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COLUMBUS, Ohio — Nearly two dec-
ades ago, Lori Davis made a promise to a
grieving father that she never thought
she’d still be keeping.

The Muskingum County, Ohio, wom-
an hasn’t stopped trying to find Brian
Shaffer, a second-year Ohio State med-
ical student, or the other missing Ohio-
ans whose families have pleaded for
someone to keep their searches alive so
that their loved ones’ memories aren’t
lost to time.

When Brian, 27, disappeared on
April 1, 2006, from the former Ugly Tuna
Saloona near the university’s South
Campus Gateway only days after his
mother died from cancer, Davis became
the public voice when the pain and grief
made it too difficult for his family to
speak.

When 29-year-old Tyler Davis van-
ished after a night out to celebrate his
wife Brittany’s 23rd birthday at a Co-
lumbus mall in February 2019, Lori Da-
vis comforted Brittany and bolstered
her resolve.

And when Andy Chapman’s family
discovered years after his December
2006 disappearance that police hadn’t
been investigating the case as much as
they had been led to believe, she helped
them host a march in his honor.

Like dozens of ordinary citizens, Da-
vis, 52, has dedicated her life to calling
attention to the estimated 600,000 peo-
ple who go missing each year in the U.S.
and the tragic stories of the loved ones
who are left behind – sometimes never
receiving any closure.

“What keeps me going are the fam-
ilies,” Davis said. 

Advocates like Davis have embraced
the families who feel as though police
have turned a blind eye, deprioritized or
dragged their feet on their loved ones’
cases, said M. Cris Armenta, a Califor-
nia-based attorney and leader of The
Find Project, a nonprofit group dedicat-
ed to finding missing people.

“If you’re missing a loved one, it is im-
portant to have an advocate to navigate
what the laws are in the specific juris-
diction, what’s actually happening, and
how to make something happen,” Ar-
menta said.

‘Born to do this’

Meaghan Good doesn’t personally
know anyone who is missing.

However, the Ohio native built one of
the largest, most detailed online miss-
ing persons databases in 2004 at the
age of 19, and it’s become her life’s work
– supported solely by donations.

“It is my magnum opus. I feel like I
was born to do this,” said Good, who first
became interested in these cases at 12,
when she stumbled across the National
Center for Missing & Exploited Children
website.

Good’s online database currently
features more than 16,000 missing peo-
ple, mainly from the United States. It is
named after Charles “Charley” Brewster
Ross, who was abducted from his home
on July 1, 1874, in Germantown, Penn-
sylvania, at the age of 4, becoming one
of the first highly publicized missing
person cases. He was never found, ac-
cording to The Charley Project.

Good, 39, who now lives in Fort
Wayne, Indiana, works on the website
full-time, fact-checking and entering as
many as 20 cases a day – driven by the
desire that no missing person should be
forgotten. She gathers details beyond
the minimum information police pro-
vide for the government-run systems.
To be included, people must have been

ness to a case,” Scates said. “I feel like
it’s a responsibility of the community to
make sure that nobody just becomes
unaccounted for.”

There is a community of people on-
line who seem to feel the same, as in-
ternet users have solved other well-
known cases like those of “Grateful Doe”
and “Mostly Harmless.”

In the summer of 2018, the emaciated
body of a hiker was found in a tent in
Florida, setting off a desperate search to
identify him by law enforcement, online
sleuths and the close-knit hiking com-
munity. Facebook users scoured miss-
ing persons databases, searched for ge-
netic matches and examined dental rec-
ords, later identifying him as Vance
Rodriguez in December 2020.

‘So many missing in Ohio’

Davis was watching the news in her
Ohio home in 2006 when a story about
Brian Shaffer came up on TV – she didn’t
know it then, but it would change her
life.

Brian had disappeared from a bar
near the Ohio State campus. Video cam-
eras captured the smiling 27-year-old
medical student walking into the now-
closed Ugly Tuna Saloona in the early
morning of April 1, 2006. But no footage
shows him leaving.

