en 2004, 2003. Donc je l'avais vu un peu travailler, j'étais impressionné par son 
capacité de travail et son intérêt. » 

  
« I looked at the people who were already joining the project, there were very good people, from an 
economics perspective, there was someone like Martine Orange for example, it was somebody who was 
well-known, it was a signature. I had worked, for two months I did an internship at Le Monde with François 
Bonnet in 2004, 2003. So I saw a little how he worked, I was impressed by his work and his curiosity.” 

  
[13]“pour les plus âgés de Mediapart, c'est-à-dire moi, Plenel, je l'ai dit, moi, j'étais au service économique 
de Libération longtemps, j'étais au Monde treize ans, j'ai dirigé le service économique du Monde, donc je 
connais tous les PDG Français, je connais François Hollande on était en fac ensemble, je connais la plupart 
des gens qui étaient ministres depuis trente ans, donc l'expérience fait quand on est journaliste on connait 
beaucoup de gens. Donc c'est vrai quand on créé Mediapart par exemple il y a beaucoup de PDG refusent de 
me voir, qui arrêtent de me voir, est-ce qu'ils ont peur de Mediapart. Tant pis, tant pis.» 

  
“For the old people at Mediapart, so me, Plenel, I have already said this, I was in the economic service at 
Libération for a long time, I worked at Le Monde for thirteen years, I managed the economic service at Le 
Monde, so I know all the big business owners in France, I know François Hollande, we went to school 
together, I know the majority of the people who were ministers in the last thirty years, so when we’re 
journalists we know a lot of people. So it’s true that when we created Mediapart for example there were a 
lot of big business owners who refused to see me, who stopped seeing me, because they were afraid of 
Mediapart. Too bad, too bad.” 

  
[14]“On étaient pas non plus des débutants, on avait tant de l’expérience professionnel et éditorial que 
l’expérience de gestion, donc on est allé voir ces partenaires théorique. Ils nous ont tous dit non. C’était soit 
la presse ne gagnera jamais de l’argent, donc ça perdra toujours de l’argent. Apres c’était, mais votre projet 
c’est quoi, c’est gagner beaucoup d’argent. Mais non. Non, c’est que le quotidien existe, qui se développe, 
qu’il rend compte de ses lecteurs, bin oui, mais nous, notre objectif est de gagner d’argent. [..]. C’est quand 
même risquant, un quotidien indépendant, pour que voulez-vous qu’on investisse ? » 

  
« We were not at all beginners, we had professional, editorial and management experience, so we went to 
see potential partners. They all told us no. It was either the press never makes any money, so it will always 
lose money. Or it was, but what exactly is your project, it’s to earn a lot of money? But no. No, it’s that the 
newspaper exists, develops, takes its readers into account, yes, well, but our goal is to make money. [..] It’s 
risky, an independent newspaper, because why would you want us to invest in it?” 

  
[15] « Et on sait au bout d’un certain nombre de rendu du compte que de tout façon jamais ils mettraient un 
sou, et il fallait qu’on compte sur notre propre force pour relancer ça. Donc c’est là où on a décidé d’abord, 
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nous fondateurs, de s’endetter, de manière d’apporter finalement le premier million de capital qui a permis 
derrière d’emporter la conviction à la fois à la société des Amis, qui a été constitué, qui s’est mobilisé sur la 
même conviction que nous, qui avait la nécessité, la place, pour un quotidien indépendant. Je pense que 
c’était pas un choix d’actionnaire, c’était un choix de mobilisation pour un projet. » 

  
« So at a certain point we realised they would never invest in it, and we would have to rely on our own 
force to launch it. So it was then that we decided, us founders, to get indebted ourselves to account for the 
first million in capital, which also allowed to convince la Société des Amis’ that was created and mobilized 
itself on the same beliefs as we did, that there was a need, a place, for an independent newspaper. I think it 
was not an investor’s choice, but a choice to mobilise oneself for a project.” 

  
[16]“nous sommes débrouillés en allant requêter nos copains, des universitaires, des intellectuels. On a 
ramassé 4 millions d'euros. » 

  
« We started out by asking our friends, professors, intellectuals. We collected 4 million euros.” 

  
[17] « “on a demandé au gens cette double combinaison c'est a dire vous avez une vraie expertise et une 
vraie savoir professionnelle sur l'économie, sur la politique sur l'immigration, sur l'éducation, sur le justice, 
sur la police, donc c'est très bien et en même temps le succès de Mediapart parce que on est que 25 
journalistes ne sera possible que si on arrive à se mobiliser ensemble et donc à ce que des gens acceptent de 
traiter des sujets, je pense par exemple pour des reportages, sur lesquels ils n'ont pas forcément une grande 
expertise. » 

  
« We asked people for this combination, which was on the one hand that they had a real expertise and 
professional knowledge of economics, politics, immigration, education, justice, the police, so that was very 
good and at the same time the success of Mediapart because we were 25 journalists it was not possible 
except when we would work together and so that the people accepted to treat subjects, I think of 
reportages for examples, that they do not necessarily have a lot of expertise on.” 

  
[18]“c'est la choix qu'il a fait et ça a marché. C'était un choix très risqué parce que ça veut dire qu'il 
dépensait beaucoup d'argent et perdait beaucoup d'argent au début, mais c'est un choix qui a marche, qui a 
bien fonctionné. Et c'est une risque aussi, parce que lui, il a investi beaucoup de son argent personnel, 
vraiment, ils ont vraiment pris un risque.” 

  
« It’s the choice they made and it worked. It was a very risky choice, because it meant they would spend a 
lot of money and lose a lot of money at the beginning, but it’s a choice that worked well. And it’s also a risk 
because they invested  lot of their personal money in it, really, they really took a risk.” 

  
[19]“c'est à cause du modèle économique, comme nous, avec les abonnées on a une visibilité sur les 

prochains mois, donc on sait toujours un peu près combien on peut potentiellement payer des gens et 

combien des gens on peut payer, donc. 

