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The	
  sta(s(cs	
  are	
  stunning:	
  about	
  90%	
  of	
  all	
  the	
  data	
  in	
  the	
  world	
  has	
  
been	
  generated	
  in	
  the	
  past	
  two	
  years	
  (a	
  sta(s(c	
  holding	
  roughly	
  true	
  as	
  
(me	
  passes).	
  There	
  are	
  2.7	
  zeBabytes	
  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.	
  	
  





We	
  are	
  now	
  accumula8ng	
  data	
  at	
  a	
  scale	
  unprecedented	
  in	
  
social	
  science	
  research,	
  capturing	
  social	
  ac8vity	
  in	
  real	
  8me,	
  
over	
  8me:	
  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	
  possibili8es	
  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	
  genera<ons	
  
of	
  researchers.	
  	
  



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

Challenge	
  1:	
  What	
  are	
  these	
  Digital	
  Data?	
  



These	
  data	
  are	
  mediated	
  by	
  the	
  
processes	
  that	
  produce	
  them	
  	
  



hGp://thinktostart.com/how-­‐much-­‐big-­‐
data-­‐is-­‐generated-­‐every-­‐minute-­‐on-­‐top-­‐
digital-­‐and-­‐social-­‐media-­‐infographic	
  
	
  



Challenge	
  1:	
  What	
  are	
  these	
  Digital	
  Data?	
  

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

	
  
•  By	
  technical	
  infrastructures	
  	
  

•  By	
  itera:ve	
  social	
  prac:ces	
  
	
  
	
  



…	
  the	
  data	
  that	
  we	
  have	
  are	
  reflec8ons	
  of	
  both	
  the	
  
technical	
  func8onali8es	
  and	
  the	
  emergent	
  social	
  
prac8ces	
  of	
  the	
  digital	
  artefacts	
  that	
  produce	
  the	
  data	
  …	
  
not	
  the	
  unmediated	
  reflec8ons	
  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	
  &	
  itera:ve	
  data	
  
prac:ces	
  

•  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	
  

This	
  is	
  a	
  world	
  where	
  massive	
  amounts	
  of	
  data	
  and	
  applied	
  
mathema(cs	
  replace	
  every	
  other	
  tool	
  that	
  might	
  be	
  brought	
  to	
  bear	
  
….	
  With	
  enough	
  data,	
  the	
  numbers	
  speak	
  for	
  themselves.	
  



	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Informa:on	
  Age	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Network	
  Society	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Mobili:es	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Flow	
  

Methods?	
  Small	
  scale	
  content	
  &/or	
  larger	
  scale	
  random/purposive	
  
sampling;	
  sta<c	
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Methods	
  –	
  (socially)	
  a-­‐theore<cal,	
  largely	
  mathema<cal	
  and	
  technical	
  	
  





Challenge	
  3:	
  Discipline	
  

•  Disciplines	
  imagine	
  their	
  objects	
  of	
  study	
  differently	
  
	
  
•  Disciplines	
  operate	
  with	
  their	
  own	
  forms	
  of	
  cultural	
  capital	
  (…	
  also	
  
economic	
  and	
  social	
  capital!)	
  

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

•  We	
  will	
  face	
  intransigencies	
  
•  There	
  will	
  be	
  disciplinary	
  poli:cs	
  
	
  
	
  



The	
  Elephant	
  in	
  the	
  Room	
  
	
  
•  …	
  the	
  problem	
  with	
  invisible	
  infrastructures	
  
•  Understanding	
  sociotechnical	
  infrastructures	
  
•  …	
  because	
  good	
  research	
  needs	
  good	
  data	
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