
Backgrounding like a boss*

Part 1: Backgrounding people
* with apologies to IRE for borrowing the title that it's used for years



Get ready



STICK TO YOUR GOAL
OR YOU'LL GO DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE



What is your 
purpose?

● Check for questions in 
their background

● Find sources for interviews

● Build a chronology of their 
life

Every piece of information you 
find will help you verify 
others such as a maiden name, 
middle initial, birthday.



One approach to any profile

● What do they say about themselves? 
○ Official bio, resume, CV, social media profiles (esp LinkedIn)
○ Interviews with others
○ Campaign literature for candidates

● What do others say about them? 
○ Interviews in media
○ Find and interview people from their past
○ Relatives

● What does the record say? 
○ Public records sweep
○ Social media sweep



Create a system for tracking your research

● How do you know what you've already done? 
○ Spreadsheet log can help
○ Log them in a start.me page

● How will you archive what you've found? 
○ Print to PDF
○ Hunchly ($)
○ Evernote - make sure to save as PDF to Evernote
○ Internet Archive 
○ Zotero

● How will you know what you have to verify? 



Primary sources

Question: What are social media posts by your subject? 

Secondary sources

● The official source of a record, such as an original email, letter, 
court record, mortgage document filed in a county

● News articles, books, other peoples' versions of the primary sources. 
Discuss with your editors whether you can use these in a story, but 
you can use them as a lead to other documents. (Including the info in 
Nexis and other databases of news stories)
 

● Mistakes can be repeated if you're not careful

● Compilations of public records such as Pipl, Accurint, Spokeo



Google dorks 
Google Dorks is a search string that leverages advanced search operators to find information that isn’t readily available on a particular website. 



THINK LIKE A 
DOCUMENT
(LOOK FOR WHAT THE DOCUMENT MIGHT SAY, NOT WHAT YOU WANT TO KNOW) 



Advanced operators*
● OR, AND, AROUND(n) - All caps (yes, yell) . I use AROUND(5) for phrase, AROUND(15) for 

sentence, AROUND(40) for paragraph. YMMV.
 

● Use quotes for phrases or to require single words

● intext/allintext/inurl/allinurl/intitle: Useful for thinking like a document, separating the 
title and link address from the text.  (allintext/allinurl must be at the beginning.) Do NOT 
put a space after the action word.

● Set timing to a period before the person was famous. ("Tools" under the search bar.)

● site: operator to search social media. Use instagram.com for US only, instagram.* for any 
country.

● Create your own custom Google search engine for common sources you want to search.  

● Create your search in Google, then flip over to News or Images. Their operators are different, 
but this will circumvent them.

● Consider phrasing your search as a question - Google actually tries to answer them! 

*These change so often that I frankly don't know which ones work and don't! Google is very secretive about how they do their 
algorithms

Daniel Russell's authoritative list:  

bit.ly/AllTheOperators 

https://developers.google.com/custom-search
http://bit.ly/AllTheOperators


A profile of Gallego would 
mention her education. This is 
a custom Google search 
engine for Arizona media.



Search 
serendipity!

Look for words that will 
suggest the content 
you're seeking. I have no 
idea why the results are 
different! 



With thanks to Henk van Ess for suggesting this approach



Building a social media profile



Look for

● Past public statements 
and images to compare 
with current

● Friends and supporters 
/ critics

● Interests 

● Alternative contact 
routes (DM, etc.)



Getting started

● Pipl search has a lot of the social media 
handles

● LinkedIn will give you what they want the 
world to know.

● Once you know the username on one site, 
it's often the same on others. It may be 
the email address at Google as well.

● Dig deep into their history for photos, 
birthday wishes, anniversaries, etc. 

● Use some Google Dorks: "I saw", "was that 
a gunshot?"

● Search different sites based on age or 
audience (TikTok vs. Instagram; Twitter 
vs. Truth Social; Reddit vs. Twitch)

● Venmo, Amazon Wish List, GoFundMe, etc. 
might have public profiles.  (Not as often 
anymore, but they're still around 
sometimes)





Free LinkedIn has 
limited search 
ability - if you 
have access to the 
paid version, you 
can be much more 
precise. 

But even here, you 
can get PAST 
employees in the 
mayor's office.



Google search to ActBlue:



Use clues you know 
to zero in on the 
right person - 
companies they've 
worked for, when and 
where they went to 
school, etc.





News archive 
services

($$, or through ASU 
library )

Paid news archive services 
let you read and save 
stories without a paywall. 

● NexisUNI: Almost 
useless except for TV 
transcripts and NYT 

● Proquest: WSJ, AZ 
Republic, LATimes. Not 
much else current.

● Access World News: Very 
small news outlets.

* Freelancers can get the REAL LexisNexis for $26/month through 
Expert Access. It has the same news sources as a newsroom would 
have, but lacks the public records and court indices.  

https://libguides.asu.edu/c.php?g=263785&p=1762102
https://libguides.asu.edu/c.php?g=263785&p=1762102
https://www.expertaccess.org/#section-178




NexisUni still has news transcripts - one of the only place to find them. 
This example shows how precise the search can be if you use their advanced 
operators 



Public records sites



STAY VIGILANT 
AND DON'T REPEAT THE ERRORS



Pipl report example 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/10_VBXzGcVFowtvrYE3WvaAbXnRvD9rhP/view


Accurint report 
example

https://drive.google.com/file/d/10az4LOnlpb8Qo8uOzeiP5yVh-nMUUh1X/view


Other records 
sites

Most will have to be 
checked in every locality 
- some are not online

● Court sweeps: Criminal, civil and 
family

● Property assessors' office and deeds, 
mortgages and personal tax liens

● Voter registration and voting history

● Non-profit boards 

● Professional and business licenses

● Campaign contributions and lobbying

● Airplane and boat registrations

● Corporate registries, UCC, tax liens 
(state level)

* Accurint report will have checked the easy ones.



Sarah Cohen / November 2022
sarah.h.cohen@asu.edu
Example research log: https://bit.ly/log-gallego (ASU only)

This presentation: 
https://bit.ly/backgrounding-deck

Tip sheet:
https://bit.ly/cronkite-background-people
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