It’s because of the business model, like ours, with the subscribers we have a view on the coming 

months, so we always know on average how much we can potentially pay our people and how much 

people can pay us, so.” 

● C'est plus stable? 

● It’s more stable? 

Bin, oui, beaucoup plus stable. C'est plus stable parce que... parce que afin c'est plus stable et 

surtout plus rentable en fait [haha] juste parce que avec la pub il y a beaucoup de gens afin il y a 

petit qui gagne vraiment de l'argent et on en a beaucoup en pure players par exemple. C'est que nous 

on sait, là on a 105 000 abonnées, voilà on multiplie 104 000 par le nombre le prix d'un abonnement 

moyen, parce que comme on fait des offres tout ça c'est pas exactement 9 euros, mais voilà. On sait a 

peu près combien on gagne pratiquement chaque mois quoi et après on sait qu'on va pas avoir un 

effondrement de reverse 50 000 abonnées en 2 mois, donc on sait qu'on les 2 3 prochains mois on a à 

peu près le budget. Voilà.” 
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Yes, much more stable. It’s more stable because.. afin it’s more stable and even more importantly 

more profitable actually [haha] just because with advertisements there are a lot of people afin little 

who really make money and we have a lot for example. It’s like we know we have 105 000 

subscribers, voilà  ̧we multiply 104 000 by the average price of a subscription, because we have the 

special offers so it’s not exactly 9 euros, but voilà. We know on average how much we earn every 

month and we know that there won’t be 50 000 subscribers cancelling their subscription in two 

months, so we more or less know the budget for the coming 2 3 months. Voilà.” 

  
[21]“à peu près libre, ça dépend il y a une discussion bien sûr, ça dépend sur la des choses, en fait ce qui 
compte le plus pour nous c'est d'avoir quelque chose que n'ont pas des autres, donc quelque chose qui fait 
qu'on a une plus-value. Qu'on a une plus-value aux autres, soit on a des documents que des autres n'ont 
pas, soit une idée un peu plus original. C'est ça la critère en fait. » 

  
“More or less free, it depends, there is a discussion of course, it depends on certain things, actually what 
counts the most for us is to have something that the other don’t have, so something that makes that we 
have additional value. That we have additional value compared to the others, either because we have 
documents that the others do not have, or we have an idea that is more original. That’s the criteria 
actually.” 

  
[22]“et puis on était charge de faire, du générer du trafic sur le site quoi on pourrait pas forcement, 
[whispers] je pouvais pas me permettre de prendre un journaliste et le mettre un mois sur une enquête 
parce qu'il fallait qu'il produise des papiers tous les jours pour assez ramener des gens sur les sites, pour 
rendre la publicité, pour créer de l'argent derrière » 

  
« And then we were responsible for making, for generating website traffic, we couldn’t necessarily 
(whispers) I couldn’t afford to take a journalist and let him work on an investigation for one month because 
we had to produce articles every day to attract people to our sites, to attract publicity, to generate money.” 

  
[23]«On est libéré, moi, quand je travaillais au Monde j'avais trois réunions par jour et je passais une bonne 
partie de ma journée a discuter de contraints matériels, les horaires, le chemin de faire de journal, la place 
que j'avais dans le journal ou pas, c'est a dire le nombre de pages, les nombre de colonnes, la place des 
articles étrangés, voila, toute cette énorme organisation qui est le processus de production finalement lourd 
et très verticale d'un quotidien papier. Sur internet, toutes ces contraintes ont disparu si vous voulez. » 

  
« We are freed, me, when I worked at Le Monde, I had three meetings a day and I spent a substantial part 
of my day discussing material constraints, working hours, the direction of the newspaper, the space I had in 
the newspaper or not, that is to see the number of pages, the number of columns, the space for 
international articles, voilà, this enormous organization of a printed newspaper which has a heavy 
production process and very vertically organized. On the internet, all these constraints have disappeared if 
you will.” 

  
[24]“On est très libre, mais on est quand même dans cette, dans cette contrainte en fait de du traitement de 
3 4 gros actualités. Juste un exemple, j'ai fait un article la semaine dernière sur, la semaine dernière les deux 
articles j'ai fait dans la semaine étaient consacré, bin j'ai fait plus de ça, mais les deux principales articles 
consacraient en fait a deux actualités, la première c'était l'annonce de fin de rupture de la coalition Israël et 
et l'autre article c'était la reconnaissance, afin la demande de reconnaissance de la Palestine au parlement 
français. » 

  
« We are very free, but at the same time we are in this constraint of covering the 3 4 big current events of 
the day. Just to give you an example, I did an article last week on, last week I did two articles which were 
both dedicated to current events, well, I did more than that, but the two main articles I did were current 
events stories, the first one was on the end of the rupture of the Israel coalition and the other one was on 
the acknowledgement, afin, the request for the acknowledgement of Palestine by the French parliament.” 
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[25]« Mais ça c'est des choses ou on va passer 3 coup de fils, on va importer un peu de notre savoir 
personnel, mais c'est pas une enquête du siècle. Mais on les fait quand même parce qu'il y a un petit plus-
value par le regard des gens qu'on interroge et après il y a un enjeu pédagogie. » 

  
« But those are the things where we will make 3 phone calls, get in some of our personal knowledge, but 
that’s not the investigation of the century. But we do them anyway because there is a little additional value 
in them with regard to the people we interview and there is also an explanatory element.” 

