Chapter 1: Method and Scope of the Investigation
Introduction: This opening chapter explains how the investigation into the Open Society Foundations (OSF) was conducted and sets expectations for readers. We outline the definitions of key terms (such as influence, philanthropy, grants, lobbying, advocacy, and network effects) to clarify the scope of our inquiry. We then detail the standards of evidence we applied, distinguishing between primary and secondary sources and ranking their reliability in tiers. The chapter describes how we evaluate contested claims – whether something is an established fact, a contested allegation, or merely a rumor – and how we handle each category. Importantly, we introduce the Claims Ledger, a tracking system we developed to log every significant claim about OSF so that no allegation is analyzed twice and no evidence is overlooked. We explain how the Claims Ledger works, and why this approach prevents redundancy and confusion across the book’s chapters. Next, we describe the rigorous process for fact-checking quotes, data, and statistics, ensuring that every number and statement is verified. We also lay out the legal and ethical rules guiding our work: how we avoid defamation by careful wording and verification, how we respect privacy and fairness, and how we gave subjects a right of reply whenever possible. Finally, we explain why all source references are consolidated in the Appendix (our Source Registry) and provide a short guide for readers on how to critically evaluate any future claim about OSF they might encounter. The goal is to be transparent about our methodology so that you, the reader, can trust the process behind the findings and also apply similar scrutiny to information beyond this book.
Scope of the Investigation
This investigation scrutinizes the Open Society Foundations (OSF) – a global philanthropic network founded by George Soros – and the extent of its influence on societies, politics, and institutions around the world. Our scope includes examining OSF’s philanthropy (its grant-making and charitable programs), its involvement in advocacy and lobbying efforts, and the network effects of its vast web of partner organizations and grantees. We trace OSF’s activities from its origins in the late 20th century through to the present day, covering multiple countries and regions where it operates. The inquiry spans a broad range of domains where OSF is active: civil society development, media and journalism, education, justice reform, public health, human rights, and more. We also investigate prominent allegations and conspiracy theories that have swirled around OSF – claims that it orchestrates political events or controls governments behind the scenes. By design, the scope is comprehensive but clearly bounded by relevance to OSF. We focus on documented actions and verifiable outcomes of OSF’s funding and programs, as well as claims directly pertaining to OSF or its key figures. We do not delve into purely personal matters of OSF staff or speculations unrelated to its public work, except where those become part of public allegations requiring fact-check. The aim is to illuminate how OSF exercises influence (both real and alleged), rather than to evaluate the merits of OSF’s mission or ideology itself. In defining this scope, we consulted previous research and public records to identify major points of contention and interest. By mapping out the domains of OSF’s influence, we ensured that each subsequent chapter tackles a distinct aspect of the story – for example, one chapter might cover OSF’s role in Eastern Europe’s democratic transitions, another its impact on U.S. education policy, and another the misinformation campaigns targeting OSF. This prevents overlap while giving readers a structured journey through the multi-faceted subject matter. Overall, Chapter 1 serves as a blueprint for how evidence was gathered in these areas and how claims were assessed, so that readers know the ground rules from the start.
It is important to state up front that no entity affiliated with OSF had any editorial control or prior review of this investigation. Our research was conducted independently. The author and research team approached OSF with a critical but fair mindset, recognizing that OSF is both a major benefactor to many causes and a lightning rod for controversy. Wherever possible, we reached out to OSF representatives and critics alike for comment (the right of reply principle, detailed later in this chapter). Some offered insights or clarifications, which we have included; others declined to comment, which we duly note in context. This process is part of our ethical framework to ensure balance and fairness. In terms of timeframe, while historical background on OSF is given for context, the investigation emphasizes roughly the past two decades (2000s and 2010s into the early 2020s), when OSF’s activities and the surrounding discourse have been most intense. This window allows us to capture both long-term patterns and recent developments, including the surge of online misinformation about OSF in recent years. By establishing a clear scope, we aim to manage reader expectations: this is not a hagiography or a hit piece, but a meticulous attempt to document reality – good, bad, or ambiguous – about one of the world’s most influential philanthropic networks. With the scope defined, we now turn to the fundamental concepts and terms that will appear throughout the book.
Definitions of Key Terms
Before diving into evidence and findings, it’s crucial to define the key terms that will recur in our investigation. Misunderstanding these terms could lead to confusion, so we provide clear definitions as they are used in this book’s context. For quick reference, we list the major concepts below:
· Influence: In this book, influence refers to the capacity to have an effect on decisions, actions, or opinions of individuals or institutions, often in indirect or intangible ways. Influence can be exercised through sway rather than open command – for example, shaping the public agenda via funding certain issues, or encouraging policy change by supporting research and advocacy. We are interested in influence both formal (e.g. direct lobbying of lawmakers) and informal (e.g. shaping discourse or norms through thought leadership and grants). Influence is not inherently good or bad; it is simply the ability to cause a change. A core question we ask is how OSF’s spending and networks translate into influence on the ground. Do OSF-funded programs measurably sway policies or public opinion? Or is their influence overstated by critics? Answering these requires evidence, which we gather and assess with defined standards.
· Philanthropy: Philanthropy here means organized efforts to promote human welfare or social good, typically through the donation of money, resources, or time to causes. Philanthropy goes beyond spontaneous charity; it implies a strategic, often long-term commitment to support particular goals (such as improving education, defending human rights, reducing poverty, etc.). OSF is fundamentally a philanthropic enterprise – it gives grants and builds institutions in service of an vision of an “open society.” We examine philanthropic initiatives of OSF (like scholarships, NGO funding, legal aid programs) and evaluate how they are structured to effect change. The term also encompasses private foundations like OSF using private wealth for public benefit. Throughout the book, we use “philanthropy” in a neutral sense: the practice of private giving for public purposes. We remain aware that philanthropy can have profound positive impacts, but can also be seen as a means to exercise power or agenda-setting by wealthy actors. Thus, understanding OSF’s philanthropy is key to understanding its influence.
· Grants: A grant is an award of funds (or sometimes resources) given by one party, often a foundation or government, to an individual or organization to support a specific project or purpose. Grants are the primary tool of OSF’s philanthropy. OSF disburses grants to a wide variety of organizations worldwide – from local community groups to international NGOs – funding work that aligns with its mission (e.g. democratic governance, transparency, education, public health). In our investigation, each time we mention OSF “funding” something, it usually means OSF provided a grant. We track where major grants went, the conditions attached (if any), and what outcomes followed. Grants are typically documented in OSF’s public reports or tax filings, making them traceable, primary evidence of OSF’s activities. Understanding grants also helps differentiate between financial influence (literally funding an initiative) versus other forms of influence like personal persuasion or network leverage. We will often follow the money trail of grants to see what influence, if any, they bought.
· Lobbying: Lobbying is any activity that involves attempting to directly influence legislation or government policy through direct interaction with policymakers (lawmakers, regulators, their staff) or urging the public to contact those officials in support of or opposition to specific legislation. In many jurisdictions, lobbying has a legal definition (for example, the U.S. Internal Revenue Service defines lobbying as expressing a view on specific legislation to those who can act on it). Lobbying is a narrower concept than general advocacy; it always has a specific law or policy outcome in mind. Within our scope, we look at whether OSF or its grantees engage in lobbying – for instance, funding groups that push for particular laws (like anti-corruption measures or immigration reforms) – and if so, how that is conducted within legal constraints (since, for example, U.S. private foundations face restrictions on lobbying). We clarify when we use the term that lobbying refers to these concrete attempts to influence government decision-making on pending bills or regulations. If OSF representatives meet with a senator’s office to argue for a bill, that’s lobbying. We differentiate this from broader influence that doesn’t target specific legislation (which we call advocacy, next).
· Advocacy: Advocacy in our usage is a broad term for activities aimed at influencing public policy or societal attitudes in a general sense, without necessarily targeting a specific piece of legislation. Advocacy can include public education campaigns, publishing research or opinion pieces, convening conferences, mobilizing communities, and other actions that promote a point of view or cause. For example, OSF might fund an advocacy campaign for criminal justice reform – producing reports and holding events to highlight an issue – even if they are not lobbying for a particular bill. The Council on Foundations describes advocacy as an “umbrella term” encompassing all engagement with policymakers or the public that isn’t direct lobbying on a bill. In this book, when we speak of OSF’s advocacy efforts, we mean its support for causes and movements: raising awareness, shaping debate, empowering certain voices. Advocacy is perfectly legal for foundations, as long as it doesn’t cross into prohibited lobbying (private foundations like OSF must walk a fine line to stay within regulations). We will see that OSF’s influence often operates through advocacy networks – for instance, funding civil society groups that advocate for human rights or government accountability in their countries. By distinguishing advocacy from lobbying, we can better assess OSF’s strategies: are they mostly trying to inform and persuade society (advocacy), or also directly pressuring officials to change laws (lobbying)? Often it’s a mix, and we’ll note that nuance.
