
EVERY BEAT IS 
INVESTIGATIVE

Tips for digging deep, 
even on deadline



• Think in terms of 
records and data

• Play power centers 
off each other to 
develop sources

• Gather data and 
records before you 
need it for a story

• Chip away at long-
term projects

INVESTIGATIVE 
STATE OF MIND







• Think about 
where your 
institution 
intersects with 
city, state, or the 
federal 
government?

• Taxes, permits, 
inspections

HOW TO HUNT 
FOR PUBLIC 

DATA 
AND RECORDS



START WITH DATA AND RECORDS THAT 
ARE ALREADY PUBLIC

Look for Open Data Portals

▪ Curated data made public by cities, towns, state, and others

▪ Does not include all data fields, and often I ask for more

▪ Can be a great place to see what's available

▪ Always call agency and make sure you understand data before publishing

▪ Ask for underlying documents or reports

▪ Example:Analyze Boston -- 246 data sets that include approved building permits, food 
establishment inspections, 311 service requests, building and property violations, code 
violations, police records, rent smart, and much more.

▪ Fun: Inspection records from Harvard Business School Cafeteria

▪ Example: Cambridge Data Portal:

https://data.boston.gov/
https://data.boston.gov/
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/active-food-establishment-licenses
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/active-food-establishment-licenses
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/public-works-violations/resource/90ed3816-5e70-443c-803d-9a71f44470be
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/public-works-violations/resource/90ed3816-5e70-443c-803d-9a71f44470be
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/rentsmart/resource/dc615ff7-2ff3-416a-922b-f0f334f085d0
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/food-establishment-inspections/resource/4582bec6-2b4f-4f9e-bc55-cbaa73117f4c?filters=businessname%3AHARVARD%20BUSINESS%20SCHOOL%20CAFETE
https://www.cambridgema.gov/departments/opendata


MORE DATA AND RECORDS THAT ARE 
ALREADY AVAILABLE OLINE

Property Records

▪ Property sale records: Registery of Deeds

▪ Property Tax / Assessing Records: Boston Assessing Records

▪ Interactive Property Maps: Boston, Cambridge, Massachusetts

▪ Building Permits: Boston, Cambridge

https://www.masslandrecords.com/
https://www.cityofboston.gov/assessing/search/
https://app01.cityofboston.gov/parcelviewer/
https://gis.cambridgema.gov/map/Viewer.aspx
https://massgis.maps.arcgis.com/apps/OnePane/basicviewer/index.html?appid=47689963e7bb4007961676ad9fc56ae9
https://scerisecm.boston.gov/ScerIS/CmPublic/#/Results
https://permits.cambridge.ca/searchPermit


• How does your 
institution get what 
it wants from the 
government?LOBBYING



MOST LOBBYING RECORDS ARE ALREADY 
AVAILABLE ONLINE
▪ State lobbying records: Massachusetts

▪ City lobbying records: Boston

▪ Federal Lobbying: US Senate, US House

▪ Always call to ask to make sure you understand the records

▪ Ask whether there are more records not online

▪ Note the names of your school's lobbyists so you can see where else they show up

▪ Examples:

Harvard state lobbyists, Harvard Boston Lobbyists, US Senate Lobbying Report

https://www.sec.state.ma.us/lobbyistpublicsearch/
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/municipal-lobbying
https://lda.senate.gov/system/public/
https://disclosurespreview.house.gov/?index=%22lobbying-disclosures%22&size=10&sort=%5b%7b%22_score%22:true%7d,%7b%22field%22:%22registrant.name%22,%22order%22:%22asc%22%7d%5d
https://www.sec.state.ma.us/lobbyistpublicsearch/Summary.aspx?sysvalue=+Wk9wNbsq4xhs0Rf9HzH+rbmVdecm7Vkbx4XCu8vrrc=
https://data.boston.gov/dataset/municipal-lobbying/resource/8d7f0cf4-4d20-4ed6-b6d0-bd6158d84ae9
https://lda.senate.gov/system/public/


FUN RECORD REQUEST: LOBBYISTS EMAILS
▪ You may not be able to make a 

public record request for your 
institution's emails, but there are 
workarounds

▪ Make public record requests to 
city and state officials for emails 
with key school officials 
and lobbyists.

