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About Tortoise
Tortoise is a new media organisation, one
that is focused on slow news and opening up
journalism. At the heart of Tortoise is the
ThinkIn – our live journalism event that is
modelled on an editorial conference. We
host ThinkIns every day for our members and
guests and we are delighted to have hosted
recent ThinkIns with Tony Blair, UK Prime
Minister (1997–2007); Valerie Jarrett, Adviser
to President Obama; and Helle ThorningSchmidt, Danish Prime Minister (2011–15).
Tortoise was founded by James Harding,
former Editor of The Times of London and
Director of News at the BBC; Katie VanneckSmith, former President of Dow Jones, the
publisher of the Wall Street Journal; and
Matthew Barzun, President Obama’s
Ambassador to the UK and Sweden. Tortoise
is a membership organisation – for every
paying member we fund a membership for
people who don’t usually have a voice via
partner organisations that join the Tortoise
Network. This report is about the impact of
the Tortoise Network in its first year.
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Introduction
“Journalism is often losing
the battle for people’s
attention and, in some
countries, for the
public’s trust”
Reuters Institute for the Study of
Journalism, University of Oxford

“Coming into an empathetic
newsroom like Tortoise
changed the way I think
about the media and made
me want to tell my story”
Anne Marie Douglas, a Network member
who works with traumatised teenagers

We launched Tortoise to close the power gap
between the people and those with influence.
The Tortoise Network is how we have made that
a reality. It is a unique forum in which ordinary
people – factory workers, carers, nurses, taxi
drivers – have a seat at the table alongside
business leaders and politicians.
We recognised early on that unless we worked
very differently, we would create another echo
chamber of like-minded thinkers who would
enthusiastically join us, but not bring the breadth
of experience that we need to truly understand
the world. So we built the Tortoise Network of
charities and groups of people who don’t usually
engage in the news, and funded their
memberships with support from corporations
and foundations who believe in a better
conversation. Reflecting the world we are in, we
focused on getting outside of the London bubble,
recruiting women who are less engaged in
traditional media and reaching Network
members from different socioeconomic classes.
In our first year, we have funded over 12,000
memberships and distributed these to 52
charities and organisations, we call “connectors”.
We now have over 5,400 active Tortoise Network
members from all across the UK, 2,900 of whom
joined us for virtual ThinkIns during the C19
crisis, from April to June 2020.
Our Network members told us what it was like to
be homeless and living in Heathrow through the
pandemic; we saw first-hand the splintering of
political identities as “red wall” communities
shifted their vote during the election; and we
heard the impassioned plea of young people from
all backgrounds who can’t understand why the

media doesn’t properly report the climate
emergency. It fuelled our editorial conversations,
it challenged our ThinkIng and it made our
journalism better.
Along the way, we learnt that we couldn’t just sit
in London and expect people to come to us.
We needed to go out into other peoples’ worlds
and earn their trust. We learnt the power of
champions in local communities and we learnt
that we had to show our working and why we are
different to win that trust. The shift to digital
ThinkIns under the Covid-19 lockdown has
democratised our journalism further, creating
new ways to bring people together and new
appetites to connect.
Our priority for the coming year is to grow the
Tortoise Network and to make sure that it is at
the heart of our journalism. This means more
members, from ever more diverse backgrounds
and deepening our relationship with them to
ensure they are included in all the conversions
we have in ThinkIns.
We couldn’t have done this without our
supporters, who understand the importance of
bringing people together in this fractured world.
We need their help now more than ever to keep
growing. Thank you to our Network partners and
members. The trust that our Network members
have in us is a privilege that we work hard every
day to do justice.
Finally, the biggest thank you of all goes to the
wonderful Polly Curtis who has turned the
Tortoise Network from an idea into a core part
of our newsroom.

Katie Vanneck-Smith
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The State of UK Media
Looking at the media landscape, there are two
trends we have set out to combat:
1. Individuals from lower income backgrounds
are most locked out of reading news online.

% of UK adults accessing news
online in 2018

74%
overall UK
population

65%
low income
background

2. More people are actively avoiding the news
than before, they feel locked out. Unable to
drive change.
Proportion of people often or sometimes
actively avoids the news (UK)

35%
2019

23%
2017

Year 1 Overview
Through the Tortoise Network, we’ve radically
diversified our newsroom demographic,
and given our members a voice. Memberships
were distributed to 52 “connector” partners charities and organisations with deep roots in
local communities across the UK.
12,063 memberships funded in year 1.

40% of people actively avoiding the news said
that they felt there was nothing they could do
to influence events.
Reasons for avoiding the news (UK)

18%
Individual patrons
and foundations

41%
Members
Founding Members
gifted memberships
to the Network.

