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Today’s Agenda?

• What is Data-Scraping?

• What Does One Do with Spreadsheet Data?

• Hard and Easy ways to scrape data;

• Data-Scraping HTML with Google Sheets;

• Further Information.
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What is Data Scraping?

Web-scraping is a (typically automated) 
process which transfers content from 
online documents to an interactive 
format, such as Excel or CSV, for 
analysis, aggregation, or further 
computation.
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What is Data Scraping?

 Web-scraping is as old as the Web itself;

 Web-scraping: “content-harvesting lite.”

 Now used by business analysts, 

journalists, and researchers; 

 Ccoding-challenged professionals on a 

deadline.
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Why Do People Scrape Data?

- Directories; 

- Employment listings;

- Products & pricing;  

- Web addresses; 

- Site maps; 

- Annual reports;

- Data tables from reports;

- Documents!
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The Easiest Data-Scraping:

Google: site:gov filetype:xlsx [kw] 

 BLS; 

 BEA;

 FRED; 

 FBI;

 DOA; 

 CENSUS;

 CDC;

 NCES;

 BTS;

Many Federal Sites offer 

data in spreadsheets: 
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Why Do People Scrape Data?

FBI, Crime in the U.S., 2017;

Murders in the U.S.; 

By State;

By Type of  Weapon
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Why Do People Scrape Data??

“Interviewing” data: 

• Autosum

• Transpose;

• Ranking;

• Ratios.
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What If  It Isn’t Online in XLS or CSV?

 Many agencies offer no Excel version;

 Older documents;

 Variable state, industry or agency standards;

 Variable enforcement and compliance;

 Smaller departments, sections or offices;

 Federal councils, commissions or contractors.
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What is the Hardest way?
The hardest way is to 

transcribe data by hand;

Result from Data.Census.Gov:

First Row dropped into First Column;

Next hardest is to copy 

and paste into Excel
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What Next?

• Adobe Acrobat can export PDF to Excel;

• Easy as File, Save as Other  xlsx or csv

• Grey-out in Adobe Reader;

• Works only in Adobe Acrobat Pro 10.0;

File > Save as Other > Spreadsheet
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Can Anyone Export PDF to Excel?

• PDF Tables exports to Excel;

• Is it quick? YES;

• Is it easy? YES;

• Is it free? No…

• Well…Is it accurate?

• That depends…

http://pdftables.com
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PDF Tables – One page, One Table

• SALARY TABLE

• 2019-DCB

• One page document;

• One data table.

13



PDF Tables – One Page, One Table

• SALARY TABLE

• 2019-DCB

• Imported to PDF Tables;

• Preview;

• Download to Excel.

14



PDF Tables – One Page, One Table

• SALARY TABLE

• 2019-DCB

• Output to Excel; 

• Very Pretty;

• Amenable to edits and 

analyses.
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PDF Tables –Long Scholarly Article

A Little Awkward
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What does PDF Tables cost??

• Free test up to 50 pages;

• Free Registration;

• Free 50 pages;

• Buy Pages;

• PDF Pages…
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Scraping for Tech Tigers

 Tiger teams scrape from dynamic pages 
(Census, Amazon, Monster Jobs, etc.); 

 Such programs have a longer learning curve;

https://www.webscraper.io/
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($) Scraping Tables ($)

https://www.outwit.com/ 

https://www.parsehub.com/

http://www.visualscraper.com/

http://scrapinghub.com/

https://www.import.io/

https://www.webhose.io/

https://dexi.io/

http://scrapinghub.com/

http://www.spinn3r.com/

 Best for high-volume harvesting;

 Choose the program : 

 safest; most reliable; 

 shortest learning curve; 

 best fit to workflow.

19



Free Tools: Tabula Java to Browser
http://tabula.technology 

Tabula scrapes PDF;

-User download; 

- Update Java;

- Download/Install;

- Open tabula.exe

- Troubleshoot…
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Save PDF to local drive

Tabula scrapes PDF 

- Use for PDF saved to 

your computer;

- Will keep a tab on what 

has been imported;

Tabula Java to Browser - http://tabula.technology 
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Once loaded, 

select Import

Tabula PDF to Excel http://tabula.technology 
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Tabula Improvements

- User download; opens 

in browser; 

- Able to autodetect

tables in a document;

Main limitation: 

- Confused by formatting.

Tabula Java to Browser - http://tabula.technology 
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Autodetect Tables:

- Searches and high-lights 

what it believes is tabular 

data;

- Confused by format;

- X in upper right removes 

unwanted elements.

Tabula Autoselect Tables
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Tabula Autodetect Tables

Autodetect Tables:

- Searches and high-

lights what it believes 

is tabular data;

- OK to shape tables.
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Tabula Export to Excel

Preview & Export Extracted Data
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Tabula Java Program

Revise Selections to 

go back and adjust;

Note the fused tables;

Export Extracted Data
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Tabula Java Program

Tabula confused by 

merged cells;

All tables are on one 

sheet in a pile;

Far columns fused;
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Tabula Java Program

1. Workaround:

2. Create two columns;

3. Data  Text to 

Columns;

4. Space-Separated;

5. Repeat as needed.
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Star Attraction: Google Sheet Hack

• Plenty of  data or directories are 

still in static HTML tables;

• Lena Groeger, ProPublica.org, 

has a Google Sheet hack;

• Populates a Google sheet with a 

static HTML table in a single 

formula:
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Google Sheet Hack

• Step One

• Gather these 

data elements;

 URL;

 type of  element;

 first data element.

 The target page

 Table

 0 (starts at the top)

 https://www.nifc.gov/fireInfo/fireInfo_stats_totalFires.html

 “table”

 “0”
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Raw Pretty

=IMPORTHTML(“https://www.nifc.gov/fireInfo/fireInfo_stats_totalFires.html”,”table”,”0”)

Rough           Pretty

Error

32



Lena Groeger, 
ProPublica

https://bit.ly/1Kn6Eav
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Further Information

• Paul Bradshaw,  

• Master’s Program, Birmingham City University, 

• Online Journalism Blog: 

https://onlinejournalismblog.com/;

• Ebooks for sale from LeanPub:

• Scraping for Journalists ($20.01) -

https://leanpub.com/scrapingforjournalists

• Data Journalism Heist ($9.99) -

https://leanpub.com/DataJournalismHeist
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Data Scraping for the Coding-
Challenged

Carl P. Olson 

colson@towson.edu
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Thank You!


