
Interactive News at the Times

Hello, I’m Jacob Harris, and I’m here to talk to you about Interactive News. I am a founding member of the Interactive Newsroom Technologies team here at the New York Times, but I’m a not a journalist by training; I have a Masters 
Degree in Computer Science! But I’ve managed to spend enough time in the newsroom I’ve been asked to talk about what Interactive News is. 

So what is it? 

Good question. It’s a nebulous concept. Like pornography, you know it when you see it, but it’s not the easiest thing to define. And so, I think it’s best for me to show you lots of examples. Of news, not pornography. So, that’s what I’m 
going to do here, in the attempt to explore what forms interactive news might take. Since I work for the Times and can answer directly questions about them, many of my examples are going to be from the Times. This is not to say we 
know the subject better than anybody else, I just know why we’ve done what we’ve done.



Let’s ask though, what is non-interactive news? Strip away all the photos ads and links and sidebars and sharing tools and this reduces to roughly the 
same as one that might’ve run in the paper in 1851: the article. That basic of journalism where the newspaper synthesizes, analyzes, and paraphrases from 
a variety of sources what you need to know. On the web we can do more though...

(build)

For instance, this story is about the creditors to Bernie Madoff’s bankruptcy filing. Due to physical limitations of print, we wouldn’t normally print all 13000 
names on the list in the newspaper. But on the web, we can be the paper of record and share that at no cost.



And so, behold! Interactive news!

It’s a little underwhelming, but this IS interactive news. We built this the day the full list was released, a little app that allows readers to browse and search 
for particular results in the story. A silly example, but it is compelling to our audience; this application racked up half a million hits the afternoon it 
launched. 



Data

Story

Interaction

Interactive News applications as comprised of 3 axes. Each interactive news application lies somewhere in this triangle (thanks to Scott McCloud for the 
inspiration). 

First and foremost is Data. Data is what makes an interactive news piece different from a typical interview-a-few-sources-get-opposing-viewpoints article 
you might find in much of any newspaper. At the extreme end of this triangle are the unprocessed raw data sources for any news, be they PDF documents, 
spreadsheets, databases, piles of photographs, or hours of audio. 

Story is the second axis. At the most extreme point, story is just the normal content we produce every day, be it breaking news, blog posts, or restaurant 
reviews. But as we mix it with data, story is essential to a good interactive application. Data that has no story to it is not compelling; we could publish a list 
of last names in the NYC phonebook as data, but without a good reason, who cares? And filling in the story – the people, places, and events – often helps 
people to approach the data. 

Finally, there is interaction. That’s a word we all hear a lot, but often it means very little. A slideshow is interactive after all. You get to click forward AND 
back! But interactive is what makes the difference between a good and bad application, and the variations on interaction is what we will explore in this talk.



Here’s another example of work we’ve done in the Interactive Newsroom Technologies group. A report on the failure of reconstruction in Iraq was leaked 
to the New York Times and ProPublica. Investigative journalism is sometimes driven by smoking gun documents like this. Normally, physical limitations 
prevent us from sharing that content with readers.

But here, we were fortunate to be able to share the full 500-page document online. Of course, if it were just the data axis we cared about, we could just 
link to a PDF. But this report assumes the reader is intimately familiar with the people and places in Iraq. So, we enhanced the Document Viewer to allow 
reporters to add expert annotations  that tied into the larger story of the reconstruction’s failure. Of course, we allow readers to read, search, and link to 
individual pages and sections on their own.

All three components. Data. Story. Interaction.



Of course, the nice thing about digital tools



Is once you’ve built them



You can repurpose



them in many ways



For all sorts of newsworthy uses

Oh, we are hoping to open source this code very soon.



Of course, sometimes a good map or a picture is worth 10000 DB rows. Here’s the map we ran on election night. With data from the Associated Press, this 
was a collaboration between Interactive News and Graphics.



We allowed people to drill in and look at individual counties in both the map and in tabular versions on the state overview pages. Sadly we aren’t able to 
share this raw data via an API. 



Sometimes the story comes before the data. But here’s a case where the data revealed the story of the election.

Compared to the previous election, the data showed how a large majority of the country shifted democratic the day afterwards. That county may have 
seemed Red, but it was less Red than before and that changed played out again and again nationwide.



Interactive news is also not necessarily static. 

As long-running stories develop in new ways, applications can evolve. Here’s the Guantanamo Docket, a collaboration between Interactive News, Computer 
Assisted Reporting, and Investigations. As more information is learned, the data evolves and the story develops. Trends become apparent. 



For instance, 35 detainees were implicated as bombmakers merely because they owned a particular cheap Casio wristwatch.



And again, we can reuse tools in new ways.
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So back to interaction. As newspapers, we do an excellent job of filling in the left side of the triangle. Stories and data are what we’ve done well for over 
100 years. Now, our main task is learning how to share that. But I think there is much more to interactivity. Mainly becuase there are so many different 
ways in which users might interact with the news above the individual story or application and how APIs tie into that.



There’s the homepage for instance. You’ve seen our nytimes.com homepage already. But does it have to be THE homepage for everyone? 

This is NewsSkimmer, a new spin on the traditional homepage by the new Prototypes Group of nytimes.com.  It uses our RSS feeds converted into JSON. 



blog.blprnt.com

On the more abstract end of things, here’s a representation of relationships between key people and organizations in 2009 made by Jer Thorp and using 
the Article Search API.

You don’t have to know Flash to do Interactive News however. I don’t, although I respect there are some good places for it. You do need to understand how 
the Web works however. When possible, everything should have a URL, everything should be a page, everything should be linkable. 



Interaction is also aggregation. Content is often spread across websites and across the web. Pulling it together into a cohesive whole creates new 
opportunities. Represent is a beta from interactive news that hits several APIs to answer “what are my elected officials doing?”.



Interaction is community. Article comments allow strangers to yell at each other about politics. Email this allows direct dispatches, but new interactive 
social layers like TimesPeople allow friends to connect and share the news that interests them. Think of it as personalized filter to the news.



As readers react to the news, we can ask for their reactions.



And more... here we solicited reader photographs from people watching the inauguration both in DC and around the world. And honestly, I found the 
photographs more emotional and compelling than the photography from official reporters.



We might also ask if it’s possible to create a Wikipedia-style collaborative layer on top of the news? 

As one possibility, here’s VisualizationLab, a project that allows people to create and share their own visualizations of raw data. We could also consider 
similar collaborative annotation layers on top of news as well. You can guess we’re already thinking of adding user annotations to the DocumentViewer



Maybe we’ll see functionality like this NewsMixer prototype applied to real news and data.



And finally, for many of us the web is now on the go, in our phones, our TVs, our toaster ovens (okay, maybe not toasters). New applications for mobile 
form factors are the newest frontier for newspaper websites and other applications. 
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So to repeat, data. story. interaction. Now show me what amazing work you’ve done.

Thank you.


