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A disclaimer



From the ashes of the news 
industry, a phoenix?

Watch the video.
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http://datajournalism.stanford.edu/�


Words from the wise …
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Explore the interactive.
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http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/01/10/nyregion/20100110-netflix-map.html�


Beauty is not enough
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You need to tell a story

Watch the video.
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jbkSRLYSojo�


Who are the data journalists?



And what are their skills/interests?
10 days on the NICAR listserv, Nov-Dec 2010



The pioneer: Philip Meyer

Now emeritus professor of journalism,  University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Pioneered use of quantitative methods in journalism 
with Knight Newspapers in 1960s.

Author of Precision Journalism, first published 1973.



• 43 dead 
• 467 injured
• 7231 arrests

A Pulitzer for data journalism: 1967 Detroit riot

Data: Survey conducted in the 
immediate aftermath of the riot.

Findings: One theory held that the 
rioters were stuck at the foot of the 
economic ladder with no other means 
of expression. Another argued that 
southern blacks who had moved to 
Detroit were venting years of pent-up 
rage. But Philip Meyer showed that 
college graduates were as likely to 
have rioted as high-school dropouts, 
and that those born in the South were 
less likely to have participated. 

Attention turned instead to pervasive 
racial discrimination in policing and 
housing in Detroit.
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Data: HMO doctor directories 
and state records of 
disciplinary actions taken 
against doctors.

Findings: Despite promises of 
high quality and rigorous 
screening, New York's biggest 
managed health care networks 
offered their customers 
dozens of doctors disciplined 
for serious – even fatal –
wrongdoing.  

Even though the health  
insurers were fully aware that 
the state punished these  
doctors  for such offenses as 
botched surgery, sexual 
misconduct, drug abuse or 
cheating government 
insurance plans, they never 
told their customers.

Tools and stories: relational databases
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Data: GIS data on clear-cuts 
and landslides from the 
Washington State Department 
of Natural Resources. Logging 
company Weyerhaeuser’s 
logging permits. 

Findings: With little scrutiny 
from state geologists, 
Weyerhaeuser was allowed to 
clear-cut unstable slopes. 

Using mapping software, the 
reporters showed that clear-cut 
sites that had at least half of 
their acreage in a moderate- to 
high-hazard zone accounted for 
a disproportionate number of 
landslides in December 2007 
storms. 

Explore interactive graphic.

Tools and stories: GIS
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http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/flatpages/local/landslidesintheupperchehalisriverbasin.html�


Data: Built database of George W. 
Bush “Pioneers” – those who raised 
more than $100,000 to his 2000 
presidential campaign. 

Findings: Social network analysis to 
show who were the key Pioneers in 
the Bush campaign, who they were 
connected to, and what each Pioneer 
gained, if anything, from his or her 
association with Bush, such as 
ambassadorships and other federal 
appointments. Bush raised $96.3 
million, a record at that time.  More 
than 100, about 40%, of the Pioneers 
received some federal appointment 
after the election.

Tools and stories: social network analysis
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Data:  Results from Texas 
standardized assessment tests.

Findings:  Reporters turned a 
story about one school's alleged 
cheating on standardized tests 
into a piece about cheating across 
the state. They used regression 
analysis to show some suspicious 
improvements among historically 
low-performing schools, including 
a “desperately impoverished 
school where the fourth-graders 
have trouble adding and 
subtracting – but nearly all the 
fifth-graders got perfect scores on 
the math portion of the Texas 
Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills.”

The Morning News also found that 
the Texas Education Agency 
doesn’t use perform similar 
analyses.

Tools and stories: statistical analysis
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So, are any journalists using R?

I saw your blog post on the Michael Jackson chart in the New 
York Times today. I thought it might amuse you to know that the 
charts were made in R. (Then cleaned up in Illustrator and moved 
into Flash, but they started life in R.)

Amanda Cox, graphics department, The New York Times
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Explore the interactive.
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http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2009/06/25/arts/0625-jackson-graphic.html�


Watch the video.
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http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/04/magazine/04Rivera-t.html?_r=1�


Data: Results from 2008 primaries and 
2004 presidential election; US Census.

Method: Classification and Regression 
Trees algorithm (Brieman, Friedman, 
Olshen & Stone, 1984).

R package: rpart (recursive partitioning).
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http://roadrunner.cancer.med.umich.edu/comp/docs/R/rpart.pdf�
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Data: Performance of Cramer’s 
stock picks versus market 
indices.

Findings: CNBC claimed that 
Cramer’s picks beat the S&P 500, 
but they did not.

Cramer’s picks did jump in value 
the day after broadcast, as his 
followers rushed to buy, but then 
slowly slid relative to the market. 
This points to a viable alternative 
investment strategy: short 
Cramer’s picks to cash in on this 
trend.

Methods: Read more from Bill 
Alpert’s statistical adviser Patrick 
Burns, and from Bill himself at 
at the R Journal. 
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http://burns-stat.com/pages/Working/cramer_vs_pseudocramer.pdf�
http://burns-stat.com/pages/Working/cramer_vs_pseudocramer.pdf�
http://cran.r-project.org/doc/Rnews/Rnews_2007-3.pdf�


My own first steps with R …



Data: Survey data on US public 
perceptions of corporate 
“greenness” from company called 
Earthsense. Quantitative 
assessment of same companies’ 
environmental impacts, from a 
company called Trucost.

Findings: There are wide 
mismatches between public 
perceptions and reality. Some firms 
have undeserved “green” 
reputations, while others are not 
getting credit for fairly impressive 
efforts to reduce their 
environmental footprints. Greater 
disclosure of companies’ 
environmental impacts, plus 
improved awareness of these 
impacts by investors and consumer 
alike, may be needed to push 
businesses in a genuinely green 
direction.
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Methods: Spearman rank 
correlation; Kruskal-Wallis tests 
and multiple comparisons. More 
details at newscientist.com.

Explore interactive graphic.
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http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn18540-hey-green-spender-methods.html�
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn18540-hey-green-spender-methods.html�
http://www.newscientist.com/movie/green-companies�
http://www.newscientist.com/movie/green-companies�
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Data: Time-to-acceptance for 
original research papers involving 
“iPS” cells – an exciting 
alternative to embryonic stem 
cells.

Findings: Papers from 
corresponding authors outside 
the US took significantly longer to 
be accepted for publication. US-
based authors were also better  
at getting papers into high-impact 
journals.

Methods: Cox proportional 
hazards regression; Kaplan-Meier 
survival curves. More details at 
newscientist.com.

R package: survival (survival 
analysis).
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http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn18996-the-stem-cell-wars-data-methods-and-results.html�
http://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/survival/survival.pdf�


Why aren’t more data journalists using R?

• Seen as difficult/arcane

“It’s like nothing you’ve ever encountered.”
Experienced computer-assisted reporter and web developer

• A dangerous tool, in the hands of journalists?

“I’m concerned that you’re giving them a chainsaw.”
Professor of science journalism



Breaking down the barriers

• User-friendly interfaces, e.g. Jeroen Ooms’ ggplot2 application:

• Collaboration!
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http://www.yeroon.net/ggplot2/�


Collaboration: feature on predictive analytics



vs

The challenge …
Top sellers Bottom sellers
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