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Summary 

What is Data Journalism?  A brief outline will be presented with references to professional 

opinions and observations of published reports?  

 

Data Journalism at the University of Central Lancashire is in its infancy; 2015 being the 

first year it has run as a fully fledge module.  Two years ago it was conducted as an 

element within a current Journalism module and one year ago it was added as a sidebar 

independent study component.  It was this proving ground and the work by the students 

with organisations in the industry such Johnsons Press that convinced Uclan course 

curators to add Data Journalism as a  module on the curriculum.  

 

The first section of this report is a first-hand case study of its inception as tutored by 

Megan Knight the course leader and a documented account of the Lancashire Evening 

Post’s collaboration with the students in creating data driven reports on the 2015 General 

Election within their readership coverage area.  

 

The second section of this report is a look at the skillsets requested by media industry 

leaders seeking to employ a data journalist along with what tools of the trade current data 

journalist use.  

 

The final section is an analysis of the software programs predominantly used by a data 

journalist to create visualisations with regards to the skill level required to operate them.  
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Introduction 

The majority of the data stored around the world is in the form of factual descriptions, 

definitions, and historically written conclusions of events, conversely there are also equally 

as many databases with numerical statistics that match the facts.  Data Journalism is a 

process of gathering and combining this data then using software tools and techniques to 

clarify the information and produce a visual representation that can tell you more than the 

original pages of data.  An example of this is Elisabetta Tola’s ‘map of ignorance’ 

(Appendix A.v) an interactive map of the seismic safety of Italian public schools created 

by merging gathered data.  (datadrivenjournalism.net 2013) 

 

There are seasoned journalists that consider data journalism to be the equivalent of a 

graphic novel as compared to the works of Shakespeare.  It is not taken seriously for its 

true journalistic content in the same way the story’s told via graphic artists are not readily 

recognised for their literature content.  Before the internet this was probably a realistic 

perception, however since technology began pushing newsprint to news-pixels it has 

become a more attractive way of telling the story of the day especially if it is data driven.  

Nick Bilton a technologist for The Times said "Paper is dying, but it's just a device, 

replacing it with pixels is a better experience."  (newyorkdailysun.com 2015) 

 

Off the shelf software programmes such as Google Fusion Tables, (google.com) which is a 

powerful tool to merge repetitive tables of information into one visualisation and 

Datawrapper (datawrapper.de) a customisable chart builder, are widely available to assist 

journalists in designing graphs and charts for print and interactive web elements to 

accompany online news articles.  An experienced front end web designer however can 

hand code geo location data such as the latitude and longitude of landmarks and buildings 

into an interactive map just as quickly as Google map engine (Appendix A.vii) and provide 

bespoke representations that exemplify the information so are these tools necessary. 

 

The question is what technological skillsets do data journalists need to keep up with this 

visual information revolution.  Tim Berners-Lee, founder of the World Wide Web said, 

“data-driven journalism is the future, journalists need to be data-savvy” (The Data 

Journalism Handbook, 2012, p.16) this project will explore if they also need to be code-

savvy. 
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Section 1- Data Journalism  

Case Study  

Overview 

This case study will follow a group of Uclan Journalism students as they work in 

collaboration with (JP) Johnsons Press and the (LEP) Lancashire Evening Post to take the 

data driven stories behind the general election 2015 from conception to completion.  

 

The scope of the stories will primarily focus on the constituency’s surrounding the LEP’s 

readership coverage (Appendix A.i) with a view to them featuring as data driven news 

articles in the paper during the run up to the election.  

 

The intention is to examine the technological skillsets the students cultivate to gather, clean 

and merge the data behind their chosen stories and what data visualisation techniques they 

develop to portray the information.  By following their journalistic endeavours and 

analysing each stage of their progress it will be possible to see how these future data 

journalists turn words and numbers in a spreadsheet into a data visualisation that reveals 

the true story.  

 

Tuesday 20th January  

The data journalism module project as outlined by Megan Knight (2015) University of 

Central Lancashire module leader.   

 

The intention of the module is to teach the journalist students key skills in data analysis 

and visualisation so they might produce data driven news stories.  (Google Ref G.i) 
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What is Data Journalism? 

