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Data Journalism in the United States: Beyond the “Usual Suspects”

Katherine Fink and C.W. Anderson

ABSTRACT: Understanding the phenomenon of data journaksmires an examination of this
emerging practice not just within organizations themselwasacross them, at the -inter-
institutional level. Using a semi-structured interview approaehbegin to map the emerging
computational journalistic field. We find considerable igre&mong data journalists in terms of
their educational backgrounds, skills, tools, and goals. Howmaaty of them face similar
struggles, such as trying to define their roles within thejanizations and managing scarce
resources. Our cross-organizational approach allows for cwopa with similar studies in
Belgium, Sweden and Norway. The common thread in thadeestis that the practice of data
journalism is stratified. Divisions exist in some cowgrbetween resource-rich and resource-
poor organizations, and in other countries between the rdalisoourse and the realm of
practice.

KEYWORDS: data journalism, computational journalism, computer-assisted reporting,
comparative analysis, data visualization, journalistic field, journalism



Introduction

Data-journalism, it appears, is everywhere. At leass, averywhere if one looks primarily at the
in-progress academic literature and at the online buzz owed@&elopments in digital news
production. Whether and how data-journalism actually exiséstamg in the world, on the other
hand, is a different and less understood question. &ttampt to probe the data journalism
phenomenon in a more nuanced fashion, this article delhegaes beyond the organization-
specific study and considers the role of data-journalisra more inter-institutional level
(Benson 2006). We begin this article by outlining our methodplpagying particular attention to
the manner in which we diversified our object of analysis béybe soealled “usual newsroom
suspects.” After elaborating on the results of our interviews in some detail, we compare the
results of these findings to a few other nation-wide swedylata journalists in Sweden,
Belgium, and Norway. We hope that this analysis will alloviougo beyond the elaboration of
the state of data journalism in a single country andhttegsketch a process through which we
might subject this emerging cross-institutional nexus of ataalistic practice to a

comparative framework.

Analytical Framework

The last several years have seen an explosion éanjaainalism-oriented scholarship, making it
possible to cluster current and past research on this topithiree major strands. The first
strand, which for a long time included the majority of comgiomal journalism studies, is

geared primarily toward professional journalists and addresaetigal concerns (for example



Cohen S, Li C, Yang J, et al. 2011; Daniel A, Flew T and Spur§=2010; Nguyen 2009;
Hamilton JT and Turner F 2009).A second strand maps thetimiftages and arenas that enable
the connection between computer scientists and journaigtsling research focusing on the
relationship between data journalism and the rhetoric ahtuitenal structures of the open
source software movement (Lewis, S. C., & Usher, N. 2@48)New York Times technology
department (Royal, C. 2010; Weber, W., & Rall, H. 2013), thamzational roles played by data
journalists in Chicago (Parasie, S., & Dagiral, E. 2012), and Ananny’s work on “press-public
collaboration as infrastructure (Ananny 2012). A third straistoricizes current developments,
examining the links between computational journalism and @ders of data-oriented
newswork, such as Computer Assisted Reporting (CAR) (Pa&si& Dagiral, E. 2012;

Powers, M. 2012). There is even a forthcoming specia¢is$ Digital Journalism, edited by

Lewis (2014), which aims to capture the current state of tleards.

This study aims to stand alongside these recent scholarks, but makes two important
additions to the extant scholarship as it now standst, kiaims for breadth rather than depth,
forsaking single case-studies or ethnographic reseafalion a more wide-scale semi-
structured interview approach (though still one limited to omgdimns within the United States;
for methodological specifics, see below). This approaahdstin the tradition of recent
computational journalism studies of Belgium (De Maeyeaket2014), Norway (Karlsen, J., &
Stavelin, E. 2013), and Sweden (Appelgren & Nygren 2014) and weatar more comparative
analysis of these different studies and our own at thelusion of this paper. Second, the

purpose of this tendency towards breadth is to direct arallgiention to what we think of as



an emerging computational journalistic field, with a focustenfractures, fissures, and power-
dynamics at work within that field, as well as the way that field is shaped by other
institutional clusters in adjacent spaces. This efolnighly provisional, and of course does not
resemble anything close to a traditional field analysisstarters data journalism is very much a
field in development and has not yet solidified into anything rebegna classic Bourdieuean
structure with formal poles of cultural, economic, anperal capital (Benson 2006). In
addition, we lack the space here to elaborate on all biez oiter-field structuresthe
professional spaces that help socialize data journah&tdpundations and think tanks that fund
various data journalism projects, -etevhich make up the core of an actually existing journalistic
field. What we do do, however, is try to compare the praaf data journalism at multiple

large, medium, and small-sized news organizations, and hyg doigain a larger understanding
of the inter-organizational tensions, rifts, and dications that are part of any widespread

multi-institutional social apparatus. This is a modest,go@a admit, but it is an important one.

