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INTRODUCTION 

In 2008, the Milwaukee Police Department began reporting significant declines in crime 

under new Chief Ed Flynn, sworn in on January 7 that year. Like many modern law enforcement 

executives, Flynn had arrived on a promise of a data-driven approach to police department 

management. He said he should be held accountable for the city’s crime statistics. 

Crime numbers began to improve immediately, and Flynn visited the editorial board of 
the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel seven months later to trumpet the news. 

 
Here’s how the paper reported the story: 

Crime in Milwaukee dropped significantly in the first six months of the 
year, including more than 19% in violent offenses such as homicide, 
robbery and aggravated assault, according to data released Monday by 
the Police Department. 

Though clearly pleased, Police Chief Edward Flynn said no one’s claiming 
victory just yet. 

“We’re keenly aware of the fact that six months of crime progress can 
be undermined by a couple of bad days of crime news . . . ,” Flynn said in 
remarks to the Journal Sentinel’s editorial board. “But I think the city 
deserves, given its investment in us, to get some positive news out of 
us.” 

The story went on: 

Since he started in January, Flynn has emphasized data-driven policing in 
areas that need it the most, and has put 200 more officers from 
specialized units into a Neighborhood Task Force, used more foot 
patrols, encouraged district captains to launch neighborhood-specific 
plans and even held roll calls of officers in neighborhood streets. 

Flynn was an unusual choice for chief in Milwaukee, which had only once before gone 
outside the police department for a new executive. He had enjoyed a long career as a police 
commander on the East Coast. A New Jersey native, he had worked in Jersey City, NJ; Chelsea, 
MA; Arlington County, VA, and Springfield, MA. From 2003 until 2006, he served as public 
safety secretary under Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney. 

In Milwaukee, Flynn oversees a force of 2,000 sworn officers and 700 civilians in a city of 
600,000 residents, the nation’s 28th largest. Like Los Angeles and some other big cities, 
Milwaukee imposes terms limits on its chiefs. Chiefs are hired for four-year terms by the city’s 
Police and Fire Commission. In January 2012, Flynn became the first Milwaukee chief since term 
limits were imposed, in 1985, to win a second term. 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/29558254.html
http://city.milwaukee.gov/Police/mpdchief
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During his second swearing-in, Flynn said, “Four years ago, standing before you in these 

chambers, I made some bold promises. I promised we would reduce the levels of crime, fear 
and disorder in the city. I promised that we would be community-based, problem-oriented and 
data-driven. Because of (Milwaukee police officers)—because of their courage and 
competence, their integrity and leadership, their respect and restraint —the city of Milwaukee 
is a demonstrably safer place today than it was four years ago." 

Milwaukee Mayor Tom Barrett said, "We have seen a decrease in crime in the past four 
years, and we have Chief Flynn and his officers to thank for that." 

 For two years, the Journal Sentinel and other news outlets dutifully reported one 
“positive” crime statistics story after another. In April 2009, Flynn and about 20 members of his 
command staff lined up outside a glittering Milwaukee landmark to tout crime numbers that 
just kept getting better. 
 
 

The Journal Sentinel account: 
 

Reports of crime in Milwaukee dropped by nearly 17% in the first three 
months of 2009 compared with the same period last year, with violent 
crime falling even further, Police Chief Edward Flynn announced 
Wednesday. 
 
The new numbers come after the city recorded a 6% drop in reported 
crimes in all of 2008 compared with the year before. 
 
During the first three months of 2009, reports of crime were down 
broadly across several categories, highlighted by a 30% drop in auto 
theft and a 23% drop in aggravated assault, police figures show. 
 
Flynn attributed the drop to the department's increased use of data to 
target hot spots, better sharing of information between detectives and 
patrol officers, and improved follow-up investigations. 
 
"Our presence is being felt," Flynn said in a news conference in front of 
the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts downtown. "This is a great 
city, a city in which violent crime is declining." 
 

 The trend continued in 2010: violent crime dropped 7.1 percent for the year, and 
property crime declined 10.5 percent. 
 