Tuesday 27th January  

It is only recently that ‘data journalism’ was ascribed the title, it is more commonly known 

as ‘computer assisted reporting’ and The National Institute for Computer-Assisted 

Reporting (NICAR) has been supporting data journalist since 1989 with is extensive 

database library’s and data analysis training.  (ire.org 2015) 

 

However all ‘journalism’ is ‘data journalism’ if you ascribe the term ‘data’ to mean 

‘information’ as the news media industry exists to present information.  In the context of 

this project the term data journalism will be refer to stories that have been derived from 

collated data sets or have been reinforced by visualizations generated from the data.  

 

You cannot get a more perfect example of data journalism than the stories that emerged 

from the analysis of parliamentary expense claims forms leaked to The Telegraph in 2009.  

The documentation had been requested pry to the leak but access turned down; access 

which under the Freedom of Information Act, that came into force on 1
st
 January 2005 

would have been freely available.   

 

Data journalism in this form is relatively new and has piggybacked the transformation of 

the news industry to the web, allowing journalists to portray more evidently the myriad 

datasets of information available to them as visualization’s that not only clarify but expose.   
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The BBC in The Data Journalism Handbook (2012, p.30) described the purpose of data 

journalism with three rules that a reporter should consider before adding a data 

visualization to their story.   

 

The Washington Posts “Faces of the Fallen” a collection of interactive searchable data 

visualisations of the U.S. service members that died in the Iraqi conflicts, is a worthy 

example of all three rules.  (washingtonpost.com 2013) 

 

The best description of data Journalism is probably is by Simon Rogers (The Data 

Journalism Handbook, 2012, p.38) who built the Guardian data blogs from a small side 

line to an award-winning online data visualisation and free database repository. 

 

 

These descriptions suggest there is a degree of interpretation involved in producing data 

driven stories and their associated visuals, some of this interpretation is founded in the 

journalist’s skills but how much is revealed when it is processed by technology?  
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First Meeting Lancashire Evening Post  

Wednesday 28
th

 January  

Johnston Press plc is a multimedia company, based in London and is the second-largest 

publisher of local newspapers in the UK.  The Lancashire Evening Post is one of the 

newspapers they publish daily; its head office in Preston was the location of development 

meetings.   

 

This initial gathering was to define an agenda for the project and a path for the students to 

follow in regards to the subject matter which was to be the general election in May 2015.  

The LEP outlined a scope for data driven stories based on the results of a Johnson Press 

reader survey they conducted into the main issues that would sway a voter.  

 

Editor Mike Hill was keen to make the stories relevant to local readers’ comments on the 

election.  (Google Ref G.vii)  He finished the meeting by asking how fast we could get a 

jpeg visualization of the election results to the paper for them to run alongside the main 

story.   

 

Speed to print is vital for the newspaper industry especially headline breaking news such as 

election results so an editor would require a data journalist who could accurately gather the 

data, format it and produce visualizations very quickly.  The trade-off is between this speed 

to press and the skill of the journalist as to whether they produce a chart created from an 

off the shelf piece of software and on the editors desk in say thirty minutes or if they go for 

a hand coded custom diagram that takes the same time. (Appendix A.xvii) 
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Spreadsheets  

Tuesday 3
rd

 February   

Since the introduction of the freedom of information act literally millions of data sets and 

records are now free for the public to download or request.  This task has been made easier 

with the ability to access computer programmes such Microsoft Excel and compatible 

software like OpenOffice.org to open and examine the data files.  It is online accessible 

data sets from sources such as the Office of National Statistics (ONS) (ons.gov.uk) that 

modern journalist scour for hidden stories or use to back up their own investigative reports.  

 

These extensive spreadsheets of data however do not always come in a human readable 

style let alone one that a software programme can understand:  

 

Using pre-existing xlsx files on cities populations (Google Ref G.ii) in Abode Excel the 

data journalism module tutor explained to her students how information should be 

correctly organised in a spread sheet so that when the file is upload to a program such as 

Tableau’s desktop data visualisation software, (tableau.com) the results are not obscure or 

inaccurate.  Cleaning your data is very important The Online Journalism Handbook 

(Bradshaw and Rohumaa, 2011) provides a few examples of how ‘dirty’ data can mess up 

your visualisations and suggest using ‘Google Refine’ a spreadsheet analysis tool now 

branded as “Open Refine”, that can help you filter and sort large data sets that could take 

hours of scrutiny to clean by hand.  (openrefine.org) 

 

The module tutor also demonstrated for the students how to perform filters and sorts using 

the Excel spreadsheets tools but did not refer to any online software applications that could 

do this for them and the lecture only skimmed the surface how you can manipulate data in 

spreadsheets.  Understanding spreadsheets, operating them and performing formulated 

calculations is a subject that is taught separately at both high school and college level under 

the current curriculum.   