M ethods

One question immediately arises at this stage: if we wish to understand “data journalism™ across
multiple news organizations, how do we define what data jtisnm&venis? Data journalism is
ultimately a deeply contested and simultaneously diffesa, and thus would seem to impose
analytical difficulties for those who wish to study it. Taptions are available at this stage: the
first is to rigorously define what we mean by data jousmaland only study those workers who
conform to our definition. The second option- the onaultimately chose- is to begin with a
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wide cross section of news organization and let the wenkihin those organization define
whatthey themselves mean by doing data journalism. This technique, of course, igsim
though not identical to the kind of “grounded theory” approach advocated by Glasser and Strauss
(1967) in which initial empirical material is used to defingial analytical frameworks which
are then tested again via a return to empirical mat&¥iaile we go into greater detail about this
in the paragraphs below, this open analytical approdies i@ news workers either self-

defining as data journalists or pointing us to those whbdir already preconceived definitions.

Thus, in order to focus on as broad a range as poss$itdenputational journalism practices, we
conducted semi-structured interviews with 23 data joursalisio worked at U.S. newspapers
and online-only news sites. In order to determine whether @ataglism was practiced
differently at newspapers of different sizes, we attethfiecontact data journalists from
publications with large, medium, and small circulations. dhose the ten largest newspapers
according to their weekday circulations, according to the 2€{d@rt of the Audit Bureau of
Circulation (now known as the Alliance for Audited Mediaince newspaper circulation in the
U.S. follows a "long tail" pattern, with the largest th(@éall Street Journal, USA Today, and
New York Times) having particularly large circulations conapleto other newspapers, we
adjusted our selection processes for the medium and cincaltion newspapers in order to
ensure that newspapers in mid-sized cities would be reprds@&otehoose the medium and
small circulation newspapers, we excluded the top ten ragesp and split the rest into two
groups, divided by the median circulation of the 365 daily peywsrs that remained on the ABC

list. The medium circulation sample consisted of tleglian ten newspapers from the higher-



ranked group; ABC ranked these newspapers 27-36. The smalhtonisample consisted of

the median ten newspapers from the lower-ranked groug tesgspapers ranked 150-159.

We attempted to contact data journalists at twelve onling+tews sites. We chose these sites
based on 2011 data from Nielsen and comScore on thewspsites based on average unique
monthly visitors. We excluded news sites that were operatedwsgpapers that were already

represented in our sample as well as sites that were batsde the United States.

The 23 interviews we conducted resulted from attempts to ¢afdee journalists at the 42 news
organizations we selected. Because data journalism is prodifieedntly at different
organizations, finding people to interview was not always agéiifarward task. Methods of
finding appropriate contacts included consulting news organiezatadf pages to find employees
with titles that included words like "data” or "digital."l@r methods of finding appropriate
contacts included Google searches of the news orgamzatiame and "data” or "digital.” In
some cases, these searches would lead to web pages thdesieated to the organization's
data projects. In other cases, such searches would Istati&s that mentioned the use of data or
included data visualizations like maps or charts. We would cbreéporters whose names
appeared in bylines or were otherwise connected to these préjeetidy, when those methods
did not work, we would email an editor. Editors who regj@ahsometimes answered questions
themselves; other times, they referred us to journahistg identified as being primary producers
of data stories. Our search led to journalists whoseggonsibilities could include data
procurement, statistical analysis, graphic design, compubgramming, and advising

colleagues. The interviews that resulted were with sia gatrnalists from large circulation



newspapers, seven from medium circulation newspapeifsps small circulation newspapers,

and four from online news sites.

Interviews took place via telephone and lasted an averafeminutes. Journalists were asked
five open-ended questions, which led to more specific follow-up guastlhey were asked
how their professional experience and educational backgreoaladed to data journalism. They
were also asked about how data journalism fit into the wittedr respective organizations.
Journalists were asked about their processes for repartthgroducing data stories, including
how they acquired data and from which sources, and howddwged how to present datdor
instance, with narrative description, or with visual eletaesuch as charts, tables, and maps.
They were asked how they measured the quality of data jaumnand what constraints they
experienced in their work. We arranged their responsegetneral themes upon the first round

of review, then categorized and refined placement uporefuaialysis.