· Network effects: In the context of this investigation, network effects refers to the phenomenon where the influence of a set of connected organizations or people is amplified by their interconnections. OSF doesn’t operate in isolation; it has built a network of grantees, partners, and alumni across the globe. A single grant to one NGO might have limited reach, but OSF’s strategy often involves funding numerous groups in a sector, convening them in coalitions, and linking local activists with international allies. This creates a network effect – each additional connected effort can increase the overall impact exponentially, as information is shared and actions are coordinated. For example, an OSF-supported media watchdog group in one country might share tactics or data with a similar group in another country through OSF-facilitated convenings, boosting each other’s effectiveness. Network effects also pertain to OSF’s association with other donors or institutions: when multiple foundations coordinate (formally or informally) in funding a cause, their combined influence can be more than each individually. In examining OSF, we pay attention to these network dynamics. Does OSF create feedback loops of influence by repeatedly funding the same circle of organizations, thereby reinforcing certain agendas? Or, on the contrary, do OSF’s networks enable grassroots voices to be heard internationally, thus spreading influence from bottom-up? The term “network effects” here isn’t used in the technical economic sense but metaphorically, to capture how influence is magnified through connected relationships. It will help explain why OSF’s role in various movements might be larger than the dollar amount of its grants alone would suggest – because those grants often seed networks that persist and grow.
These definitions will be applied consistently throughout the book. Whenever we describe OSF’s “influence,” “advocacy,” or “network,” it is with the above meanings in mind. Laying out these terms from the start avoids ambiguity. For instance, if we later say “OSF wielded considerable influence in Country X’s legal reforms,” the reader should understand that could mean funding many NGOs that advocated for changes, rather than, say, OSF writing the law itself or bribing officials (neither of which occurred, based on evidence). Clarity in terminology also ensures fairness: terms like “lobbying” carry legal and ethical weight, so we use them precisely and only when justified. By defining the scope and these key concepts now, we equip readers with the context needed to critically engage with the chapters that follow.
Evidence Standards and Reliability
How do we know what we know? This section explains the standards of evidence we used and how we judged the reliability of different sources. Investigative work stands or falls on the quality of evidence, so we approached every piece of information with a critical eye. From primary documents to second-hand reports, not all evidence is created equal. To make this clear, we established a hierarchy of evidence reliability, which we illustrate as a pyramid (Figure 1.1). At the base of the pyramid are plentiful but less reliable sources (like rumors or speculative claims), and at the apex are the most reliable but rarer sources (like official records or verifiable first-hand testimony). Our investigation prioritized evidence at the top tiers, using lower-tier claims only with caution and corroboration. In practical terms, this means whenever possible we relied on primary sources – original documents, direct data, on-the-record interviews – and strong secondary sources like reputable journalism or academic research that themselves are based on primary material. We treated anonymous tips, hearsay, or biased sources with healthy skepticism, unless we could independently verify their claims.
Figure 1.1: Evidence reliability tiers as a pyramid. The pyramid illustrates our hierarchy of evidence. At the broad base are unverified rumors and speculative claims (lowest reliability) – these are abundant in number but considered the weakest form of evidence. Above that are single-source allegations that lack corroboration – slightly more credible than pure rumor if the source has some knowledge, but still unconfirmed. The middle tier represents partially verified reports, where some credible evidence exists (such as a document or eyewitness) but not enough to consider the claim fully proven. Near the top are investigative findings backed by multiple independent sources, including quality journalism or research reports that have corroborated facts from several angles. Finally, at the narrow apex sits official records and direct evidence (highest reliability) – these could be court documents, government filings, financial statements, authentic correspondence, or first-hand witness accounts on record. The pyramid shape emphasizes that as reliability increases, the volume of such evidence decreases; we found countless rumors, fewer solid documents. Our methodology consistently favored climbing as high up this pyramid as possible for each key point, meaning we strove to base assertions on the strongest available proof.
In practice, applying these evidence tiers worked as follows. When investigating a particular claim about OSF (for example, an allegation that “OSF funded protests in Country Y”), we first searched for any primary evidence. Primary evidence might include OSF’s own grant database or tax filings indicating a grant to a protest-related group in Country Y, or an internal memo or email, or an official record (e.g. a registration of an OSF affiliate in that country) that confirms involvement. If such direct documentation existed, that would sit at the apex of reliability – a hard fact. If we found none, we looked at credible secondary accounts: perhaps a respected news outlet had reported on the protests and traced funding to OSF via multiple sources; if the journalists cited documents or multiple witnesses, we consider that near the top of the pyramid (investigative findings with multiple sources). We would use that, while still noting it’s one step removed from doing the digging ourselves. If the only mentions were, say, a single activist claiming OSF was behind the protests, and no one else substantiated it, that’s a single-source allegation – a lower tier. In such cases, we would not present it as established truth. Instead, we might mention it as an allegation and then either seek more evidence to elevate its reliability or label it as unverified. At the very bottom, if the claim only appeared in anonymous social media posts or conspiracy websites with no evidence, we treated it as a rumor – not usable as a factual basis without further support. We might still address it (if it’s widespread, to debunk it), but always explicitly as a rumor.
To ensure consistency, we created internal guidelines for evaluating source reliability. Primary sources (Tier 1) were given the greatest weight. These included: official documents (e.g., filings to the U.S. IRS like Form 990s showing OSF’s grants), legal documents (court judgments, indictments, legislative records), audited financial statements, original contracts or MOUs, speeches or interviews by principals on the record, and raw datasets (such as donation records, government budgets, or election finance records) when directly relevant. If we cite, for instance, that “OSF spent $X million on education in 2018,” that figure comes from OSF’s official financial reports or tax filings – a primary source that we trust but still cross-check where possible (sometimes comparing multiple years or sources to catch any anomalies). Secondary sources (Tier 2 and 3 in our pyramid, depending on their quality) included investigative journalism pieces, books, research papers, or credible NGO reports. Not all secondary sources are equal: a peer-reviewed academic study analyzing OSF’s impact with rigorous methodology is very high-quality secondary evidence; a random blog post with an opinion about OSF is much lower. So we further tiered secondary sources by their reputability and methods. We tended to trust outlets known for fact-checking and editorial standards (established newspapers, well-regarded magazines, etc.) more than partisan or obscure outlets. Even then, we tried to trace their claims back to primary evidence. If a newspaper article said “according to government records, OSF funded Group Z,” we would attempt to find those records ourselves to double-confirm.
We also considered testimonial evidence – statements from witnesses or experts – within this hierarchy. An on-the-record interview with an OSF official or grantee can be primary evidence of that person’s account. However, personal testimony can be subjective or incomplete, so we often sought documentation to support or contextualize it. Anonymous sources (someone speaking without attribution) were used very sparingly and only if we had reason to believe they had direct knowledge. Even then, we aimed to corroborate anything an anonymous source told us with independent evidence before including it. Investigative standards require skepticism: as the LAist’s editorial guidelines succinctly put it, “Verification needs to be a discipline… Casually flicking in rumor, speculation, or supposition because it might be right is irresponsible.” We took that principle to heart. If something could not be verified after diligent effort, we either omitted it or clearly flagged it as unverified. No tantalizing rumor was worth risking the accuracy of our reporting.
A concrete example of our evidence standards in action: There has been a long-standing conspiracy theory that “George Soros (OSF’s founder) personally pays protesters” in various political movements. This claim is ubiquitous on certain forums but typically offered without proof – a textbook rumor. Our approach was to look for any actual evidence of such payments. We examined OSF grant lists to see if money was given to protest organizers (none explicit; grants usually go to established NGOs, not ad-hoc protests). We searched for any leaked documents or testimonies in which someone said “OSF paid me to protest.” None credible turned up; only hearsay. Meanwhile, we found established facts that contradict the rumor (for example, many protests attributed to Soros were organic or had other funding sources). Thus, we classify “Soros pays protesters” as an unverified allegation lacking evidence – essentially a false rumor – and treat it as such in the text (when it comes up, we debunk it with the factual evidence). This classification wasn’t done arbitrarily; it followed our evidence hierarchy stringently: since the claim never rose above the bottom tier in reliability, it never gets presented as anything more than baseless speculation.