  
[26]“On on essaie de suivait les enquêtes, les investigations, permettent d'imposer nos agendas, mais on est 
quand même par la politique tenue de suivre malgré tout l'agenda politique et des politiques. On est, en 
trainement bien à nous, on s’est réfléchi avant ça commencer et moi je pense qu'on tient une certaine idée 
du journalisme politique, la est toujours pas fait mais en tout cas on a tenue, tenue [..], mais c'est vraiment 
on fait un journalisme particulier mais qui est quand même plus a l'actualité. » 

  
« We try to follow the investigations allow us to impose our own agenda, but because of politics you are 
also held to follow the political agenda despite everything. Before starting out we thought about that and I 
think we have a certain idea of political journalism, that is still not being done and in any case [..] but it’s a 
very specific kind of journalism that is more tied to current events.” 

  
● [27] Et il y a beaucoup de lecteurs? 

● And are there a lot of readers ? 

  
900 
  
900 

  
● Et le but? 

  
● And the goal? 

  
Là, le but de la phase actuelle c'est d'en magasiner le plus possible de réactions, de remarques, de 

suggestions, de critiques, 
  
The goal in the current phase is to collect as many comments as possible, suggestions, critical notes, 

remarks, 
  

● C'est comme la crowdsourcing? 

  
● That’s like crowdsourcing? 

  
Voilà, c'est ça. Pour améliorer le produit. 
  
Voilà, that’s it. To improve the product. 

  
● Et ça marche bien? 

  
● And that works well ? 

  
Oui, ça marche bien. On reçoit beaucoup d'emails, souvent très détaillé et donc oui, c'est très utile. 
  
Yes, it works very well. We receive a lot of e-mails, often very detailed and so yes, it’s very useful. 

  
● Il sont vraiment engage? 

  
● They are very engaged? 
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Oui, tout à fait, on a dû recevoir à peu près 200 – 250 emails depuis le début et on pose une question 
à la fin de chaque édition, on pose une petite question très courte ou on peut se répondre juste en 
cliquant sur un petit bouton. » 

  
Yes, exactly, we have received about 200 -250 e-mails since the start and at the end of every edition 
we pose a very short question that people can respond to just by clicking a little button.” 

  
[28]« Je pense que.. au début on a beaucoup fait des journées portes ouvertes [..] et on avait, oui, les 
lecteurs venaient nous voir et on avait beaucoup de suite, la partie club, il y a deux personnes qui s'occupent 
de la partie club donc mener un peu cette partie club et dialoguer avec nos abonnés etc. et puis c'est vrai 
qu'on a toujours fait attention à discuter un peu avec eux. Moi, je réponds, pas au commentaires, parce que 
les commentaires on est 100 000 abonnés aujourd'hui quand il y a 54, venez voir j'ai un article qui était 
publié la semaine dernière c'est 54 commentaires, je peux pas répondre a 54 commentaires, afin » 

  
« I think that… At the beginning we had a lot of open office days [..] and we had, yes, the readers came to 
see us and it had a lot of follow-up, the Club part, there are two people concerned with that so they 
manage this Le Club part as it were, talk to our subscribers, etc. and it’s true that we have always paid 
attention to discussing a little with them. Personally, I don’t respond to comments, because the comments, 
we have 100 000 subscribers today when it’s 54, I published an article last week which had 54 comments, I 
can’t reply to 54 comments, afin.” 

  
[29]“Il, y avait un vrai qualité quand on avait pour être très franc quand on était 15 000 abonnés, c'était 
vachement intéressant parce que les gens y participait aussi, afin, ils étaient comme nous, ils étaient 
fondateurs de ce nouveau media. » 

  
« They were of very high quality when we were, to be franc, when we had 15 000 subscribers, it was really 
interesting because the people participated too, afin, they were like us, they were the founders of this new 
medium.” 

  
[30]« On est pas, est-ce que j'aime dans le journal c'est qu'on se… bon, peut-être a deux trois exceptions, il y 
a des moments où on suit de succès comme ça on peut partir voilà un peu comme ça, mais sinon, on est 
toujours assez proche de la réalité, à savoir que on est pas des vedettes, pas des gens au-dessus de la 
société, on est dans la société, on est avec les gens on vit la même chose qu'eux, et en fait c'est ça qu'on doit 
raconter. On doit pas être des journalistes qui se mis dans des petits diners [..] et qui [..] des petites infos et 
qui publient.. on est pas la même chose que ça on est vraiment dans un journalisme proche des gens, dans 
une proximité, on doit apporter notre savoir-faire, notre regard a ces gens en étant proche d'eux, on doit 
pas [..] on doit être proche de ça. C'est à dire, voilà, et quand [..] moi, j'ai du mal à penser que je suis au-
dessus des autres quoi. » 

  
« We are not, what I like about the newspaper is that we.. well, maybe two or three exceptions, there are 
these moments when we are having success and we could get a little out of this world, but if not, we are 
always close to reality, knowing that we are no stars, not people who stand above society, we are part of 
society, we are with people who experience the same things as them, and in fact it’s that which we should 
tell. We should not be journalists who join in little dinners [..] and who [..] the little pieces of information 
and who publish.. we are not like that, we are really in a journalism that is close to people, in their vicinity, 
we can bring our know-how, our views to these people by being close to them, and I have trouble thinking 
I’m above others you know.” 

  
[31]“Je rends compte du on vit pas tous Mediapart de la même façon. Moi, j'ai vraiment l'impression qu'il y 
a deux, puisque on avait deux au service international pendant longtemps avec peu de pigistes en fait, peu 
de gens à l'étranger, aujourd'hui on en a plus, 8-9, mais a l'époque on était que deux. J'avais vraiment 
l'impression de porter tout le cote de Mediapart international sur mes épaules en fait sur les épaules de moi 
et le collègue ma compagnie. Donc il y a avait un gros responsabilité qu’aujourd’hui, je pensais a ca ce 
matin dans le métro en réfléchissant sur le développement de Mediapart et tout ça. Je me disais bon, quand 
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des gens qui étaient dans un service un peu plus grande un peu plus gros, ressentent peut être un peu moins 
ça. Mais après aussi le service enquête, je pense que le service enquête ressenti ça avec encore plus de 
pression, puisque eux ils avaient la pression de sortir de nouvelles infos, qui était un peu, l'histoire de 
Mediapart, c'était un peu, sort des infos, attirer les lecteurs et après les lecteurs restent parce qu'il y a un 
ensemble, il y a un journal a cote. Ils se disent pas, oui, on l'a vu pour les infos et puis apprend pas.. » 