Results: Enabling Factors

Data journalists had a variety of skills, roles in tlweganizations, and personal values, and
those differences shaped the type of work they produced j&etelists also suggested that a
lack of resources could limit the work they wanted to do. &iosted resources included time,
tools, manpower, and the financial means and expertisehtodiiga requests that were denied.
We discovered that there were some fairly profound diffeebetween the way that data
journalism was practiced at larger, more resource eevsrorganizations and the compromises
required to practice data journalism at smaller newspapersof@ue most important findings
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involved the prevalence of tidational Institute for Computer-Assisted Reporting (NICARg
University of Missouri, and Investigative Reporters & EdtdRE) in the organizational
background of many people working in the data journalism.fifel uncovered a diverse yet
thematically unified set of organizational roles andiskrinally, we want to draw attention to
the important finding that many medium and small circutatiewspapers had trouble keeping

data journalists on staff, because those journalistsdelodeave for larger organizations.

Data journalists varied widely in their hands-on skiild @ducational backgrounds. There is, as
of yet, no readily generalizable “data journalism” career path, though many reporters pointed to
background exposure to organizations like NICAR and IRE as particimportant. Not
surprisingly, all the data journalists we interviewed believwad &ll reporters should possess at

least some facility with data.

Many data journalists began as politics or business teagaand gradually picked up data skills
as they became useful to particular stories. One reptotexample, said he began learning
how to use Excel in the 1980s so that he could organize pyapedrds that he obtained for a
crime series. Other data journalists did not begin taiers as reporters. One had a doctoral
degree in political science. Another had a master'diiarly and information science. Others
were graphic designers or computer scientists. Theirdsbaekgrounds were reflected in their
varied job titles. The titles of data journalists weeimtewed included "Database Editor,"

"Interactive News Editor," "Infographic Design Editor," di@bmputer Assisted Reporting



Specialist.” Other journalists we interviewed did not havdiftds that suggested data-related

responsibilities. One was a city hall reporter. Another avaassistant editor.

Roughly half of data journalists we interviewed mentioned a@dion with the University of
Missouri, IRE, and/or the joint project of those twaitsions, NICAR. Although they were not
asked specifically about any of these institutions, 12 oRBafata journalists mentioned an
affiliation with one or more of them. Four data jourrtslisad attended Missouri's journalism
school. They and other interviewees had attended NICAR travonkshops or conventions, or
subscribed to the organization's email list. Several data jasisnsaid that they believed NICAR
had changed over time. One data journalist said that wieeattgmded her first NICAR
conference in 1999, she was mostly among reporters, espaviastigative reporters. She
believed that recent attendees were more likely to hasgimamds in the Web, information
technology, and graphics. Another data journalist saiciveassplit in NICAR between "geeky
reporters looking at data who tend to be older,” and "a youngep gfcstudents who have more
of a background in computers and games... they're much more interested in functionality, their
technical skills are more advanced, and it's hardeh&older group to mix with them." But
while some data journalists believed NICAR was becoming moreaitadhone said he thought
it was getting less technical due to an influx of newcomeralstesaid he was reluctant to share

his own experiences on the email list because he wasedahat someone would steal his ideas.

The skill sets of data journalists influenced the typeadk they did. One journalist said that her
data stories tended to feature interactive databasesidecioar web producers knew how to
make them. Another journalist said that her newspaper haslfgo months without any data
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visualizations, such as charts or graphs, because it hgiapbic designer. Another data
journalist said that she wanted to do more data-mappingeerdctive graphics, "but am
stretched a little thin for time." Another data repos&id that his stories often had interactive

elements but not infographics, because those were thensdisifity of the graphics department.

The data journalists we interviewed believed that all rep®ghould have data-related skills.
One reporter at a news organization that had no dedicai@gbdatalist said that data should be
"part of every journalist's toolkit" because it can helmidg uncovered trends. A data journalist
at a small newspaper said that understanding data was d¢onciporters because "when you
know how it's done, you're better able to question the résOite editor said he expects all of
his future reporter hires to, at minimum, be comfortable workiilg spreadsheets. "A lot of
people got into journalism because math wasn't their thing Hhd said that was no longer
acceptableOne data journalist said she told reporters they increasiegigled to see stories as
"a question rather than a noun... define your story in a way that requires you to quantify

something."

Although there is widespread diversity in the backgrounds kihdets of the data journalists

we interviewed, a few overarching similarities were appareatfind a similar mixture of

diversity and homogeneity when we turn to an overview of data journalists’ organizational roles.

Organizational Roles




There was an extreme degree of heterogeneity when & tathe organizational roles of data
journalists at small, medium, large, and online only newsnmrgtons. They often tended to be
isolated or working alone at small and medium sized newspeagal part of overarching teams
at larger news organizations. At small organizationpaiticular, data journalists often found
their time and attention divided across a variety of tasks that were more generally “technical” in

nature (Powers 2012).