3. S
 ocial justice. Closing the power gap by
reducing inequality, increasing social mobility,
and advocating for women’s rights.
As the C19 crisis unfolded, we also offered
members the opportunity to share Network
memberships with key workers.
5,427 active Network
members...
62
Other
235
Covid-19 key workers
651
Social justice

Negative impact on my mood

58%

788
Charities and
volunteers

I don’t feel there is anything I can do

% of UK population paying for
news in 2018

7%
overall UK
population

5%
low income
background

40%
Can’t rely on it to be true

34%
Disturbs concentration

11%
Takes too much time

Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2018)
“There is a real divide in the news available
to people of different socioeconomic
backgrounds, creating a democratic gap
in news engagement.”
The Cairncross Review, 2019
“Poor information for poor people; richer
sources for the rest. This digital divide has
serious ramifications for every element of
our democracy and society.”
Polly Curtis, Visiting Fellow,
Reuters Institute
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11%
Leads to arguments

11%
Graphic images upset me

11%
Reuters Institute Digital News Report (2018)
“Those who claim not to follow any news are
younger, less educated, have lower incomes
and are less likely to be in work than
those who do. We don’t like to talk about
it, but news habits are closely aligned
to something that looks very like class.”
Polly Curtis, Visiting Fellow,
Reuters Institute

41%
Partners
10% of partner revenue
goes towards funding
Network memberships.

1461
Culture and
community

As well as distributing memberships to
volunteers and change-makers, in our first year
of the Network we focused on partnering with
organisations working in three priority areas:
1. Youth and schools. Giving young people a
voice and developing the leaders of tomorrow.
2. C
 ulture and community. Enriching local
communities, as well as communities around
share interests, by bringing people together.

2230
Youth and schools
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Our Impact

We’ve heard more than 33,000
voices through 331 ThinkIns,
all over the UK, in the last year.

The Pandemic marked a step-change
for the Tortoise Network with a rush in
demand from our network partners and
the move to digital enabling a rapid
increase in activations of our memberships.

With My Life
My Say

Locations where we've hosted
ThinkIns in the last year

Cumulative

5000
4000
3000
2000

Activation in month

A
20 pr
20

J
20 an
20

O
20 ct
19

J
20 ul
19

1000

Glasgow Edinburgh

Over the course of the year the Network
helped increase the proportion of
female members we have…
May 2019

May 2020

59%
Male

With the
National Citizen
Service

Newcastle
Gateshead

Belfast

52%
Male

Sunderland

Leeds
Grimsby

Manchester

41%
Female

48%
Female

Liverpool

Sheffield
Norwich

Birmingham

…and also our out of London footprint.
May 2019

59%

May 2020
Cardiff

Oxford
Bristol

Barnstaple
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South
Cambs

Warwick

52%

% of UK members in London

Milton
Keynes

With
IntoUniversity

London
Dover

Southampton

Slindon
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Case study
Grimsby
why?
The media is too London based - we don’t hear
the views outside of the capital and big urban
areas enough. We decided to try to build a local
Tortoise membership in Grimsby, which has the
lowest Twitter use in the country and sits near
the end of the nation’s travel links, to make sure
we were truly listening to people outside of the
media bubble.

how?
When Grimsby sees a journalist from the
national press for a story, it’s usually a one-time
event. We knew, to build an engaged
membership, we needed to approach this through
partnerships with deep roots in the Grimsby
community. We partnered with East Marsh
United, a local community group, as well
as The Grimsby Telegraph, the local newsroom.
We secured funding from Nesta’s Future News
Fund for the partnership enabling us to return
with new ways of reporting on this often
overlooked part of the country.

Our persistent reporting and bridge-building is
paying off over time, as we then launched our
‘ReportIn’ live blog on Grimsby and COVID-19,
on how the pandemic is affecting the town, which
has the lowest rate of admissions in England, but is
suffering nonetheless from the economic lockdown.
It highlighted the case for regional lockdowns.
Through the partnership, East Marsh United were
able to launch a new local news service for their
hyperlocal community, which will go into print
once the pandemic allows. Our work there featured
on BBC Humberside, in the Daily Mirror and in
the Grimsby Telegraph itself.
“Tortoise ThinkIns allow me to hear voices
and opinions I wouldn’t usually encounter,
and as a young person it’s a space where
I get to share my own opinion and my
voice carries just as much weight as
the middle-aged businessman next to
me or the ex-councillor, for example.
The ThinkIns have also helped me think
about politics on a much more local
scale rather than a national one which
has been really interesting.”
Phoebe Mumby, 17,
Tortoise member in Grimsby

what?
• Five election ThinkIns where we documented
the moment the Red Wall turned blue in this
bellwether town.
• One on “The Rules” of politics where we heard
the case for a radical new social contract.
• Two on life in Covid.

