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Data journalism: what it can do for you 



From the ashes of the news  
industry, a phoenix? 

Watch the video. 



Words from the wise … 



What’s in it for me? 

 
§  Place your other reporting in context. Less “he said; she said.” 

§  Find original stories, new angles 

§  Visualize complex stories: fresh understanding; new points of entry 

Note: data can be used in both reporting and storytelling. But think 
carefully about what you need to show to your audience. Some of 

the best data-driven stories actually contain little in the way of 
numbers or graphs 



Where do I start? 
 
 
 
Usually, with a question you want to answer, or a point you want to 

demonstrate. 
 
 

Good data journalism rarely starts by aimlessly poking at a dataset. 
Approach data like you would an interview: what do you and your readers 

want to know? 



The data frame of mind 

 
 
 

§  When you start working on a story, think “what sources of 
data are available?” as well as “who can I speak to about 
this?” 

§  Assume the data you need exists and is open to the public 
until proven otherwise.  

§  Make it a regular practice to learn about sources of data 
related to your beat.  

§  If necessary, have a plan for acquiring data at regular 
intervals. Some data may require public records requests 

Note: this is very different to: “I’ve written my story. Now I’d better find 
some numbers for a graph.” 



Where do I find data?  

Data.gov: a work in progress 

(For the time being, FedStats is still a better portal to US government data.) 
 
 

Some good portals 
 



Where do I find data?  
More portals 

 
For international comparisons, try the World Bank or Gapminder: 



Where do I find data?  
Often, you’ll need to search for it 

§  Google is your friend. Sometimes simply combining a few keywords with “data” or 
“database” is enough to find what you need 

 
§  Use Google’s advanced search options: 

 
 e.g. the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration is a 
good source of data on 
weather and climate, so if 
searching for data on 
hurricanes, try narrowing the 
search to the noaa.gov site or 
domain 
 
You can also search by file 
type, e.g. xls for Excel 
spreadsheets 
 



Where do I find data?  

Some sample sources for science reporters 
 

Research grants: National Institutes of Health; National Science Foundation 
 

Clinical trials: ClinicalTrials.gov 
 

Earthquakes: USGS earthquake search 
 

Extreme weather: NWS tornadoes, hail and damaging wind (scroll down for data files) 
 

Public health/epidemiology: CDC Wonder 
 
 



Using web search forms 
§  Look for the advanced search page, which will offer options to customize 

your search. 

§  Read the Help or FAQs to learn how the search works. Does it use Boolean 
logic (AND, OR, NOT)? Do quote marks allow you to search for a specific 
phrase? Is there a wildcard character, such as * or %, that allows you to 
look for variations on a search term? 

§  Look for download options once you’ve found the data you need: 

 
 
 



The basics 
(OK, I have some data. What now?) 

§  Sort 
Largest to smallest; Alphabetical etc 

§  Aggregate 
Count, Sum, Mean, Median, Maximum, Minimum etc 

§  Filter 
Select a defined subset of the data 
 
§  Join 
Merge entries from two or more datasets based on common field(s), e.g. 
unique ID number, last name and first name 
 
(Think of these operations as “interviewing” the data.) 
 
 



A note of caution:  
data is often‘dirty’ 

Data can be seductive, but never simply assume that it is 
correct and consistent. Examine any data you obtain to see 
how it is organized, and to scan for potential errors. 
 
You will almost always need to reformat and edit data to suit 
your purposes; frequently you will have to do extensive data 
“cleaning.” 
 
Simple reformatting and editing can be done using a 
spreadsheet, but for bigger cleaning tasks, use: 
 

Google Refine/OpenRefine 
 
There are good video tutorials for this tool at the Google link 
above. 
 



 
 Please clean me! 



 
Why science journalists are lucky:  

clean, well curated data 
 



The basic tools: spreadsheets … 



… and database managers 



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: databases 



Data: Downloads of my own 
genetic scans, performed by 
23andMe and DeCode Genetics. 
Corresponding data for my DNA 
markers read from the same 
companies’ online “genome 
browsers”. 
 
Findings: DeCode had a glitch 
in its database software that 
could cause the presentation of 
an erroneous mitochondrial DNA 
profile in its genome browser. 

Read the story 

Tools and stories: databases 





Spreadsheets 
 
 

Microsoft Excel 
 

Libre Office or Open Office Calc 
 

Google Drive Sheets 
 

Database managers 
 

Microsoft Access 
 

MySQL 
 

PostgreSQL 
 

SQLite 
 
 
 



Tools and stories: putting data onto maps 



Explore the 
graphic online 

Tools and stories: putting data onto maps 



Data: GIS data on clear-
cuts, landslides and prior 
studies of the hazards 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: putting data onto maps 



Free GIS software 
 

Quantum GIS 
 

MapWindow 
 
 

Other free mapping tools 
 

Google Maps 
 

Google Earth 
 

Google Fusion Tables 
 

TileMill 
 

Indiemapper 
 

Geocommons 
 



Tools and stories: online interactive data visualization 

Explore this graphic online 



Explore this 
graphic online 

Tools and stories: online interactive data visualization 



Tableau Public 
 

Many Eyes 
 

Google Fusion Tables 
 

Google Public Data Explorer 
 
 

Free tools for online data 
visualization 

 



Beware running with scissors  
Seek expert help if you need rigorous statistical analysis! 



Data:  Regression analysis of 
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 its own data 
to perform similar analysis. 

Tools and stories: statistical analysis 



Tools and stories: statistical analysis 



Free software for statistical and 
graphical analysis 

 
 

R, plus RAndFriends or RStudio for more user-friendly interfaces 
 



Tools and stories: network analysis 



Data: Citations 
between 
corresponding 
authors of papers 
on “induced 
pluripotent stem 
cells” in high-
impact journals. 
 
Findings: This 
map of influence 
and connections 
in the field may 
help explain why 
non-US scientists 
seem to be losing 
the race to 
publish 

Read the story 

Tools and stories: network analysis 



 
 

Software for network analysis 
 
 

NodeXL (free, extension to Excel 2007/2010) 
 

Gephi (free) 
 

UCINET (free trial version for 60 days, then $250) 
 



Data journalism tutorials 

Spreadsheet tutorial in Excel 2010 
 

Database tutorial in Access 2010 
 

Data visualization with Tableau Public 
 

Making a map with Google Fusion Tables 
 

Introduction to R for statistics 
 

Network analysis with NodeXL 
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