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TIMECODE NAME Dialogue 

00.00.00 DANIEL Before we start this episode we’d like to know your thoughts on the 

BBC Academy Podcast, just head to edrsurvey.com/bbcsurvey to 

let us know what you think. It only takes a few minutes and it’ll be 

very valuable to us, you can also find that link in our show notes.  

Thank you. 

00.00.16 DANIEL Hello and welcome to this BBC Academy Podcast, I’m Daniel 

Wainwright and I’m a journalist with the BBC England Data Unit, we 

produce data driven stories for the English regions, on the BBC 

News Website. The BBC has put data journalism at the heart of its 

strategy for the next three years, its recently published annual plan 

says and I quote, “data and journalism teams will strengthen the 

BBC’s capability for interrogation of data, facts and presentation”.   

00.00.41 DANIEL Why does that matter? Well in an era where the term fake news 

crops up constantly, data provides us with a way to cut through 

the spin, shine the spotlight on the truth and refute the false, but it 

also helps to tell complex stories in an accessible way, be that 

through lookup tools that let you see the numbers that relate to 

you, interactive maps or even a humble graph or pie chart. 

00.01.03 DANIEL The spreadsheet is becoming a tool in holding power to account, 

some people would say you can effectively interview it, and ask it 

questions the same way you do a human being and you’d 

probably get a straighter answer than you would from a politician.  

To find out how that works and how we can use this important, 

modern branch of journalism we gathered some of the experts in 

the field.   

00.01.22 DANIEL Joining me in the London studio is the data journalism editor of the 

BBC, John Walton and Helena Bengtsson, editor for the data 

projects team at the Guardian newspaper. Down the line from our 

Birmingham studio is Paul Bradshaw who leads the MA in 

multiplatform and mobile journalism at Birmingham City University, 

has written various journalism books, including on finding stories 

and data, and runs the online journalism blog. He also works with 

me in the BBC in the data unit.  

00.01.46 DANIEL John I’ll start with you first, hello. 

 JOHN Hi there. 

 DANIEL The BBC has a new strategy for data journalism, why the focus on 

data? 

00.01.54 JOHN I think data is an amazing resource for journalists, in particular 

imagine if as journalists we’d decided we weren’t going to speak 

to any politicians, it’s a bit like that with data, if we aren’t able to 

use data as a resource all sort of stories would go missing, would 

go begging, we’d be behind, we would be missing out on such an 

integral part of daily life that having data skills within the 

organisation means that you have access to lots of different ways 

of interrogating the news and presenting the news and making the 

news relevant for your audiences. 

00.02.28 DANIEL Now Paul in our Birmingham studio, the term data journalism when 

I first heard it sounded pretty hi-tech, new fangled, but is it really 

that new? 

00.02.39 PAUL No it’s not new at all, it’s as old as journalism itself, some of the very 
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first newspapers or news services were data driven, they were 

about prices of commodities and in fact the term reporter comes 

from the idea of looking at reports, the idea of speaking to people 

is actually quite a relatively new development in journalism, it’s 

only been the case for the last 150 years or so. 

00.03.05 PAUL What we’re seeing now though is a massive expansion of the 

quantity of data available to journalists, the variety of that for 

different subjects, but particularly the way of communicating 

stories because when you move on to the Internet people are 

providing their own data, so that means you can personalise 

stories, it means you can create games, you can create tools, you 

can tell stories in all sorts of different ways and that’s one of the 

major factors as well, as the growth of journalism itself. 

 DANIEL Helena the Guardian’s been doing data journalism for a great 

many years as well, how are you moving things on there at the 

moment and keeping it fresh and modern? 

00.03.45 HELENA Our mission is to use data for stories in different ways, and that 

could be everything from sort of a simple 10% up thing, even 

though I think that our journalists are very capable of doing those 

kinds of stories themselves. To a very complicated analysis of, for 

instance, how the millennials are compared to other generations 

where we use special data found in Luxemburg to do a huge 

project like we did one and a half years ago for instance. 

