
Gathering Information and 
Analyzing Data
J202: Week 6



on the record 
not for attribution 
off the record 
seek on the record at all times, except: 

extremely important info 

only way to get it 

sure you won’t use it 

agree to terms at outset

What you can use



what you can do vs. what you should do 
cannot: 

change wording of direct quotation 

ums, likes, ya knows 

act fraudulently to obtain quotes 

libel/slander 

break off-the-record contract

Law vs. ethics



should not 
record surreptitiously 

use others’ quotes without credit 

pay for interviews 

sensationalize 

select unrepresentative bits 

jeopardize source 

interview those unaware of consequences 

use foul language recklessly

Law vs. ethics



Does the evidence tell you what 
you want to know?









Data Journalism: Not This



It’s this



And This
http://trends.google.com 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/05/upshot/4th-down-when-to-go-
for-it-and-why.html?rref=upshot&abt=0002&abg=1 

http://trends.google.com
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/05/upshot/4th-down-when-to-go-for-it-and-why.html?rref=upshot&abt=0002&abg=1


sample size and sampling strategy 
affects reliability of data 

drawn from a population 

1,500 ideal but rare 

random selection 

biased selection 

self-selection 

gender differences 

racial differences 

generalizability

Surveys



sampling error 
applies to random samples 

range of error based on sample size 

larger sample = smaller standard error 

results correct +/- 3 percentage points 

usually made with 95% confidence 

http://www.teacherlink.org/content/math/interactive/flash/
marginoferror/marginoferror.html 

statistical vs. practical significance 
Aggregators! 
http://host.madison.com/news/local/city-life/mary-
burke-vs-scott-walker-charting-the-governor-s-race/

Surveys
Approval 
Ratings 
+/- 3 

59 
App: 56% 

53 
!

47 
Disapp: 44% 

41

http://www.teacherlink.org/content/math/interactive/flash/marginoferror/marginoferror.html
http://host.madison.com/news/local/city-life/mary-burke-vs-scott-walker-charting-the-governor-s-race/html_dc2ec70c-426c-11e4-96b9-0f0b88b23d87.html


common problems in questions 
bias in wording 
weak: Wouldn’t you oppose efforts to decrease 
affirmative action efforts on campus? 
improved: Consider affirmative action efforts on 
campus. Do you favor such efforts, oppose such 
efforts or have no opinion? 
improved: Some people say increasing affirmative 
action efforts on campus is necessary to correct past 
injustices toward people of color. Some people say 
decreasing affirmative action efforts on campus is 
necessary to combat reverse racism. Do you think 
affirmative action efforts should be increased, 
decreased, kept the same, or are you not sure?

Surveys



common problems in questions 
references to authority 
weak: Chancellor David Ward sees diversity as a top 
issue on campus. Do you agree? 
improved: On a scale of 1 to 7 with 1 being not at all 
important and 7 being extremely important, how 
important an issue is diversity on campus? 
 improved: What it the most important issue facing 
campus?

Surveys



common problems in questions 
double-barreled questions 
weak: Do you favor or oppose proposed cuts to state 
funding of the UW and the effect they will have on 
diversity? 
improved: Do you favor or oppose the proposed $250 
million cut in state funding to the UW?  
(If favor) If the cuts meant a loss of funding for diversity 
efforts, would that strengthen your support, weaken 
your support or not change your support

Surveys



common problems in questions 
illogical or incomplete answer set 
weak: Do you consider the UW faculty a racially diverse 
group? Yes or no 
improved: On a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being not at all 
racially diverse and 7 being completely racially diverse, 
how racially diverse is the UW faculty?

Surveys



Surveys
common problems in surveys 
Forced choice vs. don’t know 
Women are more likely to say don’t know 

questions of knowledge 

If you had to vote for the position of Wisconsin 
Governor today, would you vote for Scott Walker or 
Mary Burke? 
If you had to vote for the position of Wisconsin 
governor today, would you vote for Scott Walker, Mary 
Burke, or have you not decided yet?



Bias
What is the 
purpose? 
ideological 

liberal 

conservative 

“moderate” 

commercial 
corporate 
gender 
racial 
sexual orientation



Mind-Reading
Infer what people 
are thinking 
Over-reading body 
language 
Can work in strat 
comm if your     
audience draws        
the conclusions        
you want them to



Mind-Reading
Q Thank you, Mr. President. I may want to apologize in 
advance because -- 

THE PRESIDENT: Please do. 
Q -- I can't help but read your body language this morning, 
Mr. President. You seem somehow dispirited, somewhat 
dispirited. 
THE PRESIDENT: I think you need to apologize for 
advance -- (laughter.) This is like -- all of a sudden, it's like 
Psychology 101, you know? (Laughter.)



Scholarship in Mass Comm Writing
Putting episodic developments in structural context 
providing new angles  
countering spin 
describing historical trends 
identifying unknowns



How Do I Find Out What Scholars Say?

Google Scholar 
JStor 
Academic Search 
Premier 
Wonky Journalists 
Scholarly Blogs 

The Monkey Cage 

Mischiefs of Faction 

What Makes Them Click 

PsyBlog 

Influence PEOPLE



False equivalence
“Both sides do 
it” 
Incentivizes bad 
behavior 
Can help in strat 
comm 

Is it ethical?



Calculations you better know
mean (average) = sum/# of items 
median = middle number of ordered set 

outliers 

percentage = x/y where x is the portion and y the 
whole population 

43 subjects of 210 in focus group chose Oreos 

43/210 = .205 

20.5% of subjects chose Oreos



Calculations you better know
rate = percentage with a standard baseline 

murders last year: Milwaukee = 111, Madison = 3 

population: Milwaukee = 596,974, Madison = 208,054 

murder rate per 100,000 residents 

Milwaukee = 111/(596,974/100,000) = 18.6 

Madison - 3/(208,054/100,000) = 1.4



Calculations you better know
CPM (cost per thousand) 

basically a rate 

(ad cost x 1,000)/audience 

Sports Illustrated 

$203,000 for full-page ad 

3,212,000 audience 

CPM = (203,000 x 1,000)/3,212,000 = $63.20 

Analogues of CPP (Cost Per Point) and CTR (Click 
Through Rate)



More Calculations
counts =  
# of instances of  
a variable



Calculations you better know
percentage points vs. percent changed 

percent changed = change/original value 

consumer recognition of the brand jumped from 15% to 25% 

change of 10 percentage points 

but percent changed much more 

10/15 = .66666666 (67%) 

Context matters.  An increase in recogntion from 1 to 2 percent is a 
100% percent change, but is it super meaningful? 

Depends on the audience.



Calculations you better know
audience composition percentages 

% of audience that fits a characteristic 

gender, education, income, lifestyle 

index 
compares a comp percentage against expectation for whole 
population (100) 

Newsweek:  

men: 55.5% (116 index) 

women: 44.5% (86 index)



Calculations you better know
budgets



Calculations you better know
budgets



personalization 
confuse evidence by focusing on self 

overestimation 
believe evidence is more extensive 

correlation vs. causation 
intervening factor 

and over interpretation of studies 

flaws of eye witnesses 
powerful but inaccurate 

evidence out of context

Analytical skills



support your theme with evidence 
ask: 

evidence accurate? 

bias in evidence? justified? 

evidence complete? 

evidence in context? 

evidence understood by audience?

Numeracy in writing


