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Fact Checking How-To for Journalists

Presented by Librarians of Radical Reference

At the Grassroots Media Conference, April 2005

Fact checking is the process of using a third-party to verify all factual material in a story prior to publication. This is a collaborative process between you and the fact checker. You’ll be working together to produce an article of unassailable accuracy and unimpeachable sourcing, answering potential critics before you go to press. Here’s a step-by-step guide to the process.

1. Before meeting with your fact checker, organize the sources you used to write the story. These might include contact information for sources you interviewed, website addresses, copies of articles, etc. 

2. Highlight areas of potential concern. If a fact is particularly controversial, or you are concerned that your sources might be shaky, let your fact checker know. Ideally, she will check every fact in the story regardless of what you tell her. Giving her a heads-up will ensure she pays special attention to potential trouble spots.

3. Meet with your fact checker to go over the story. This should be a conversation between the two of you to discuss your sources and areas of concern. Give the fact checker your organized sources, and discuss which sources were used for different parts of the story.
4. Let your fact checker know if you want your quotes to be checked. Checking quotes can be a good way to make sure you haven’t misheard or misinterpreted anything a source has told you. If a quote has been very difficult to get, or is adversarial, you might want to take responsibility for accuracy yourself.

5. Be available to your fact checker. As the fact checker moves through your story, she will likely run into facts that are difficult to check. It’s important to the process to respond to your fact checker with additional questions about sourcing.
6. After the fact checker is finished, meet with her to discuss the story a final time. Again, this will be a conversation. The fact checker will be going over factual problems and making suggestions for ways to rework the story so it is accurate. You are ultimately responsible for the article, so be ready for some back and forth about problem areas. As the reporter, you will ultimately make the call about fact checking changes. How do you feel about the changes suggested by your fact checker? Are you comfortable with your own reporting of controversial aspects the fact checker can’t confirm? When you are comfortable with the article and any changes that have been made, you’re ready to go to press.
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