 DANIEL Although data journalism itself isn’t a particularly new concept, its 

new enough for your students Paul that you’ve now set up this MA 

in data journalism, why have you done that, what’s changed and 

what’s developed to make it worth being a Masters course in its 

own right? 

00.04.32 PAUL Partly the industry itself has a real skills shortage and not just the 

BBC and broadcasts, not just newspapers like the Guardian, but 

magazines and, right across the world and also there’s an 

increased interest in an expansion of the skills that are required to 

do those sorts of roles.   

 DANIEL And what sort of skills are we talking about? 

00.04.55 PAUL Well right from getting hold of the data itself, that could be using 

computer techniques, but it could also be using legal techniques 

like freedom of information, cleaning it up so you can actually ask 

it questions, you can kind of think of that as like helping an 

interviewer feel comfortable. Through to looking at how to find 

those stories and then how to tell those in engaging ways and it’s 

not just about telling that in text, or using a visualisation, it’s also 

about using video or using audio, there are different ways that 

different organisations have told these stories. 

00.05.30 PAUL And we’ve got a good history now to start drawing on in terms of 

looking at best practise. 

 DANIEL John, what sort of skills are you looking for in the data journalists 

that you’re recruiting? 

00.05.41 JOHN Being a journalist, sounds a bit facetious, but it’s not meant to be, I 

think it’s having curiosity in the world around you and being able 

to think imaginatively about how to find stories and then obviously 

the data part of that is probably the place that you would be a 
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specialist in finding those stories would be using data so there’s got 

to be a bit of numeracy, there’s got to be a knowledge or some 

understanding of statistics, because obviously if you have the 

numbers you may struggle to put them into context if you don’t 

understand their statistical significance or if you’re not able to 

interpret that and have the confidence to present that to an 

audience. 

00.06.19 JOHN Firstly its journalism and then it’s a kind of set of specialist skills 

where people are able to use those skills to interrogate data, 

they’re probably starting out learning, using spread sheets but also 

scripting we use R a lot we use Python a lot in our team and I think 

mapping skills is a big part of what we do particularly when we’re 

producing content for the website. 

 DANIEL You mentioned R and Python there, so for any of the audience 

who may not know what we’re talking about these are 

programming languages, effectively coding. Helena how much of 

data journalism is about coding, how much is it about being good 

at maths for example? 

00.06.58 HELENA Quite little in my opinion, right now coding is the new black in one 

way, every journalist should learn how to code, it’s something that 

somebody says, and that scares I think a lot of journalists who are 

out there and I would say that I code, I do know a little bit about 

coding, I code very, very little, I would say that I might do that 

maybe once a month, or something like that. 

 DANIEL What would you use it for when you do do it then? 

00.07.24 HELENA I would use it mostly for either cleaning data or scraping which is 

sort of automatically downloading data from the Internet. 

 DANIEL So a sort of a time saving tool. 

00.07.35 HELENA Time saving tool, exactly, yes instead of sort of cutting and pasting, 

if I want to cut and paste 394 times because I want all the councils 

I can also write a little robot that does that for me and that saves 

time. But I think it’s important to, just as John was saying, journalism 

is the big word in data journalism, data is actually just, it’s just 

another tool in our toolbox, just as being a great interviewer for 

instance or being good of telling a story. 

 JOHN Scripting as well is worth thinking about, it’s a brilliant way of record 

keeping, it might not immediately sound obvious but if you’ve had 

to script something then you can show in detail how you’ve 

arrived at a conclusion or how you’ve arrived at a figure, and that 

can be useful as a journalist if you need to stand up a story but it 

can also be useful as a journalist if you’re forgetful, you know if 

you’re using something like Excel, obviously there’s no sort of trail of 

what you’ve done in Excel, but if you’ve arrived at something via a 

script then you’ve got your notes and you can reproduce it and 

hopefully colleagues or other people can reproduce it should they 

need to. 