 

However journalists that graduated from their education prior to the advent of computers 

and information technology lessons would have to seek an education in this discipline as 
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advised by Cynthia O’Murchu, of The Financial Times.  (The Data Journalism Handbook, 

2012, p.131)  However some of the students in the lecture did not have the prerequisite 

Excel skills to perform even simple mathematical calculations. 

 

Maps and mapping  

Tuesday 10th February   

Google maps are the most famous mapping software and have a developer playground with 

dedicated Api’s to plot everything from lampposts to the latest traffic jam,  so long as you 

have a geo-location reference point i.e. name of a city, country, continent, post/zip code, 

latitude and longitude coordinates, or a combination zipped into a Keyhole Markup 

Language (KML) file. 

 

The tutor introduced her students to maps and mapping with a Google Map Engine Lite 

lesson plan.  (Google Ref G.iii)  As a starting point Google Map is a respectable piece of 

software to teach mapping visualization skills and given enough time to play with layers, 

custom icons and uploading kml area plotting files you can produce effect maps.  The tutor 

demonstrated this by creating a colour coded map of the general election results 2010 that 

make up the LEP readership distribution area.  (Appendix A.ii / A.iii / A.iv)   

 

These ‘off the shelf’ produced maps showing a breakdown of the major political parties in 

the distribution area, could be used as base a comparison of the upcoming 2015 election 

results and took at most thirty minutes to produce once the data had been cleaned.  A post 

2015 election map would probably take even less time now that a template has been 

established something Helsingin Sanomat a Finnish reporter believes all data journalist 

should a stash of.  (Open Knowledge Blog, 2013) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Google Maps though are not the only online mapping software; the CartoDB map 

(cartodb.com 2015) (Appendix A.xiv) of the University of Central Lancashire campus 

highlighting crimes committed in the area during November 2014 was created from an 
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extensive Excel spreadsheet downloaded from the data police website.  (data.police.uk 

2015)  The same map could not be duplicated in Google Map Engine because the file was 

too large for the software to handle, however neither CartoDB nor any of the other open 

source mapping tools were demonstrated to the students or even mentioned in the lectures.   

 

Election data planning and development 

Tuesday 17th February   

The Lancashire Evening Post asked for the Data Journalist students to produce five stories 

based on their top six survey responses, to facilitate this the subjects were broken down 

into research topics and the students split into pairs.  

The tutor asked the students to consider two things when formulating their stories and 

possible visualisations. 

 
 

They were then requested to find these data sources and present the results to the LEP the 

following day.  (Google Ref G.xi)  At this point the plan as an observer was to see how the 

student’s journalist skills merged with those required of a data journalist to find the 

information essential to produce data visualisations. 

Second meeting with Lancashire Evening Post  

Wednesday 18th February   

The purpose of this meeting was to find out what the students were considering in regards 

to story ideas and whether they met with The Lancashire Evening Posts expectations.  

Help and advice as to story direction was given by Mike Hill and alternative suggestions of 

where the data could be sourced.  

 

Offers of utilising the LEP as a foundation to process freedom of information requests 

(FOI) were forthcoming however none of the students took them up on this offer.  It was 

also recommended that the students read the stories that the paper was currently printing on 

the election campaign and issues around it; the editor wanted the stories to remain focused 

on local issues for their localised readership, only a few of the students bothered to take a 

copy of the newspaper home. 
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Data Journalist Students Progress  

Friday 20th February 

After the meeting at The Lancashire Evening Post the module leader Megan knight sent an 

email arranging to meet each group of students separately to discuss how far they had got 

and what they needed to do to progress further.  (Google Ref G.iv) 

 

Sitting in on one of these meetings it was obvious that some of the students were struggling 

to find the appropriate data.  The two students working on ‘The Cost of Living’ story were 

at a loss as to how to phrase keywords to search the Office of National Statics for data 

tables and they failed to come up with anything new since the last lecture.  This could 

probably be more of a cultural issue than a skills issue as the two girls in question are 

international students from China.   

