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What is investigative journalism?

https://twitter.com/paldhous


Some definitions

● [A] form of journalism in which reporters deeply investigate a single 
topic of interest, such as serious crimes, political corruption, or 
corporate wrongdoing. 

Wikipedia

● [T]here is broad agreement of its major components: systematic, 
in-depth, and original research and reporting, often involving the 
unearthing of secrets. Others note that its practice often involves 
heavy use of public records and data, with a focus on social justice 
and accountability 

Global Investigative Journalism Network

● "Investigative journalism involves exposing to the public matters that 
are concealed – either deliberately by someone in a position of 
power, or accidentally, behind a chaotic mass of facts and 
circumstances that obscure understanding. It requires using both 
secret and open sources and documents." 

Story-Based Inquiry: A manual for investigative journalists

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investigative_journalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investigative_journalism
http://gijn.org/resources/investigative-journalism-defining-the-craft/
http://gijn.org/resources/investigative-journalism-defining-the-craft/
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001930/193078e.pdf
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001930/193078e.pdf


Some basic principles

● The public good, social justice

● Holding those in power accountable

● Original research 

● Revealing, exposing

● Giving voice to the voiceless

● More watchdog than explainer



How is the work actually done?

● Leaks, whistleblowers

● Documents

● Data

● Background research

● Cultivating sources

● Protecting confidential sources



So much to do, so little time ....

From the Wikipedia entry:

An investigative journalist may spend months or years researching and 
preparing a report.

You have less than ten weeks!



Don’t panic!

● Leaks, whistleblowers

● Documents

● Data

● Background research

● Cultivating sources

● Protecting confidential sources

These can all become part of your regular reporting toolkit. Don’t keep them 
in reserve for major projects. 



But you need a plan!

And one that can be executed in a matter of weeks.



How do I start?

You may need to spend some initial time getting up to speed with the 
background: 

● Speak to informed sources.

● Do some initial exploration of documents, data.

But you quickly need:

Questions, questions, questions … 

… with a clear and deliverable plan of how you your reporting will find answers.



Think story, not topic!
You should be working toward potential heds and deks, depending on the 

answers to your questions. 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/peteraldhous/the-monkey-victims-of-the-war-on-terror


How did that story start?

I knew I wanted to explore the ethical debate around primates in biomedical 
research. That was a topic. It became a story, driven by specific questions, when 

I made a preliminary version of this chart:



Which labs?



Why is this happening?

https://www.fda.gov/EmergencyPreparedness/Counterterrorism/MedicalCountermeasures/MCMRegulatoryScience/ucm391604.htm


The initial pitch

Starting to dig into the USDA's animal care database, I've come across what I 
think is an interesting story: a marked increase in recent years in the 
number of primates being subjected to experiments involving pain and 
distress, without any alleviation of that suffering with painkillers, 
tranquilisers etc. I need to dig further, but it looks like this has been driven 
by biodefense research, in particular Project Bioshield's efforts to develop 
new drugs to combat acute radiation syndrome, anthrax etc.

Institutions have to file a document explaining why they're doing 
experiments that cause suffering that's not alleviated, and the latest 
documents for Lovelace and Battelle (attached) indicate that the primate 
experiments are for biodefense work. Some of this is pretty nasty stuff: 
lethal irradiation and infection with highly pathogenic infectious agents.

Specifically to allow development of new countermeasures against biological 
and radiological weapons, the FDA in 2002 introduced the "Animal Rule," 
which allows testing in animals instead of human clinical trials if the latter 
are not ethically feasible. So if my interpretation holds up with further 
reporting, this has been brewing for a while. However, I don't think what it 
means in terms of primate welfare has been much debated. I'd also like to 
explore whether these experiments, without alleviation of suffering, 
absolutely have to be run, or whether there are alternatives.

https://www.medicalcountermeasures.gov/barda/cbrn/project-bioshield-overview.aspx
https://www.medicalcountermeasures.gov/barda/cbrn/project-bioshield-overview.aspx
http://www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cdrh/cfdocs/cfcfr/CFRSearch.cfm?CFRPart=314&showFR=1&subpartNode=21:5.0.1.1.4.9


Which experiments?



Which experiments?



Is there a controversy about this?
From a National Academy of Sciences report:



My reporting plan

Analysis of USDA to look at numbers of primates used in “Column E” 
experiments, involving unalleviated pain and suffering. Surprisingly, 
numbers had risen. Initial research revealed that this was driven by 
biodefense research, and the FDA’s “Animal Rule.” At this point, I knew the 
questions to drive my reporting, and I had heds/deks in mind.

● Use documents submitted to USDA, scientific literature searched at 
PubMed, and approvals under the Animal Rule to identify experiments 
involved.

● Speak to specialists in infectious disease, radiation medicine, and 
animal welfare to ask:

● Did these experiments need to be run on monkeys?

● Did so many animals need to be used?

● Did the experiments need to involve unalleviated pain/suffering?

● Seek comments/interviews from labs involved, the federal agencies 
backing the research, and the FDA.



Define the 
minimum 

deliverable 
story …

(but aim 
higher)

http://www.nature.com/news/scientific-publishing-the-inside-track-1.15424


The initial pitch

Any interest from Nature in exploring how members of the National Academy 
use the publishing perk that comes along with membership: The ability to 
submit up to four papers a year to PNAS, choosing their own reviewers and 
directing the process of peer review?

I'm proposing a systematic survey of probably 10 years of papers in PNAS 
(2004-2013), looking at how academy members have used the contributed 
track (and also direct submissions). I doubt PNAS will give me the data, but it 
should be relatively easy to write a script to webscrape it. I'll then look at how 
the use of the various tracks distributes across the academy's 2000+ living 
members (data from here).

What I expect we'll find is a very skewed distribution with a long, long tail of 
academy members who barely or never use the perk, and a relatively small 
number of individuals who use it relatively frequently. I suspect Nature's 
readers would be really interested in reading an article that identifies these 
individuals and speaks to them about their decision to send so many of their 
papers down this route.

http://www.nasonline.org/member-directory/?q=&site=nas_members&requiredfields=%28member_membertype:Member%29
http://www.nasonline.org/member-directory/?q=&site=nas_members&requiredfields=%28member_membertype:Member%29


The initial pitch

I should be able to slice the results by their subject areas, pull in citation 
data for all of the papers from the Web of Science … and look at the impact 
of the papers.



Managing your work

● Include deadlines for the completion of each part of your reporting 
plan.

● Regularly review progress against your plan, and adjust as necessary

● Include Stop/Go checkpoints. You need to recognize when a story isn’t 
panning out. If it isn’t you must change direction.

● Run pilot analyses/document work/other reporting to confirm that 
there is a story before embarking on a large amount of work that may 
or may not yield results.



The real key to success

● Email, email, email!

● Phone, phone, phone!

It’s the intensitivity of reporting effort that separates successful reporters 
from the also-rans.
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