Data journalists could be leaders or low-ranking emmey®ata journalists who had editorial
roles often lobbied for particular projects and tried tamenage other reporters to have a "data
state of mind;“—in other words, to think creatively about ways that they couldrparate data
into their stories. On the other hand, data journalistswdre lower-level employees sometimes
felt isolated from the rest of the newsroom. Data jalists could fit into a variety of physical
and virtual locations within newsrooms. A data journabgd $hat his co-workers tended to see
him as the "geek in the corner.” Some data journalists gmr&idered to be part of investigative
reporting teams. Other data journalists were grouped withdlganization's online, IT, or

graphics departments.

Data journalists at large newspapers tended to work as gateam. Members of those teams
often had a mix of formal education in statistics, compatience, and graphic design. One
large paper had an interactives desk, graphics desk, and comapsitted reporting team, all of
which worked together as well as with reporters. Anothgelaewspaper's data team consisted
of computer-assisted reporters, a graphics desk, and progran@nerdata journalist said his
newspaper had formed a "data desk" that included six repdktether data journalist said he
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imagined his newspaper as a "factory for reporting,” congistiiseveral assembly lines in the
form of newspaper sections or beats. The data tearadraamong the assembly lines as

necessary.

Some journalists we interviewed did their own data reporting gvatilers played more of a
support role. One such journalist said he saw himself as@&eand helper" to his co-workers.
Data journalists could help reporters crunch number&] Hatabases or design graphics. Other
times, data journalists worked largely autonomously, findiagystieas, doing their own

reporting, and creating their own visuals.

Data journalists often had other duties besides data @mo§@ne data journalist said she spent a
lot of time on "simple, tedious tasks" such as updating herpses's voter guide. Another data
journalist said she wore "many many hats in the newsroard,her other duties included
"making a lot of lists for print, answering phones, anengyplanning.” Another data journalist
said she had become her newspaper's public records expaiséeshe bore the responsibility of
fighting for data when government agencies refused tosekaor charged too much for-it

which she said happened often.

Personal Values

The work of data journalists often reflected their peas@alues about storytelling and privacy.
Those values included consideration of the most effewvtayes to present data, the differences
between data that is difficult to obtain versus that wisamasy to obtain, the valwé “one-oft”

11



data journalism projects versus continually updated datatheg interactives, and various
privacy considerations. The fact that there is Ilttd@sensus in how data journalists think about
privacy, in particular, points to this as an area in whoairnalism schools and professional
training may play an important role. Finally, the numbfestada journalists who actively
embraced the use of reader metrics in driving story chaind editorial decisions turned out to

be surprisingly small.

While some journalists liked to plot data on maps, one saattually believed that maps were
used too often. "l used to be a total map nerd. Now | ask mys®if,can | not make this a
map?" he said. Some journalists said databases sometwoelson their own, while others
would never create a database or data graphic without a kings@e. Some data journalists
posted whole databases whenever possible, while othethegidnly did so when they
believed readers that would want to search for specifardse-for instance, school test scores.
One journalist said the advantage to publishing whole databasésawvascould lend credibility
to a story. By seeing all the data, he reasoned, readedswaidrstand the way his organization

had analyzed it.

Some data journalists said they purposely sought data thdtanc$o get. One reason was that
hard{o-get data tended to be more controversial. Data that took warictover was the "holy
grail... I'm more interested in what people don't want to give me," one journalist said. Another
journalist praised a public records expert at his newspaper wbtlezkat "wrenching [data]

from the grasp of government.”
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Data journalists were more interested in one-time pi®j#an updating prior stories when new
data came out. News organizations may not update a story alspitehmfection rates, for
example, even though new data are released annuallyp#riext world, everything would be
durable,” one data journalist said, but he said his orgamizdid not have the manpower to keep
older databases updated. Another data journalist said hisizajan once tried to update old
databases but stopped because they were difficult to mar@tizedata journalist, however, felt
strongly that news organizations should provide ongoitg alathe communities they serve.
She compared the concept of continually updated data pagesatantied community directories

that many newspapers once distributed to local residents.

The personal beliefs of data journalists about privacydodetermine how they presented
stories, or whether they presented them at all. Only orejalatnalist we interviewed believed
that all public records that his organization acquired shouiddske available to readers. Others
said that they believed there times data should be withine¢he interest of protecting people's
privacy. Examples of data they believed should remaiafgiincluded medical records, voter

registrations, and birth and death certificates.