Additionally, we carefully distinguish between correlation and causation in evaluating influence. If we find, say, that countries where OSF spent more on civil society saw democracy scores improve over time, that’s a correlation supported by data (potentially a secondary analysis). But we would not leap to “OSF caused the improvement” unless we find direct evidence of causation (like officials crediting an OSF program for a change, or a controlled study showing the effect). Part of evidence reliability is understanding the type of claim being made – factual, interpretive, causal – and making sure the evidence is suitable for that claim. Hard numbers can establish facts (OSF gave $Y to NGO Z in 2017), but interpreting what that means requires context and often additional evidence (did NGO Z achieve its goals? Was OSF one of many funders or the sole supporter? etc.). We navigate these questions by layering evidence: first establish the factual basis (with high-tier sources), then use credible analysis (mid-tier) to understand implications, and always remain open about uncertainty if it exists.
Throughout our research, we maintained a transparent log of sources and their reliability. Every source we used was recorded with notes on its origin (primary vs secondary, etc.) and any known biases. This helped us in writing to attribute appropriately (for instance, “according to a 2022 study by X University” signals a different weight than “according to an online rumor”). It also forms the basis of the Appendix where all sources are listed in one place. The result for you as a reader is that any factual statement in this book has a traceable provenance. If something seems surprising or questionable, you can look up the source in the Appendix via the {S:...} code and judge the reliability yourself. Our aim is that by adhering to strict evidence standards, we provide you with information that is not only compelling but also worthy of your trust. In the next section, we delve into how we handle those many cases where the evidence is contested or claims conflict – a common occurrence in a politically charged topic like OSF’s influence.
Handling Contested Claims and Allegations
In the realm of OSF and George Soros, information is often polarized. Some claims are established facts accepted by all serious observers, while others are contested allegations – claims that one party asserts but another disputes – and still others are outright rumors or misinformation with no credible basis. An investigative work like this must sort these out clearly. We cannot treat everything we hear with equal credibility; nor should we ignore claims just because they are controversial. Our solution is to classify and label contested information appropriately, and to present evidence for and against, allowing readers to see how conclusions were reached. Essentially, we have a system for evaluating contested claims that categorizes them as one of three types:
1. Established Fact: A claim that is backed by solid evidence and generally accepted as true by informed parties. These are things we treat as fact in the narrative. For example, “OSF spent about $16 billion over three decades” is an established fact (documented in OSF’s own reports and public financials). We won’t couch that in doubt because it’s well-substantiated. When we call something a fact, we have verified it through primary sources or multiple reliable sources. If new evidence emerged contradicting it, we would of course update it, but within the scope of our investigation these are stable points of truth.
1. Contested Allegation: A claim where there is some evidence or assertion to support it, but also significant counter-evidence or denial, leaving it unresolved or debatable. For these, we explicitly note that the claim is contested. We present what each side says and examine the evidence supporting each side. An example might be: “Critics allege OSF was behind the new media law in Country X, but OSF officials deny involvement.” We would lay out who is making the allegation and why – perhaps a political figure who opposes OSF claims leaked emails show influence – and then what OSF or other investigators say in response – maybe OSF says the emails are fabricated or that the law was conceived before they funded any related project. We then evaluate the evidence: do the emails seem authentic? Were they verified by third parties or are they just internet fodder? Does the timeline of events support or undermine the claim? In such scenarios, we do not present a contested allegation as a proven fact. But we also don’t ignore it if it’s causing public debate. Instead, we provide the reader with the relevant information to understand the state of play. In our writing, we use language cues like “alleged,” “according to,” “claimed,” and “however” to delineate these situations. We might conclude an analysis of a contested allegation with an assessment like: “There is no conclusive evidence tying OSF to the drafting of the law, beyond the coincidence that some grantees advocated for it. The claim remains unproven.” In our internal tracking (the Claims Ledger, described later), such an item would be marked perhaps as “unsubstantiated” or “disputed.”
1. Rumor or Misinformation: A claim that is unverified and typically sourced from unreliable outlets or mere speculation, often lacking any credible evidence. These we label clearly as rumors, and we generally avoid giving them much oxygen unless they are so widespread that they demand addressing. In the universe of OSF-related content, unfortunately, there are many rumors (e.g. wild claims that “Soros manipulates currency markets to trigger crises” or “OSF has a secret plan for world government”). For each such claim we encountered, we looked for evidence to see if it graduates to even an allegation – usually they do not. If a rumor is completely baseless, we might mention it only in a context of debunking or illustrating misinformation, rather than treating it as a serious allegation. If a rumor actually has a kernel of truth or has duped a lot of people, we take a bit more time: for instance, the notion that “OSF orchestrated migration waves” circulated widely. We investigated if OSF had any migrant-related projects; it did (funding legal aid for asylum seekers, etc.), but the claim of “orchestrating” is far beyond what evidence shows. So we discuss what OSF did do (fact) versus the inflated narrative (rumor), helping readers separate reality from fiction. Key to handling rumors is the principle of not amplifying falsehoods inadvertently: we only bring them up to fact-check, and we phrase our writing in a way that makes it clear when something is a false claim. For example, instead of repeating a false claim in detail in our own narrative voice, we might write: “A rumor spread on social media in 2019 claimed OSF was controlling Country Y’s central bank. This was false – the central bank’s records and independent experts confirm no such influence – but it gained traction before being debunked.” By doing so, we inform readers of the misinformation without lending it legitimacy. This aligns with emerging best practices in journalism that caution against false balance. As media scholar Jay Rosen has argued, simply presenting ‘Person A says X, Person B says Y’ without clarity can create a false equivalence between truth and lie. We therefore strive to provide context and verdict when known. If it’s a lie, we say it’s untrue (with evidence); if it’s unconfirmed, we say it’s unconfirmed.
To systematically manage these contested claims, we integrated this classification into our workflow (notably in the Claims Ledger, forthcoming section). Every time a new claim came up during research, we asked: has this been proven? By whom? Or is it disputed? Who disputes it and on what grounds? If something was established (Tier 1 evidence backing it), we incorporate it straightforwardly. If contested, we gather sources from both (or multiple) sides – e.g., the accuser’s statement, OSF’s response, any third-party analysis – and plan to present them together. If rumor-level, we often set it aside unless it’s influential enough that not addressing it would leave a hole in the narrative. This triage ensured that no serious allegation was ignored, but also that no baseless rumor was sneaked in as fact.
Let’s illustrate with a case: the “Ukraine revolution” allegation. Some commentators claim OSF played a behind-the-scenes role in the 2014 Ukrainian revolution (Euromaidan), effectively engineering a change in government. This is a contested claim. Proponents point to OSF’s long history of funding civil society in Ukraine, and some even cite a misinterpreted quote or a grant to a student group as “evidence.” OSF and others flatly deny orchestrating the revolution, attributing it to indigenous popular forces. How did we handle it? We treated “OSF caused the revolution” as an allegation, not a fact. We tracked its origins (who first said this, when?) and its circulation (where it’s being repeated). We then looked at evidence: OSF’s financial records show grants to NGOs in Ukraine, yes – that’s factual. But is there evidence these NGOs directed the protest movement? We found none in primary sources – no instructions from OSF to protest leaders, etc. We did find testimonials from Ukrainian activists who said, “We didn’t need anyone to tell us to protest; it was our fight” as well as OSF statements that they supported democracy broadly but did not run the protests. We present all that in the relevant chapter, making it clear: OSF was present via funding and had influence in shaping civil society, but the claim it “orchestrated” regime change is not supported by demonstrable facts (established fact: many groups OSF funded took part, contested allegation: whether that equals orchestration, leaning toward no given lack of proof). We essentially demote the orchestrating claim to a conspiracy theory status due to want of evidence, while acknowledging why people might believe it (correlation of OSF presence with event outcome). This nuanced handling respects the reader’s intelligence – we don’t just ridicule a claim, we dissect it.
Our approach to contested claims also involves actively seeking the perspectives of those involved whenever possible. Fairness demanded that if someone is accused of something in our book (be it OSF or an individual), they should have a chance to respond. For example, if a government official accused OSF of meddling in their country, we would examine that claim and incorporate any reply from OSF (perhaps a public statement or a response they gave us in an interview request). Conversely, if OSF accuses someone (say, of defaming them or misusing a grant), we would seek that person’s side of the story. This “right of reply” principle is standard in quality journalism and helps us not inadvertently publish one-sided or defamatory assertions. In fact, legally, demonstrating that you sought comment can bolster a defense that you weren’t acting with malice in case of libel claims by public figures. Ethically, it’s about accuracy and humanity – we recognize there are often two sides, and we give space to them.
