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Social Media as Social Science Data

Approach 1: social media as a causal variable in and of itself:

Å Effect of social media on authoritarian regimes (Mazaidet al 
2011, Tufekiand Wilson 2012, Farrell 2012, Tucker 2013)

Å Effect of social media on mobilization/protest (Wilson 2016)



Social Media as Social Science Data

Approach 2: social media as a tool to measure something else:

ÅDetect effect of natural disasters (Sakashi, et al. 2010; Vieweg
et al. 2010)

Å Information diffusion through population (Lermanand Ghosh 
2010, Romero et al 2011, Jansen et al 2009)

ÅMeasure real-time effect of debates on voters (Diakopoulos
and Shamma2010)



Social Media as Social Science Data

Idealist claim: everything we want to know about public opinion 
is available via social media.

[ƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
know what the denominator is.



The Problems

ÅThe Representativeness Problem
ïSocial media users not representative

ïVocalsocial media users not representative

ÅThe Population Problem
ïMight not even be in the population in question
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ïThese are not new problemsin social science



Social Media as Pseudo-Polls

ÅUser meta data to correct sampling
ÅSemantic analysis to identify intervening 

variables (education, wealth, ethnicity)
ÅSurvey sample of social media users to control 

for intervening variables



Data Sources

ÅSocial Networks (Facebook)

ÅBlogs

ÅMicroblogs (Twitter)

ÅProblems:

ÅCountry variation

ÅTemporal variation

ÅPublic/private divide



ÅGeocoded social media data can target populations

ÅTwo approaches:
ïContext based

ïGPS based

ÅThe additional problem: selecting on the dependent variable:
ïBy time

ïBy keyword

Twitter Framework for Social Science



Twitter Framework for Social Science

ÅThe Data:

ïLatitude and longitude

ïFull text and keywords

ïMetadata: followers, time zone, language
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Twitter Framework for Social Science

ÅEvery geocoded tweet (3 billion):

ïE. Europe, Asia, Africa (since Jan 2012)

ïLatin America (since Dec 2014)

ÅKeyword collection on demand:

ïWorldwide

ïReal time sub-national categorization
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Project: Nigeria and Ethnicity



Project: South Korean Censorship



Project: South Africa #mustfall



Project: Latino vs. Hispanic