Sometimes, journalists believed it was acceptable to pulgigitsre data if it were aggregated.
Presenting aggregated data can inform news audiences abacitigaugs while minimizing the
risk of revealing individual identities. One journalist citestary his organization did on
geographical differences in 911 response times. Althoughdhthbaexact location of each 911
call, the journalist mapped the calls by neighborhoodrdttan by individual address, thus not
revealing which specific residences were responsible foradkcnother newspaper published
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Section 8 data in aggregated form following a months-longj leattle with a local housing
agency that claimed releasing the data would violate thecgradaSection 8 recipients. The
agency ultimately released only data for apartment buidihgt had ten or more Section 8 units,

in the interest of protecting individual Section 8 reaipse

Which data are considered to be sensitive may vary by oeg@mmzand geographical region.
Some journalists regularly reported government salarigisoie journalist recalled a backlash
when he planned to publish salary data. In the region tis asganization serves, "asking
people how much money they make is not a nice thing to do,'ichd_saal officials tried ©
stop his organization from publishing the data, and his newspagéreg@several complaints
afterward. Not as controversial was the publishing of criminal. dato journalists said their

organizations published mugshots or other arrest-related data.

Journalists often cited a public interest standard as a tpridietermining whether to publish
sensitive data. One journalist defended publishing arrest reasmsvay to let readers know
about crimes that had been committed in their areatcakelep them informed about the
activities of the local jail. Another data journalist sh@ltried to encourage "watchdogging"
rather than "snooping." In the words of another data jéistnan important question to ask was
"is this voyeurism or is this journalism?" As they ackiediged, however, news organizations
benefit when data appeal to the voyeuristic instincts afemsa since those instincts can lead to

more online traffic.
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In fact, data journalists knew little about how their andes interacted with their stories. Most
journalists we interviewed said they were generally awavehath stories generated heavy
online traffic. But they were skeptical of the metricsytlsaw. "People click on cats, after all,"
said one journalist. She said online traffic for dataiessacould rise or fall dramatically based on
factors that were unrelated to news value, such as thengatand size of stories, and how well
they were promoted. She said she also preferred trackiiodp stories were shared, rather than
which generated the most pageviews. Another data journailispageviews did not necessarily
correlate to the value of a dataset. Election dataaite might only interest ten percent of his
readers, but he believed that they found that data to hé/higportant. A data journalist who
said he was "not obsessed" with pageviews acknowledgelemight still use them to
evaluate whether a particular project was successfulh&natata journalist said that if a data
project generated a lot of pageviews, he would be more likegrisider updating the project

when new data became available.

Pageview metrics also told journalists little about the impadata elements within stories. If a
database were embedded into a page that also includedbadedtstory, for example,
journalists might not know if users searched the databasetioed it at all. One data journalist
said improving the tracking of online behavior was a top pridoitynim. Another journalist said
she had no way to know how users interacted with data, bdidkaow that having data

tended to increase the time they spent on a page.

Three out of the 23 journalists we interviewed said thitypfessured to make story choices
based on what they thought would drive online traffic. Onenplist said his newsroom was
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highly focused on generating pageviews. All reporters at his orgiamzpt a daily email about
how much traffic their stories generated, and he feiflicted about what to do with that
information. "I don't want to be TMZ," he said, refagito the gossip news site. On the other
hand, he said, he wanted to write stories that many people wouldonaad. All the same, he
said he felt strongly that his organization should Ippméng more data stories on local
government—a topic that never drew a lot of online traffic. The selcdata journalist said he
always tailored his story choices according to which he thougbld generate the most
pageviews, "because that's what the bosses want." The ttargbdenalist said she was expected
to produce high-ranking databases, and that over time shiejgede good sense of which

topics drove the most traffic: education and crime.

Results: Constraints on Data Journalism

While the previous discussion examined inter-institutioliéactors that tended to facilitate the
production of data journalism, the following section disessthe external factors that often act
as constraints on the production of data-driven newsestorhey include a lack of time, a lack
of technological tools, a lack of manpower, and a ladegxl resources. Even more than the
section on enabling factors, differences between largeraall / medium-sized news

organizations were particularly important.

Lack of Time
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Most data journalists indicated that a lack of time confldience the stories they chose to do.
Journalists were more likely to use data that were eagptoine, were presumed to be credible,
and required minimal cleaning and formatting. U.S. Census datpepular—one data
journalist called the release of new Census numbers 'Craiatmas." Other popular datasets
related to education, such as test scores, teacher ratthgst@ool budgets. Several data
journalists said they created searchable databasese&igoent salaries. Budgetary,
unemployment, and campaign finance data were also commeniyomed, as well as health
care data such as hospital ratings. Journalists atumexhd small circulation newspapers were
more likely to mention data stories involving crime. Thoseaesarften included maps of crimes

that had been reported to police.

These data were popular because they were readily availabéasity digestible. Government
agencies like the U.S. Census bureau regularly posted date,cnid in formats that allowed
journalists to work with them easily. Journalists saig tigually spent more time cleaning data
than analyzing it, so datasets that were easily readableadrfdva errors were more appealing.