 (It must be noted that not all the news from the Police Administration Building was 
positive during Flynn’s early tenure. In June 2009, the married Flynn admitted to an affair with a 
married journalist who wrote a flattering profile of the chief for Milwaukee Magazine.) 
 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/crime/43078197.html
http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/noquarter/48646027.html
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CRIME DROP QUESTIONED 
  

But even as the ever-improving crime numbers were reported, there were skeptics both 
inside and outside the Milwaukee Police Department. 

 
 In July 2011, after the latest statistics were released, a blogger who writes under the 
nom de plume Wonder Woman made this comment at TheMilwaukeeDrum.com, an African-
American news website: “Crime rate down in Milwaukee? Yeah, sure!!” 
 
 I asked Wonder Woman about her comment. Her name is Deborah Tyler Haywood, 42, 
an educator and community organizer who lives in Milwaukee’s inner city. She describes herself 
as a follower of African conservatism, a political and social movement that emphasizes 
independence and self-sufficiency. A native Milwaukeean and mother of four, she says she is a 
“staunchly conservative Catholic” of mixed-race heritage (a German-American mother and 
black father). She said she is a member of no political party. 
 
 “From where I’m sitting, we don’t see crime down,” Haywood told me. “We didn’t feel 
as a community that the numbers they were reporting matched what we saw here where we 
live.” 
 

Like many cities, Milwaukee has been roiled by controversial cases of minority deaths in 
police custody. Haywood said those cases have caused distrust of the police. 

 
“Right now, Milwaukee is a hotbed of problems. We have the city saying, ‘No-no, it’s 

safe,’” she said. “But they’ve left us feeling that the Milwaukee police can’t be trusted with 
anything they tell us…We’ve just been traumatized by the Milwaukee Police Department, and 
those images stay in your head.” 

 
 Reporters and editors at the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel were hearing the same doubts, 
and the paper decided to take a close look at the city’s crime statistics. In a series of email 
exchanges, I asked Ben Poston, Journal Sentinel data editor, and George Stanley, managing 
editor, about the genesis of what would become a major investigative project for the paper. 

 
Poston:  

 
“By mid-2010, countless police officers and 
supervisors had expressed skepticism about the 
veracity of the data. So did some city leaders and 
residents. I wanted to get behind the official FBI crime 
numbers and find out if there was any truth to the 
speculation that the crime figures were inaccurate or 
that there was any intent to manipulate the data. 
 
“In 2010, the Journal Sentinel attempted to do an 
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audit of two weeks of incident reports for offenses such as assault, 
burglary and theft, but the police department sought to charge 
exorbitant fees to redact some information. The newspaper later 
challenged whether the department could charge for redactions, which 
led to a lengthy process that took nearly two years to resolve, but left 
the newspaper as the winner. 
 
“In the meantime, I looked for other ways to get at the story. There was 
no specific tip. It just sort of came to me after I beat my head against the 
wall for a few months. I had a copy of three years of the Milwaukee 
County District Attorney's case management database. This data set 
was the lynchpin for the initial story because it gave me something to 
benchmark the MPD crime data against.” 

 

Stanley: 
 

“A lot of us were hearing from people in high-crime neighborhoods that 
they hadn’t noticed any reduction in crime, despite MPD numbers 
showing crime had dropped dramatically under 
Chief Flynn. They said they had noticed that police 
were not responding in a timely manner and often 
not at all to calls. Now, Chief Flynn had said police 
were going to stop spending so much time 
answering lesser calls and focusing on response 
times so that they could put more attention into 
data-driven crime fighting. As a result, response 
times weren’t necessarily indicative. Ben (Poston) 
did a couple of stories with anecdotal material 
gathered from the scene, including one where he 
spent the night with some residents of a medium-
crime neighborhood and showed how slow police 
were in responding to calls of gunshots being fired. 
 
