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Background



About me

• Lesley-Anne Kelly, Head of Data Journalism at DC Thomson

• Working in data journalism for seven years

• Leading the data unit for three of those years



DC Thomson
• A family-owned business, we are headquartered in 

Scotland, with a presence in London and across the 
globe. 

• Two of our titles, The Press and Journal and The Courier 
are two of the top three selling regional daily newspapers 
in the UK.

• Our news brands are part of the trading side of DC 
Thomson, which also includes, magazines, radio, a 
thriving genealogy community and a technology solutions 
business.

• As well as trading, DC Thomson also has a private 
investment business and The Northwood Charitable Trust 
was set up by the Thomson family in 1972 with the 
purpose of making communities in and around Dundee 
more supportive places for people to live, work and 
prosper.
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The project



How healthy are our high streets?

Our high streets are suffering – between cost-
of-living issues, the lasting effects of the 
pandemic, and the prevalence of online 
shopping, vacant units are a constant in our 
city centres

We wanted to be able to quantify the issue and 
to see if the issue is getting better or worse

Unfortunately, no data existed…



We wanted to provide clarity by quantifying the 
issue

• There’s a lot of “death of the high 
street” discourse – what does the 
data say?

• More than just vacant/occupied – we 
wanted to see what kind of 
businesses make up our high streets



We wanted to create data that drives change
• We live in the cities we report on and want to 

see them succeed
• By providing this data and reporting on it – 

could we impact positive change in our 
communities?

This is more than just news… it’s our home

• We don’t just want to report, we want to shine a 
light on the things that matter the most to our 
communities – and our high streets are at the heart 
of our communities



We wanted to create a tool for reporters
• Our reporters are writing about our high streets every day – we wanted to build 

something that would give them additional context for their stories
• Instead of saying a shop or restaurant has opened or closed, could we build a tool 

that would allow them to also talk about trends?



10

What we did



Tracking the high street
• Starting out with Dundee and Aberdeen in June 2023 we built a living database of the retail units 

that make up our high streets and shopping centres
• Adding in Inverness and Perth in December 2023 – we now track data for half of Scotland’s cities
• Monitoring almost 2000 units
• 3D maps and charts



Internal data
• As well as the articles for readers we have exclusive data available internally for reporters



Adding more context to the data



14

How we did it



Engagement

• Engaged with local reporters on which streets/shopping centres were the “key 
indicator” areas for each patch

• The wisdom of the crowd is integral to keeping the data up to date so getting 
newsroom buy in was key



A virtual stroll down the high street

• Once we identified the streets to 
track we used google maps street 
view to start drawing out the units

• Each individual retail unit was hand 
drawn



An actual stroll down the high street

• From google maps and our own knowledge we made lists 
of what we believed to be in each unit

• We then walked down each street to create the final 
version of the lists/maps for each street/shopping centre

• Each unit was also categorised and subcategorised
• Maps were hand drawn using Geojson.io and the entire 

project runs off Google Sheets
• Updated whenever new data is available
• Quality assured every quarter



Technical details
• Geojson.io used for hand drawing every unit
• Figma used to create floor plans of every shopping centre
• QGIS used for any more advanced spatial analysis
• All charts and maps use Flourish which are hooked up to the entire dataset via google sheets – 

every change involves a small update to the Google Sheet, which then triggers off several bits of 
analysis and sends straight to Flourish



The structure
• Each city has a tracker article 

looking at the high streets and 
shopping centre

• Each city gets a “launch 
article” where take a deep 
dive into the data we’ve 
gathered and interview local 
business owners – utilising 
data visualisation and 
scrollytelling

• Each quarter we get back out 
on foot and quality assure the 
data and publish a fresh deep 
dive



The structure
• Each city has a tracker article 

looking at the high streets and 
shopping centre

• Each city gets a “launch 
article” where take a deep 
dive into the data we’ve 
gathered and interview local 
business owners – utilising 
data visualisation and 
scrollytelling

• Each quarter we get back out 
on foot and quality assure the 
data and publish a fresh deep 
dive



Building on the data
• From the initial bank of data we slowly added 

additional bespoke analysis – all with the core spine 
of the exclusive high street data running through it



Bringing the data to life
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Who did it



The data journalism team

Audience teams – SEO specialists/social 
media etc

Insight specialists
Reporters across the 

newsroom

Local reporters in Inverness



25

Results



Driving change in our communities



We created a powerful storytelling tool



We created a powerful storytelling tool
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Key success 
factors



Communication

• Reporters were key to this project, getting them on board was essential to 
success

• We tapped into the knowledge of our readers with forms on every article

Exclusivity

• None of this data is available in anything close to this level of detail 
anywhere else



Evergreen content benefits

• The tracker articles are clicked on every day and updated regularly which 
Google rewards with good search authority

• When our reporters link to those trackers they’re able to benefit from that SEO 
authority for their news articles
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Main challenges



Communication

• With so many moving parts in a newsroom it took a while to integrate 
use of the data into daily practice for reporters

Resources

• While maintenance now is manageable, the up front time 
investment in building the data was high

• The idea for this was first pitched in December 2022. Work began 
seriously around February/March 2023 and was first published in 
June 2023.



35

Key learnings



Process

• When you define the data – YOU define the data
• The initial two cities were built in parallel by two people. Whilst 99% of the process was the 

same small differences in problem solving approaches had to be tweaked post-launch
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Next steps



Dundee Aberdeen

Inverness Perth
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Thank you!



Appendix

Tools
• Flourish
• Figma
• QGIS
• Geojson.io
• Google Sheets

Links
• https://www.thecourier.co.uk/tag/high-street-tracking/
• https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/tag/high-street-tracking/

Get in touch
• lkelly@dcthomson.co.uk
• https://www.linkedin.com/in/lesley-anne-kelly-10638b224/
• @L_A_Kelly on twitter and tiktok

https://www.thecourier.co.uk/tag/high-street-tracking/
https://www.pressandjournal.co.uk/tag/high-street-tracking/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lesley-anne-kelly-10638b224/
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