To summarize, evaluating contested claims in this investigation works like a truth filter. We let through the solid facts, we hold up the questionable ones to scrutiny under a bright light, and we catch and dispose of the false rumors. Each claim’s final treatment in the book – whether it’s stated as a factual finding, an open question, or a debunked myth – is the result of this careful vetting process. The reader can expect to always know where a given claim stands on the spectrum from fact to fiction. There will be no “secret knowledge” or insinuations left hanging without clarification of their status. In the next section, we will introduce the tool that made this systematic approach possible: the Claims Ledger, which kept track of every allegation and its resolution throughout our research.
The Claims Ledger: Tracking Allegations and Preventing Redundancy
One innovation we employed in this project was something we call the Claims Ledger. This is essentially an internal database or catalog of all significant claims related to OSF that we encountered – whether factual statements, allegations, or rumors – along with their status (verified, contested, debunked, etc.) and key evidence. The purpose of the Claims Ledger was twofold: to ensure no important claim fell through the cracks and to avoid redundant analysis across chapters. Given the wide scope of OSF’s activities and the many controversies around it, we anticipated that certain claims would pop up repeatedly in different contexts. Rather than treat the same claim afresh each time (risking inconsistency or duplicating effort), we logged it once in the ledger, did a thorough assessment, and then referenced that assessment wherever needed. This approach is analogous to maintaining a “central truth file.” It proved invaluable for a project of this scale.
How does the Claims Ledger work? Think of it as a flow from the moment an allegation arises to the point where we conclude how to present it in the book. Figure 1.2 diagrams this process. It starts when a new claim comes to our attention (through research, interviews, media, etc.). We create an entry in the ledger noting what the claim is, who is making it (source), and where/when it appeared. Next, we check if the claim already exists in the ledger – often, rumors are recycled, so the same basic claim might have been logged already. If it’s there, we update it if needed with any new context but avoid re-investigating from scratch. If it’s new, we proceed to the investigation phase: gathering evidence for and against, as described earlier. We then evaluate the claim’s credibility based on the evidence (this ties into our evidence hierarchy and contested claim classification). We assign it a tentative status: e.g., “Confirmed (True)”, “Refuted (False)”, “Partly true”, “Unsubstantiated”, or “Misleading”. This status isn’t set in stone – if new info emerges later, we update it – but it serves as our working conclusion. We document in the ledger the key reasons for that status and reference the supporting sources. Finally, when writing chapters, we integrate the claim’s assessment from the ledger into the narrative wherever relevant, rather than doing it all ad hoc in writing. The ledger entry ensures that in Chapter 3 and Chapter 7, if both need to mention the same allegation, they do so consistently. It’s a bit like how a fact-checking department in a magazine might maintain a file on a recurring subject.
Figure 1.2: Flow of an allegation through the Claims Ledger, from initial claim to final assessment. When a new claim or allegation about OSF is identified, it is first logged in the Claims Ledger (Step 1). If the same claim has been logged before, that record is retrieved to avoid duplication (Step 2). For new claims, researchers then gather evidence from relevant sources – documents, testimonies, reports – to investigate its validity (Step 3). Next, the claim and evidence undergo a verification and corroboration stage (Step 4): we cross-check facts, compare against known data, and evaluate source reliability. Based on this, we assess the claim (Step 5), classifying it as true, false, contested, etc., with a concise rationale. This outcome is then recorded in the ledger (Step 6) along with citations of the evidence. Finally, as chapters are written, the vetted conclusion from the ledger is integrated into the narrative (Step 7). If an allegation appears in multiple chapters, each chapter references the ledger’s findings instead of re-proving the claim each time. This workflow creates a single source of truth for each claim, ensuring consistency and thoroughness across the entire book. Should new information arise at any point, the ledger entry is updated and the narrative adjusted accordingly, making the process iterative and self-correcting.
In setting up the Claims Ledger, we drew inspiration from journalistic practices like maintaining a timeline of events or a biographical file on a person of interest – but expanded it to include every claim we needed to evaluate. By the end of our research, the ledger contained dozens of entries, ranging from major well-known issues (“Did OSF fund the drafting of Constitution X?”) to niche questions (“Was an OSF grantee involved in a particular scandal?”). Each entry was like a mini-report: a summary of the claim, the evidence for and against, and our determination. This rigorous cataloguing had many benefits:
· No redundancy: We avoided the trap of repeating a lengthy explanation several times in different chapters. For instance, the claim “OSF is banned in Country Z due to allegations of political interference” is something that might be relevant in chapters about that region’s politics and in a chapter about OSF’s global challenges. Rather than writing two separate analyses, we did one deep dive via the ledger and then both chapters refer to that conclusion (phrased in context appropriately). One chapter might emphasize the country’s perspective, another OSF’s response, but the factual underpinnings (e.g. when and why OSF was banned, what evidence was cited) remain consistent.
· Consistency: If at one point we conclude “Claim A is false,” we will not accidentally imply later that Claim A might be true or forget to mention it’s false. The ledger ensures our stance, once evidence-backed, stays uniform unless evidence changes. This is especially important in a book where different sections might be written over time or by different team members – the ledger acted as the single source of factual consensus.
· Transparency (internally and in Appendix): By writing down how we evaluated each claim, we created a record that can be reviewed. While the reader sees the polished outcome in the narrative, the Appendix’s research log can reflect much of this underlying work. In some cases, if a claim was complicated, we might dedicate a footnote or endnote in the appendix explaining the evaluation. Even if not, the authors had it documented, which is crucial if questions arise later (from readers or even from OSF or claimants) about “why did you say this was untrue?” We have our homework on file.
· Adaptability: New claims did come up as we researched – sometimes late in the writing process, a fresh allegation surfaced in the news. Using the ledger system, we could slot it in, investigate swiftly (with the benefit of all the context we had already gathered), and decide if it altered any conclusions. Because everything was structured, adding or revising one entry did not upset the whole book’s cohesion. It was like updating a spreadsheet and having all references update accordingly. This kept the work current and responsive to developments (important since OSF was in the news even during our writing, with leadership changes and external attacks continuing).
One might ask, will the Claims Ledger itself be published? We do not include the raw ledger in the book – it was an internal tool with sometimes shorthand notes. However, essentially the content of it is embedded throughout chapters and especially in the Appendix source notes. We considered including a summarized “Claims Ledger” table in the Appendix listing major claims and their status, which could be a handy reference for readers wanting the tl;dr on each controversy. Instead, we opted for a narrative approach to ensure readability, but this chapter essentially outlines how such a table was derived. The ledger concept also feeds into the “guide for readers” at the end of this chapter – encouraging readers to adopt a similar ledger-like critical approach when they encounter new claims outside this book.
To illustrate the ledger in action, let’s revisit an example with steps: The claim “OSF is secretly funding Candidate X in Election Y” comes up in a particular country’s context. We log it as a new entry. Step 2: check if we have similar claims (maybe we have “OSF funds political campaigns” generically). If not, new. Step 3: gather evidence – maybe there are leaked documents alleged, statements by Candidate X’s opponent, OSF denial, etc. Step 4: verify – are the leaked documents authentic or confirmed? We find, say, that documents appear doctored according to digital forensic analysis and OSF’s accounting shows no such disbursement. Step 5: assess – we mark it as “likely false” (or “no evidence, likely misinformation”). Step 6: record outcome – we note the reasoning, cite the forensic analysis and OSF accounts. Step 7: integrate – in the chapter about that election, we might write a passage: “A rumor circulated that OSF secretly backed Candidate X. However, official OSF financial records and independent digital forensics show no evidence of such funding, suggesting the claim was misinformation.” We have thus brought in our ledger work seamlessly. Meanwhile, in a later chapter on “OSF and electoral politics globally,” if we touch on patterns of accusations, we’ll mention this case as one example of a false allegation, and we’ll be consistent in saying it was unfounded.
In summary, the Claims Ledger helped us maintain intellectual rigor and editorial discipline. It’s a technique that might not be visible to the casual reader, but it underpins the reliability of what you read. We essentially fact-checked and cross-referenced ourselves continuously with this system. The fight against redundancy also means this book won’t bore you with the same explanation repeated verbatim; instead, each chapter can move the story forward, confident that if a prior claim needs recalling, it can be summarized with a reference to where it was fully explored. Now that we’ve covered how we handle claims and evidence comprehensively, we turn to the related task of verifying the specific details – the quotes, data points, and statistics that give life to the story – ensuring that every detail is as accurate as the larger judgments.