00.08.41 PAUL But it’s also worth pointing out that if you’re doing a story that you 

expect to be doing again in a year’s time or six months time then 

that might be a good reason to codify it, so that you don’t have to 

recreate a new spreadsheet again, you can just rerun the script 

with the new information. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/academy


 

www.bbc.co.uk/academy  
 

4 

00.08.56 HELENA I would say though, I would not exactly agree with you guys 

because one I think that if you do your Excel spreadsheets properly 

and keep your formulas and keep your sheets and that sort of 

thing you would be able to go back and see how you did the story 

and would be able to stand up a story. And also I think you’re 

scaring people right now, because you can do… I spend 80% of 

my time, at least, in an Excel spreadsheet and I do that one, 

because most of the stories that I do won’t be more complicated 

than that, and two because I have to collaborate with reporters all 

of the time, you know if I came at them with a Python script or an R 

script they wouldn’t understand anything but if I can present what 

I’m doing in a Google spreadsheet or an Excel spreadsheet, they 

can follow what I do even though they might not follow exactly 

every step. 

00.09.50 HELENA And that builds a relationship between them, that means that they 

trust what I’m doing and trust is the most important thing about 

what I’m doing, that we can work together with that. So for me I 

am slightly sometimes horrified by the fact that we start talking 

about scripting, so quickly, that we’re sort of forgetting that there is 

but a few people who can learn this, but spreadsheets I would say 

every journalist should have a knowledge about, every journalist 

should know how to sort a spreadsheet or do a simple calculation 

with that and actually you can come very, very far and do a lot of 

complicated stories just by knowing those two things. 

00.10.29 DANIEL With the three of you being the experts in the field here, it’s easy 

for me to forget almost that actually across the industry as a whole 

some of those skills in spreadsheets aren’t actually present across 

all news rooms, in fact it wasn’t actually that long ago for me 

when I worked on a local newspaper that I was doing a story that 

involved some council spending figures and actually I was going 

through this enormous spreadsheet line by line, effectively deleting 

bits that I didn’t need, rather than what could have actually taken 

me a matter of seconds which was just turning on that filter. 

00.11.05 DANIEL So there are actually skills that you can learn to become a data 

journalist, even without going down the route of coding and when 

you said earlier Helena that people might be getting a bit scared, 

one of the things that I found very daunting about the idea of 

coding was the possibility that at some point I might make such a 

catastrophic mistake that effectively goes across everything that 

I’ve been pulling into that spreadsheet and that if effectively I’ve 

got thousands of lines of data that’s worthless, the whole reason 

that I’ve been using the scraper in the first place is because to do 

it manually would take an enormous amount of time. 

00.11.47 JOHN It’s probably worth mentioning as well at this point, particularly for 

people who are listening to this who may be BBC staff that the 

support will be there, so I think Helena’s point about not trying to 

scare people with code is an absolutely valid one, I think there’s 

going to be some training courses both on statistics and on data 

journalism coming out from the Academy in the not too distant 

future. 

00.12.09 JOHN In the meantime there’s people around the BBC like myself or Dan 

who can help if you’ve got questions with spreadsheets or just an 

interest and want to know how to get started. So the support is 

there and the support is developing so obviously totally encourage 
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people to jump in if they’ve got an idea for a story that needs 

them to get skilled up data wise then get in touch. 

00.12.30 DANIEL I just want to have a quick discussion about what would be the 

typical aspects of a data story, I mean John for you, what makes a 

good data story, is it charts, is it maps, is it personalisation, what 

would you be looking for? 