  
« I’m taking into account that we do not all experience Mediapart in the same way. Personally, I really have 
the impression that, there were two, we were two in the international service for a long time with one 
pigiste really, few people abroad, today we have more, 8-9, but at the time we were only two. I really had 
the impression that I was carrying the entire international part of Mediapart on my shoulders and those of 
my colleague. So there was a greater responsibility than today. I thought about that in the metro this 
morning when reflecting on the development of Mediapart and all that. I said to myself, well, the people 
who were in services that were a little bigger might have felt that a little less. But then again, the 
investigative service must have felt that even more, because they had the pressure of publishing new 
stories, which was a bit, the Mediapart story, it was a bit, publish the stories, attract readers and after that 
the readers will stay because there is a package, there is a newspaper too.” 

  
[32]“Je pense que je ferai quand même… j'organiserai un peu plus de… de collégialité peut-être dans les 
prises de décisions. On a c'est ce que je disais au début on remet pas en cause le génie d'incarnation d'Edwy 
des intuitions et tout ça, ça c'est le problème en général, même en terme de dans la rédac, François, notre 
directeur de la rédaction est un chef.. en terme de boulot incroyable, un mec quand il arrive il a déjà lu toute 
la presse étrangère toute la presse française, il a déjà dix-huit idées, il te parle un avis surtout en 
compagnie, enfin c'est un chef ouf, mais un peu trop je trouve depuis le début Mediapart tient fin tient 
essentiellement sur eux deux quoi. Bien sûr, François pour la rédac et Edwy sur le collectif. Afin, ils se vivent 
pas a rapport de nous comme ça, ils font vivre, ils essaient de faire vivre un collectif, mais ils sont tellement, 
tous les deux au-dessus, c'est les deux chefs et après tout le monde est collectif, il n'y a pas d'hiérarchie, 
mais eux sont au-dessus. Et peut-être que ce système-là est un peu complique, afin, je pense que c'est une 
chose qu'il fallut revoir. Dans un monde idéal c'est un structure capitalistique[..] être une forme de 
coopérative.” 

  
« I think what I would do.. I would organise a little more collegiality maybe in the decision-making. As I said 
at the beginning, we don’t doubt the genius of the personalisation of Edwy, his intuitions and all that, it’s 
the problem in general, even in terms of the newsroom, François, editorial director is a chef.. in terms of 
the work he is incredible, a guy who when he comes in has already read all the international press and the 
French press, he already has eighteen ideas, enfin, it’s a great chef, but I think Mediapart leans a bit too 
much on the two of them I think, from the beginning. Of course, François for the editorial and Edwy for the 
collective. Afin, they are trying to establish a collectivity, but the two of them are really on top, it’s the two 
chefs and then under them everybody is collective, there is no hierarchy, but the two of them are on top. 
And maybe this system is a little complicated, afin, I think it’s something they should reconsider. In an ideal 
world it would be a sort of cooperative. 
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Appendix B: Mediapart in the French media 

 
LexisNexis database [Mediapart AND Edwy Plenel, in: all French news] 
 

2007 25 (since 13 November 2007) 118 (before 1-1-2008 total: 2352) 

2008 537 216 

2009 592 162 

2010 2626 (352 before 16-6, 2274 na 16-6) 524 (91 before 16-6, 425 after 16-6) 

2011 2062 325 

2012 2132 334 

2013 3687 733 

2014 3501 (before 24 October) 754 (before 24 October) 

Totaal 15162 articles 3166 articles 

 
 
Objectives (13-11-07 until 23-3-2008; 155 articles)  
 

● Initially, to attain 100 000 subscribers within 3 to 4 years. Approaching the launch this was 

adjusted to attaining 65 000 to 75 000 subscribers within 3 years.   

● To reach a financial equilibrium within 3 to 4 years.  

 
2007 

 
« Né de la rencon- tre entre des professionnels du journalisme et des spécialistes du Web,Mediapart.fr 
cherche à inventer une réponse aux trois crises - démocratique, économique et morale - qui minent 
l'information en France, sa qualité et son utilité, son honnêteté et sa liberté. » STRATEGIES 

 
Face à la crise qui secoue le secteur de la presse écrite, les difficultés économiques qu'elle rencontre et la 
contestation de son indépendance, de plus en plus de journalistes migrent sur le net. EDWY PLENEL prône " 
une presse profondément repensée et totalement refondée". " Partant du constat qu'il y a une crise de 
l'information, très particulière en France au regard de l'indépendance des journaux, nous voulons proposer 
un journalisme d'enquête en offrant un nouveau type d'information, totalement indépendant, sur un mode 
participatif ", explique François Bonnet. Le point mort sera atteint avec 75 000 adhérents la troisième 
année. Les besoins de financement sont de 4 millions d'euros. LE MONDE 

Lancé en mars prochain autour de l'ancien patron de la rédaction du Monde, Edwy Plenel, le 
site MediaPart entend « fortement améliorer l'écriture plurimédia », « réinventer des traitements 
journalistiques » et réserve « des surprises », selon ce qu'ont indiqué ses fondateurs mercredi lors d'une 
réunion d'information, à Paris. 