 

Subsequent to this meeting Megan sent an email outlining the students’ progress stating 

that she thought they had done some good work.  (Google Ref G.v / G.vi)  

 

Wednesday 25th February 

At this point ‘The Cost of Living’ students still had not made any progress and were 

floundering.  The problem the students were facing was that they would not find a single 

document with all the data they needed and they would have to scrape data from a variety 

of sites and collate the information for themselves this would require some analytic skills 

that so far they had not demonstrated.  It was only when the tutor created a spread sheet 

with headings and sample data that they seemed to comprehend what they had to do. 

 

Friday 27th February 

The lecture had been billed as a show and tell so the tutor could get a sense of their story 

developments.  ‘The Cost of Living’ group were still striving to make sense of ONS data 

files and had to exploit the tutor as a search assistant to complete the task.  Once they had 

the numbers though due to their lack of knowledge with Excel they had to lean on the 

tutor’s knowledge to perform mathematical formulas to convert the data so they could 

compare the yearly percentage values.   

 

The third year and post graduate students appeared to be working independently and with 

better results.  They had found, cleaned, and converted large data sets to extract the 
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information they required; in fact they had too much information and had planned on using 

the editor of the LEP as a sounding board for the direction they should take next. 

 

When asked what kind of visualisation they had in mind for the data each group responded 

with the same answer of a ‘line graph’.  The tutor asked them to think carefully about 

whether this choice of visualisation would work for the story behind the data and to 

consider if it would help the reader understand the story.  Gestalt a psychologist in 1912 

came up with eight Gestalt Laws of pattern recognition indicating how colour, shape and 

perception can influence the way people make sense of visual data, an explanation of these 

‘laws’ might have helped the students with visualizing the patterns in the data.  (Interactive 

Visualization, 2013, p.113)   

 

Furthermore it was suggested that the NHS data could be displayed as a timeline or that the 

migration data be shown as an interactive layered map; neither of these suggestion went 

down very well with the non-technological students and were not followed up on. 

 

Wednesday 4th March 

Lancashire Evening Post meeting with ‘cost of living’ and ‘health’ group.  The purpose of 

this meeting was for the students to show the editors the data they had found and how they 

were going to use to use it to tell a story.  Unfortunately due to dearth of confidence the 

two students covering ‘cost of living’ hardly spoke and allowed the tutor to exhibit their 

work.  The ‘Health Story’ students were more able to explain their data, asked relevant 

questions, and arranged to speak with the LEP’s health correspondent.   

 

Wednesday 11th March 

Lancashire Evening Post meeting with ‘environment and ‘migration’ group.  Again the 

purpose of this meeting was for the students to show the editors the data they had found to 

support their election issue story.  The tutor was unable to attend this meeting with the 

students and the only LEP reporter present was Jenny Simpson conversely though the two 

groups of students demonstrating their work were the strongest and the most organised, 

they had gathered relevant data independently, and considered what would make a good 

story.   

 

They were though still unsure as to how to present their data visually, undoubtedly due to 

their lack of exposure to data visualization software techniques.  Both groups left the 
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decision to the editor to explain what they could possibly do for a visual and what kind of 

news article they could produce, however she only talked about print options and did not 

discuss to how the data could be visualized for online. 

 

Tableau & Graph design workshop  

Tuesday 3rd March   

As an introduction to the desktop data visualisation software Tableau the students were 

instructed in how to upload an Excel file on city population figures and drag and drop the 

relevant rows and columns of data to build a map that could be filtered by density and 

population.  (Appendix A.vi)  This was only achievable because the data in the file had 

been cleaned and structured in a way that was compatible with the software’s data 

recognition methods. 

 

It was proposed to the module leader that she introduced the students to other online chart 

design software such as DataWrapper (datawrapper.de) which is popular with many 

national newspaper groups; she commented that it was more for online use than print.  