00.12.45 JOHN It’s not the story it’s the way you tell it and I think you don’t need to 

have a sort of rigid list of components that go into that story, it’s just 

is it interesting, I think with data journalism you have… there’s a 

cliché in journalism that people like stories about people, but I think 

with data journalism you can often make stories directly about 

people themselves, and one of the things that I like to do with the 

projects we work on is when you can reveal something about a 

person, reveal something about an individual that they don’t 

already know, it’s great fun and the audience really responds to 

that and that’s one element that is probably unique to data 

journalism, or data visualisation but essentially I think you know its 

journalism, its storytelling. 

00.13.26 PAUL Yes I think its misleading to talk about data stories really and we do 

focus a lot on the big exclusives and the major stories, the Wikileaks 

the MPs expenses, really data journalism is just a technique and the 

stories that we tell with those techniques might be predominantly 

data based, they might be just a chart but they could also be 

stories that have no numbers within them whatever and we’ve just 

used techniques to get to that story, to that person or that event 

that is core to a story. 

00.13.59 PAUL And you know I think we need to make it clear to people that 

these are not about telling stories with numbers, these are just 

about like you’ve got interviewing, we don’t talk about 

interviewing stories, so we talk about data stories, these are just 

techniques to add to our toolbox, but very important ones at that. 

00.14.17 JOHN? Now I think its interesting what you’re saying Paul as well, i think 

from the audience’s point of view I don’t think the audience is 

seeking out data stories, you know I think its not necessarily a term, 

I suppose it’s a term that you’re plugging, you might need a 

particular skill set to do it, but apart from that it’s not such a helpful 

term, because I think it means so many things to so many different 

people and it can be off-putting to the uninitiated. 

00.14.39 HELENA Yes I really, really want to stress to agreeing with them, with the two 

guys here because, and I would really love that we sometime in 

the future would drop the term, data journalism, because it’s just 

journalism and it could be that the data is just showing us where to 

travel to do our story, or which person to interview or what 

questions to ask that person. 

00.15.07 HELENA But the story itself is, so it’s really important to understand that a 

data story is a story. 

00.15.15 DANIEL And it’s a very sort of broad brush term as well, because you can 

have a story that has data elements in it that you can do pretty 

quickly, an example would be the BBC’s own Reality Check where 

you’ve used data to fact check a statement that’s been made by 

a politician, but by necessity that’s turned around very quickly.  

You can have statistics that come out from the government at 
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09:30 in the morning and again, because everybody’s got that 

and can see it there’s a need to work with that quickly and turn it 

around. 

00.15.51 DANIEL But there are others that might take, they might take a lot longer 

the many months you spent on the Panama Papers for example, 

so is it possible Helena to turn around a piece of original data 

driven content from an idea, to a published story in a day or does 

something like this take time? 

00.16.11 HELENA No, I think that we can do original stories in a day, we do that all 

the time, my team’s focus is not daily stories, but that doesn’t 

mean that we don’t sometimes get ropes in and do that. One 

recent example is a very quick story we did just after the fire in 

Kensington, where we pulled out data to look at the property 

index within the council and could show that even though it is, in 

some parts, the richest area in the country, it also contains some of 

the poorest areas in the country and I think that that was news and 

we did that very quickly in a couple of hours. 

00.16.51 DANIEL Now I said something at the start about data journalism that’s 

been playing on my mind a bit, because I was suggesting that it 

provides a way to cut through the spin and get at the truth and 

I’m worried that I might have been being a bit naive, because 

they basically say you can prove anything with statistics, and I 

don’t really suppose that’s changed because they’re on 

spreadsheets, so how much do we need to watch out for using 

figures to effectively claim to have proven something we already 

thought we knew, how do we fact check somebody else and how 

do we fact check ourselves using data, Helena? 

00.17.29 HELENA It’s very easy to almost kind of lose your journalistic instinct, your 

journalistic nose, when you start working with spreadsheets 

because everything looks very neat and proper and correct and 

also that some things might be taken out of context, when you 

said that thing about fake news I thought about and maybe not a 

lot of you remember, but Donald Trump made a huge statement 

about Sweden, I think it was half a year ago or maybe even longer 

about what happened in Sweden last night and of course that 

became a big thing in my home country. 

