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working on beforehand. | suppose that there are, of course, challenges around all this, the first being
cost. Especially historical datasets on Twitter or datasets across another range of other social media
platforms usually have to be bought. And especially if they're — depending on the technical capacity
of the research team, you often need actually commercial service to acquire and scrape and bring
together all the different 20/30 social media sources of data into a single place and in a single
canonical format which a research can use. So you often need subscriber access to say a platform
like Datasift or Pulsar in order to get the data in ways which is reasonably convenient and consistent
to be used.

Interviewer: Sorry to interrupt. Do you have a preferred supplier then and do you have an ongoing deal?

Respondent:  No, we don't. We actually usually go to source for the datasets that we need. We also work quite a
lot with the social media platforms so Facebook has funded a number of different studies that we've
done and we often include our own legal architecture which allows Facebook to share data with us,
and we use in ways that of course they are happy with and consistent with their privacy policies. But
then we are lucky because half of our team are data scientists and software engineers, so if need to
connect one of my analytical platforms up with a new API | can really pick up the phone and
someone can do that for me, which | know is absolutely not necessarily the story for all researchers.

Interviewer: Do you have a special relationship with Twitter and Facebook and other companies?

Respondent: It depends what you mean by a special relationship. We’ve got an ongoing dialogue with them. |
know people that work there quite well and, as | said, we have a funding relationship sometimes with
Facebook. We go in and present our work fairly often and do our best to keep the platforms up to
speed with what we are doing. | wouldn’t say we have a special relationship though anymore than
I'm sure talking to loads of researchers.

Interviewer: Obviously there’s going to be differentiation in the levels of access, different institutions and it does
help to build up a relationship with them, a good working relationship. So | would be interested to
compare your access to other institutions or other organisations that are trying to do similar work to
you.

Respondent:  Yes, and | suppose that's the ‘in principle’ difficulty is that these datasets are proprietary. It's
absolutely the right of a social media platform to decide to change their terms and conditions of data
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The statistics are stunning: about 90% of all the data in the world has
been generated in the past two years (a statistic holding roughly true as
time passes). There are 2.7 zettabytes of data in the digital universe,
where 1ZB is a billion terabytes (a typical computer hard drive these days
can hold about 0.5TB...) IBM predicts that will hit 8ZB by 2015. Facebook
alone stores and analyses more than 50 petabites (50 000 TB) of data



digital technologies stop being a tool for data storage and
analysis and the data that they generate become the
substance of research.
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We are now accumulating data at a scale unprecedented in
social science research, capturing social activity in real time,
over time: the traces of what people do and say ‘in the wild’,
rather than what they say they do in interviews and surveys,
with all kinds of possibilities for high speed data mining and

data linkage between diverse sources of data.



Challenges for Social Research

* The data
 Methodology
* Interdisciplinarity

How each of these challenges is addressed and resolved (or
not) will shape what the data become for future generations
of researchers.



Challenge 1: What are these Digital Data?

* Naturally occurring data?
* Big Data as a telescope for Social Science?




These data are mediated by the
processes that produce them
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Challenge 1: What are these Digital Data?

* Big data are mediated by the processes that
produce them:

* By technical infrastructures

* By iterative social practices




... the data that we have are reflections of both the
technical functionalities and the emergent social
practices of the digital artefacts that produce the data ...

not the unmediated reflections of a separate world that
lies beyond



Challenge 1: What are these Digital Data?

* Big data are mediated by the processes that
produce them:

* By technical infrastructures & iterative data
practices
* By provenance and ownership




These are thoroughly constructed data ...

as digital data become the substance of
our research so too should the
sociotechnical infrastructures that

produce them



Challenge 2: Method

ENCE : DISCOVERIES )
The End of Theory: The Data Deluge Makes the
Scientific Method Obsolete

This is a world where massive amounts of data and applied
mathematics replace every other tool that might be brought to bear
.... With enough data, the numbers speak for themselves.
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Methods — (socially) a-theoretical, largely mathematical and technical
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Challenge 3: Discipline

e Disciplines imagine their objects of study differently

* Disciplines operate with their own forms of cultural capital (... also
economic and social capital!)

e Using big data for social research demands change from both sides

 We will face intransigencies
* There will be disciplinary politics



The Elephant in the Room

e ...the problem with invisible infrastructures
 Understanding sociotechnical infrastructures
* .. because good research needs good data
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