Very few news media groups do not have online publications, for that reason if the data 

journalism module is purporting to teach the skills required of a data journalist it should 

include some visualisation techniques for web.   

 

Tableau can produce some good data visualizations however it requires more than a brief 

introduction if you really want to work with it.  Some of the students were due to attend a 

Tableau workshop and as the tutor has training in the software it is believed she will be 

encouraging her students to produce their visualisations with it.  

 

 

Data scraping and cleaning 

All the students have strived to locate data and extract relevant information from the sea of 

material they have downloaded.  Experienced data journalist use online tools such 

OpenRefine and Data Wrangler (vis.stanford.edu) to clean and transform tables of 

information into workable files that can be uploaded to software programmes such as 

Tableau.  A firm favourite to convert those elusive pdf documents to spreadsheets is 
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ScraperWiki, (scraperwiki.com) even so the students were not informed of these tools and 

never mind instructed in how to use them. 

 

The students were also very myopic in their data sources, as journalist they should be able 

to research and find information to back up and support their articles from a variety of 

creditable sources.  Conversely the cost of living students spent hours searching the Office 

for National Statistics (ONS) for information even when other sources were suggested to 

them such as the databases of The Guardian Blogs, (theguardian.com).  

The migration team establish all their data from the 2011 census which was possibly the 

most accurate but was also sourced from the ONS.  The only team that looked elsewhere 

for their data was the environment team but only so far as to direct their search to the 

datasets of the gov.uk.   

This deficiency of investigative skills is what the collaboration with the newspaper was 

supposed to overcome however the experiment has possibly not gone quiet to plan.   

It might be worth them reading two books written by Paul Bradshaw,  Scraping for 

Journalists (2013) and Finding Stories in Spreadsheets(2014), highlighted in an article on 

the Journlsim.co.uk website  'Two reasons why every journalist should know about 

scraping 

'  

Data Journalist Students Work 

Regardless of their skirmishes with data, meagre analysis skills and visualisation 

techniques the students did produced finished articles; some of which will be published in 

the Lancashire Evening Post over the weeks leading up to the general election. 
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One of the hardest things for the students to grasp was how they would visualise their data, 

as students of words and pictures considering graphs, charts and maps did not come to 

them easy and in most cases had to be pressed into their choice by the editor at the LEP. 

 

The environment team developed maps in both Tableau and Google, yet after all its hype 

when submitting their final story they choose to use the Google map over the Tableau one.  

(Appendix A.x / A.ix)  Conceivably due to their customisation of the development areas 

with Google Map polygraph lines, something they may not have accomplished in Tableau 

without the right tutorial. 

 

The migration team of students have possibly established the most comprehensive 

collection of data and graphics to demonstrate their story.  (Google Ref G.xii)  They have 

used a map created in Tableau, (Appendix A.xi)   but it should be noted that these two girls 

went on the Tableau workshop so they have skillset advantage.   

 

They also produced illustrated infographics, in the book Interactive Visualization (Ferster 

and Shneiderman 2013 p139) there are ‘Five rules of information communication’ one of 

them is “Do not beautify, clarify” The images the team created to accompany the data on 

migration figures exemplifies this rule, by enhancing the understanding visually what 

would have been harder to comprehend in words.  (Appendix A.xii / A.xiii)  

 

The same could not be said for the visualisations produced by ‘the cost of living’ group; 

they could be forgiven for having one of the hardest data sets to scrape and configure 

however their portrayal of the data is poor quality and girls failed to explore any other 

avenue than Excel line and bar charts as visuals.  (Appendix A.xv / A.xvi)   

 

When graphing data it is vital to choose the correct form; in Excel there are nine ways of 

charting data (Ferster and Shneiderman 2013 p139) and there are five methods of 

organising information: by location, alphabetically, liner time, category and hierarchy. 

The cost of living girls tried to merge all of these concepts in each chart resulting in 

confusing visuals that are hard to understand. They should take a lesson from Duncan 

Clark and his comment in an interview with the Interhacktives. 
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The students had time in their favour however they did not use it to experiment with a 

wider range of data visualisation software, they stayed within the comfort zone of their 

skillset instead of seeking to develop it further.  