The cleanest datasets, they said, tended to come frgey farblic institutions.

Working with private data could be more time-consuming. Pubtiords laws required
government data to be available, although the specifics ayisthte. Private data were less
accessible, and could come at a greater price. Governgemties tended to limit what they
charged to the cost of labor and materials. Private coiepaould charge whatever they
wanted. Another reason data journalists avoided privatendetahat they saw it as requiring
more vetting. Public data, like other types of governmemtces, had the advantage of
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presumed credibility. Journalists feared that third-pdaty providers had a particular agenda
they were trying to push that was not necessarily in the pubdieest. This concern could be
amplified by the fact that private companies did not alvehsslose all of their raw data or the

specifics of their methodologies.

Examples of private datasets used by journalists included ghrogluced by the company
DataQuick, which specializes in foreclosure and other reatieedita. The company Kantar
Media had what one data journalist considered to be gtedb&a on political advertisements.
One small newspaper's website featured a widget from theegpowenpany GasBuddy, which

featured a map that had real-time crowdsourced data oniges. pr

Lack of Tools

Some data journalists felt limited by the tools that wegglable to them. Larger newspapers
were more likely to have developers on staff. Those dpee$ used Python, Ruby on Rails,
JavaScript, HTML, or other computing languages to tailomsot to individual projects. Data
journalists at smaller news organizations were less likehatre programming backgrounds,
although some of them were interested in developing mguerigse in that area. Data journalists
at smaller news organizations were more likely to use thir-paftware like MySQL, Access
and Excel. They also used data visualization programs ligpi€and Tableau. One data
journalist at a small circulation newspaper said he ased the mapping program ArcView, but
his newspaper let its subscription expire due to a lafknols. Another data journalist said she
was learning a particular type of mapping software becaessothpany that created it happened
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to be located nearby. Data journalists at smaller news ogg@mg were also more likely to

mention that they used free tools like Google's Fusiore$aMaps and Docs.

The tools journalists had available could influence whethelestarere presented as interactive
databases, graphs, maps, or whether they had any vismahedeat all. Data journalists at large
newspapers were less likely to identify limitations assediavith their tools, since they created
many tools themselves. Smaller newspapers, "if they want beygpmnd their CMS [Content
Management System], they can't,” one data journalidt €dher journalists affirmed that they
felt limited by their CMSes, as well as software thalthaw as a less-than-ideal fit for the type
of work they wanted to do. "l use Caspio, but | hate it¢' data journalist said, explaining that

the databases he used tended to be too large for the sdfiviranedle.

Lack of Manpower

Our research leaves little doubt that the economic dowiiumany American news
organizations has had a deleterious impact on the produdtetatajournalism. Indeed, while

the last decade has seen an overall increase in thénprare of data in news, we were left to
wonder how things might have been different if these clsahged been made in less
economically disastrous times. One editor at a srmalllation newspaper, for instance, said he
did more data journalism a decade ago. Since then, mbist @perations had been "trimmed to
a bare minimum" due to the newspaper's debt. Another jostrmdip was the sole data reporter
at his organization said the number of stories he wradartreased-but only because of a
decrease in the number of investigative, in-depth sttr@sequired more time for data analysis
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and presentation. Another data journalist said that whemval hired, she was part of a team
that included four full-time and two part-time research®h& was the only one from the team

who still worked there.

Some medium and small circulation newspapers had troublenkeggia journalists on staff,
because those journalists tended to leave for larger aegmms. Some data journalists at larger
newspapers said they also had employee turnover problemspalgers that lost their data
journalists sometimes left those positions unfilled fonths, either due to a lack of qualified
applicants or because waiting to hire a replacement savadynOne editor who had had
trouble hiring a data journalist expressed hope that repovterslready worked there would
take an interest in data reporting. "We have a young gwywiwm's interested in Google Maps,"

he said.

Lack of Legal Resources

Most data journalists said they encountered at least ooedgiroblems getting the data they
wanted from government sources. "Just because they're mysipif doesn't mean they're
happy about it,” one data journalist said. Larger news arg@amins had attorneys who could
advise data journalists about their rights and file apprtgopaperwork when agencies were
uncooperative. Smaller organizations often lacked the resstw put up a fight. One data
journalist said that if he wanted to challenge an ag#mtyrefused to release data, "we know
that we have to go into it with a bluff." He said his newspapes not have the resources for an
extended legal battle, so "if we fail, we complain,” lngtrt drop it. "I've tried to steer reporters
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away from things that are too time intensive," he saidtierodata journalist said such battles
are fought on a case-by-case basis, after weighing whathetory was important enough to

invest the time and money necessatry.