“More anecdotal things happened. For example, on the 4th of July, a 
crowd of folks watching fireworks on a hill was attacked by a flash mob. 
Several were beaten, smashed on the head, purses and wallets were 
taken. They were quite shaken. They told us that police didn’t take notes 
when they told them what happened and didn’t seem interested in 
recording their crimes. The flash mob was caught on a nearby 
convenience store video, where they ransacked the place, stole a bunch 
of stuff and ran out. From the stories we heard, it looked like no crime 
might have been reported that night if the store video hadn’t provided 
evidence. 
 
“We asked for crime reporting and arrest records so we could see what 
was happening and whether there had been a change since Chief Flynn 
had taken office. At first, MPD was responsive. Then, suddenly, they shut 
the records down. They began to do the same for virtually all of our 
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records requests, including others made by reporter Gina Barton, saying 
they would charge us fees for redacting the records (due to privacy laws) 
and that the fees would even include the pro-rated cost of health and 
pension benefits for employees doing the work, as well as things like the 
utility fees for the electricity and heat in the room where the records 
work was done. The costs were ridiculous, as were the times they said 
they could get us the records, and we sued under the State Open 
Records Law. 
 
“The case made its way to the State Supreme Court, and we eventually 
won a unanimous decision from a court that is split on almost 
everything. However, during the entire time of the litigation, MPD would 
not provide us barely any records.  I was getting frustrated because this 
had been dragging on for years and the stall tactic was working to 
thwart our investigation of crime reporting. I asked Ben and (reporter) 
John Diedrich if there were other ways to figure out whether the crime 
numbers were true— to at least figure out whether there was something 
to this suspicion many residents had—without waiting for the court case 
to be resolved and for us to get the records we’d requested. We bounced 
around some ideas with 9-1-1 calls, etc., but none of my ideas would get 
the job done. 
 
“Meanwhile, Ben and John had been hearing similar things on 
background from prosecutors as from city residents. They weren’t seeing 
this dramatic drop in crime in their case loads. Ben figured out he could 
get access through other agencies to two significant data bases—the 
serious crimes reported by MPD to the state and FBI, and the serious 
crimes being prosecuted by Milwaukee County.  
 
Here is where things got very interesting. Despite a dramatic drop in 
serious crime under Chief Flynn reported to the FBI, there had been only 
a tiny drop in serious crimes being prosecuted. The reported crime drop 
was about 10 times higher than the drop in prosecutions. Ben also 
found, by comparing the databases, that MPD was reporting the same 
crime as a felony to prosecutors as a minor crime to the FBI, meaning it 
would fall out of the city’s official crime rate. For example, a felony 
aggravated assault with a gun in the courts might be reported as a 
simple assault in the report to the FBI. He found more than 500 of these 
in a sampling of cases from the aggravated assault category.” 

 

HOW THEY GOT THE STORY 
 
“Data is becoming key to all digital media” 

—George Stanley, ME, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel 

  
Poston, who joined the Journal Sentinel in 2007, has developed a reputation as an able 

hand at data reporting. He was part of a Journal Sentinel team that produced the 2010 series 
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“Wiped Clean," a George Polk Award-winner that revealed how Congress created loopholes 
allowing gun stores to avoid federal oversight.  

 
He worked as a data analyst at the National Institute for Computer-Assisted Reporting 

(NICAR) in Columbia, MO, where he earned a master’s degree from the University of Missouri 
School of Journalism. He trained as a data analyst at the Missouri Journalism School and NICAR, 
then honed those skills at the Journal Sentinel. Poston credited the training he got from 
Missouri journalism professor David Herzog and from Jeff Porter, former NICAR data library 
director.  

 
I asked Poston to describe his methodology. The challenge was to use database 

management software to analyze large and disparate data sets to identify patterns. He said his 
ability to use data “join queries”—in two types of Microsoft software, Access and SQL Server--
was a key to his reporting the story: 

  
“By March 2012, I figured out a way to compare FBI crime data reported 
by Milwaukee police to case management data compiled by the 
Milwaukee County District Attorney’s Office. I found hundreds of cases 
that were reported as minor crimes to the FBI, but their severity 
warranted a higher crime classification. 
 
“I got the DA case management data through state open records 
requests. This database included every criminal case referred to 
prosecutors by law enforcement agencies in the county from early 2009 
to February 2012, or roughly 60,000 cases. 
 