Verifying Quotes, Data, and Statistics
Accuracy isn’t only about the big picture conclusions; it also lives in the details: the quotes we include from sources, the numbers we cite about OSF’s finances or program results, the dates and names that anchor historical events. We instituted a thorough fact-checking and verification process for all such details to uphold the highest standard of accuracy. This process began at the research phase and continued through writing and editing. In essence, any quote, number, or specific fact in the text was double-checked against its original source, and often against a second source for confirmation or context.
Quotes: Whenever we quote someone – whether it’s an OSF official, a critic, a beneficiary of an OSF program, or any expert – we have taken that quote verbatim from a reliable source. If the quote comes from an interview we conducted, we have an audio recording or detailed notes of that interview. Those were transcribed, and the relevant portion is reproduced exactly, with careful attention to not alter words or meaning. If the quote comes from a publication (such as a newspaper interview, a speech transcript, or a video), we located the authoritative version of that quote (e.g., the official transcript or recording) and used the precise wording. We avoid secondary quoting (quoting a quote as quoted by someone else) unless we could not obtain the primary source; in rare cases where we rely on a secondary source for a quote, we note the attribution clearly (e.g. “so-and-so said, as quoted by The Guardian”). For clarity and honesty, we refrain from minor tweaks that some narrative non-fiction might do, such as “cleaning up” verbal grammar in quotes or combining separate statements into one inauthentic quote. Each quote is presented in context. If context was needed to avoid misinterpretation, we include it either in the main text or in a parenthetical/introductory clause. For example, if someone said “It was a disaster,” we won’t just drop that quote without explanation; we would frame it as, say, John Doe, who managed an OSF-funded project in 2005, recalls the implementation, saying “It was a disaster”, so the reader knows what “it” refers to. We also gave quoted individuals a fair representation. We did not quote out of context to distort meaning. If someone said a nuanced thing, we tried to capture the essence without misleading truncation. In some cases, where a quote could be misconstrued, we either extended the quote or paraphrased instead of quoting, choosing fidelity to the truth over the punchiness of a quote. All these practices align with the journalistic ethos that quotes must be accurate and in context.
Every quote in the book was cross-checked by a fact-checker or editor against the source material before finalization. Even quotes from well-known sources (like published books or speeches) were verified letter-for-letter. If a quote contained something that might be unclear to readers (like jargon or a reference), we clarified it in the text around it. If it contained an error (for instance, a person might misspeak a year or a name), we either omitted that part or corrected in brackets if absolutely necessary, with an explanation in a note. However, we generally avoided editorial insertions in quotes except minor ones like “[...].” On a few occasions, we needed to translate quotes (for example, a Hungarian official’s statement about OSF). In those cases, we either used an existing published English translation (noting the source) or did our own translation with the help of a language expert, ensuring it conveyed the true meaning. Those are indicated as necessary.
Data and Statistics: The book contains numerous data points – budgets, number of grants, polling results, social indicators, etc. We took a very cautious approach to data. Before citing any number, we asked: where does this come from, and is it the best available figure? For financial data about OSF (like annual expenditures, endowment size, grant counts), the primary sources were OSF’s audited financial statements, annual reports, and filings like the U.S. IRS Form 990. We collected these from OSF’s website and archives (and in some cases from databases like GuideStar for Form 990s). We cross-verified key totals. For example, if OSF’s 2018 annual report said total spending was $X, we checked that the Form 990 for 2018 roughly matched that number (allowing for different accounting categories). Where discrepancies arose, we investigated which was more accurate (sometimes annual reports round numbers or include multi-year commitments differently). We strive to present numbers in a clear and consistent manner – usually in USD for financial figures (since OSF reports in dollars), with conversion notes if originally in another currency. If a statistic is critical, we often gave a timeframe and source: e.g., “Between 2010 and 2020, OSF gave approximately $400 million to education initiatives worldwide, according to its publicly reported grant data.” That way, the reader knows this is a cumulative figure from OSF’s own records, not just plucked from nowhere.
For data not originating from OSF – say, survey results about perceptions of OSF, or figures on NGO growth in a country – we cite reputable sources: polls by known firms, datasets from organizations like the World Bank or NGO registries, etc. Each such statistic was fact-checked by locating the original report or data release. If we say “In 2017, OSF was the second-largest philanthropic funder in country X,” we’ve gotten that from, for instance, a credible study or government report and we’ve verified the ranking and year. If we couldn’t verify a number independently, we either dropped it or explicitly attributed it (“according to NGO X’s estimate…”). We lean toward transparency with numbers. Often, we avoid giving overly precise figures when not warranted (e.g., saying “approximately 1,200 grants” instead of “1,197 grants” unless that exactitude matters) because false precision can mislead. However, we also avoid vague statements if a number can be known. Rather than “OSF has spent a lot on Y,” we’d rather say “OSF spent $Z on Y (year-year).” We found that concrete numbers, properly sourced, strengthen the credibility of our account – but only if they’re right. Thus the intense verification.
When calculations were needed (like summing multiple years of spending, or converting currencies, or computing percentages), we did those carefully and often had a second person verify the math. We used consistent exchange rates for currency conversions, typically noting the year’s average if relevant (e.g., converting Hungarian forints to USD for OSF’s Budapest expenditures, using that year’s average FX rate). We mention in text if conversions are approximate due to rate fluctuations. For statistical claims (like correlation or trends), if we mention them, we likely did the analysis or reviewed a study that did. For example, if we note “civil society groups in X country doubled in number after OSF’s program began,” we have either the data from that country’s registry or a study that documented it, and we’ve confirmed what “doubled” means (from what baseline to what).
All data visualizations or interpretations we considered including were also vetted. In this text-based format, we don’t have graphs, but if a trend is described, it was derived from data. We prefer to not overstate what data shows. Where data could be interpreted multiple ways, we indicate that or stick to the raw observation. For instance, “Country X’s democracy index improved 10 points in five years after OSF’s initiatives” is a factual observation with data to back it, but we would stop short of saying “due to OSF” without more evidence.
Dates, Names, and Factual Details: It’s easy to overlook basic facts like “Was it 2016 or 2017 when that law passed?” or “Is the NGO called Open Society Institute or Foundation in that era?” We diligently checked all such details. We cross-referenced timelines from multiple sources (news archives, official announcements, OSF press releases, etc.) to ensure we get chronology right. For historical references like “OSF was founded in 1979” – yes, but more precisely Soros’ philanthropy started then; the first foundation under the Open Society name came a bit later – we clarified these nuances to avoid technically incorrect statements. Names of people, organizations, and places were verified for spelling and proper titles. If someone’s title or role is given, we confirmed it from an authoritative source (e.g., OSF’s website listing staff, or LinkedIn, or news profiles). We also used consistent naming conventions: e.g., using “Open Society Foundations (OSF)” as the umbrella name, even though historically it was “Open Society Institute (OSI)” in the 1990s, to minimize confusion, but we note those historical name changes where relevant. For individuals like George Soros, we consistently identify them fully at first mention and use just last name thereafter, except where needed to avoid confusion with family members involved in OSF (like Alexander Soros). All this might sound pedantic, but in investigative work, precision builds credibility. A small factual error can undermine confidence in larger claims, so we endeavored to have none. And if any are discovered (despite our efforts) by readers or fact-checkers post-publication, we commit to transparently correcting them.
Part of verifying details also meant checking our own biases in interpreting them. We had internal debates: Are we cherry-picking data that supports a narrative? Are we quoting someone out of bias because it sounds dramatic, even if their insight is an outlier? To guard against this, we made sure to include data and quotes representing different perspectives, not just those that fit a single storyline. When OSF had successes, we present the data on successes; when it had failures or criticisms, we present those with equal factual rigor. We want the book to be accurate and also fair, and fairness sometimes means including the uncomfortable detail that complicates a neat story. If an OSF program flopped by its own metrics, we don’t shy from the statistic showing that. If a government official made a claim that turned out incorrect, we mention it but then correct it with verified info.
After writing was done, we undertook a formal fact-check of the manuscript. An independent fact-checker (or a team member not directly involved in writing a given chapter) went through each chapter line by line, highlighting every factual assertion – be it a quote, a figure, a description – and cross-verifying it against the source material we had collected (which was organized in the Appendix references and our research files). They flagged anything that couldn’t be substantiated or that seemed to contradict another source. We resolved those flags by either finding additional sources, clarifying the text, or in a few cases removing a claim if it wasn’t solid enough. This rigorous process is similar to that used by magazines and ensures that the final product you’re reading has been scrutinized not just by its authors but by a fresh set of critical eyes.
