Digital Methods

for Social Science

An Interdisciplinary Guide
to Research Innovation

Edited by
Helene Snee
Christine Hine
Yvette Morey
Steven Roberts
Hayley Watson

pas



Digital Methods for Social Science



This page intentionally left blank



Digital Methods for Social
Science

An Interdisciplinary Guide to Research
Innovation

Edited by

Helene Snee
Lecturer in Sociology, Manchester Metropolitan University, UK

Christine Hine
Reader in Sociology, University of Surrey, UK

Yvette Morey

Research Fellow, Centre for the Study of Behaviour Change and Influence,
University of the West of England, UK

Steven Roberts
Senior Lecturer in Sociology, Monash University, Australia

Hayley Watson

Senior Research Analyst, Trilateral Research and Consulting, UK



Selection and editorial matter © Helene Snee, Christine Hine, Yvette Morey,
Steven Roberts and Hayley Watson 2016

Individual chapters © Respective authors 2016

Foreword © Noortje Marres 2016

Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2016 978-1-137-45365-5

All rights reserved. No reproduction, copy or transmission of this
publication may be made without written permission.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, copied or transmitted
save with written permission or in accordance with the provisions of the
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, or under the terms of any licence
permitting limited copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency,
Saffron House, 6-10 Kirby Street, London ECTN 8TS.

Any person who does any unauthorized act in relation to this publication
may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

The authors have asserted their rights to be identified as the authors of this
work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published 2016 by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN

Palgrave Macmillan in the UK is an imprint of Macmillan Publishers Limited,
registered in England, company number 785998, of Houndmills, Basingstoke,
Hampshire RG21 6XS.

Palgrave Macmillan in the US is a division of St Martin’s Press LLC,
175 Fifth Avenue, New York, NY 10010.

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.

Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

ISBN 978-1-349-55862-9 ISBN 978-1-137-45366-2 (eBook)
DOI 10.1057/9781137453662

This book is printed on paper suitable for recycling and made from fully
managed and sustained forest sources. Logging, pulping and manufacturing
processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the
country of origin.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Digital methods for social science : an interdisciplinary guide to research
innovation / [edited by] Helene Snee, Christine Hine, Yvette Morey,
Steven Roberts, Hayley Watson.
pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.

1. Social sciences—Methodology. 2. Social sciences—Research—Data
processing. 3. Internet research. 4. Digital media. I. Snee, Helene,
editor.

H61.D546 2015

300.285—dc23 2015021880



Contents

List of Figures and Tables vii
Foreword by Noortje Marres viii
Acknowledgements X
Notes on Contributors xi

1 Digital Methods as Mainstream Methodology:
An Introduction 1
Helene Snee, Christine Hine, Yvette Morey, Steven Roberts
and Hayley Watson

Part I Big Data, Thick Data: Social Media Analysis

Introduction to Part I

2 Methodological Innovation in Precarious Spaces: The Case
of Twitter 17
Axel Bruns and Jean Burgess

3 Have We Even Solved the First ‘Big Data Challenge?’
Practical Issues Concerning Data Collection and Visual
Representation for Social Media Analytics 34
Phillip Brooker, Julie Barnett, Timothy Cribbin and Sanjay
Sharma

4 ‘I'm Always on Facebook!’: Exploring Facebook as a
Mainstream Research Tool and Ethnographic Site 51
Eve Stirling

Part II Combining and Comparing Methods
Introduction to Part II

5 Mixing Modes to Widen Research Participation 71
Jo Hope

6 Do We Need Polls? Why Twitter Will Not Replace Opinion
Surveys, but Can Complement Them 87
Javier Sajuria and Jorge Fdabrega



vi

7

Contents

Video Analysis in Digital Literacy Studies: Exploring
Innovative Methods
Roberto de Roock, Ibrar Bhatt and Jonathon Adams

Part III Developing Innovations in Digital Methods

Introduction to Part III

8

10

Prototyping Social Sciences: Emplacing Digital Methods
Adolfo Estalella

Digital Methods and Perpetual Reinvention?
Asynchronous Interviewing and Photo Elicitation
Emma Hutchinson

Digital Stories and Handmade Skills: Explorations in How
Digital Methods Can Be Used to Study Transmissions of
Skill

Victoria Tedder

Part IV Digital Research: Challenges
and Contentions

Introduction to Part IV

11

12

13

14

What'’s the Matter with MOOCs? Socio-material
Methodologies for Educational Research
Jeremy Knox

Towards an Innovative Inclusion: Using Digital Methods
with Young People
Emma Bond and Stuart Agnew

Ethics Issues in Digital Methods Research
Claire Hewson

Digital Methods as Mainstream Methodology:

Conclusions

Helene Snee, Christine Hine, Yvette Morey, Steven Roberts
and Hayley Watson

Index

105

127

143

157

175

190

206

222

231



Figures and Tables

Figures

3.1 Chart to show volume of tweets mentioning ‘black’
across time (half-hour intervals)

3.2 Chart to show volume of tweets mentioning ‘black’
across time (two-minute intervals)

3.3 Hashtag map of #notracist (labels given to hashtags
featuring in >1% of tweets)

3.4 ‘Comedy’ term map (left) and ‘truth’ term map (right)

(labels given to terms featuring in >4% of tweets)
6.1 Retweeters’ distribution of their retweets by political
affinity
7.1 Transana’s interface

Tables

5.1 Interviewee demographic and socio-economic details by

mode

5.2 Internet expertise and confidence by mode of interview

6.1 Support for candidates

6.2 Logistic regression using CEP survey data

6.3 Logistic regression using Twitter data

6.4 Comparison between support and positive tone

vii

40

41

43

44

96
107

78
80
98
99
100
101



Foreword

There is still no consensus about what digital social methods are. Some
argue that social research methods have been digital for a long time, as
computational devices entered the social research toolkit many decades
ago, in the form of punchcards, and the range of quantitative and quali-
tative software packages that social researchers have been trained to use
from the 1970s onwards. Others argue that the long-standing process
of ‘digitization’ is taking a new form today, as digital devices are cur-
rently transforming social life in ways that precisely render it available
for social research in unprecedented ways. Many agree that develop-
ments such as the rise of social media, the proliferation of mobile devices
and the uptake of digital analytics across professional practices are giv-
ing rise to a new apparatus for researching social life. They also have as
a practical consequence that ‘social methods’ are becoming ever more
prominent or ‘mainstream’ in our societies and cultures: today, users
of digital devices are almost de facto researching communities, mea-
suring influence and so on. Social media platforms such as Facebook
routinely rely on methods of social network analysis to suggest new pro-
files to ‘friend’. And well before the rise of ‘social’ media, the research
paper introducing the search engine Google cited the sociologist Robert
Merton as an important source of inspiration in the development of
computational methods for analysing the ‘reputation’ of web pages.

Of course, whether or not the analytic measures that have been built
into digital infrastructures qualify as social research methods — whether
they deserve to be called by that name - is something that we can
debate and disagree about. Some social scientists insist on the difference
between computational methods and the dominant methodological
repertoires of the social sciences (interviews, surveys). By contrast,
others have highlighted the many overlaps between methodological
traditions of the social sciences and computing: methods for the anal-
ysis of conversations, networks and discourse have been developed
across fields, and they have both a computational and a sociological
dimension. But whatever one’s view on this matter, the project of the
‘mainstreaming’ of digital methods raises important questions for social
research. As computational methods are deployed by industry to gain
insight into social life, where does this leave ‘social research’ as an aca-
demic, public and everyday undertaking? As the contributions to this

viii



Foreword ix

volume help to make clear, it is highly implausible to expect digital
platforms themselves to take on all the various tasks of social research,
as these platforms are increasingly configured to serve the rather narrow
purposes of marketing and advertising research, leaving it partly to aca-
demic and public social researchers to develop the research designs and
wider methodology that we need in order to make digital data, tools and
methods work for social enquiry.

But someone has to make the first move, and the contributions to
this volume show that academic, social and cultural researchers are very
much up to this task. They help us to understand just how much it
takes — in terms of practical astuteness and methodological investment —
to make Internet-based and Internet-related methods work with other
social research methods. Intellectual scepticism about digital methods —
and about digital industries — is not necessarily unfounded, but it too
often serves a placeholder for an unwillingness to do this work. Yes, the
type of social research that is facilitated by digital platforms and the kind
of ‘knowledge about society’ pursued by social researchers are in many
ways at odds, but this only means that we must do the work of making
digital data, tools and methods serve the ends of social inquiry. This
volume provides many examples that demonstrate how to do this.

In the process, the contributions also show us that digital methods
are not just another set of methods or just another toolkit. To be sure,
social research methods have long had a computational dimension.
But what we are facing today is a much wider re-negotiation of social
research methodology across academia, industry and society. If some-
thing unites those who ‘do’ digital methods, it is perhaps that they are
prepared to recognize the importance of technology and socio-technical
arrangements to how we gain knowledge about social life. They recog-
nize that digital technologies, settings as well as digital user practices
and the ‘research situation’ all inform the ‘method’ we end up using in
our research. As we learn how to research social life ‘with the digital’, we
then inevitably come to re-specify what participates in the composition
of method: machines as much as people, ideas and situations. How to
do it? This is as much a practical as an intellectual question, and this is
what makes digital methods so exciting and the willingness to engage
with them so important.

Noortje Marres
Goldsmiths, University of London, UK
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