
The Good, Bad and Ugly: Investigative Reporting in the United States 
 

  
America has a long, distinguished history of free expression, robust debate, and 
aggressive journalism.  That tradition is firmly grounded in the First Amendment to 
the United States Constitution and guarantees every man, woman and child the right 
to speak honestly without fear of recrimination. 
 
Journalists since the dawn of the republic in the 18th Century have embraced these 
rights enthusiastically and have diligently and persistently sought truth for the 
benefit of a democratic society. 
 
Most Americans today associate investigative reporting with Watergate and the 
historic work of The Washington Post journalists Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein 
in the early 1970s.   Their unraveling of the ties between a break-in at the Watergate 
Hotel in the nation’s capital and the White House would force the resignation of 
President Richard Nixon. 
 
Less known but equally significant is the courageous journalistic campaign by a 
team of reporters from ten American newspapers who converged on the state of 
Arizona  in 1976 following the death of fellow journalist Don Bolles. 
 
Mr. Bolles of the Arizona Republic was critically injured in a car explosion.  He was 
investigating allegations of  fraud perpetrated by persons linked to organized crime 
at the time and the other journalists traveled to Arizona to complete his work.  They 
produced a series of print and broadcast stories, which were known as the The 
Arizona Project. 
 
Investigative Reporting  today 
 
The decline of many American newspapers, falling revenues and the subsequent 
reductions of staff in recent years, have had a negative impact on investigative 
reporting.  Especially hard hit have been smaller news organizations forced to cut 
back on often time-consuming, costly enterprise reporting in favor of more easily 
produced shorter stories. 
 
Further contributing to the decline of investigative reporting has been the pressure 
of constant deadlines to publish across multiple platforms such as Twitter, YouTube, 
Facebook as well as online and in traditional print and broadcast formats. 
 
Fortunately, several organizations recognize the continued need for investigative 
reporting and have stepped in to pursue important stories.  Among these are The 
Center for Public Integrity, Investigative Reporters & Editors (IRE), ProPublica, and 
The Center for Investigative Reporting. 
 



Such outstanding efforts by both new and legacy media have been recognized 
annually.  The most prestigious accolades are The Pulitzer Prizes, The Alfred I. 
DuPont-Columbia Awards, The Peabody Awards, and The Edward R. Murrow 
Award. 
 
Recipients of these prizes have covered a wide range of stories recently: spying by 
the U.S. government; loss of health benefits for coal miners; an elementary school 
shooting that took the lives of 20 children ages 6 and 7;  and tracking repeat 
criminals who often escape justice.  
 
Today’s reporting tools 
 
New technology has made possible more extensive and creative reporting.  Scores of 
news organizations routinely dig into digital archives for data, reports, letters and 
email exchanges.  These records allow unprecedented search and analysis of 
information to report stories in new and meaningful ways. 
 
Computer Assisted Reporting (CAR) is commonplace as media reveal relationships 
and patterns.  Social media are a great source for possible stories as reporters use 
Twitter and Facebook to develop followers and help with tips, sources and 
confirmation of rumors. 
 
Google Maps illustrate news locations with accuracy.  Crowdsourcing identify 
people who may be at the scene of breaking news.  Visualization tools make often-
complicated numbers and statistics, easy to see and understand. 
 
A growing number of applications make it easier for reporters and editors to 
confirm initial reports and separate lies from truth. 
 
These new tools, however, have not eliminated the need for and value of good old 
fashioned “shoe leather” journalism—leaving the newsroom to cover specific beats 
and talk face to face with newsmakers and reliable sources. 
 
Today’s challenges and opportunities 
 
The amount of information available today is both a blessing and curse.  The 
challenge for large and small news organizations is how to make sense of it.  What is 
true, what is relevant, what is valuable? 
 
The good news is that we have more resources than ever before to do this.  To 
identify, analyze, confirm and publish information in a timely, meaningful, clear 
manner. 
  



The bad news: It takes time and money.  Time and money that, regrettably, too 
many journalists and their employers do not have.  The result is that often 
important stories go unreported.  Americans are deprived of critical information to 
make informed decisions about their word and elected leaders. 
 
The greatest challenge facing America’s news organizations today is how to find the 
proper combination between reporting news the public needs to know while 
simultaneously publishing stories the public wants to know.   
 
The demands to disseminate breaking news immediately and accurately must be 
balanced with the ability to investigate, evaluate and publish stories that require 
time to gather, time for careful and thoughtful analysis, and time to explain clearly. 
 
America has a long tradition of assertive, conscientious reporting.  The need to 
uphold that tradition is more important today than ever before. 
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LINKS 
 
The Arizona Project 
http://www.ire.org/about/history/ 
 
The Center for Public Integrity 
http://www.publicintegrity.org/  
 
Investigative Reporters & Editors (IRE) 
http://www.ire.org/ 
 
ProPublica 
http://www.propublica.org/ 
 
The Center for Investigative Reporting 
http://cironline.org/ 
 
Pulitzer Prize 
http://www.pulitzer.org/awards/2014 
 
DuPont-Columbia Award 
http://www.journalism.columbia.edu/dupont 
 
The Peabody 
http://www.peabodyawards.com/ 
 
Edward R. Murrow Awards 
bit.ly/1sbdbiB 
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