INVESTIGATIVE TECHNIQUES

Adupted from Ratsing Hell: How the Cenier for Invesiizaiive Reponing Urels the Story

complex gs spending months searching through libraries, public records and

computerized datahases. In all good mvestigative stories, the reporter must recogize

the potentizl of the mformation and be tengcions i rscking down the sioey, Ths
awmeness cosnes with experience, education end aleriness, Tenucity, oo the ollier hagd, is
mastly in the bleod.

Fi'mling a good mvestizubive story can be as siople 85 receiving a phoae call or as

THE FIRST LEAD

Stories begin 1n dillvrent ways that ussatly §¢ mio several broad categorivs, They might start
with whistle blewers and leabed docurnenly, trainstonnug aimong reporters, or personal

" observations. (thers begin with tips and nimaors, phone catls, purseing a lead from an earlier

“story, or simply reading the moming paper. Mo method seems 10 ensure 4 betier story than
any viher. But reparters can always belp o "make their own breaks” by being alt 1o new
reports and develapments, seeking and mamtaining sources, Interviawing experts, and
producinge siories that atitact afention. Whistie blowers, for insmnce, often contact reporiers
who they foel will give the proper treatment. Once the lead iz in hand, there arc coram
techniqaes and awethods thiel myeshemave reporiers comunonly use.

THE INVESTIGATIVE SNIFF

First, reporters must find ont if the lead seewns solid. Talk o knowledzeable sources to see if
¢onteoversial rumors have validity, Sometimes the "saiff will end the stary before the repoerer
becoines too deeply commticd.

TIIE INVESTIGATIVE HYPOTHESIS

This useful tool gives shape and direction to a budding investigation. The theory shounld be
grodinded in fact and experience and take the story beyornd whar i presently known o what
seenss 1 fikelthood, Forming a hypoihesis aliows the roporier to thiak like a prosccutor and to
narrow the focus of the investigation uway [rom arelevancy. The reporter uses his or her
analysis of how the world warks to say, "Okay, 1 think thas is probably happening. How da |
g aboul provimg

DON'T RE-INVENT THE WIHEEL

At the very start, the reporter needs to find out wha's been wiitlen or said about the subject
urtler investigation, This means checking for previods stories, poverunent hearings and
reports, and scholarly anlicles. Make good use of the librury wud, if possible, elecironic
databaces; remember that a peod reference ibranan 1s an inveshigative reporier's best friend,

IF someone has already reposted on aspects of the story, the focus of the investipation can
change or evert come 10 4 halt Gn the other hand, whean there is only a cotlection of "paft
stories und press handoul rewrites, contrary information nsuslly casures that the subject will
e worthy of fuarther investigation, The bnportant thing is to evalvate carefully 4] existing
miormation and to avoid duplicating work that someone cise has done.

FIND THE EXPERTS



Many stories involve peopls or nstitutions thal various experts have studied a¢ length. These
experts, whether scientists, analysts, or hobbyists, can provide a valnable shortcut for the
reporier, suving rescarch fime and often uncovering new leads. Look for experts at
universities, speciatized libraries, government offices, public interest groups and so forih. in
cach conversanion, remember to ask who ¢lse you should talk to. Also, alibough commpetitive
pressures SUIMEHMes Tle out cooperation, many reporters are kappy ta kelp eolleagues once
their own work has been compieted,

DEVELOP A TEAM

Investigaave storics are often team storjes in which several reporters and researchers work
tagether and divide the responsibilities. Team investigations offer flexibility, allowing
diffevent reporters to use different lechniques, strategies and sources. At the same time, team
memnbers can provide ope anpother much-needed paychological suppont.

One danger of the wam approach is that some members may feel that their work is too
frugmented from the larger story and thus become isolated. This situation can be avoided if
teast mwanibers compare naotes regularty. Taking on powerful people and instibmtions, or cults
and violence-prane groups, is a difficult proposiion for the loncly freclancer. I is useally

*more snitable for a team of reporters.