▪ In Massachusetts, the governor's 
office is not subject to FOIA, but 
I've accessed the emails of the 
gov's staff and political advisors by 
FOIAing their messages to other 
state agencies.



• Record requests 
don't have to be 
complicated

• Always submit a 
request in writing

• Learn the basics of 
the law

CRAFTING 
RECORD 

REQUESTS



TIPS FOR 
RECORD 
REQUESTS

▪ Use a public records letter generator to help 
with the legal language but kept it simple and 
don't try to be a lawyer.

▪ The Student Law Press Center has one at 
splc.org/lettergenerator

▪ Be specific as possible in the records you are 
seeking. Looking at data in record portal to get a 
sense for how records might be kept and what's 
available.

▪ Be iterative. Start with a smaller request and 
grow.

▪ Request record layouts or datamaps so you know 
what available.

▪ Learn the deadlines.

▪ Massachusetts has a good guide you can find 
here.

https://splc.org/lettergenerator/
https://www.sec.state.ma.us/divisions/public-records/download/guide.pdf


• Look for former or 
departing employees.

• Exploit competing 
power centers for 
sources. Faculty vs 
administration. Law 
school vs Biz school.

• Write fair stories.

DEVELOPING 
SOURCES



• Family Educational 
Rights Privacy Act

• Often used to 
shield access to 
records.

• One key detail: 
FERPA does not 
apply after death.

FERPA





• New dean or 
chancellor? 
Always ask for a 
resume for 
everyone

• Do basic checks 
for red flags

BACKGROUNDING
APPOINTEES



BACKGROUND 
CHECKS …

▪ Do a clip check to see what else has been 
written about him or her locally or in the city or 
town where they are coming from

▪ Check property records / Registry of Deeds
for liens, tax issues, and other red flags. Always 
call the agency before reporting to make sure 
you have it right because records can be 
confusing

▪ Check police records, sex offender registry, 
etc.

▪ Check Court records – both criminal and civil. 
The site Masscourts.org is very helpful, although 
not all records are available online. Confirm with 
a birthday, middle initial that you have the right 
person.

▪ Check divorce records. I always go pull the 
physical file from the courthouse.

https://www.masscourts.org/eservices/search.page.6


EXAMPLE: BPD'S NEW 
COMMISSIONER

▪ Mayor Walsh unexpectedly 
announced a new police 
commissioner with no public 
process

▪ I had police internal affairs 
records on my hard drive that 
show potential red flags

▪ After basic background checks, I 
pulled his divorce file and found 
what I was looking for



TWO DAYS LATER …



Building datasets from 
scratch for investigative 

reporting



How we get to findings and attribution

Observational

Sourcing / 
Documents

Technical

Strongest evidence 
and conclusions



Truth 1: You gotta keep a spreadsheet, and you gotta update it



Truth 2: You gotta keep notes (and timelines), and you gotta update and organize them



Turning data gaps into 
exclusive investigations

Why build your own dataset?

❑ Official data often missing, messy or politicized 

❑ Custom dataset → unique angle & competitive edge 

❑ Full control over variables, quality and timeline

❑ Solid base for FOI follow-ups, interviews, visuals 

and impact



“Missing data sets are the blank spots that 

exist in spaces that are otherwise data-

saturated. [...] That which we ignore reveals 

more than what we give our attention to. It’s 

in these things that we find hints of what is 

deemed important. Spots that we've left 

blank reveal our hidden social biases and 

indifferences.”