 

Data Journalist Students Survey 

Back in 2011 a survey was conducted by the European Journalism Centre (EJC) (ejc.net) 

into what training was required for future and current journalists, the most prominent result 

of the survey as reported on datadrivenjournalism.net was: 

 

So a survey was organised for to gather some of data Journalist student’s opinions on the 

module and their work, the results revealed: 

 

Only 50% of the students said that would consider a career as a data journalist perhaps this 

is also due to a ‘lack of adequate knowledge’.  

 

Case Study Conclusion  

If the objective of data journalism is to tell a story or reveal a hidden story through 

visualization techniques, we can mark the module and case study a success.  The students 

did indeed create data driven stories and visualisations for the Lancashire Evening Post 

based on election issues raised in their survey and in some cases clarified fact from fiction 

that would have been harder to distinguish in words.   

 

However it is the feeling of this project writer that the visualisation techniques imparted to 

the students lacked the nuances of what can be accomplished with more versatile software 
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such as Google Fusion Tables and CartoDB mapping, which from testing have been 

established to be within the abilities of the students with no knowledge of coding 

languages.   

 

As part of the module they have been asked to analysis real journalist’s data visualizations 

and critically challenge their choice of graph, chart or map when barely a month ago they 

were stuttering over the question of how they would portray their own stories data with the 

words   ‘I think a line graph’ hardly making them candidates for judging other peoples 

work.   

 

The level of data analysis covered by the module also falls short of that which would be 

required by a journalist working for a national newspaper.  The basic Excel skills 

demonstrated to the students have in no way prepared them for the role of a data journalist.  

Their success was more down to their current skills in research and data analysis than any 

they acquired during the lectures.   

 

The University of Central Lancashire is famed for producing media reporters of merit and 

note however if it is to produce an award winning data journalist the content of the data 

journalism module may require a rethink.  Perhaps taking a lesson or two from the 

Interhacktives who recently ran a webinar on how to clean and visualise election data using 

the web mapping tool CartoDB.  (interhacktives.com 2015)  

 

 

Section 2 - Data Journalism in Practice 

The Job of a Data Journalist  

The BBC news media describes data journalism as a team effort with everyone pooling 

their individual talents together to create the data story and its relevant visuals.  They say 

there is no ‘unicorn’ no one “specifically identified as a data journalist” (The Data 

Journalism Handbook, 2012, p.33)   they talk of their staff being proficient in the use of 

spreadsheet applications and whether they are a journalist, designer or developer they are 

expected to know what the other person job entails so they can work more proficiently 

together.   
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Skills they call upon their team to demonstrate include analysing data with Google Docs 

and Fusion Tables, developing geographical visualisations with Google, and Esri’s 

ArcMap and design infographics around the data with Adobe Illustrator, After Effects, and 

Photoshop.  Some of their hard core hackers use MySQL, Python, and Perl to pick apart 

larger data sets and then use JavaScript and JQuery libraries to publish their findings as 

interactive visuals.  This would suggest they require a high level of technical knowledge 

from their journalist as well as that all important ‘nose’ for a good story.  

 

The Guardian also describes the role of a data journalist as agile requiring more than one 

head or pair of hands.  (Appendix A.vii)  Simon Rogers who edited The Guardian Blog for 

many years defines data journalism as a process that is changing as new techniques emerge 

and advocates the use of free tools.  

 

This is an example of the trade-off between speed to press and the skill of the journalist.  

  

In April 2015 the BBC careers website was advertising the role of a ‘Data Journalist, 

Visual Journalism’ they were asking candidates to be “brimming with original ideas on 

how to best apply data-driven journalism.”  (careerssearch.bbc.co.uk 2015)  

They wanted the potential journalist to have: 

 

 

 

They were also keen for them to have: 
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Obviously the BBC is a major player in the field of journalism and this is reflected in the 

expertise they ask for when recruiting new staff.  Conversely when Mike Hill editor of the 

Lancashire Evening Post a small local daily newspaper was asked what essential and 

desired skills he would seek in a potential data journalist he replied: 

 

So even at the lower end of the spectrum editors are looking for journalist with online 

reporting skills perhaps even that elusive ‘unicorn’ data journalist.  He also suggested an 

important ability would be “A nose for spotting a story in the data and a sack-full of 

ideas”.  (Mike Hill, 2015)  (Google Ref G.ix)   

 

Interview with a Data Journalist  

At the first meeting with the Lancashire Evening Post editorial staff we were introduced to 

Ruby Kitchen an investigative reporter and data journalist for the Harrogate Advertiser and 

she agreed to an email based interview.  The questions sent to Ruby were modelled on two 

online articles based on interviews with data journalists. 