DOCUMENT THE STORY

Followinyg the paper trail of decuments is an integral part of most investigations. Nunerous
public records exist in government offices at the local, state and federal levels. These pieces
of paper help a reporter build the documenlation needed to strengihen the story. Documents
can became vital when questions of tibel arise and proof must be provided to support
allegations. A major source of docurmnents from the U.S. povernment is the Freedom of
Information Act (FOTA), which suys that the federal government must either justify the
withholding of information requesied by citizens or release it. The U.S, FOIA puts the burden
not on citizens, but on the government to prove it shonld withhold the material FOLAs exist
In @ growing number of other nations as well,

When seeking public records, a reporter should smdy governmenr mannals to Iocate which E
offices might have had contact with the individual or organization of intérest. This might
include finuncyal regulatory bodies, tax authonities, envircmmentul spencies, and so forth,

Finally, court records are extremely useful in foliowing the paper traii that important people
and organizutions create, Publicly available court fites can be a gold mine for information on
finances, corporate holdings, ariminal activitics and more.

DEVELOP SOURCES

A good source can spark the beginning of an investigative story or strengthen ong that is
already under way. Finding a good source is 1 matter of luck, energy and perception, Personal
acquantances, published reports, professional associations und unions ure zmony the more
common places 1o Lrack them down. Be prepared to spend lots of time on the telephone.

Dealing with sources is a micky marter; it depends on individoat style. Some sowrces will be
interviewed for direct attribation, others off-the-record (not for quotation or attribution), and

stilt others for quotation but they cannot be identified by nune. The reporter most figare out
bow 10 get the most information nd keep us much of it atoribured as passible. Sometimes one
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source can g0 on- and ofi-the-recont for differenl questions. Other Bmes a reporter may
convinee a source to go back on-the-record after initially agreeing ta anomynuity.

Perhaps the most difficult source relalionships for a repoerters are those with law enforcement
offictals and with sources whoe leak docaments. Just 23 newspapers and reporters vaty in
credhibaiity, so do Jaw enforcement agencies. Keporters shonkd use their experience,
knowledpe, and cantion when they evalasie source and ressons for sharing informaton. 1f
possible, they should check with other credible sonrces to verity a4 new source's
trustworthiness.

OBSERVE

First-hand observation can alsa start or strengthen au invesliganon, Visit the places you're

.. investigating -Go to conferences, political events and other public gatherings that involve

yemir subjecls.

Suznetimes the reporter decides that undercover observations are called for. Others simply
hang around the bars and cafes of 3 company oftice or community. A reporter must axercise
great care when deciding whether to mislead people while pursuing a story. Undercover work
mmay uitinmutely be used to discredit a story. Some critics accuse undercover reporters of
enceuraping unsavory behavior and influcncing events, and thereby creating sinaations that
otherwise wonld not have occurred. Tn tecent yoars, U.S. roporters nsing endercover or
misicading tactics have come ander pressure from editors und publishers.

ORGANIZE YOUR FILES

File systetns can vary greatly among reporters. Gord organization reqaires nime and resources
that may be heyond the means of nrany jouwrnalists. S6il, knowing how to organize files is a
uselul skali, even if il isn't esnployed often. If a copying machine is bandy, duplicate pages can
be made and separate files begun on many topics, people, organizations and events. A
chronology can be helplul where a sevies of complicated events occur over ime. Sometimes
i’s nsetul 1o compite a file mimmary that Hsts the highlights of each file as it develops. A
surmary aliows vou fo glance at and evatuate a file quickly. Computer datubase programs are
available that allow one 1o index and cross-index varions facts; these can praduce useful
surprising pattems. Another technigue is 10 keep large "gerenc” files and inen siart index
canls on all major names, listing the file name and page namber or ducument where the name
is mentioned, Cue basic principlc underlies all effective filing systemns: an unrelenting
afention to detail,

INTERVIEW

Somc reporters have a gift for interviewing; others learn as they go, A great deal of nerve
often helps, by refusiog to back down and being willing 1o pusk oneself into sometimes
uncomtortable circumstasces. Whatever your sitiation, try to pit your suhjects at ease by
telking about yourself and showing concern for your souree’s lile and work, Mecting them in
person is abnoest always a good idea. This personal contact makes it easier for (he sources o
“open up” later. Renusaber o dess appropriziely and professionally when doing interviews.