“I had also obtained more than three years of crime incident data 
reported by the Milwaukee Police Department to the Wisconsin Office of 
Justice Assistance, the state agency that compiles and reports crime 
numbers to the FBI through its Uniform Crime Reporting Program. That 
data consisted of nearly 200,000 criminal incidents. 
 
“I wrote multiple join queries in Access and SQL Server 2008 to join the 
two data sets on the unique incident report number. I found crimes 
reported to the FBI as minor offenses but referred to prosecutors as 
felonies or as misdemeanor batteries with dangerous weapon 
enhancers.” 

 

Police departments in many cities have been accused of manipulating crime statistics 
over the past two decades, and Poston said that while his work was not a replication of the 
noteworthy reporting of other newspapers, he studied a series on crime underreporting by 
Dallas Morning News reporter Steve Thompson.  

 
 
 
Poston said: 

http://www.dallasnews.com/news/community-news/dallas/headlines/20091214-Experts-Dallas-undercount-of-assaults-6330.ece
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“I don't think anyone has compared crime data in the way that I did. 
However, the fundamentals of how crimes are underreported have 
definitely been covered. I consulted the Dallas Morning News stories 
from 2009 and DMN reporter Steve Thompson. I had seen him speak at 
the 2011 IRE Conference about flaws in FBI data. He and fellow reporter 
Tanya Eiserer were very methodical -- they pulled a sample of cases and 
found misreported aggravated assaults and burglaries. They sent 
descriptions of the cases to FBI crime coding experts for confirmation. I 
thought that was masterful, so I took the same approach. It gave the 
initial story even more heft.” 

Editor Stanley said data-based reporting has become “hugely important” for 

investigative stories: 

“You can’t do stories like this without reporters with Ben’s skills. Data is 
becoming key to all digital media. That includes interactive databases 
that our readers can use to get information valuable to them and also to 
tip us off to things they find due to their own expertise.” 

The newspaper ultimately did receive access to the disputed crime data from the 
Milwaukee police. But instead of the hundreds of raw police reports it expected, the Journal 
Sentinel got a spreadsheet with various fields of information filled in with details from the 
reports.  

"We didn't need that specific data any more because it was moot (due to Poston's 
secondary data access), but we have asked and slowly received other data that we used in later 
reporting," Stanley said. 

He noted that the digital data access was not expensive—less than $100 for the vast 
data sets from the District Attorney's office and the state. Added Stanley: "When dealing with 
reasonable public officials who follow the State Open Records Law, digital records can usually 
be obtained at a very low cost." 

While Poston was the lead reporter, the developing investigation drew on a team of 
journalists, including criminal justice beat reporter John Diedrich, projects editor Greg 
Borowski, and multimedia producer Bill Schulz, who helped create motion graphics for the 
initial story. Graphic design artists Lou Saldivar and Enrique Rodriguez created print graphics, 
and newsroom developer Allan James Vestal built an interactive map for one installment in the 
story. 

Stanley said the Journal Sentinel uses an integrated staff approach to investigative 
projects. Its Watchdog team draws on the skills of beat reporters.  

He explained:  
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“For the past decade or so, when we launch a project, we bring all the 
skills and knowledge we need in the room as soon as we know we need 
them. We don’t have reporters going off for months at a time and then 
asking for photos and graphics a week before we’re planning to publish. 
In this case, for example, we knew we had a complicated subject to 
explain – how crimes can disappear from a city’s official crime rate. We 
had our graphics and video experts in the room and decided to do a 
motion graphic video explaining how this works. Some projects have 
strong photo and/or video possibilities, and we’ll add a 
photographer/videographer to the team right from the start…We also 
have the copy and design desks represented at our projects meetings so 
they can determine when to assign a designer and copy editor to the 
story. This story came about through our normal projects process, where 
we get all the skills in the room from the start.” 

 

The paper’s first story, 3,500 words long, was published on Page One on May 22, 2012, 

under the headline, “Hundreds of assault cases misreported by Milwaukee Police 

Department.”  