Devant des représentants de la presse et des amis qui soutiennent le projet, l'équipe des fondateurs a 
justifié le modèle économique choisi (majoritairement payant) et levé un peu le voile sur les « plus-values » 
que MediaPart entend apporter. Edwy Plenel, 55 ans, qui présidera la société, a insisté sur la dépendance 
des médias actuels par rapport aux pouvoirs économique et politique : « Il faut arrêter de croire qu'il y a 
une fatalité pour que nous subissions ce paysage médiatique en France. » Le modèle est payant, mais les 
fondateurs n'excluent pas totalement d'avoir recours à la publicité pour la partie gratuite du site, qui 
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présentera des résumés des contenus payants : Tout dépendra du nombre d'abonnés. On peut envisager 
des trous dans le mur', un peu comme Canal+." Côté contenu, la rédaction (25 journalistes environ) mettra 
en avant chaque jour de quatre à huit "informations importantes avec une hiérarchie forte", selon François 
Bonnet, un ancien de Libération, du Monde et de Marianne, qui dirigera la rédaction. Le reste de l'actualité 
sera traité dans une colonne de brèves. Les infos mises en avant, "ces noeuds qui font l'actualité", selon la 
formule d'Edwy Plenel, MediaPart s'efforcera de les "dénouer par l'enquête, les angles, un journalisme de 
recherche et d'approfondissement". En bref, MediaPart entend "inventer un nouveau partenariat 
journaliste-lecteur", "démultiplier le débat", et prône "la fin de la rumeur, de l'anonymat, ce déluge 
vengeur de commentaires où l'on se cache derrière un pseudonyme pour se lâcher." RUE89 

2008 

First small scoop about the regional press. AFP 

First lawsuit. Mediapart was sued by the Belgian Media-Participations, that was convinced Mediapart had 
stolen its name. The quicly reach a compromise. « MediaPart "limitera l'usage de sa marque au seul journal 
d'information en ligne qui est au coeur de son projet". Le jour du lancement, il "fera évoluer le graphisme 
de son logo afin de réduire tout risque de similitude". AFP 

Tandis qu'Edwy Plenel dirige la rédaction, qui comprend plusieurs anciens du Monde (François 
Bonnet, Laurent Mauduit, Martine Orange, Erich Inciyan et Fabrice Lhomme), les cordons administratifs et 
financiers sont fermement tenus par Marie-Hélène Smiejan-Wanneroy, une sinologue ayant exercé des 
fonctions de management dans plusieurs sociétés informatiques. Celle-ci gère le back-office avec 
seulement trois collaborateurs, dont une responsable marketing, Charlotte Turcat, spécialiste de l'Internet 
venue du Printemps. Toutes les fonctions de support (paie, comptabilité, informatique) sont externalisées, 
ainsi que le marketing et les abonnements. Le capital de MediaPart s'établit, après une seconde 
augmentation de capital fin janvier, à 1 960 000 Euro, dont 1 325 000 Euro apportés par les six fondateurs 
et 1 610 000 Euro (comprenant une prime d'émission de 975 000 Euro) amenés par des "partenaires 
investisseurs", issus des nouvelles technologies (Jean-Louis Bouchard, Thierry Wilhelm, Laurent Chemla), 
et une Société des amis présidée par le mathématicien Michel Broué. Ces 3 millions Euro de cash doivent 
être complétés par 700 000 Euro, en cours de collecte, pour tenir le business plan d'origine. LA LETTRE A.FR 

Mediapart ne se prend pas pour une fabrique de scoops. Le site, qui veut construire une relation de fidélité 
avec ses lecteurs, se flatte d'être un « laboratoire du Net ». STRATEGIES 

"C'est plus que le lancement d'un site, c'est la création d'un journal indépendant construit sur un nouveau 
modèle participatif" Depuis décembre, un "pré-site" MediaPart, présentant le projet et l'équipe, a 
commencé à mettre en ligne des articles dont certains contenaient des scoops notamment dans le domaine 
police/justice. "Nous voulons privilégier le journalisme de terrain, l'enquête" AFP 

Edwy Plenel : On a prévu les fondamentaux de notre métier c'est-à-dire du journalisme d'enquête. Je 
n'aime pas trop le mot "scoop". Disons exclusivité, disons découverte, disons originalité. Voilà cela suffit et 
je pense que l'on lira dans Mediapart des choses que l'on ne lit pas ailleurs. il y a une crise démocratique de 
la presse quotidienne en France. Il y a un manque. Il y a un besoin. Donc, si nous menons cette bataille sur 
le Net nous pensons que nous pouvons conquérir un public fidèle d'abonnés. Des abonnés qui seront 
lecteurs, mais aussi adhérents d'un club. Ce qui leur permettra de devenir des contributeurs au sein d'une 
plate-forme de blogs. Ils pourront tenir leur blog dans une communauté de références, mais aussi des 
éditions, c'est-à-dire un travail collectif à plusieurs auteurs. Donc si j'aligne tout cela, faire de la qualité, 
sortir de la logique du flux et revenir à la hiérarchie, voire de "jardin à la française" dans la forêt vierge. 
Tout cela va, pour moi, à l'encontre de la logique d'audience et de gratuité. 01NET 

MediaPart entend cependant faire sans, revendiquant « le choix de l'indépendance véritable : vivre grâce 
au soutien des seuls lecteurs, ne pas dépendre de la manne publicitaire » RUE89 
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Partant du constat d'une " crise de l'information en France ", ce site se revendique comme un journal 
complet - " car c'est un journal ", affirme M. Plenel - qui comportera trois éditions quotidiennes (9 heures, 
13 heures et 19 heures), " fondé sur une logique de plus-value, avec une large place donnée aux lecteurs ". 
LEMONDE 

Le cercle des médias indépendants s'est enrichi d'une nouvelle recrue : Mediapart. Ce journal 
d'information généraliste est soutenu par Edwy Plenel, l'ancien directeur du Monde, et une équipe de 25 
journalistes. Sa volonté : offrir une "information de qualité, indépendante et rigoureuse". MICROHEBDO 