Interviewing public relations officials for corporations and other organizations is generaliy of
limited value. These highly zained professionals know how to avoid or deflect many
guestions. While there are exceptions to the mile, reporters should always strive for primary
saurces talking to those directly mvolved or affected by a particular issue.
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The final interviews with key figures are a critical slep in an investigation. Sometimes they
can mike or break a storv, particularly on television, where pruducers want good "visnals.”
Repariers often know 80 percent of the answers to the questions they will ask. Of course the
subject of the interview does not know this, or at least is vnsure which 20 percent tha reporter
doesa't knuw. The reponter tiies to mancuver the subject iy lelling more than he or she
intends. Sometimes a reporter feigns ignorance o seem nonthreatening, Other times the
reporter pretends to know more than is the case, blutfing the subject into saying something
previcusly unconfirmed or urknown, During key interviews, reporters should be carefud i
10 mislead their subjects or misrepresent themselves: American courls, wnong others, have
been harsh in likel suits on reponters who have done so,

Key subjects frequently reluse (o be interviewed, Of course the reporter can always try (o
surprise # reluctant subject; sometimes the "ambush interview” is all that's availahle to a
tenackous repostor.

ANALYZE AND ORGANIZE

Reporters should iy to re<evaluate or broaden Hieir perspective once in a while, Sometimes
documents, interviews, or files will produce hidden patterns of mformation or new leads when
the reposter retams fo them for a second look. Thase who wait until the end of the
investigation to give their files a thorough review may not discover valuable new leads unnl
1t's to late to pursye them,

WRITING

Writing involves a process of selecting snd emphasizing information and thevefore is perhaps

the most individualistic part of investigative reporting. Each person musr find the method thar

works best. Some reporters try o write the story first and £0 back to check on the details later,

Others need to docwnent their facts as they go along, One basic approach is to become

wmiersed in the files, then organize as outline of the material and finally sil down and write .
the glary or script, referring to the files as ligle as possible ualil facrchecking time, Tn this »
method, the style and oryanization are paramount. Some reporiers try (o review books on

good writing, such as The Elements of Stvle by Smank and White or On Writing Wellj by

7ansser before starting, The chalicnge in an investigative arficle or program is to weave a

weH-wntten story out of material that is heavily laden with factual deraif and yet keep within

the strict boundaries of what has heen proved,

When wriling about envirosrmental pollution, for nstance, it 15 UNportant 1o minimize the use
of technical or bureaucratic terms. Long, con Fusing quotes from sowirces oflen have o be
edited slighily, not to change the words or meaning but to cul out the excess. Remembar the
golden rule: when in doubs, opt for simphcity, using languape that is direct and E45Y IO
urddersland. Other rules of thumb: Try to work closely with & good editor; be prepared to
rewrle and reorpamize; solicit criticism froin fricnds; and carefully check every fact. In the
¢nd, publish only what con be proved.

Most inportany, reporters save (o think about the way the information they are presenting wal
affoct their readers, lisieners or viewers, They need to explawn 1 & direct fashion why their
uudience should care sbout the story, If a story can semehaw touch (e evervday lives of
individuals, it can motivate the public 1o take cormective acuon, Suck a story may, in fuct,
rnake people feed & little bit more in control of their lives.



FAUT-CHECKING AND LIBEL

It is a sohering experience for investigative reporiers to sit through 3 libel trial and scc how
mutdane matiers can come under judicial scrutiny The widespread usc of libel suits makes
invesligalive reporting resemble a sea full of underwater mines. Something can blow up at
any moment. But precautions can be taken; keaming abou! lhe law is an important first siep. It
is equally impartmt to cheek facts at the end of the wiiling to make sure that every Tact n the
arficle stands up. Major agazines in the United States, for example, ofici heve research
departments thut systemalically check dates, names, key allegations, and suppozling facts
prior to publication.

Befure publishing or broadcasting an investigative story, the conpleted work should be
examined by a libel awomey. Amencan publishers and broadcasters do this routinely. Simple
changes can sometimes keep one out of court while still preserving tbe imegrity aud scope of
the story. Firally, remember the old adage: inzh is the best defonse agumst libel.