It began: 

When Milwaukee Police Chief Edward Flynn touted the city's fourth-
straight year of falling crime in February, hundreds of beatings, 
stabbings and child abuse cases were missing from the count, a Journal 
Sentinel investigation has found. 

More than 500 incidents since 2009 were misreported to the FBI as 
minor assaults and not included in the city's violent crime rate, the 
investigation found. That tally is based on a review of cases that resulted 
in charges--only about one-fifth of all reported crimes. 

Yet the misreported cases found in 2011 alone are enough that Flynn 
would have been announcing a 1.1% increase in violent crime in 
February, instead of a 2.3% decline from the reported 2010 numbers, 
which also include errors. 

Poston’s story did not imply malicious intent by the police department, but it did include 
skeptical quotations from criminologists.  

Michael Maltz, of Ohio State University, called it “cheating the public" and suggested 
the Milwaukee police might have been “playing fast and loose”with the numbers. Sam Walker, 
of the University of Nebraska-Omaha, said the pattern of errors "clearly indicates a systemic 
problem in the department.”  

He added, “There has to be a failure of leadership.” 

http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/watchdogreports/hundreds-of-assault-cases-misreported-by-milwaukee-police-department-v44ce4p-152862135.html
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POLICE, PUBLIC REACTION AND IMPACT 

“The best (MPD) defense (turned out to be) silence” 

--Ben Poston 

 The story struck a chord in Milwaukee, quickly accumulating hundreds of comments at the 

Journal Sentinel’s news website, JSonline.com, as well as more than 1,000 combined mentions on 

Facebook and Twitter. Poston described the response as overwhelmingly positive: 

”I got feedback from residents who long doubted the veracity of the 

declining numbers--mainly because the perception of falling crime didn't 

mesh with the reality of daily street. There was all this pent-up 

frustration with MPD on the crime stats issue for years, and I think my 

first story exposed what many in the community had thought all along. I 

got calls from current and former officers and supervisors, who gave me 

more specific tips on where to look for other types of crime like burglary 

that were commonly misreported.” 

Some of those tips led to a series of follow-up stories that continued periodically until 

November 2012, unearthing questionable statistics about other types of crime.  Here’s a link to 

the series: 

The Journal Sentinel’s key findings: 

 The May story said more than 500 cases of aggravated assault were misreported by 
Milwaukee police from 2009 to early 2012 as lesser crimes, and not counted in the city's 
violent crime rate. An additional 800 followed the same pattern but could not be confirmed 
with available records; 

 In June, Milwaukee police acknowledged that record clerks routinely changed FBI weapon 
codes in a way that allowed serious assaults to be underreported as minor crimes; 

 An internal police audit found that more than 5,300 aggravated assaults were misreported 
as lesser offenses since 2006; 

 A review of the department's audit database in August found it also misclassified cases of 
robbery and rape; 

 In November, the paper found that police misclassified more than 900 burglaries as thefts 
since 2006. An analysis also found more than 1,300 municipal theft cases that were not 
counted in the property crime rate during the same time; 

 The underreporting of thousands of violent assaults, rapes, robberies and burglaries as less 
serious offenses had gone on relentlessly, even though department officials, including a top 
data analyst, were raising red flags for years. 

The final bullet point was driven home in Poston’s final story for the Journal Sentinel, 
written and reported with his colleague Diedrich. The story was published on Nov. 24. In 
December, Poston joined the Los Angeles Times as assistant data editor: 

http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/152102845.html
http://www.jsonline.com/watchdog/watchdogreports/flawed-milwaukee-crime-numbers-festered-for-years-ft6p3m8-180714841.html
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Managing Editor Stanley described public and reader reaction as “mixed.”  

“Chief Flynn has strong supporters in the community, and many people 
want to think he has genuinely lowered crime dramatically. But many in 
the community just want to know the truth, and we received a great 
deal of positive feedback as well.  Our reporting continues to hold up in 
time and we’ve got a strong basis of trust to begin with.” 