“I was a little skeptical at first, journos from
‘that London’ coming here to poke around
in our newly-constituted Brexitland –
but, actually, the Tortoise people are lovely
and come across as very experienced and
genuinely interested. The ThinkIn model
and facilitation work REALLY well. I went
to four ThinkIns and each ThinkIn circle
contained all shades of political opinion
and that in itself was quite the challenge
for all involved – people were able to
express themselves openly and freely with
a respectful reception and the format
especially demanded we move away from
lazy off-the-shelf ideas and each ThinkIn
developed as a very rich experience for all
involved. Polly, our facilitator, was very deft
at encouraging everybody’s voice to be
heard, to the extent that we also heard
from several young voices, very often
reticent in such environments,
and their contributions were amongst
the most memorable – some of
those young people, who I wouldn’t
have met but for the ThinkIn, offer
us all hope for building a more
progressive society – engaged,
passionate and articulate.
The facilitator was consistently
non-directive, not as easy as
it sounds – the conversation
was allowed to flow according
to the genuine thoughts of the
people in the room. More please.”

what next?
Grimsby is now baked into the Tortoise DNA.
It’s a place we look to editorially to get a different
view on what’s happening in the country.
We plan to grow the number of connectors we
work with to increase our presence in the area.
We will train our partners, at the Grimsby
Telegraph and East Marsh United, to deliver
ThinkIns on a franchise model to ensure we
have a truly Tortoise local presence in the area.

Billy Dasein

Billy Dasein,
community organiser
with East Marsh United

Nikki and Chris,
Tortoise Network
members in
Grimsby
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Case study
Unheard
Voices
why?

what?

Covid-19 has shown that it is not the great
leveller as originally suggested by some pundits;
in fact it is quite the opposite. We realised early
on there was a risk that we were cocooned in our
own bubbles in lockdown, so went out of our way
to get unheard voices central to our conversations
and coverage.

A series of three “Unheard Voices” ThinkIns,
inviting people from across the Tortoise Network
to tell their stories. This led to a file called
Unheard Voices, documenting their experiences
and a podcast about one particular issue, about
domestic violence under lockdown. Paul
Atherton, a Tortoise member who was living
homeless in Heathrow at the beginning of the
lockdown contributed his letter from lockdown.

how?
We have heard from sex workers, bus drivers,
ICU nurses, a postal worker in his seventies,
food bank volunteers, a vet, factory workers,
and more. We created a standalone season of
ThinkIns aimed at the next generation, giving
them a platform to together work out what the
pandemic will mean for their futures. All are
now Tortoise members; several who are regulars
at ThinkIns across our calendar.

“Tortoise have allowed me a voice
in their newsroom and in turn a
“I was immediately struck by how
platform to the British Public. As a
the ThinkIn format encouraged
homeless person reliant on welfare
personal sharing and a real depth
payments to survive, I’m often
of conversation, meaning that I learnt
excluded from many things due to
a lot from the people around me that
expense. Being a participant of the
I otherwise would never have
funded membership scheme, just
discovered. Under lockdown, I have
levels the playing field. In Britain
attended at least 25 Digital ThinkIns.
we’ve structured a social narrative
that if you have no money, then your I always leave the session feeling
more knowledgeable, and often with
contribution to society is worthless.
my perspective slightly changed.
Thankfully Tortoise sees value in
The pieces that are produced from
every voice and every background
ThinkIns are therefore very insightful,
and in doing so improves their own
well developed and closely tied
value to its readers. I’m immensely
to the interests of everyday people.
appreciative of the gesture and in
return hope my input is valued more I strongly value the slow news
produced by Tortoise in general,
highly than if I had the cash.”
but I must say that the experience
of the ThinkIns truly enhances that
Paul Atherton
appreciation.”
Isla Virtue Thick, National Citizen
Service Young Person

what next?
We now hold a weekly Next Gen ThinkIn and are
working on the next installment of the Unheard
Voices file.

Paul
Atherton
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Case study
Family
Separation

Lamont
Wilder

why?

how?

what?

In a ThinkIn in the Bronx in the summer before
Tortoise launched we were confronted with
a powerful challenge from a family lawyer:
she told us to look at how the state separates
children from their families, because that is what
people in her neighbourhood feared much more
than the police. It triggered a year-long project
that investigated the decisions that are made to
remove children from their parents in the UK –
and reporting back from the Bronx.