— Mimi Ọnụọha, 

The Library of Missing Datasets

The power of absence: what missing data tells us





This can include

Start with a focused story hypothesis

Someone doing something for a reason

❑ A company is illegally exporting products through a country to avoid its final destination being traced.

❑ A person is committing a crime by doing something illegal.

❑ In our case, the Eswatini government is neglecting to prevent cases of sexual violence by failing to 

enforce and sensitize the population around its new legislation and due to weak court structures.



A guiding document

Identify the points to prove it

My focused hypothesis:

❑ In our case, the Eswatini government is neglecting to prevent cases of sexual violence by failing to 

enforce and sensitise the population around its new legislation and due to weak court structures.

What do we know so far (sourced information)?

❑ An example: NGOs say more than a third of women have experienced sexual violence and many 

don’t see justice.

What questions do we need to answer/what information do we need to prove it?

❑ What are the reasons cases don’t make it to a successful conviction?



Think about the hypothesis. 
Where would information be gathered and where would it live?

Build an information map

If someone experiences a crime involving sexual violence, they might:

❑ Seek medical help ⇒ medical records, receipts, pharmaceutical support

❑ Call a helpline ⇒ a database of phone numbers, calls, referrals

❑ Report it to the police ⇒ police reports, evidence, phone calls on the victim’s phone to confirm, court 

records

❑ Experience trauma ⇒ school drop-out numbers, mental health support data

❑ Become sick ⇒ rates of sexually-transmitted diseases

❑ Protest ⇒ registration at the local office

❑ Speak publically ⇒ videos livestreamed of their speech



For Eswatini, we used 

tailored online searches:

Research

❑ Filetype: pdf 

❑ Name of perpetrator 

❑ Eswatini 

❑ Court

✓ We found a public database! We were lucky.





What we found and what can we do with it?

Brainstorm



Technical | Python & Terminal



We used web scraping to get access to the data

Technical | OCR

❑ Web scraping gathered all the pdf files in a folder and 

created a spreadsheet with the accessible data from these 

documents on the site already plus some we added:

❑ File name 

❑ Date of the case 

❑ Court



Focus on the data you need

Filter

❑ Will you download it all? 

❑ We decided to filter based on key words: 

❑ Rape 

❑ Sexual assault 

❑ Domestic violence 

❑ SODV



Now we need to assess our data and 
think about what it might do for us

Brainstorm

❑ We go back to our guiding document and our focused hypothesis. What are we trying to prove?

❑ Then we thinking through the ways our data could help answer these questions. 

❑ We push the data toward the answer, by combining simple datapoints with interpretative assessment.



An example:

Brainstorm ⇒ Filter

❑ Is the case a sentencing? Yes or no 

❑ Was the sentence after an appeal/going to the high court? Yes or no 

❑ What number of years in the local courts and after the appeal? 7 ⇒ 9 

❑ Did the sentence increase or decrease? Increase 

❑ What happened in the high court? The sentence was increased 

❑ Is this sentence an example of effective justice? Well, it’s complicated.



Now it’s time to build a methodology

Technical

Give clear instructions of what you need to do for the 

people or tool you are going to use

❑ A methodology means everyone is aligned so all 

data is filled in the same way 

❑ A methodology can be published so others can 

review your methods and choices 

❑ A methodology can be fed into an AI tool to 

ensure it understands what you want



Now it’s time to fill in the data. Automatic, manual, or AI?

Research

❑ Automatic:

✓ When the data is simple and clear to extract 

(<h1>High court</h1>) or date format

❑ Manual: 

✓ When the data is interpretative

❑ AI: 

✓ When you can filter semi-interpretative data 

faster with this tool and then check it before 

publishing



Tagging with 

GPT4



Finally, manually check the data you plan to publish

Checking

❑ 100% necessary

❑ We found many mistakes and missed data points

❑ None changed our findings - they actually made the story stronger

❑ But LLMs are just tools and they will hallucinate, miss things, or lack context



Checking

Work with an 

expert to review 

your methods and 

findings
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