 

Not surprisingly, the most critical reaction came from Flynn himself. He held a flinty press 

conference on May 23, the day after the Journal Sentinel’s first story, in which he characterized 

Poston’s work as “disingenuous bordering on cynical.”  

At the same time, he acknowledged “fairly consistent coding errors” by the police 

department in categorizing the assaults. He also said he welcomed a series of audits—internal, 

by the FBI, and by an outside auditor.  

On June 13, he held another press conference that ended when he stalked out after a contentious 

exchange with Bill Glauber, another Journal Sentinel reporter: 

At that event, he accused Poston and his paper of being “intellectually dishonest” and of 
engaging “in a calculated campaign to discredit this institution.”  He said: 

“We’re not engaged in a campaign of denial here…We admit that 
mistakes get made by human beings from time to time. But the 
implication in the coverage appears to be that there is some sort of 
nefarious plot going on to intentionally mislead the public, and I reject 
those findings.” 

The Milwaukee Police Department also employed a new weapon in its public relations 
arsenal to fire at Poston and his newspaper. On May 2, three weeks before the Journal 
Sentinel’s first statistics story was published, Flynn and his staff launched 
MilwaukeePoliceNews.com, which they nicknamed “The Source.” Its mission statement 
promised “genuine, unfiltered information.”  

It vowed to “correct the news stories that got it wrong.” 

Much of the content was written by Anne E. Schwartz, a former Milwaukee reporter who 
had been a public relations manager for the city police since 2004. 

When the first story in the series was published, the MPD posted on its new website a video 
recording of a rather cordial hour-long interview that Flynn and several subordinates had with 
Poston and his editor, Greg Borowski. But someone at the MPD—presumably Schwartz—added 
a provocative tease that became Flynn’s talking point: “Mr. Poston came not with sincere 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XfEaQh57PL8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aNt_HymJEQ0
http://www.milwaukeepolicenews.com/
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questions to be answered, but with a premise to be proven: the Milwaukee Police Department 
is lying about its crime numbers.” 

I asked Poston and Stanley about the reactions of Flynn and The Source. 

Stanley: 

“I think he’s very skillful at managing public relations and this is what 
he’s been trying to do. He has tried to portray this as a case of the 
newspaper maligning hard-working police officers. But officers have 
nothing to gain from misreporting crime. Who does? Who had the 
motive?  That’s how detectives think.” 

Poston: 

“These stories went to the heart of his data-driven strategy, so I'm not 
surprised it struck a nerve. Accusing reporters of bias is a pastime for 
public figures…I think Flynn is a very smart politician who understands 
the best defense is offense. He wanted to control the rules of the game 
and make this a witch hunt against him and MPD. It's not--and it has 
never been. The Journal Sentinel found problems in response times, 
traffic stops and crime data and exposed them (in earlier investigations). 
MPD is the largest law enforcement agency in the state and in our 
backyard, so of course we are going to cover their failings. TV and radio 
stations covered it as a ‘war’ between the JS and the MPD. There was 
almost no original reporting done on this issue besides us. Later in the 
series, MPD stopped responding and didn't fire back, and there was 
almost no coverage of the issue from TV or radio. I think they (MPD) 
later learned the best defense was silence.” 

Poston and Stanley said they were proud of the unassailable accuracy of their reporting, 
which the Milwaukee Police Department’s audit confirmed. 

“Not one fact we published has been found to be inaccurate,” Stanley said. 

Poston added, “In the six months since the series began, Flynn did not once ask for a 
correction. I think that says it all.” 

How did the Milwaukee "stats mess" happen? On January 9, 2013, Nancy Ettenheim, a 
retired prosecutor in the city, wrote a commentary in the Journal Sentinel about the prevalent 
either/or thinking about the "stats mess:” was it a "nefarious conspiracy" to make Chief Flynn 
look great—or massive incompetence? 

 Ettenheim wrote: 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/opinion/whats-behind-crime-stat-mess-0c8a2sf-186228601.html
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"I remember hearing complaints from Milwaukee police officers for 
years about the pressures on them to shade the reports for statistical 
purposes. I also well remember reading about how dramatically the 
violent felony rates were supposedly dropping, when in fact we at the 
district attorney's office had so many cases coming through the doors 
that it was nearly impossible to keep up with them. I could never figure 
out where this alleged drop in violent crime was hiding.  