(radar.oreilly.com 2012)  (interhacktives.com 2013).   

 

The two journalists interviewed were Ben Welsh from the Los Angeles Times 

(palewi.re/who-is-ben-welsh/ 2013) who describes himself as: 

 

and James Ball one of the UK‘s leading data journalists for The Guardian who has worked 

on notorious stories such as Guantanamo Files and Reading the Riots.  (Gennady Kolker, 

the Guardian 2013) 

 

Perhaps it is a bit unfair to compare Ruby Kitchen to these two national reporters with 

backgrounds in computer assisted reporting but they each ‘fell into’ the role with no formal 

education or instruction in how to compile data driven stories or produce data 

visualizations.  Conceivably because when they set out to follow a career in journalism the 
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term data journalism was not a widely known concept and formal education in the subject 

matter was not considered, Ruby Kitchen admitted as much in her interview. 

 

James Ball when explaining how he got into data journalism said ‘I had data skills 

basically,"  Ben Walsh polished his skills while working for the National Institute for 

Computer-Assisted Reporting (NICAR) “ Decades before anyone called it ‘data 

journalism’.” 

 

Ruby analyses spreadsheet data from government and public sources to either find or back 

up her stories of daily life in Harrogate, the same starting point for the majority of James 

and Bens reporting accomplishments.  In fact James Ball recommends starting small with 

Excel.   

 

Both Ben and Ruby use third party software to help analyses databases; Ben uses 

PostgreSQL (postgresql.org) a powerful, open source object-relational database system, 

while Ruby uses OpenRefine a tool for cleaning messy data, the former being a more 

‘techie’ option while the latter is a playground for many data analysts.  

 

She may not have had to lay low because the data she carried on a memory stick was 

sensitive but like the journalism students Ruby has struggled to find data, she explained 

how she had to scrape information from multiple sources for her most famous story about 

‘legal highs’ because there was no official record at that time on the increasing dilemma.  

(harrogateadvertiser.co.uk 2015) 

 

When Ruby was asked which comes first the story or the data her response was: 
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James Balls reply to the same question was, “it’s always better to have the story in mind 

but if the data doesn’t back your story you drop the story”.  It would seem the answer is 

more complicated than the question and is where the experience, training, and skillsets of a 

good reporter come into practice.  

 

The final question posed to Ruby and James was ‘What three pieces of advice would you 

give to an aspiring data journalist?’  One of James answers was, “You have got to have 

skills that other people in the newsroom don’t.”  Which is good advice and so was Ruby’s: 

 

 

The front page was once the domain of the press photographer not anymore; it is 

progressively becoming the province of the data journalist?  The headlines on May the 8
th

 

will be based on data journalism and the public will be looking for a visualisation that 

demonstrates clearly how the election was won. 

 

The complete interview with reporter Ruby Kitchen can be found on the Google drive. 

(Google Ref G.x)   

 

Section 3 - Software Analysis 

Tools of the trade  

 

Journalists from the national award winning Ben Welsh to the local data wrangler Ruby 

Kitchen all have their personal favourite software programme.  Each as Billy Ehrenberg 

states in the quote above have their merits so in accordance with the rules of data 

journalism here are some visualisations to clarify the merits along with an honest opinion 

from a coder. 
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If you are serious about becoming a data journalist you need to immerse yourself in the 

myriad software programmes, experiment with customisations, and downloadable formats.  

The trick is to find the tools that you feel the most comfortable working with or update 

your skills by taking a course and learn how to use the software professionally; especially 

if you want to impress the editor with quickly produced quality visuals that look nerdy but 

really only took a couple of mouse clicks.  