Some data journalists saw public records battles as paritlyg¢sponsibility. One data journalist
said she learned the law over time because she saw fysgerceptions” among government
employees about their obligations regarding the relefablic data. One journalist also said
government agencies repeatedly tried to overcharge hiabfor because they would base their
costs on the amount of time it took to download the data$et wanted. She argued that was
excessive because no human labor was involved while the almdwvias taking place. "If it's

over 50 dollars, I question it,” she said.

The cooperation and tech savvy of public officials could deternvhich data stories were done.
One data journalist said the former head of her citysing agency granted generous access to
a database of vacant and abandoned properties, which lear¢e atiory on safety concerns near
those properties. Another news organization helped its ggaihestablish an RSS feed of its
daily bookings, in exchange for allowing a constant feethatfdata to appear on the
newspaper's website. One editor said a local police abrekd to release a specific type of

crime data on the condition that a reporter teachhmm to work with it.

On the other hand, some data journalists said they @fteived paper copies of records, despite
their requests for electronic formats. One data jourredist a public official who was reluctant
to release data deliberately provided it in a diffidotread format. The data journalist said the
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official's secretary told him that she had been instructedan the data, photocopy it, and fax it
to herself before mailing it to him. (The journalist saidntled up not being much of a
problem—he used optical character recognition software to cotiverdata into electronic
form.) Another data journalist said he believed governmentcaggesometimes released far

more data than was requested in order to obscure the infon@irnalists most wanted.

Although our sample size was limited, our results suggesich more optimistic future for data
journalism at large circulation newspapers and online azgaons than at medium and sinal
newspapers. Reporters at large circulation papers and ongjarizations said the amount of
data journalism produced there had increased or remaineanigedsiring their tenure, while
journalists at smaller newspapers said the opposite. Larganizations were more likely to do
data work that involved a division of labor, with compuaissisted reporters, graphic designers,
statisticians and programmers working on teams. Smati@naations were more likely to have
"one-man bands" who acquired data skills as needed or dugrtown initiative. When those
journalists left for greener pastures, as they ofténdata journalism efforts at those
organizations could have to be rebuilt, or might stathgletely. Larger organizations also had a
greater ability to develop their own data tools, which theydcmoprove and customize over
time. Those improvements allowed them to take on motstimuns projects over time. Smaller
organizations were more susceptible to the limitationkiaf-party tools. In an industry that
remains economically strained, data journalism can bea®a luxury that only the most elite

news organizations can afford to do well.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This paper, while primarily serving \ as a stand-alone owsreiedata journalism practices in
the United States, can also be said to belong to an erhérggition of articles on data and news
at the national level. Recently published studies hawkeld at data journalism in Sweden
(Appelgren & Nygren 2014), Norway (Karlsen, J., & Stavelin2@&L3) and Belgium (De

Maeyer et. al 2014). While this may be a somewhat eclacigseection of national systems,
and while the eclecticism and lack of a shared definitioshatd journalism does not allow for
systematic scientific comparison across countrigs,indeed helpful that there is an growing set
of nationally-focused data journalism studies that allow usetter understand developments in
the United States. To understand the United States, inwdhds, it is necessary to compare the
U.S. to other places. In our conclusion, want to bringetfedgian, American, Swedish, and
Norwegian data journalism practices into dialog with eaclraatound two issues: first,
methodologically, how do they conceptualize the populaifgotential data journalistic actors
in their country. And second, what are the barrieranyf to data journalism being practiced

more widely across a national media ecosystem?

Our interviews used a deliberately stratified interview sampitd, the primary goal being to let
working journalists and editors define how they envisioned thexging cross-institutional field
of data journalism,, and with a secondary goal of talkingditors and reporters kar ge,

medium, andsmall size news organizations. In large part this focus onn®assize was due

to the fact that the federalist structure of the UniteteStgboth in terms of where political
decisions are made and where the vast majority of fe&s comes from) means that small and
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medium sized news organizations are usually local, andnega is particularly important for
citizens’ political knowledge and in democratic decision making more generally (Downie and
Schudson 2009). In the study of Norway, on the other hand galhizaions “have their base in
Oslo or Bergen (or both).” The lack of local news organizations, the authors note, may be an

artifact of the snowball sampling methodology or, importantly, “the possibility that very few

local newsrooms practice computational jatliym on a regular basis” (Karlsen, J., & Stavelin,

E. 2013, 38). The Sweden survey included a sample of regiongpaper organizations (37
percent), though the results are not stratified by 3ize.authors of the Belgium study, finally,
talked to national editors and newsroom managers, agsvglrnalists working at both national

and regional newspapers (De Maeyer et al. 2014, 18).