“There is a more nuanced third dynamic going on here, which is not 
mutually exclusive with a 'nefarious conspiracy' or merely massive 
incompetence. That is simply what I see as an embedded culture in 
Police Department administrative echelons of both incompetence and 
dishonesty. The department has long had some characteristics of a 
rogue elephant to it. There seems to be a growing culture of disrespect 
for the public. This is manifested in a number of ways, and the crime 
reporting errors are one exemplary mess." 
 
 

On Nov 2, 2012, the Milwaukee Common Council voted 9-6  to eliminate funding for 
Schwartz’s police PR job as of Dec. 31. Her $71,000 salary was split between city programs 
focused on domestic violence, sexual assault and AIDS prevention.   

LESSONS FOR JOURNALISTS 

 Among midsized American newspapers, the Journal Sentinel stands out for its 

commitment to investigative journalism in an era of austerity. At many papers, investigative 

unitsere cut years ago. Meanwhile, the Journal Sentinel (No. 31 in circulation nationally) has 

won three Pulitzer Prizes in the past four years, payoff from its commitment to investigations. 

EDITORS NOTE: The Journal Sentinel was awarded the 2011-2012 John Jay/Harry Frank Guggenheim Prize for 
Excellence in Criminal Justice Journalism for its multi-part series, “Both Sides of the Law,” by Gina Barton for its 
investigation of lawbreakers on the MPD, published in October, 2011. 
 

 I asked Stanley to explain his paper’s strategy. 

“We believe that to thrive and survive today, when we're competing 
with so many others for our readers' time, we must deliver news and 
information they can't get anywhere else. 
 
“We can do in-depth investigative and explanatory reporting like no one 
else in our region. It's our most important job, as watchdogs of those in 
power, and it's what our readers are most about, according to surveys 
and anecdotal feedback. 
 

http://www.jsonline.com/news/milwaukee/milwaukee-council-eliminates-police-departments-pr-position-tg7fg2e-176981771.html
http://www.thecrimereport.org/conferences/past/2012-02-john-jay-hf-guggenheim-prize-for-excellence-in-crimi
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“It extends beyond the watchdog team to all but a few of the reporting, 
editing and visual journalism jobs in our newsroom. Beat expertise is 
another element of our mission to deliver news that our readers can't 
get from other sources. We want our beat reporters to be the town 
criers at the center of their communities of interest -- the most trusted 
sources of news and information for their readers. Many of our 
investigative and in-depth explanatory reports rise out of the beats.  
 
“We never take a story idea away from the person who has it -- they 
own it.  We might team them up with others who have complementary 
skills: a data miner, a writer who has more experience with big projects; 
a reporter who understands financial statements. But the person who 
saw the story at the outset will always remain a key part of it, and we'll 
back them up as necessary on their daily beat. 
 
“This encourages ideas from the entire staff.  It took a few years for this 
culture to spread throughout the entire newsroom but now we have 
older, experienced reporters who have never been involved in a major 
project before offering their ideas and then bringing home a great 
project with insight and expertise that other media in our region just 
can't provide. 
 
“One thing that news managers who cut back on this type of reporting 
don't realize is how huge it can be when your reporting leads the 
discussion in a community. For example, Raquel Rutledge, a part-time 
reporter by choice as a mother of two young boys, did some of the best 
investigative reporting in the nation a few years ago with ‘Cashing in on 
Kids.’ She exposed massive fraud in the state's subsidized day care 
program. Her reporting caused such a strong citizen reaction that a 
reluctant bureaucracy was forced to shake off its inertia and crack 
down. Taxpayers saved $90 million in the first year alone due to reduced 
payments to fraudulent day care centers. I think Raquel wrote more 
than 70 stories that year in major reports and the news of reaction to 
them -- virtually all of them across the top of the front page. That's high-
impact, high-productivity reporting.  
 