00.18.02 HELENA And to be honest the facts, the numbers that Trump and the 

documentary film that he was quoting was using were not wrong 

numbers, but they were taken totally out of context and I think it is 

really important to keep your common sense, use your common 

sense when you’re looking at what you’re doing, and what other 

people are doing.  

00.18.22 HELENA For instance every day I get a couple of emails from organisations 

or from businesses that want us to do a data story out of their 

research and in some cases they’ve done an excellent job and 

you can really trust them and we sometimes use their data. And in 

some cases they really do lie with statistics, and they do it very 

skilfully sometimes, you really have to look for it and you really have 

to be on your toes for that. 

00.18.47 HELENA And I think, that’s why journalism comes first, because you have to 

be as critical as you are when you are interviewing somebody, you 

have to use the same kind of criticism as you would do when 

talking to a person when you’re looking at a data sheet and use 
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your common sense and don’t forget your journalistic instinct.  

00.19.08 DANIEL And students can gain a lot of these skills on journalism courses 

now but John, what would you say to someone who perhaps has 

a few years in journalism under their belt, might have missed out on 

the opportunity to learn these skills in the classroom, how do they 

get started with this and perhaps make it a little bit less daunting to 

them? 

00.19.29 JOHN Well I think the main thing is to start with a story, to start with the 

journalism because if you’re not in the classroom if you’re on the 

job and you’re trying to pick up a new skill you’re probably going 

to be self taught, you’re probably going to be doing it in your 

spare time, you’ve got to have a story that you really care about 

that is going to motivate you enough to acquire those skills that is 

going to help you deal with the data set you’ve got that is of your 

particular topic of interest. 

00.19.52 JOHN So I think you’ve got to go back to a story that you care about 

and something that you want to learn and I think a lot of the data 

journalism skills that myself and my colleagues have are based 

around different projects, so you might learn how to do a 

particular thing because a story requires it, it’s not as if you 

necessarily sort of go out to learn a whole suite of skills before you 

do something, you probably learn how to do something 

specifically for a story that’s of interest to you or your Editor. 

00.20.19 DANIEL Helena, how long does it take to learn how to be a data journalist, 

if you are already a journalist? 

00.20.25 HELENA Well if I can quote my old boss, Aron Pilhofer who’s now at Temple 

University in Philadelphia and I believe that he’s right, he says that 

it’s going to take half a day to teach people to do about 80% of 

what all data journalism is about.  

 DANIEL How long, sorry? 

00.20.42 HELENA Half a day. 

 DANIEL Half a day. 

00.20.44 HELENA So I’m right now at the Guardian running training classes where we 

basically teach people how to do, how to sort, how to use filters, 

how to do simple calculations, and I would say with those three 

skills you would be able to do quite a lot of the data stories that 

are out there or the stories that are out there, I shouldn’t say data 

stories, because they’re not. 

00.21.04 DANIEL So I think one of the things we’ve learned from this discussion then 

is that there are no data stories, there are journalists using data to 

tell stories and another thing might be that fairly soon there won’t 

be data journalists, they’ll just be journalist, which is a little bit 

worrying for my mortgage. Anyway, I could listen to you all discuss 

this for many more hours but I’m afraid we are out of time, so it falls 

to me to say thank you very much, to my guests, John Walton, 

Helena Bengtsson and Paul Bradshaw.  If you’d like to know more 

then BBC staff can book on to a one day Data Journalism 

Essentials course, via the BBC Academy website, there’s also a 

whole range of other resources on the site that you can delve into, 

just search on the site for data journalism. 

00.21.46 DANIEL And remember you can get in touch with us too via Facebook or 
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Twitter we’re at BBC Academy. This podcast was co produced by 

Kris Bramwell and Jas Rao, I’m Daniel Wainwright thanks very much 

for listening. 

00.21.57  END OF RECORDING 
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