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Why data?



Because you 
want better 
questions for 
your sources



Because officials 
won’t engage or 
answer your 
calls



Because you want 
anecdotes AND 
evidence



Because records are 
contemporaneous 
and don’t forget



Because 
government is good 
at vacuuming 
information with no 
time to analyze it



Because no 
one else will 
count



Because it 
sometimes really 
isn’t a few bad 
apples



Because we 
want to report 
on what 
officials and 
institutions do, 
not what they 
say



Because, 
well, 
dogs



Where is data?

Hint: everywhere





“If it’s inspected, enforced 
or purchased… I want the 
data”

- Jennifer LaFleur

(Plus licensed or regulated..)



Take a tour



Or a virtual 
tour



Names, not 
numbers, in 
budgets

• IT initiatives

• Officials

• Offices and 
departments



City, county 
and state 
audits

https://www.azauditor.gov/reports


Records 
retention 
schedules

https://www.azlibrary.gov/arm/retention-schedules


Look 
elsewhere



Work 
backwards



Follow 
breadcrumbs





Federal sources
The least common 
denominator





CMS data
• Medicare complaints
• Medicaid prescription 

prices
• Doctor prescription and 

billing practices for 
Medicare patients
• Health insurance coverage 

through ACA
• Hospital finance
• Hospital and outpatient 

charge data
• Hospice regulation
…. more





Defense and veterans’ health care data

• Military health system data 
repository
• Centralized credentials
• Patient safety
• Mental health / suicide 

prevention

(.. And Walter Reed, VA hospital 
care and more.)





The Opioid Files
• From a lawsuit that 

tracked pain pills through 
2012

• AP members can get 
access to a more user-
friendly version

• WashPost data is
downloadable, but be
careful of definitions.



CDC data

• Opioid, meth and other drug-
related deaths
• Underweight births
• Health risk factors
• Emergency room visits 

(Ambulatory health care data 
set)
• Gun and other accidental deaths 

(WISQARS)





FDA data

• Food and drug recalls
• Safety alerts
• Drug approvals
• Adverse incident reports
• Drug trials
• Inspections of drug trials





Federal regulatory data

• Regulatory dockets 
• Federal government information 

collections
• Administrative hearing 

transcripts
• FDA petitions
• HHS excluded party lists



State data
The wild West



• Death certificates
• Usually confidential, except 

with research agreement

• Hospital discharge data
• Easier to get than you’d think

• Look for state initiatives
• Opioid EMS calls
• Vaccination records
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