
How to: Opioid Files



Background

● The Post’s work began in 2016 into opioids and it culminated shortly after I 
joined in the summer of 2019

● Through legal action, our paper and the Charleston Gazette-Mail in West 
Virginia had obtained the industry database ARCOS and a trove of 
documents

● I was tasked with digging into these records, and I reported on:
○ the drug industry’s efforts to lobby for a law that weakened one of the government’s most 

powerful drug enforcement tools
○ the drug industry’s aggressive marketing practices to ramp up the sale of opioids
○ Walgreens’ domination of the nation’s retail opioid market





Checklist

- Is this new? 
- How does it move the story forward?
- What can we learn from this record?
- When was this record created? (Or rather when in the span of 

the opioid epidemic?)
- Who are the relevant characters?
- What were these characters doing and saying at the time?
- What kind of language are they using? How does it change?
- Where are these characters now?





Why should our readers care?



These doctors were among 239 medical professionals ranked by 

Mallinckrodt Pharmaceuticals as its top prescribers of opioids during 

the height of the pain pill epidemic, in 2013. That year, more than 

14,000 Americans died of prescription opioid overdoses.

More than a quarter of those prescribers — 65 — were later convicted of 

crimes related to their medical practices, had their medical licenses 

suspended or revoked, or paid state or federal fines after being accused 

of wrongdoing, according to a Washington Post analysis of previously 

confidential Mallinckrodt documents and emails, along with criminal 

and civil background checks of the doctors. Between April and 

September of that year, Mallinckrodt’s sales representatives contacted 

those 239 prescribers more than 7,000 times.







For audio: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/interactive/2022/mallinckrod
t-documents-doctors-sales/ 


