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Abstract 

While word cloud visualizations and similar types 
of simple tools are widely available on the web, 
the more sophisticated textual analysis software 
and code unfortunately remain the domain of 
experts and users of languages like R and Python. 
To address this, we created two prototypes that 
would allow newsrooms to harness the power of 
R’s textual and sentiment analysis packages in a 
simple drag-and-drop format through 
public-facing R Shiny apps. These two apps show 
how powerful data wrangling, analysis and 
visualization functions may be increasingly 
democratized for time-pressed journalists. We 
demonstrate use cases through: 1) exploratory 
analysis of public speeches; 2) exploration of 
sentiment analysis around large bodies of political 
advertising, such as the new archive on the 
Facebook platform; and 3) comparative analysis 
of one outlet’s coverage on a specific topic as 
compared to that of the competition. 

R is an open-source statistical software 
environment with a robust community of 
developers that collaborate and share knowledge, 
tools and code.¹ Newsrooms are increasingly 
adopting R. Currently, R has statistical and 
textual analysis packages that allow for rich and 
generative forms of interpretation. In addition, R 
Shiny, which deploys code and datasets to a 
server, is easily customizable and user-friendly; it 
allows for a text-and-numerical dataset to be 
dropped in and a set of questions to be asked of 

it, facilitated by a pre-coded operational 
workflow.  

These apps would allow reporters to drop in 
spreadsheets or text documents of interest and 
ask a series of cross-cutting questions. In this 
project, we have customized R’s “tidytext” and 
“plotly” packages and UVM’s “LabMTsimple” 
sentiment dictionary for textual and sentiment 
analysis and added several intervention points for 
users to subset the data, ask it guided questions 
and produce exploratory data visualizations.² ³ ⁴

We consider the possibilities enabled by our 
applications by looking at two use cases. Our first 
use case with a prototype Shiny app involves 
looking at a corpus of texts or headlines such as 
the public speeches of a politician or coverage of 
a news topic to understand rhetorical patterns, 
popular formulations and sentiment (See Figure 
1). Techniques such as descriptive statistics, 
sentiment analysis and n-gram analysis are 
employed. Our second use case with a prototype 
Shiny app involves discerning patterns in political 
advertisements on Facebook, allowing for unique 
insights into the strategies employed in political 
messaging (See Figure 2). Techniques such as 
textual and sentiment analysis are employed.  

These prototypes point to the possibility of a 
broader ecosystem of similar deadline-friendly 

Presented at the Computation + Journalism Symposium, Feb 2019, Miami, FL, USA



apps for newsrooms that could provide them with 
greater analytical power and higher-level insights. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1: One R Shiny prototype allows users to discern patterns in media coverage or political speeches. 
Techniques such as textual and sentiment analysis are employed. The app can be found at 
storybench.shinyapps.io/csvanalysis and storybench.shinyapps.io/textanalysis 
 

 

http://storybench.shinyapps.io/csvanalysis
http://storybench.shinyapps.io/textanalysis


 
Figure 2: One R Shiny prototype allows users to discern patterns in political advertisements on Facebook, 
allowing for unique insights into the strategies employed in political messaging. Techniques such as n-gram 
and sentiment analysis are employed. The app can be found at storybench.shinyapps.io/facebook 
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