We put the ThinkIns at the heart of this story,
holding six in 2019 that led to seven stories
looking into what’s going wrong with social care
and family justice systems and how we are
removing too many children in the UK and
certainly intervening before we have supported
families to stay together. We built the network
around the story with 200 members with
specialist knowledge and experience of
this system. We partnered with Frontline
social workers to bring their members into
ThinkIns. We set up a members panel to
advise on the story.

Our reporting exposed the man paying for
mothers to flee the country to avoid the law –
a symbol of the breakdown in trust. We revealed
the scale of removals and the factors fuelling
them and we questioned why it was being done
without the rigorous checks and balances you
might expect. We interviewed families and judges
and revisited New York to find the lessons there.
The stories were read in judges’ chambers across
the country, at the heart of whitehall and by
families battling through the system.

Understanding the issues
New York
Aug 2018

London
Apr 2019

London
Feb 2019

New York
Jul 2019

Sunderland
June 2019

“The thing people fear
most is social services…”
Lawyer, Bronx

Proposing solutions

Nov 2019

London
Oct 2019

Miriam
Mack

London:
The Verdict
Jan 2020

Newcastle
Feb 2019

The project was nominated for a British Press
Award, 2019.
“Too often discussions take place in isolated
bubbles, with different professional groups
barely interacting with one another and
the voices of those affected (in this case
children and families) overlooked altogether.
By partnering with Tortoise Media we have
been able to convene an entirely different
kind of conversation; one that brings
together the views and experiences of
all the people who together make up the
family justice system – judges, barristers,
social workers, solicitors, magistrates,
domestic abuse workers, parents whose
cases have been heard in the family
courts and many others.
Tortoise ThinkIns are more than about
sharing insights and ideas; they are bringing
about change.”
Lisa Harker, Director at Nuffield Family
Justice Observatory
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As Covid hit, the system that protects children
was frozen by social distancing and the courts
that decide on their futures were forced to do so
by video conference threatening the principles of
fair justice. We partnered with the Family Justice
Observatory, which studies the system, to ask
people in the system what was happening.
It was the first conversation that brought people
across the sector together to discuss a rapidly
growing crisis. The president of the family court
heard about it and reports of the insights it
included. He ordered a rapid consultation on
the new systems being brought in and we were
commissioned to do two further ThinkIns to
convene a conversation that was fed directly into
the consultation that the President has now acted
on with new guidelines. Our commitment to the
subject, and the respect we earned, put us at the
heart of the story.

what next?
We are currently working on a file on the system
in lockdown and how children are out of sight,
and at more risk than ever.
The partnership with the FJO has led to a
partnership with the organisation they are part
of, The Nuffield Foundation. This is helping us
to develop ThinkIns as a tool that can be an
input into consultations and research, as well
as an output to amplify a debate about a subject.
Polly Curtis, the author of this file, has been
commissioned to write a book about the system
to be published in spring 2022 by Virago.

Our Connectors
The Tortoise Network is made up of partnerships
with “connectors”, organisations with deep-roots
in marginalised communities, and “supporters”
who help to fund the memberships.

what makes a good
connecting partner?
• Organisations that convene groups of people
that are under-presented

• Organisations who want to innovate, and
change the way things are currently done

• People who are changemakers in their
communities, and can work as Network
Ambassadors

• Any organisation or individual who believes that
bringing people together, knocking down walls in
communication, is the best way to drive change

“As a birth parent having experienced the
child protection process, mine is so often
a marginalised voice, shamed into silence.
Through careful and thoughtful journalism
and the ThinkIns, Tortoise has given me an
opportunity to speak both about my own
experiences and on the broader issues
around children’s social care leaving me
feeling more empowered and confident”
Annie, a mother in the North East whose
baby was removed at birth, then returned
after a legal battle
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The Network team

Who are the
supporting partners?
Quality journalism doesn’t come for free.
The third crucial link in the Network
(after us and the connectors) are the
Tortoise supporters.

Gurjinder Dhaliwal
gurjinder@tortoisemedia.com

Thank you for all the organisations
and every individual who has offered
their support to us in our first year.

Annabel Shepherd-Barron
annabel@tortoisemedia.com

patrons
These are businesses and
individuals foundations who
believe in the power of
information equality and
dialogue. They commit to
funding from 100 to 1000
Tortoise memberships.

Harika Sihota
harika.sihota@tortoisemedia.com

partners
These are foundations and
trusts we form long term
partnerships with to focus on a
particular area of work, where
our editorial mission aligns
with their core purpose and we
can build a programme of
ThinkIns that help both our
aims and engage new audiences
around these conversations.

Photographs by Tom Pilston
and Darren Fletcher
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