
 
The development of “Big Data” – including the explosive growth in the utilization of social media and data collected around consumer behavior – has created opportunities for social scientific research to gather and 
analyze information around a plethora of issues and controversies.  Members of the SUNY College at Oneonta “Big Data”Initiative (Team Seldon) have gathered data around substantive topics utilizing Trackur 
(software that gathers “tweets” made through Twitter) and IBM Modeler data analytic software. Team members Brett Heindl (Political Science) Brian Lowe (Sociology) and Greg Fulkerson  (Sociology) have been 
collaborating with the TLTC at SUNY Oneonta along with the Center for Computational Research at SUNY Buffalo to develop a method to “mine” the vast amounts of data available for analysis.  Here are  two 
examples of how this exciting and innovative approach to analyzing contemporary social and political issues can offer important insights with relative ease.  
 

Identifying the “person” in “personhood”: 
  

The importance of “personhood” has been identified by legal scholars through its 
application to humans of differing mental capacities, legal entities (such as corporations) 
and more recently by animal advocates for certain nonhuman animals (primates, 
elephants and certain marine mammals). The potential significance of the latter claims 
could have dramatic legal consequences if particular nonhuman animals were legally 
recognized as “persons”.  However, the elasticity of “personhood” suggests that this 
concept holds different meanings for different groups of claimsmakers and that the 
concept of “personhood” may be heavily subsumed with different social movements, most 
notably the anti—abortion movement.  Working with Michael Mountain with the Non-
human Rights Project, initial analysis of the social media (primarily Twitter) generated 
around the concept of “personhood” since June 2013 indicates “personhood” is often 
associated with anti-abortion rhetoric and may be difficult to attach to animal discourse.    

"Israel" as a discursive symbol in public debate over US foreign policy: 
               . 

This project examines the influence of religious perspectives on the public 
debate over US foreign policy toward Israel. In today's partisan climate, 
religious problem definition and issue framing influences public debate over US 
foreign policy makes it challenging to find the compromise solutions often 
required by diplomacy. With the rise of religiously motivated interest groups and 
social movements during the post-Cold War era, these groups are primarily 
motivated by "shared principled ideas" which are durable, strongly held, and 
resistant to compromise. This becomes especially pertinent when the subject is 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict because of Israel's geopolitical significance; the 
moral significance of the Holocaust and the popular perception that America 
must act as Israel's ally in a hostile region; the immense theological significance 
of Jerusalem for all three Abrahamic faiths; and the political strength of 
American Jewish, evangelical Christian, and Roman Catholic voting blocs. 

 
1. Speed of analysis and acquisition of timely data:  
        Text analytic software like SPSS Modeler is useful because it helps cut down on 

some of the grunt work of identifying key concepts and assembling categories 
out of large volume of data and of organizing individual data points. 

2. Development of new theoretical and/or substantive insights: 
Concept-mapping and categorization schemes may very well be unique to that 
particular issue area (e.g. hydrofracking, personhood, or foreign policy). These 
schemes are still quite useful for making sense of a high volume of data, but that 
they may need to be specifically when moving between different issue areas. 

3. Innovations in inductively developed concepts and theories: 
       As social media allows a decidedly unfiltered examination of the terms, language, 

and ideas that are articulated at a given time, this allows for the construction of 
categories that reflect these concepts. Inappropriate reductionism is reduced.  
However, these terms and concepts may be saturated with “truthiness” and may 
not be reliable and/or valid.  

Challenges of Working in Big Data Derived from Social Media 
  
Steep learning curve and costly, biased instruments: 
The existing dictionaries in SPSS Modeler (and most of the text analytic tools in general) are noticeably skewed toward business, economics, and marketing and the natural sciences. This means that the categories 
initially derived must be carefully "curated" to ensure that the categorization reflects the intended dimension of words with multiple meanings. This curation requires judgment calls and is at least as time-consuming as 
cleaning the data in a traditional dataset. Both Trackur and Modeler cost thousands for a limited site license.  As the technology gains a foothold, costs may decrease.   
  
Significant questions about the validity, reliability and applicability of concepts and ideas: 
The question about whether the same categorization schemas can balance broader applicability (e.g. relevant to whole disciplines - political science, sociology, environmental studies - or families of issues - immigration, 
ethnicity, citizenship, nationality) without losing the unexpected or counter-intuitive insights generated by interdisciplinary or cross-issue perspectives. One further implication is that the categorization schemas 
developed based on policy debates in one country may not be neatly applicable to the content of the debate over the same issue in another country. Over-standardization of the categories could mask the different 

nuance-level differences in cross-national comparisons. 

“Three V’s” of Big Data 
 
  Volume (how much) 

  Velocity (how rapidly disseminated) 

  Variety (forms  of data  eg. text, images,  audio). 
 

Why is Big Data Analysis Derived from Social Media So Innovative?  
4. The Three V’s 
        Rarely do social scientists have access to such a volume of  relevant data.  The 

potential to examine new and emerging discourse as it is happening from a 
variety of sources is cutting edge.  

5. Primary Source of Information without Traditional 
Limitations:                                 .                                                                       
Data sets can be obtained without conducting survey and/or interviews, 
thereby avoiding many of the response effects or limitations often inherent 
in these instruments (such as the availability of respondents). 

        

For more information on the implementation of this initiative, media interest and our current collaborations please visit: 
http://www.oneonta.edu/bigdata 
Funding has been made possible through 2 rounds of SUNY IITG technology grants awarded in 2012 and 2013. 
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