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Impetus for this chapter 

•  Declining reliance on primary data collection through 
special purpose surveys due to increasing costs, declining 
response rates, and increased concern for privacy and 
confidentiality of data; 

•  Social scientists are developing more cost effective ways 
of getting needed data, which includes administrative 
data, social media, reliance on data archives, special 
mechanisms for access to national census data, spatial 
data, websites and natural text, simulation, and creative 
use of mixtures of types; 

•  Development of tools to enable trends in #2 to be used 
effectively by social scientists, many of which are now 
available through Google  



What data can we use? 

•  Administrative data 
•  Cellular phone data 
•  Crowd-sourced data 

•  Social media data – Google Trends 
•  Data from utilities – electricity 
•  What are the limits? (Privacy)  
•  How representative are these data? 



Text-mining 

•  Analyzing large amounts of text with high-
performance computational analysis to 
gather new data 

•  Data could be on the internet in news 
archives, newspaper sites or government 
websites 

•  Data could be in electronic archives that 
are constantly automatically updated 



One Method 
•  One would “crawl” the web to search for 

web pages that contained certain words of 
interest, for example “child trafficking” 

•  A dictionary of terms that would point to 
the topic of interest would be built 

•  Text would be “scraped” from the sites 
with words in the dictionary and then 
analyzed to determine what information 
was being provided 

•  This could be done daily 



A text mining application 

•  Searching for all information on health 
care reform 

•  One could search the web for any 
legislation or news about legislation that 
speaks to the Affordable Care Act  (ACA) 
or “Obamacare” 

•  One would scrape the text and build a 
database on all legislation in states that 
addresses aspects the ACA 



A “big data” social work application 
•  In some fields, caseworkers are required to 

keep detailed notes about the children and 
family they serve. 

•  More and more, these are being 
computerized – special education and 
child welfare are two good examples. 

•  One could mine these for data on the 
population of all children who are 
receiving special education to learn more 
about their disabilities 



A social work application (cont’d) 

•  This is important because we actually “code” 
very little information about children in special 
education in the structured data 

•  For example, we may know that two children are 
learning disabled, but we would have to go to the 
text to determine the extent of their disability. 

•  Text mining can enrich the data about 
populations of children that we are concerned 
about 



Linking data 

•  We enrich data by linking difference 
sources on children—administrative data 
with survey data with Census data 

•  We enrich data by linking child data with 
family data with neighborhood or other 
geographic data 

•  We can enrich data by linking data about 
services and organizations with child and 
family data 



Data from where we live or where we sleep? 

•  For most topics, our home address is what 
is considered the source of our personal 
geography 

•  Common exceptions for children are 
where they go to school 

•  There is a distinction between where we 
sleep, learn, play, work or pray 
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