“When readers complain of our so-called biases or something else they 
don't like, I just have to mention this investigation and they melt and 
say, ‘Well, yeah, you guys do some great work like that -- it's exactly 
what you should be doing.’ (Rutledge)  won the Pulitzer, Polk, Worth 
Bingham, Goldsmith Prize and I don't remember what else. It doesn't 
really matter from a business model perspective, but what does matter 
is that, before she won any of those awards, she won the hearts of our 
readers. 
 
“The most rewarding thing to come out of all the cutting of the past 
several years -- which did force us to sharpen our focus on the most 
important things and give up less important functions -- is to learn from 
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our readers that we can please them most by aiming for excellence and 
producing the best damn journalism we know how to do.” 

 
I asked Stanley and Poston whether the crime statistics investigation is transportable to 

other cities. 
 
Stanley: 
 

“Definitely. . Every metro paper should consider looking into the FBI 
crime reports and official crime rate. Lord knows, the FBI doesn’t audit 
them seriously.” 

 
Poston: 

“Absolutely. If your city reports its FBI crime data through the National 
Incident-Based Reporting System, then it’s much more detailed than the 
old summary-based data (which is still used). If so, you can compare the 
crime data to your county DA's case management database in the way I 
did. If your DA doesn't have an electronic database or won't hand it 
over, you can request a copy or slice of your police department's internal 
records management system (as we did for the burglary story), and you 
can compare case narratives and see if they match the crime codes in 
the data the department actually reported to the state and FBI. This is a 
more efficient way of checking the accuracy of the data.” 
 

Stanley said he would do one thing differently if he could begin the investigation anew: 
He would not tolerate the police department’s delay tactics in freeing up data. 

 
“Now that we’ve learned from this, I wouldn’t wait as long to find other 
ways to get the data we need to investigate a question like this if the 
obvious record-holders are stonewalling us,” he said. “ Just as there are 
other ways to get answers from the police besides through the 
department’s leader and spokesperson, there are other ways to get 
data.  And if you’re not afraid of what’s in a record, you don’t work so 
hard to keep the public from seeing it.” 

 
I asked Poston to summarize the state of computer-assisted reporting today, 15 years 

after it became a journalism buzz-phrase: 
 

“I think we need a new term these days—‘data journalism’ or ‘data-

driven reporting’ seem better. It has changed because more journalists 

are using data and mapping analysis in their reporting. They realize and 

are embracing the power of data. I think CAR is more accessible now 

than 10 or 15 years ago. The software has gotten easier to use and 

anyone with a brain and the desire to learn this stuff can do it. The 

Internet has also changed everything. It used to just be analysis of some 

data for a story and print graphic, but now with all of the open-source 
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applications on the Web and with newsrooms having hired developers, 

most data projects also include interactives that give users the chance to 

explore the data.” 

He said data expertise among reporters is broader and deeper, as well. 

“There is a cohort. Most of us are members of IRE and attend its 

conference and also the annual Computer-Assisted Reporting 

conference. There is a NICAR listserv to post and answer technical 

questions that arise. It's a relatively small world, but it's full of really 

stellar journalists.” 

He offered several examples of good data-driven journalism.  The first example was in 

Newsday.  Second example was published in Pro Publica. Third was a piece in the Los 

Angeles Times.  

 

 

NOTE: For journalists seeking to enhance data-mining skills, NICAR holds a number of training 

sessions each year in Columbia, Mo.  Fees range from $550 to $1,100 for a five-day program and 

from $225 to $450 for a two-day program (on a sliding scale based upon circulation or size of 

media market). The group also has datasets available for IRE members. 

Please click here for more information and resources.  

The Center on Media, Crime and Justice gratefully acknowledges the Harry Frank Guggenheim 

Foundation for its support of this case study. 

#  #  # 

http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/education/2011-03-06-school-testing_N.htm
http://www.propublica.org/article/shades-of-mercy-presidential-forgiveness-heavily-favors-whites
http://www.latimes.com/news/local/lafddata/la-me-lafd-aid-20121021,0,5762610,full.story
https://www.ire.org/events-and-training/