In sum, whether it’s a multi-million-dollar statistic or a single word in a quote, we approached it with the question: “How do we know this, and can we prove this is correct?” By insisting on an answer for each detail, we constructed a narrative that is supported at every turn. This meticulous care for detail complements the earlier sections’ focus on handling big claims. One without the other would be insufficient – big truths rest on small facts, after all.
Legal and Ethical Safeguards
Investigating powerful organizations and publishing potentially controversial findings carries legal and ethical responsibilities. From the outset, we established guardrails to ensure our work adheres to the law (especially libel/defamation laws and privacy regulations) and meets high ethical standards for fairness and integrity. In this section, we outline these safeguards: how we avoid defamation, respect privacy, strive for fairness, and provide right of reply. While the previous sections dealt with what we found and how we found it, here we deal with how we handle that information in a responsible manner.
Defamation Avoidance: Libel (written defamation) is a critical concern when publishing allegations or critical statements about people or entities. We carefully crafted our language to avoid making defamatory statements, i.e., false statements of fact that could harm someone’s reputation. The simplest protection against libel is truth – as the old legal adage goes, truth is an absolute defense to defamation. Therefore, we have been relentless in ensuring that any claim of wrongdoing or any negative characterization is backed by evidence we believe to be true. If something is unproven or an opinion, we frame it as such and attribute it to a source. For example, instead of saying “OSF engaged in illegal activities in Country Z” (which unqualified would be a potentially defamatory statement if untrue), we might say, “Government officials in Country Z have accused OSF of illegal activities, though investigations by independent auditors did not substantiate these claims.” The latter statement is factual – it reports an allegation and the outcome – and does not assert the unproven wrongdoing as fact. This approach protects us legally and also respects readers’ right to a nuanced truth.
We were also mindful of the difference in standards when writing about public figures versus private individuals. George Soros and the leadership of OSF are public figures, and as such, they have a higher threshold to claim defamation (they must generally prove “actual malice” – that we knowingly or recklessly published false information). Nonetheless, we approached writing about them with the same caution as anyone else. We double-check factual claims and avoid conjecture. For instance, rather than writing “Soros secretly manipulates politics” (which would be a bold and likely libelous claim), we present what evidence exists or doesn’t exist about Soros’s political activities, and we might note “Conspiracy theories that Soros manipulates politics abound, but investigations and our research did not find credible evidence supporting such claims.” That’s a truthful statement that makes clear we are not endorsing the false claim.
For private individuals who appear in the narrative (say, a grassroots activist OSF funded, or an OSF employee who isn’t a public figure), we take extra care with their reputation and privacy. We include them by name only if necessary for the story and if the information is pertinent and well-sourced. We avoid including disparaging details about private persons unless absolutely in the public interest and backed by evidence. In many cases, we anonymize or generalize references to less public individuals (e.g. “a staffer in OSF’s Kenya office said…”) to focus on the point without dragging someone’s personal reputation specifically. This is both an ethical choice and a legal safeguard, since private individuals are more protected from defamatory reporting.
Additionally, we sought legal review for certain sensitive passages. Particularly, chapters that deal with accusations of criminality or serious misconduct were reviewed by a media law attorney or an expert consultant to ensure that our phrasing and sourcing were solid. If any statement was flagged as potentially problematic (perhaps too speculative or lacking attribution), we revised it. The goal was to pre-empt any libel issues by being cautious with wording. You’ll notice throughout the text we often use qualifying language like “alleged,” “reportedly,” or “according to X,” which, aside from conveying nuance, also serves the purpose of not making an unqualified assertion that could be legally problematic. However, we also don’t want to be mealy-mouthed where facts are established. We do say strong things when evidence is strong. It’s not defamatory to call a spade a spade with proof. For example, if an OSF-funded project was found to have embezzled funds according to an audit, we will report that as a fact (assuming we have documentation). That might harm someone’s reputation, but if it’s true and a matter of public record, it is not libel – it’s journalism.
Privacy: OSF is an organization, not an individual, so privacy in terms of personal life doesn’t apply to it per se. But many people intersect with this story: grant recipients, staff, activists, even beneficiaries on the ground. We made it an ethical priority to respect individual privacy. This means we did not pry into or publish details of private citizens’ lives that are not relevant to OSF’s activities. For instance, if an OSF staff member has a family issue or a health issue unrelated to their work, that’s off-limits. If a protester funded by OSF is a minor or someone who could face danger if identified, we either omit the name or use pseudonyms with explanation. We also complied with privacy laws like the EU’s GDPR when handling personal data: any personal information we gathered (like contact info for interviews) was handled confidentially and not stored beyond its use.
When discussing case studies or anecdotes, we often focus on organizations or use aggregate descriptions rather than naming every individual involved, unless naming is crucial. In a story about an OSF-funded scholarship program, for example, we might highlight one student’s experience. We would do so with their consent (if identifying them) or change identifying details if they wished to remain anonymous. In fact, for any direct interviews we did with private individuals, we obtained consent about how their information would be used. Some requested anonymity due to fear of backlash (especially in countries where Soros/OSF is demonized). In those cases, we honor that and describe them in general terms (e.g., “a journalist who received an OSF fellowship in 2015 in country X, who asked not to be named, said…”) – giving the reader context but not exposing the person.
We exercised caution in handling sensitive personal data inadvertently found in source materials. For example, in OSF’s leaked documents (should we have encountered any), if they contained personal contact info or IDs of activists, we would not publish those details. It’s both ethically right (avoid doxxing anyone) and prudent, as including such could be irresponsible.
Fairness and Balance: Fairness was a guiding principle in our investigation. By fairness, we mean giving subjects a chance to share their perspective, portraying events in context, and not presenting evidence in a skewed way. We don’t equate fairness with false balance (we’re not going to equally weigh a baseless theory against a solid fact), but we ensure that where there is legitimate disagreement or interpretation, we present the multiple viewpoints. For example, OSF might view a particular intervention as a success, while a government might view it as unwelcome interference. Both perspectives are important for a reader to understand the conflict. We include OSF’s justification and the government’s complaint, then we also include any third-party analysis or facts (did the program break any laws? did it achieve something measurable?). The reader can then see what each side is saying along with what the evidence says.
We also maintain a civil and impartial tone. Our goal is not to villainize or lionize OSF but to investigate and inform. You will not see ad hominem attacks or loaded, emotive language from the author. If someone is described as “controversial” or “influential,” it’s because evidence or general consensus supports that characterization, not because of our personal feeling. And if someone or OSF did something praiseworthy or positive, we report that too – this is not an exposé looking only for negatives. In fact, part of fairness was acknowledging OSF’s accomplishments and stated noble goals, even as we scrutinize where the criticism comes in.
We gave weight to sources proportional to their credibility and relevance. A government official’s statement about OSF’s impact in their country is included, but also examined in light of that official’s possible biases or misapprehensions. An independent expert study might be given more weight on an issue than partisan commentary. But we might include the partisan commentary with a note of context (like, “X, who has long opposed Soros’ agenda, claimed Y”) to show the spectrum of discourse. We avoided presenting only one side’s narrative on a contested event; if only one side was available, we explicitly say that and why (like “OSF’s opponents refused or were unavailable to comment on this issue”).
Right of Reply: A concrete practice of fairness is the right of reply. This means that if we are going to publish a significant criticism or allegation about a person or organization, we should give them a chance to respond within our story. Throughout the research, whenever we uncovered an allegation of wrongdoing or a sharp critique of OSF or affiliated persons, we reached out to the subject of that critique for comment. We sent questions or interview requests to OSF’s communications team regarding various controversies. In some cases, we got detailed responses, statements, or clarifications, which we incorporate. In others, we got a generic response or none – in which case we note that “OSF declined to comment on X” or “did not respond to multiple inquiries about Y.” The reader then knows we made the effort and what (if anything) the subject had to say. Similarly, when discussing, say, a grantee accused of misusing funds, we tried to contact that grantee for their side of the story. If a government accused OSF of something, we sought OSF’s reaction (often already public, sometimes directly provided to us). If OSF accused a government of unjustly targeting them, we sought the government’s perspective.
The right of reply is not just a courtesy; it often brings new information or at least confirms what stance the subject takes. For instance, OSF’s official reply to a question about being banned in Country Z might include their explanation or their denial of the reasons given – that adds depth to our coverage. It also ensures that we don’t inadvertently one-side the story. It doesn’t mean giving equal time to lies (we won’t publish a lengthy false rebuttal), but it means including the essence of a subject’s defense. Ethically, this is about treating sources and subjects with respect. Legally, it can also strengthen a defense against libel, because showing that you sought and included the subject’s response indicates an effort at fairness, not reckless disregard.