The case captivated Davis, like it has
the nation – becoming the subject of
countless news stories, at least two
documentaries, and multiple podcasts.

But unlike most who were fascinated
by his disappearance, the case drove
Davis to action.

After searching the internet for more
information, she discovered that his
family needed help with a website they
had created to raise awareness about his
disappearance. Coincidentally, Davis
was a web designer.

She became close with Brian’s grief-
stricken father, Randy, and promised
him before his death in 2008 that she
wouldn’t stop looking until his son was
found.

While Brian remains missing, Davis
continues supporting the family as a
media spokeswoman and has gone on to
help the families of many other missing
people in central Ohio.

missing for more than a year. 
“Ordinary people are often the ones

identifying bodies and helping solve
these cases,” Good said.

Internet sleuths solving cases

There are people like Good nation-
wide who comb through police reports,
scour national missing persons data-
bases such as the National Missing and
Unidentified Persons System (NamUs)
and The Charley Project, and share their
clues on internet forums in the hopes of
solving cases that law enforcement
hasn’t, said Michelle Jeanis, an asso-
ciate professor of criminal justice at the
University of Louisiana at Lafayette
who researches missing person cases.

Christina Scates never intended to be
one of those people, but in 2015, when
the now 33-year-old was doing genealo-
gy research and discovered an un-
marked grave with a young woman’s
bones in it, she felt a pull to learn more.

She was drawn in by one line in a
cemetery ledger that read “unidentified
white female bones.”

The bones were found along the
Rocky River in the Cleveland, Ohio, sub-
urb of Strongsville by three teenage
boys on Feb. 5, 1975. The unidentified
woman is believed to have been shot in
the head, and her death was ruled a
homicide, according to a Cuyahoga
County Medical Examiner’s Office re-
port.

Due to a clerical error, the bones were
never entered into unidentified remains
databases and were largely forgotten
until Scates discovered the ledger.

Motivated to try to figure out what
had happened to the young woman,
who she was, and try to bring some clo-
sure to her family, Scates set aside her
research and started calling police de-
partments. She received records related
to the bones’ discovery and posted what
she learned online, gaining the atten-
tion of a forensic sketch artist.

The sketch led to a connection being
made by police in Akron, Ohio, and in
June 2018 the remains were conclusive-
ly identified as Linda Pagano, a 17-year-
old who had been missing for 44 years
by that point.

“I didn’t solve it, I just brought aware-

Many chase answers to
aid in unsolved cases

Danae King
Columbus Dispatch

USA TODAY NETWORK

Online sleuths on mission for the missing

Lori Davis is a victim advocate who
specializes in missing persons cases.
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On the campaign trail, Donald Trump
promoted the idea that white Ameri-
cans were targets of racism and made
reversing President Joe Biden’s “woke
takeover” of Washington a priority of his
second term. 

Now, the president-elect is in a posi-
tion to make good on his promises to
crack down on corporations that do
business with the federal government.
On the chopping block: diversity, equity
and inclusion programs.

“Trump has been very clear about
ending the woke, DEI garbage infecting
this country,” said Trump spokesperson
Steven Cheung.

Trump is staffing his government
with loyalists who want to de-“woke”
America, from Pete Hegseth, his choice
to be Pentagon chief, to Brendan Carr,
his pick for Federal Communications
Commission chairman, said Allan
Schweyer, a principal researcher with
business research group The Confer-
ence Board.

Longtime aide Stephen Miller has
spent the last four years spoiling for this
fight, filing dozens of legal actions
against “woke” corporations. Vice Presi-
dent-elect JD Vance co-sponsored leg-
islation as a senator to eliminate all fed-
eral DEI programs.

“As every day passes and you read
more about the types of people he is ap-
pointing to different positions, organi-
zations have to take this very seriously,”
Schweyer said. 

In his first term, Trump used execu-
tive power to bar the federal govern-
ment and government contractors from
conducting racially “divisive” and “un-
American” diversity training. Trump’s
Labor Department questioned whether
diversity initiatives to increase the
ranks of Black executives at Microsoft
and Wells Fargo violated federal anti-
discrimination laws. 