Après deux mois d'existence, Médiapart, le " journal payant d'information en ligne ", qui revendique 7 000 
abonnés, est en quête de nouveaux lecteurs. Dans un courriel envoyé à ses abonnés vendredi 23 mai, le 
site annonce qu'il souhaite " atteindre les 14 000 abonnés durant l'été ". Le journal lance le 25 mai une 
campagne de communication orchestrée par TBWA ainsi qu'une opération de parrainage. " Pour vous 
permettre de faire découvrir Médiapart à vos amis ou relations, nous mettons à votre disposition cinq 
abonnements gratuits, sous la forme de parrainages, qui leur permettront un accès gratuit et intégral 
à Médiapart jusqu'au 10 juin ", explique son président, Edwy Plenel. LEMONDE 

Edwy Plenel ne fanfaronne pas pour autant. S'il estime que Mediapart a répondu à sa double ambition de « 
revenir aux fondamentaux du journalisme » et de « renouer la relation avec le lecteur », l'équilibre financier 
est encore loin d'être au rendez-vous. Pour tenir jusqu'en 2011 ou 2012 - horizon prévu pour la rentabilité 
avec 50.000 à 60.000 abonnés espérés - Mediapart a donc besoin d'argent frais : l'augmentation de capital 
souscrite avant l'été« va rester ouverte » pour lever 2 à 3 millions d'euros supplémentaires d'ici à l'an 
prochain. Mais Edwy Plenel veut surtout diversifier les sources de revenus : « Nous allons faire évoluer 
notre modèle par petites touches. » Mediapart va ainsi se lancer sur la pointe des pieds dans l'e-commerce 
culturel : un premier partenariat a été noué avec l'agence Vu, une référence en matière de 
photojournalisme. Comme dans une galerie virtuelle, abonnés et visiteurs du site pourront s'offrir des 
tirages limités de photos signées par des grands reporters revenant d'Afghanistan ou 
d'ailleurs.Mediapart songe aussi à d'autres boutiques : livres, disques... « Mais pas question d'ouvrir un 
casino en ligne », plaisante Edwy Plenel. L'indépendance a un prix, mais tout de même... LESECHOS 

 
Radio and television  
 

● In the mainstream media Mediapart says journalists do not do their job right and are not 
independent.   

● They are often invited to talk about a book they have published.  
● Edwy Plenel proliferates himself as someone against xenofobia and antisemitism.  

 
RFI 
 
12-2-2014 Ce que fait Dieudonné (EP) 
 
France Inter 
 
18-9-2014 La Decouverte (EP) 
 
France 24 

 
23-10-2014 L’entretien (FA) 
 
Arte 

 
30-9-2014 28 minutes (EP) 
 
TV5 Monde 
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11-10-2014 64 minutes (FA) 
30-3-2014 L’invité (EP) 
 
BFMTV 

 
15-9-2014 Bourdin Direct (EP) 
15-3-2014 sur Cahuzac (EP) 
21-4-2011 publication Le President de trop (EP) 
 
i>Télé 

 
14-5-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
7-5-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
16-4-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
9-4-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
20-3-2014 L’invité d’Olivier Galzi (EP) 
20-3-2014 L; invité de Bruce Toussaint (EP) 
18-3-2014 En direct par telephone sur Sarkozy (FA) 
12-3-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
26-2-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
12-2-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
29-1-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
15-1-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
13-1-2014 L; invité de Bruce Toussaint (EP) 
8-1-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
25-12-2013 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (EP) 
24-12-2014 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (LM) 
18-12-2013 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (EP) 
4-12-2013 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (EP) 
13-11-2013 Le duel d’Olivier Galzi (EP) 
7-4-2013 accusation de Pierre Moscovici (EP) 
 
RMC 

 
3-4-2013 Bourdin et Co (FA) 
 
TF1 

 
France 1 

 
France 2 

 
19-9-2014 Ce soir ou jamais (EP) 
2-9-2014 Infrarouge (LM) 
17-4-2014 Motc Croisés (EP) 
15-3-2014 On n’est pas couche (EP) 
17-6-2013 Mots croisés (EP)  
25-5-2013 On n’est pas couché (FA) 
30-3-2013 On est pas couché (EP) 
7-1-2013 Mots Croisés (LM) 
8-5-2012 Ce soir ou jamais 
16-4-2011 On n’est pas couché (EP) 
11-4-2011 Mots Croisés (EP) 
25-1-2011 Ce soir ou jamais (EP) 
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France 3 

 
France 4 

 
France 5 

 
8-10-2014 Medias le Magazine (FA) 
1-10-2014 C a vous (FA) 
9-2-2014 Medias le Magazine (EP) 
14-1-2014 C l’info (EP) 
19-6-2013 C l’info (FA) 
2-4-2013 C l’info (EP) 
24-3-2013 Medias le Magazine (EP) 
17-2-2013 Medias le Magazine (FA) 
1-4-2012 Medias le Magazine (EP) 
 
France Ô 

 
M6 

 
Canal+ 
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Appendix C: topic lists semi-structured interviews  
 

Mediapart founders (Edwy Plenel, Laurent Mauduit, François Bonnet) 

Qu'est-ce que vous faites exactement chez Mediapart?  

Création 

Quel était le premier moment où vous avez pensé à créer un nouveau journal ? 

Qu’est-ce que vous vouliez atteindre et vous avez réussi ?  

Pourquoi un journal en ligne ?  

Qu'est-ce que vous vous souvenez de la première année de Mediapart?  

Journalistes 

Comment vous-avez trouvé des journalistes qui voulaient travailler chez Mediapart ? 

Comment vous avez fait la sélection des journalistes? 

Journalisme 

Qu’est-ce que le journalisme selon vous ? 

Comment Mediapart a changé le journalisme depuis son lancement ? 

Lecteurs 

Comment vous avez trouvé des lecteurs ?  

Exemple 

Est-ce que Mediapart est un exemple pour d’autres startups journalistiques ?  
 

Mediapart journalists (Christophe Gueugneau, Pierre Puchot, Stéphane Alliès, Lucie Delaporte) 

Qu'est-ce que vous faites exactement chez Mediapart?  