 

Conversely the best data visualisation tool could be the one that is currently being 

designed.  Good sources of what is new in data journalism and data visualisation are 

journalism.co.uk and the Interhacktives.com, who publish some incisive interviews with 

data journalists and information on data visualisation tutorials. 
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Section 4 - In Conclusion 

Investigative Analysis 

 

It was the intention of this project to explore whether a data journalist needed to be ‘code-

savvy’ the conclusion is that they can fake the code with off the shelf technologies, they 

can even fake their ability to clean, sort and analysis data with programmes like 

OpenRefine, they cannot though fake the talent of being able to see the wood from the 

trees or the skill to create a visualisation that allows us to clearly see the path through the 

forest.   

 

Whether you are a ‘clickbait’ visualizer as described by Dr James Cheshire (Interhacktives 

2014) or an awarding winning data journalist you do undeniably as Tim Berners-Lee said, 

“Need to be data-savvy” (The Data Journalism Handbook, 2012, p.16) The most essential 

talent a data journalist requires is the ability to understand, sort, filter and manipulate a 

spreadsheet of data; however it would not hurt to be a little ‘code-savvy’. 

 

The projects investigation into the skillsets required to produce data journalism and its 

visualisations revealed a two tier system, which are accurately laid out by investigate data 

visualizer Duncan Clark (Interhacktives 2014) 

 

At the top of this tier are the multiple skilled journalists that come from a data analysis 

background or have educated themselves in the skillsets they require to create the data 

visualisations they wish to portray.  They have built up a playground of tools such as 

Highcharts and Tableau; they understand how to tweak JavaScript code and css styling to 

produce the most effective visualisation and probably could build a widget to forecast the 
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next five years rainfall.  These journalists are more likely to be investigative reporters with 

time to examine data, compare, and merge it until they extract the truth from the figures.   

 

Further down the ladder you have weekly reporters who need to produce graphs and charts 

on the fly from data they have sourced from freedom of information acts and government 

statistic files.  These journalists do not have to time to play in ‘jsfiddle’s’ coding 

playground (jsfiddle.net) or build illuminating infographics in Illustrator; they have to feed 

the data into simple efficient off the shelf visualisation builders such as DataWrapper and 

Google Fusion Tables.  When push comes to shove and a deadline is looming they may 

even resort to the old Excel files and export a quick jpeg of a bar chart to the editor then 

ask the newsroom’s dev team if they could build an interactive one for the website. 

 

The Kiln.it website have a moto “Data + Journalism + technology + Design = kiln” If you 

replace ‘Kiln’ with ‘News’ you get the equation for the skillset that a data journalist 

requires.  

 

Part of this project was a study of the University of Central Lancashire Data Journalism 

module and whether it is tutoring the students in the skillsets they will require as a data 

journalist.  Based on the observations of lectures, the students work, conversations with 

data journalists and research into skillsets request by prospective employers, the consensus 

is that the module lacks an open minded view in relation to the difference in skills required 

for print data journalism and online data journalism and therefore is not comprehensively 

preparing the students for such a role.  

 

The relevance of the online news industry to a data journalists target audience is 

marginalized by the data journalism module and may be disadvantageous to current and 

future students in a world where pulling an iPad out on the morning commute to check the 

news is becoming more common place than the rustle of a broadsheet. 

 

During the British enquiry into the Phone Hacking Scandal Rupert Murdoch (nytimes.com, 

April 26, 2012) predicted the end of the print news media industry: 

“The day will come when the news business would be ‘purely Electronic’ in five, 10 or 20 years”  
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G.i. JN3111/JC4005 Data Journalism MIP  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByTm8YTrwNuoSGZsN1REUTFMMTQ/view?us

p=sharing 

G.ii. City Population density and area xlsx file 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByTm8YTrwNuoN1hUUU16ZnhSYVE/view?usp

=sharing 

G.iii. Google Map Engine Lite lesson plan 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByTm8YTrwNuoaW5RSUU1MV9DMFE/view?us

p=sharing 

G.iv. Email 18
th

 February 2015 Megan Knight to Journalist Students / meetings 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByTm8YTrwNuocm94bFhuR0Y0OUU/view?usp=

sharing 

G.v. Email 22nd February 2015 Megan Knight to Journalist Students  / meetings 
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sharing 

G.vi. Email 22nd February 2015 Megan Knight to Journalist Students / Update 
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G.vii. LEP Survey readers’ comments 
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G.x. Ruby Kitchen Email Interview 
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haring 
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