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● We’re all pressed for time 
● We all work for newsrooms with 

tight budgets

So let’s talk about how to realistically do 
watchdog stories …..
● How to mine data and documents 
● How to get the most from your sources 
● How to dig deeper into important stories for 

your community



















Document Frame of Mind

■ To go deeper
■ To find stories that others are missing 
■ To verify ( or not ) assertions by sources
■ To probe tips, story suggestions, hunches
■ Oh, and data counts as documents 



Some stories…



The New York Marathon























Key FOIA and FOIL Sources

rpfc.org





Story building blocks

Collecting story ideas
■ It might come from a curious passage you 

see in a government document or in a 
news story.

■ It might be some question you could not 
answer on deadline but think there might 
be more if you could dig deeper.

■ Audits, reports, tips, sources -- so many 
paths.



Jot down all your ideas

■ In a google doc
■ Emails to yourself 
■ A notebook 
■ A compost heap folder
■ Whatever you find convenient 



Evaluate Story Ideas: The thesis

■ What is your story about? Think of the nut 
graph. Or the evening news promo. How 
might it go? 

■ The maximum: How grave are matters?
■ The minimum: If all goes wrong, what will 

you have? If it’s nothing, recognize it could 
be nothing. 

■ Scope



Evaluating a story

■ A document frame of mind. How are 
things tracked and reported? 

■ That can include data
■ Look for stories that others miss
■ Keep an eye on the maximum
■ Always ask: What’s the harm?
■ Consider the resources it will take to do 

the story



The verifiable truth
■Follow the money
■Follow the document trail
■Apply a document frame of mind
■Create your own documents
■Using databases
■Mining research and library sources
■People sources
■Storytelling



An evolving, iterative process



Dead Wrong



Dead Wrong Take 2



Dead Wrong Take 3



Dead Wrong Take 4











This may sound like a lot ..

There is a large community of investigative 
reporters here to help you
■ Investigative Reporters & Editors IRE.org
■ Get a mentor through IRE 
■ Get training and keep learning
■ There are free platforms to help you get 

more data and organize projects: 
OCCRP’s Aleph.

■ Bellingcat’s OSINT primer



Data and document basics

There is a lot out there
State and local government data portals
Government audits
Hearing, transcripts, court filings
So much more



Follow the Money

■ Incorporation records
■ Property records
■ UCC lending documents
■ Tax records 
■ Tax dispute records
■ For public officials: Ethics filings
■ For nonprofits: 990s and state filings
■ Lawsuits





Business Records
• The US Security and Exchange Commission’s 

EDGAR system for filings
• https://www.sec.gov/edgar/search/
• Full-Text searching
•

https://www.sec.gov/edgar/search/


Insert Trump property story 



Lobbying records

■ Local and state lobbying records
■ Federal lobbying records
■ Foreign lobbying

You can see who is lobbying your senators 
and representatives.
You can see what local businesses are 
lobbying about.







https://lda.senate.gov/filings/public/filing/search/



www.fara.gov 

http://www.fara.gov/


The Federal Register
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/search



US Government Contracts
•Contracts for bid
•Contracts awarded



https://sam.gov/content/home



https://www.usaspending.gov/





https://www.fpds.gov/fpdsng_cms/index.php/en/



Health and medical data and records





Pubmed
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/



Medical Devices 

■ Adverse events: The FDA data is 
downloadable, and can be searched

■ Download the full files here: 
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/man
datory-reporting-requirements-manufactur
ers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/ma
nufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experie
nce-database-maude

https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/mandatory-reporting-requirements-manufacturers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/manufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experience-database-maude
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/mandatory-reporting-requirements-manufacturers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/manufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experience-database-maude
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/mandatory-reporting-requirements-manufacturers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/manufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experience-database-maude
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/mandatory-reporting-requirements-manufacturers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/manufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experience-database-maude
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/mandatory-reporting-requirements-manufacturers-importers-and-device-user-facilities/manufacturer-and-user-facility-device-experience-database-maude




Lawsuits
• Pacer for federal lawsuits – that’s where most 

international companies will be sued
• https://pcl.uscourts.gov/search
• State courts can vary in how you can search 

them.
• New York is pretty good with ecourts.
• Lexis or Westlaw can more easily help you 

search for decisions.



Audits 

The GAO at GAO.gov
Congressional Research Service reports 
at fas.org
Inspector General reports at 
oversight.gov

NY State Comptroller
Reports and financials submitted to 
government agencies. 





Search hacks

■ Doing a google search with site:.gov 
added. 

■ Use quotes to ensure a word is there.
■ Warning: You will get far fewer results 

than if you went to an agency, because of 
indexing.

■ Archive.org for older versions of agency 
web pages.



FOIA

■ Check FOIA reading rooms
■ For instance: 

https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/home

https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/home
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/home


Data

It’s everywhere
Get spreadsheet and database skills













What’s coming our way

■ Artificial Intelligence 
■ Using AI to go through documents
■ Automating tools that may help you go 

through documents 