Pourquoi vous vouliez rejoindre Mediapart ? 

L’organisation 

Qu’est-ce que vous vous souvenez de votre première année chez Mediapart ? 

Comment Mediapart a changé le journalisme depuis son lancement ? 

Que feriez-vous différemment si c’était votre entreprise ?  

Qu’est-ce que va se passer quand Edwy et François quitteront Mediapart ? 

Mode de travail 

Comment vous trouvez/choisissez vos sujets ? 

Comment vous travaillez différemment chez Mediapart par rapport aux autres médias ?  

Ensemble 

Est-ce que vous travaillez beaucoup ensemble ? Avec qui ? Toujours les mêmes gens ? 

Lecteurs 

Avez-vous beaucoup de contact avec vos lecteurs ?  

Stratégies 
Quel est l'importance d'Edwy Plenel pour la réussite de Mediapart?  
Business opportunities 
Quel était l'importance de l'affaire Bettencourt pour la réussite de Mediapart?  

Exemple 

Est-ce que Mediapart est un exemple pour d’autres startups journalistiques ?  
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Outsiders (Nicolas George, Jean-Christophe Boulanger, Laurent Mauriac) 

Qu'est-ce que vous faites exactement chez [votre entreprise]?  

Qu’est-ce que vous avez fait avant ?  

Pourquoi vous vouliez lancer un startup journalistique ? 

Journalisme 

Qu’est-ce que le journalisme selon vous ?  

Lecteurs 

Comment vous avez trouvé des lecteurs ?  

Comment vous êtes en contact avec vos lecteurs ?  

Mediapart 

Que pensez-vous de Mediapart ? Le modèle économique ? Le journalisme ? 

Qu’est-ce que va se passer quand Edwy et François quitteront Mediapart ? 

Quel est l'importance d'Edwy Plenel pour la réussite de Mediapart?  
Quel était l'importance de l'affaire Bettencourt pour la réussite de Mediapart?  
Est-ce que Mediapart est un exemple pour d’autres startups journalistiques ?  
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Appendix D : Journalism start-ups in France 

 
This list is incomplete, but gives an idea of the development of journalism start-ups in France  
 

● 2004: Terra Eco http://www.terraeco.net/ was launched as a website in 2004 and became available 
as a paper magazine too in 2009.  

● 2005: Agoravox http://www.agoravox.fr/  
● + 2006-2011: Bakchich https://www.bakchich.info/ is a satire website.  
● 2007: Rue89, http://rue89.nouvelobs.com/  
● 2007: Citizenside http://www.citizenside.com/ has the ambition to create the largest community of 

amateur reporters and independent journalists.  
● 2007 : Arrêt sur images http://www.arretsurimages.net/ was relaunched. 
● 2007: Obiwi http://www.obiwi.fr/  
● + 2007- 2010: Lepost.fr (The French Huffington Post) was launched in 2007, but taken down again 

in 2010. http://blog.slate.fr/labo-journalisme-sciences-po/2010/03/05/que-faut-il-retenir-du-post/ 
● 2008: Mediapart 
● 2009: Slate.fr is the French version of the American website Slate, that exists since 1996 

http://www.slate.fr/  
● + 2009-2012: Owni http://owni.fr/ is a data journalism platform, launched in 2009, that was part of 

the publications of the Wikileaks files in France. It went bankrupt in 2012.  
● 2011: JolPress. In 2013 it also launched JolSocial, the first social networking site for journalists. The 

website focuses on news from all over the world. http://www.jolpress.com/qui-sommes-nous 
● 2011: La Revue Dessinee is a trimonthly magazine, completely animated. 

http://www.larevuedessinee.fr/l-equipe 

● 2011: Atlantico http://www.atlantico.fr/ is similar to Mediapart, but earns its money through 
advertisements instead of a pay wall.  

● 2011: WorldCrunch http://www.worldcrunch.com/ is a Paris based English language website that 
publishes news stories from different international newspapers.  

● 2013: Contexte.com is a professional information website about politics in France and Europe. 
https://www.contexte.com/pages/apropos/  

● 2014: Brief.me is a daily newsletter that readers can subscribe to. http://launch.brief.me/  
● 2014: Hexagones is a regional news website that employs a business model similar to that of 

Mediapart.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.terraeco.net/
http://www.agoravox.fr/
https://www.bakchich.info/
http://rue89.nouvelobs.com/
http://www.citizenside.com/
http://www.arretsurimages.net/
http://www.obiwi.fr/
http://blog.slate.fr/labo-journalisme-sciences-po/2010/03/05/que-faut-il-retenir-du-post/
http://blog.slate.fr/labo-journalisme-sciences-po/2010/03/05/que-faut-il-retenir-du-post/
http://www.slate.fr/
http://owni.fr/
http://www.jolpress.com/qui-sommes-nous
http://www.jolpress.com/qui-sommes-nous
http://www.larevuedessinee.fr/l-equipe
http://www.larevuedessinee.fr/l-equipe
http://www.atlantico.fr/
http://www.worldcrunch.com/
https://www.contexte.com/pages/apropos/
http://launch.brief.me/
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Appendix E : Interviewees and Transcripts 

 
Founders 
 
Edwy Plenel  
 
Edwy Plenel worked at Le Monde for 25 years and is one of the founders and President of Mediapart.  
 
Laurent Mauduit  
 
Laurent Mauduit is one of the founders of Mediapart and its signature économique. He produces big 
investigative stories, joins the board meetings, writes a book every year and spends the rest of his time the 
way he wants. He was the head of the economics service at Libération for three years before taking 
different positions at Le Monde (1995-2006), two of which (2003-2005) he was the deputy editor in chief of 
Edwy Plenel.  
 