We have already noted that local news (and the haatthjournalistic behavior of small or
regional news organizations) is particularly important inUhéed States; it is obviously less
important in many other countries with a less federdl@aitical structure or less of a history of
local or regional newspapers. In French-speaking Balgiar example, there is little difference
between national and regional news organizations betia@seuntry itself is so small! But
even in all three of these studies that focus largéhofientirely) on major news players, the
health of data journalism was mixed. Only a few newsrooms in Nopveectice data journalism.
In Sweden, data journalism is fairly uncommon. In Belgitinglly, the excited rhetoric about
data journalism has not been match by a performativigyreaere is much talking, but less

doing.
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It would be easy to frame the United States as the erodjatithese trends, and in many ways, it
is. The largest news organizations in the U.S. (alongthwtiGuardian in the United Kingdom)
are doing truly pioneering, even revolutionary, computatigrurnalistic work. But the contrast
becomes less acute when we lower our gaze to the secotturdrigers of newswork. And when
we do that, we shift our focus to organizational routines aswlrees, which might help add
substance to a comparative tendency to focus on granaaladifferences in the language of

journalistic history or culture.

So if data journalism is rare in Belgium, Sweden, and Ngraad rare in some places in the
United States, why might that be? Importantly, all four gisighointed to lack of time and lack of
resources as major culprits. Many of our respondentaaltes papers even went so far as to say
that they used to have more time for data journalistic worlarge part because of shrinking
resources and therefore less time. We&n, one respondent noted simply that “time is scarce.”

In Norway, “the limiting factors are not technological infrastructure, but time and goodwill”

(Karlsen, J., & Stavelin, E. 2013, 39). In Belgium, figall

Time, or the lack thereof, emerges as one of the baaimers to the practice of data
journalism. Some respondents frame time as somethinththatganization refuses to
give to journalists (HR2) because it has other prioribesdmit that their practice of data
journalism is confined to their free time (J2, J1). Onenalist who has successfully
engaged in the production of data journalism projects esiggtaas a key enabler how he
was able to convince his hierarchy to give him some time ((Dé)Maeyer et. al 2014,
12).

One final similarity in our findings relates and helps nuahtsestrictly resource oriented focus

on time and organizational capacity. All four studies nthatithe conception of data journalism
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was extremely vague, both rhetorically and organizationally. &\dfien framed as a pragmatic
benefit by news workers (vagueness allows for spontaaedyorganizational flexibility) this

lack or clarity also comes with a cost. In managé¢eahs, uncertainty about organizational roles
can lead to a world where data journalists are oftensalsial media managers, fixers of broken
technical devices, and all around “helpers out” in newsrooms. In a world where resources are
plentiful, this might not be such a problematic scend@ig.in a situation of shrinking resources,
this lack of clarity can result in journalists who usetéodata journalists suddenly becoming a

great many other things at once.

And so, our study fits somewhat uneasily into a generaifdetdings that see the production of
data journalism as highly stratified and existing in sotaegs and not in others. Stratified
between resource rich and resource poor organizations nitexl States and possibly Norway,
and between the realm of discourse and the realm digeac Belgium. Even if we avoid overt
framing conceptions such as “organizational field,” it should be clear that any relationally
conceived inter-institutional organizational structurgasg to possess these differences is

resources and cultural capital. This study begins to esihfbn these relational bones.

Obviously one of the opportunities for further researchimarea would be to continue to
broaden our analytical lens to include other countries, pktiguhose outside of North
America and Europe. Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) work on comparative media systems, while
controversial, offers one possibility of a larger themfiamework to compare different
understandings and practices of data journalism. Furteeareh opportunities in this area
include a more formal comparison of data journalism prestat organizations of varying sizes
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perhaps through a survey instrument or through interviewsandhger number of
organizations. Our sample size was too small to draw defirmtwelusions about differences
based on size, but our interviews suggested that the $tdéagournalism at the lower
circulation newspapers was precarious. Data projects ¢hete as the result of a lucky hire, or
at the initiative of journalists who took it upon themselgelearn data skills in their free time.
Meanwhile, data journalism at the larger newspapers and anliyeorganizations appeared to
be thriving. If the gap between data journalism resourcas wgide as our preliminary research
suggests, this would add to an already considerable list ofomnabout the future of

newspapers in all but the largest metropolitan aretd®ib/nited States.
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Appendix: Organizations Where Data Journalists Worked

Wall Street Journal

New York Times

USA Today/Gannett Digital
Los Angeles Times

San Jose Mercury News
Chicago Sun-Times
Portland Oregonian
Seattle Times

Detroit Free Press

San Diego Union-Tribune
St. Paul Pioneer Press
Schenectady Gazette
Lincoln Journal Star

Santa Rosa Press Democrat
Huffington Post

NPR

Slate

Boston.com

3 additional small circulation newspapers
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