“A lot of what the president-elect
wants to do, he can do through execu-
tive order. He doesn’t need congression-

al approval. And it’s pretty far reaching,”
Schweyer said.

Proposals from conservative activ-
ists include striking terms like “DEI”
from every federal rule and contract,
having the Justice Department investi-
gate diversity programs and abolishing
Biden administration rules that bar dis-
crimination on the basis of sexual ori-
entation and gender identity.

“Trump launched the fight against
left-wing racialism in his first term,”
said Christopher Rufo, a senior fellow at
the Manhattan Institute think tank.
“Now he has the opportunity to finish
it.”

After the murder of George Floyd in
2020, businesses pledged to make their
workforces and leadership better reflect
the communities they serve. Workers of
color are underrepresented at every lev-
el of power in corporate America, ac-
cording to USA TODAY data investiga-
tions. 

JPMorgan Chase’s Jamie Dimon and
other business leaders have repeatedly
stressed that diversity is good for busi-
ness.

But four years later, the political
landscape has shifted. While corporate
diversity efforts are broadly supported

hours after Trump’s acceptance speech.
She was already out nearly $500,000 in
contracts as mounting attacks on cor-
porate DEI and Trump’s campaign rhet-
oric gave clients cold feet. Colleagues
told her she’s not alone.

“What the work really is and how it
can help us all has been completely
obliterated,” Cabral said.

Still, Joelle Emerson, co-founder and
CEO of diversity strategy and consult-
ing firm Paradigm, has a less pessimis-
tic view. 

Fewer than 10% of the organizations
surveyed by The Conference Board
planned to scale back their DEI commit-
ments over the next three years. 

“I think we’ll see companies adjust,”
Emerson said. Most are not abandoning
the work, which can range from broad-
ening candidate pools to creating men-
torship and coaching programs open to
all.

Instead, business leaders are shoring
up DEI programs to make them less vul-
nerable to legal challenges and public
criticism. They have backed away from
initiatives like hiring targets that con-
servatives claim are illegal quotas and
from executive bonuses tied to DEI
goals. A growing number have dropped
mentions of diversity goals in share-
holder reports. 

These days, few companies publicly
promote their diversity programs. Major
corporations from Walmart to Sales-
force declined or did not respond to re-
quests to make executives available to
discuss their DEI programs.

Microsoft pointed USA TODAY to its
recent diversity and inclusion report,
which says: “We remain deeply commit-
ted to D&I because it is what creates
transformational solutions to the most
complex challenges for customers, part-
ners and the world.”

Franklin Turner, co-chair of the
McCarter & English law firm’s govern-
ment contracts and global trade prac-
tice, said the Trump White House will
increase pressure on companies that re-
ly on federal funding and those compa-
nies may make some adjustments to
policies or training materials. But “I
don’t see the C-suites at companies —
and I work with a lot of them —taking an
intentional step back,” Turner said.

by the American public – especially
younger Americans – they face growing
scrutiny in courts and statehouses
across the country as right-wing groups
and operatives push “race neutral” pol-
icies. The Supreme Court decision in
2023 to ban the consideration of race in
higher education emboldened attacks
on workplace programs.

Public sentiment has also shifted.
Consumer boycotts and pressure cam-
paigns forced some brands to retreat
from marketing campaigns to the
LGBTQ+ community, among others.

A new Pew Research Center survey
found American workers’ opinions on
the role of DEI in the workplace have be-
come more negative. About half – 52%
— of workers said DEI at work is mostly
a good thing, down from 56% in Febru-
ary 2023. The share of workers who said
DEI is bad — 21% — is up 5 percentage
points since last year.

Luke Hartig, president of reputation-
al risk firm Gravity Research, said
Trump’s decisive victory created a nar-
rative “that this election was a referen-
dum on DEI and a range of so-called
woke policies.”

Inclusion strategist Amber Cabral
called it quits on her consulting firm

President-elect has been
critical of DEI for years

Jessica Guynn
USA TODAY
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