François Bonnet 
 
François Bonnet worked at Libération (1986-1994), was the head of the international service at Le Monde 
(1995-2006) and managed the newsroom of weekly Marianne in 2007. He is one of the founders of 
Mediapart and is its editorial director.  
 
Journalists 
 
Christophe Gueugneau  
 
Chistophe Gueugneau worked for ten years at Nouvelobs.com, two of which he was the editor in chief. In 
2011 he joined Mediapart’s Central after Edwy Plenel had asked him for the job.  
 
Pierre Puchot 
 
Pierre Puchot interned at Le Monde for two months under François Bonnet, then worked at La Croix for 
two years until he decided to leave and start his own blog on Iraq news. This never happened because he 
started working at Mediapart when it launched and has worked there ever since as reporter Maghreb & 
Moyen-Orient à Mediapart depuis 2008. He was born in 1980. Deux années d'école à Marseille, deux autres 
à La Croix, deux essais aussi, Tunisie, une révolution arabe (Galaade, 2011) et La révolution confisquée, 
enquête sur la transition démocratique en Tunisie (Sindbad/Actes Sud, 2012). 
 
Stéphane Alliès 
 
Stéphane Alliès covers the left as a political editor at Mediapart. He has worked there since the launch in 
2008. Before that he worked at Libération, lefigaro.fr and 20minutes.fr.  
 
Lucie Delaporte  
 
Lucie Delaporte interned at Le Monde right after she graduated from journalism school and worked as a 
social issues and economics editor at Les Echos, Le Parisien and Bakchich. She went to journalism school 
with Michael Hajdenberg, who has worked as an editor at Mediapart since it launched. When Bakchich 
closed in 2011 he told her Mediapart was looking for a pigiste to cover education and she was hired full  
time shortly after, because they decided to really invest in investigative journalism on education.  
 
 



62 
 

Other start-ups 
 
Laurent Mauriac (Rue89/Brief.me) 
 
Laurent Mauriac left Libération to launch Rue89 in 2007, which was then considered the advertisement 
based competitor of Mediapart that would survive on its own. However, it was purchased by Le NouvelObs, 
which now belongs to the Monde group. Mauriac decided to leave Rue89 and start Brief.me with Jean-
Christophe Boulanger.  
 
Jean-Christophe Boulanger (Contexte.com/Brief.me) 
 
Jean-Christophe Boulanger runs Contexte, which is a publication for professionals in European and French 
politics. Although he wanted to become a journalist when he was young, he specifically calls himself an 
entrepreneur in the information business, which is broader than just journalism and doesn’t work as a 
journalist himself. He is also co-founder of Brief.me with Laurent Mauriac and finds it very exciting to create 
businesses in the journalism sector, because there are so many possibilities today.  
 
Traditional media 

 
Nicolas George (pigiste i>Télé, RTL, le Routard) 
 
Nicolas George is a French journalist who works on a project basis for a variety of media and was therefore 
able to tell me the basic things about the differences between journalism in France and other countries and 
the things that French journalists are discontent with.   
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Appendix F: Timeline Mediapart 

 
2007 

 
6 December - Launch test site. The beta version of Mediapart.fr was freely accessible until the launch on 16 
March 2008. 
 
2008 

 
16 March – Launch of the website. 
 
23 March - Paywall is installed for everything but the homepage and Le Club.  
 
17 April – Publication of the Kerviel affair.  
 
September – In cooperation with photojournalism agency VU, Mediapart starts selling pictures on the 
website MediaVU.   
 
October – First edition of the literary festival de l’écrit, organized by Mediapart in cooperation with Arte 
and FranceInter.  
 
23 October – Mediapart leaves the internet commission of the Etats Généraux, after having participated 17 
minutes in the commission’s first meeting.  
 
2009 

 
Publication of the manifesto Combat pour une presse libre, written by Edwy Plenel.  
 
September – First edition of Les Lundis de Mediapart, events where readers meet the Mediapart team.  
 
October – Mediapart co-founded the new press syndicate SPIIL with Indigo and Rue89.  
 
2010 

 
February – Creation of the société des journalistes de Mediapart, meant to safeguard and promote the 
moral interests and editorial values of Mediapart.  
 
9 June – Mediapart wins the Grand prix des medias for best site d’information.  
 
16 June – Publication of the Woerth-Bettencourt affair. 
 
September – Didier Porte starts his weekly video column MediaPorte.  
 
October – Mediapart starts publishing its most important articles in English on Mediapart English.   
 
October – Financial equilibrium.  
 
November – Mediapart receives a loan from the SPEL fund for €124 320.  
 
2011 

 
10 March – Mediapart launches FrenchLeaks, which published 16 files in 2011 and 2 in 2013.   
 
March – Mediapart receives the second part of a loan from the SPEL for €80 304.  
 



64 
 

26 June – Mediapart receives a subsidy of €118 096.  
 
Mediapart is available through an app on the iPhone and iPad.  
 
Profitable.  
 
2012 

 
January – First edition of MediapartLive running up to the Presidential elections in April.  
 
February – In cooperation with @rrêt sur images, Mediapart offers a combined subscription to both media.  
 
1 April – Le Kiosque, in which e-books written by Mediapart journalists are available.  
 
May – In cooperation with VU and Cosmos, Mediapart published photo portfolios of 15 large format 
pictures.  
 
December  - Publication of the Cahuzac affair.  
 
2013 

 
Mediapart starts publishing its most important articles in Spanish on the website Info Libre.  
 
Publication of the manifesto Le droit de savoir, written by Edwy Plenel.  
 
March – remodeling of the website in celebration of its 5 year anniversary.  
 
2014 

 
January – The VAT rate is equalized for online and printed press at 2,1%.  
May – Publication of the Bymalion affair. 
 
22 September – Mediapart has 100.000 subscribers.  
 
November – In cooperation with ImagesSingulières, Mediapart publishes a photo portfolio every week of 
15 large format pictures that can be purchased.  
 
 
 