On occasions where a reply introduced a new claim or fact we didn’t know, we would verify that too before including. For example, OSF might tell us, “Actually, in that case, we had already stopped funding that NGO before the scandal.” We would check OSF’s grant database to confirm if possible. If true, we add it (it’s an important clarification). If we can’t confirm but it’s their assertion, we might still include but attribute it (“OSF stated that it had ended its support for the NGO prior to the incident”).
Ethical Source Handling: Beyond those big ideas, we adhered to basic ethical journalism practices. We never misrepresented ourselves in gathering information – we identified ourselves as researchers or journalists writing this book when approaching sources. We did not pay sources for information (an unethical practice known as checkbook journalism) because that compromises integrity. Everyone we interviewed or corresponded with spoke voluntarily. We promised some sources anonymity or confidentiality when it was necessary (like a whistleblower type source or someone in a repressive country) and we keep those promises, meaning we carefully scrub any identifying details that could expose them while still using the valuable information they provided in a way that readers can trust (often by corroborating it with documents or other accounts so it’s not just one anonymous claim).
We also remain independent. While writing about OSF, an organization known to fund media and advocacy in some places, we are transparent that this book is not funded by OSF nor by any adversary of OSF. (If it were, we would disclose that conflict, but it is not – this is an independent journalistic endeavor.) We consciously check that our own potential biases (political views, etc.) are not skewing the narrative; having a diverse research team helped, as internal discussions would surface if someone felt a draft was leaning unfairly.
In handling possibly illegal content (like if we came across leaked documents that might have been hacked), we took care to verify them through secondary means rather than relying solely on potentially unlawfully obtained material. We also weighed public interest: if a document leaked illegally revealed something crucial in public interest, we might use it but carefully (as is often done in journalism), whereas we’d avoid prurient or irrelevant leaks.
Finally, we maintain humility that we might not know everything. If OSF or someone mentioned were to challenge something in the book post-publication, we remain open to reviewing evidence they provide and issuing corrections if warranted. An ethical investigator’s job isn’t to have the last word at all costs, but to get it right.
The Appendix: Source Registry and How to Use It
Transparency with sources is a hallmark of credible research. Rather than clutter the main text of the chapters with footnotes or parenthetical citations – which can disrupt flow and readability – we have compiled all sources in a comprehensive Appendix at the end of the book. This Source Registry (or research log) lists every article, report, interview, book, website, or document that we drew information from, keyed to the content in the chapters via the {S:short-slug} markers you’ll see in the text. Here in Chapter 1 and throughout, when you encounter a reference like {S:IRE1975} or {S:LAistVerification}, that is a placeholder pointing to a full citation in the Appendix (in these examples, perhaps “IRE1975” refers to Investigative Reporters & Editors’ definition from 1975, and “LAistVerification” refers to the LAist Editorial Guidelines excerpt on verification[1]). The reason we use these short codes instead of traditional footnote numbers is to give the reader an easy way to find the exact source, while keeping the narrative itself clean and focused.
In the Appendix, sources are organized in a structured manner, likely grouped by chapter or type, and each has a slug that matches the in-text marker. For instance, an entry might look like:
· {S:OSFAnnual2018} – Open Society Foundations 2018 Annual Report. Open Society Foundations, 2019. (URL or archive info)
· {S:NYTimes2017} – Smith, John. “Soros Foundation Alters Its Strategy in Eastern Europe.” New York Times, July 12, 2017.
· {S:UkrainePoll2020} – Democratic Initiatives Foundation. “Public Opinion on Foreign NGOs in Ukraine.” Poll report, 2020.
And so on. This registry is essentially the evidence backing the entire book, laid bare for those interested. Readers are encouraged to consult it if they want to dive deeper or verify something themselves. Perhaps you read a claim and think, “Really? Where’d that come from?” – you can flip (or scroll) to the Appendix, find the corresponding slug, and see the source. If it’s a publicly accessible source (many are), you could even look it up directly via the provided link or reference.
We designed it this way to fulfill two somewhat contradictory needs: readability and rigor. In the main text, we want you to have a smooth reading experience, absorbing the narrative and analysis without constantly pausing to decipher academic-style footnotes or parentheticals. At the same time, we want you to know that this isn’t just opinion – every factual statement or quote has an origin you can check. By relocating the technical citations to an Appendix, we achieve both. It’s akin to the model often used in longform reports or white papers, where references are at the end, but here we ensure it’s easy to map which reference supports which part of the text.
We also mention in chapter text the sources when it adds value. For example, we might write “a study by Oxford University researchers in 2019 found X{S:Oxford2019}” – so you know in real-time what that source was generally. But the details like the exact title and authors of the study would be in the Appendix. This keeps the narrative uncluttered yet informative.
One more reason all sources live in one place: to avoid repetition and error. If the same source informed multiple parts of the book, listing it once in the Appendix avoids duplicate footnotes. And having a single master list means during fact-checking and editing, we could ensure every source is accounted for and properly cited. It’s easier to manage one big list than dozens of footnotes scattered in each chapter (from a process perspective). It also allows readers with the book in e-format to search within the Appendix for other sources of interest.
In terms of content, the Appendix includes not just published sources but also any interviews or correspondences we conducted. Those might be cited as, for example, “{S:InterviewJaneDoe} – Interview with Jane Doe (former OSF program manager), conducted March 2024.” In the text, we might refer to what Jane said, and mark it with that code, so you know we have a source for it beyond just a vague reference. Some off-record or sensitive interviews are either anonymized or summarized, but we still note them in a generic way (e.g., “Interview with an OSF regional director (anonymity requested), July 2024”).
We made sure not to rely on any secret sources that we couldn’t hint at at all. If we learned something from a truly confidential source that we cannot even describe in the Appendix, we either corroborated it with something we can cite or we decided not to include it. This is because we want the published work to stand on publicly referenceable legs as much as possible. It’s not fair to readers to say “trust us, we got insider info but can’t tell you from who.” We’d rather find a way to get that info on record or present it as analysis that doesn’t require blind trust. In a few cases, information from insiders guided us where to look in public records or what questions to ask others – effectively those tips become a starting point, but then we present the evidence we found as the basis, not the tip itself.
Lastly, the Appendix is a resource for the curious and skeptical alike. If you wish to learn more about a certain aspect, the sources listed will often lead you to full reports or books on the topic. If you doubt something, you can check and see if we perhaps interpreted something differently than you might – healthy skepticism is welcomed; that’s why we want to show our work. In a way, the Appendix is an extension of the concept of the Open Society itself – transparency and the free exchange of information for the better understanding of truth.
We encourage readers, especially those coming across future claims about OSF in the wild, to use the Appendix as a starting point to verify those claims. Often, rumors can be checked against factual sources we have already compiled. For example, if next year someone claims “OSF’s funding in Country X quadrupled and caused event Y,” you could look at the Appendix entries for OSF’s financial reports or grants in Country X that we listed, to see what they say, before believing or spreading that claim. In that way, the Appendix isn’t just a ledger of what we did, but a toolkit for ongoing critical evaluation.
A Reader’s Guide to Evaluating Future Claims about OSF
One of the goals of this book is not only to shed light on OSF’s influence and controversies, but also to empower you as a reader to critically evaluate any new claims about OSF (or similar organizations) that you may encounter in the future. In the age of information – and misinformation – it’s important to have a mental checklist for truth-testing. In this final section of Chapter 1, we offer a brief guide, inspired by our investigative method, that you can apply yourself. Think of it as investigative literacy: a set of questions and approaches modeled on what we did in our research, but usable by anyone.
1. Consider the Source: When you hear a claim about OSF (positive or negative), first ask who is making this claim and where is it published or stated? Is it coming from OSF itself (like an official press release), from a mainstream news outlet, from a government official, or from an anonymous post on social media? The credibility of the source matters hugely. A random blog with a conspiratorial bent requires more skepticism than, say, a report in The Wall Street Journal. This doesn’t mean authorities or big media are infallible (they sometimes err or have biases), but generally, something appearing in a reputable journal that does fact-checking is more likely to be grounded in evidence. If the claim is from a partisan actor (e.g., a politician who opposes OSF’s agenda, or conversely an OSF grantee praising OSF), be aware of their potential biases. That doesn’t automatically invalidate what they say, but it means you should look for independent confirmation.
1. Ask for Evidence: What evidence is provided for the claim? If someone says, “OSF is funding violent protests,” did they offer any proof – a leaked document, a financial trace, an eyewitness account? Or is it just assertion? Reliable claims usually come with some form of supporting evidence or at least specifics that can be checked. Vague claims like “I bet Soros is behind this” with no further info are essentially rumors. In our investigation, whenever we encountered a claim, we hunted for documents, data, or multiple witnesses; you can mimic that by searching news archives, public records, or fact-checking websites for evidence on the claim. Often, major controversial claims about OSF have already been fact-checked by organizations (for example, the idea that Soros pays protesters has been debunked by numerous fact-checkers). A quick search could lead you to those analyses.
1. Identify the Category of the Claim: Is it presented as a fact, an allegation, or speculation? Sometimes, people present allegations as if they were facts (“OSF did X!”) when actually it’s unproven. Other times, legitimate facts can be twisted into misleading narratives. Using the classification we employed: is it an established fact (e.g., “OSF’s budget was $1.2 billion in 2020” – verifiable in OSF’s official report), a contested claim (e.g., “OSF meddled in election Z” – something one side says and OSF denies), or a baseless rumor (“OSF controls the UN” – no evidence)? Recognizing this will guide how you treat the claim. Established facts you can usually accept (though double-check if critical); contested claims you should research from multiple angles; baseless rumors you should view with high skepticism or ignore unless you want to debunk them.
1. Cross-Verification: Try to find confirmation from neutral or opposing sources. If a government accuses OSF of something, see if independent journalists or courts have verified that accusation, or if OSF has responded with evidence to the contrary. If OSF boasts about a success, see if there are external evaluations or community perspectives on that program. Often, truth lies in the intersection of multiple sources. That was our approach: we rarely relied on a single source for anything important. You can emulate that by not settling for one Google result – check a few. If multiple credible sources align, that’s a good sign. If they wildly disagree, you know it’s contested and you’ll need to parse who has evidence versus who has agenda.
1. Context and History: Many sensational claims about OSF are recycled or have a context that changes their meaning. For example, a photo circulated of a meeting between a judge and an OSF official might be presented as “proof of collusion,” but knowing the context (perhaps it was an official public event, not secret) defuses it. Whenever you see something shocking, ask: Is there context I’m missing? A quick check might show that, say, OSF being “expelled” from a country was preceded by a propaganda campaign in that country – indicating the claim might be politically motivated. Chapter 1 of this book has given you some historical baseline: you know OSF’s broad mission and typical activities. Use that knowledge. A claim that “OSF is arming rebels” should immediately raise a red flag, because OSF is not known to fund weaponry (and we found no evidence of that). It would be wildly out of pattern. Not impossible, but extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. Understanding OSF’s usual modes (grants to NGOs, advocacy) helps you gauge plausibility.
1. Check the Claims Ledger (figuratively speaking): We created a literal ledger, but you can have a mental ledger of common claims. By reading this book, you’ll be familiar with many key issues (e.g., OSF in Eastern Europe, OSF and migration, OSF’s influence on media, etc.) and what we found to be true or false. If a future claim surfaces on one of these themes, you can recall or revisit what this investigation concluded. If someone says, “OSF caused economy X to crash,” and we covered something similar and found no evidence, you have grounds to doubt it unless new evidence is presented. Of course, remain open to new evidence – but also remember that a lot of these narratives have been around and examined. Be wary of “repackaged” allegations that are essentially old ones with new coats of paint.
1. Use the Appendix and Other Fact-Checking Sources: This book’s Appendix is a goldmine of sources. If you see a news story and wonder if it’s credible, you might find the origin or related data in our sources. Moreover, organizations like PolitiFact, Snopes, FactCheck.org, and major newspapers’ fact-check sections have looked into Soros/OSF conspiracy theories over the years. They often explain why a claim is false or what truth kernel it started from. Utilizing these can save you time. Always check the date of such fact-checks though – ensure the information is up to date, as situations can evolve.
1. Beware of Emotional Triggers: Many false claims about OSF are designed to provoke strong emotions – fear, anger, suspicion. For instance, rumors might tie OSF to hot-button issues (immigration, national sovereignty, etc.) in a way to stoke resentment. If you read something that gives you a visceral reaction, take a step back and apply the above steps before sharing or accepting it. Emotional narratives can cloud judgment. Our investigation aimed to be factual and measured precisely to cut through that emotional manipulation. If you find a piece of news or social media post using a lot of charged language (“puppet master,” “evil agenda,” or on the flip side, perhaps overly hero-worshipping Soros as savior), that’s a sign to check the facts carefully. Reality is usually more nuanced.
1. Understand Legal and Financial Structures: Many wild theories exploit a general public unfamiliarity with how foundations work. By reading this book, you’ll gain insight into OSF’s structure, how it spends money, how it is governed, and what it legally can or can’t do (for example, U.S. foundations cannot donate to partisan political campaigns). Keep those constraints in mind. If someone claims “OSF funded Candidate Y under the table,” you should think: OSF as a 501(c)(3) would violate its tax status doing that; is there evidence they’d risk that? likely not; or they’d have to do it very covertly. Not impossible, but unlikely – show me evidence beyond just assertion. Understanding the difference between an OSF grant (which is usually public or at least known to the recipient and documented) versus, say, Soros’s personal investments (which are separate from OSF) is key. Some claims attribute to OSF things Soros might have done personally, or vice versa. Clarify the entity involved.
1. Apply Occam’s Razor: Sometimes the simplest explanation is the accurate one. OSF tends to operate quite transparently – it publishes annual reports, lists initiatives on its websites. If an outcome (like a new law or a protest movement) can be explained by local factors and public OSF support, that might be the whole story. Conspiracy theories often assume secret grand plots when simpler public factors suffice. While it’s possible OSF does some things quietly (they might not trumpet every single grant), the organization’s philosophy historically has been openness. Also, consider human capacity: the more complex a supposed conspiracy, the more people would have to be in on it, and the harder to keep it secret. This line of reasoning often reveals the implausibility of grand claims (e.g., that OSF orchestrated a refugee crisis – that would require controlling myriad independent actors and events, far-fetched). So, ask yourself: what’s more likely and what does evidence support? A broad decentralized phenomenon or a single puppet master? Most times, reality is broad and decentralized.
In empowering you with this guide, we essentially hope to create more critical readers who can navigate information about not just OSF, but any influential institution in the public eye. George Soros’s OSF has been uniquely targeted by misinformation, but tomorrow it might be another philanthropist or NGO. The same principles apply. Think of how we unraveled things in this chapter and throughout the book: methodically, with care for evidence and fairness. You, too, can adopt an investigator’s mindset. If something doesn’t smell right, investigate a bit before accepting or sharing it.
We also encourage engagement with primary sources. OSF’s own publications, financial disclosures, and independent audits are available. If, say, someone claims “OSF cut funding to country A to punish them,” you can actually look at their annual reports over years to see the trend in country A’s funding. If the trend doesn’t show a cut, that claim holds no water. Becoming comfortable checking such things (they’re often online) is powerful. Not everyone has time to do deep research on every issue – that’s why investigative journalists exist – but a little verification goes a long way in combating the spread of falsehoods.
In conclusion, by reading this book you’re not only learning about OSF; you’re also seeing an investigation in action. We invite you to be an active consumer of information, to approach grand claims with healthy skepticism and modest curiosity. Use the tools we’ve provided – our findings, our sources, our methods – as a springboard for your own verification efforts. An open society, a concept dear to OSF’s mission, depends on citizens who can discern truth from lies through critical thinking and access to information. If this chapter has demystified the investigative process and equipped you with strategies to evaluate claims, then it has fulfilled its purpose. As you proceed to the subsequent chapters, keep these principles in mind; you’ll see them applied repeatedly. And once you finish the book, you’ll hopefully carry them into the wider world of information that awaits. Truth is a collective enterprise – thank you for being part of it as a critical reader.
Relationship to other chapters: This methodology chapter establishes a foundation that will prevent redundancy in later chapters. Definitions of key terms here (influence, philanthropy, etc.) will not be redefined in each chapter; instead, other chapters will refer back to these definitions if needed. The explanation of evidence standards and the Claims Ledger here means that when subsequent chapters evaluate an allegation or cite a source, they won’t repeat the full methodological rationale – they will apply it, occasionally nodding to “as outlined in Chapter 1.” For example, Chapter 3’s analysis of a specific claim will assume readers understand the tiers of evidence and what makes something a contested allegation. If any overlap in describing OSF’s mission or structure occurs, we’ll cross-reference Chapter 1 rather than duplicating text. This note itself is to be removed before publication, ensuring the final book flows without meta-commentary. Each chapter complements the others: Chapter 1 gives you the lens, and the others use that lens to examine different facets of OSF.
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