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Political Analysis of Social Media Data

Introduction

Instructor: Gregory Eady
Office: 18.2.10

Office hours: Fridays 13-15
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Today

1. About the course

2. The big questions in the study of social media

3. Trends in social media use

4. From “Liberation” to “Turmoil”

5. Class structure

6. Introduction to R
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About my own research

❍ Social media

‚ Gender bias online
‚ Political violence
‚ Foreign interference campaigns
‚ COVID & interest group behavior
‚ Sharing of ideologically extreme political content
‚ Echo chambers

❍ Quantitative methods

‚ Measurement issues in social media
‚ Sensitive beliefs
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About you

A small exercise...

https://padlet.com/gregory_eady/SocialMedia

Create a post about the following:

1. Title: Your first and last name

2. Background in quantitative methods

3. Proficiency with statistical software (e.g. R, Stata, Python,
etc.)

4. Your interests in the politics of social media

5. What you want to get out of this class
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Course website

https://gregoryeady.com/SocialMediaDataCourse

We won’t use Absalon at all in this course:

❍ It’s annoying

❍ Difficult to post videos and exercises together in a coherent
way
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The aim of the course

1. Broad overview of the major questions in the study of social
media

2. Detail the research designs used in current research

3. Provide you with the ability to reflect on the drawbacks and
advantages of current research practices

4. Provide the technical tools to collect and analyze social media
data
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3-day take-home exam

1. Will provide you with new data

2. You will need to clean and re-structure those data

3. Then you will analyze them and interpret the results
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What are the most pressing issues concerning the
politics of social media?
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What do you think would be the major empirical
questions in the politics of social media?
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A snapshot of social media

Site Founding

4chan 2003
Facebook 2004
Reddit 2005
YouTube 2005
Twitter 2006
WhatsApp 2006
Tumblr 2007
Instagram 2010
8chan 2013
TikTok 2016
Gab 2017
Parler 2018
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A snapshot of social media
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A snapshot of social media
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From Liberation to Turmoil

Time Magazine on Mark Zuckerberg in 2010...

“[Mark Zuckerberg has turned] the lonely, antisocial world of
random chance into a friendly world, a serendipitous world.”
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From Liberation to Turmoil

Social media was used to organize protests during the Arab Spring
in early 2010s:

“We use Facebook to schedule the protests and [we use] Twitter
to coordinate, and YouTube to tell the world.”

– Arab Spring activist (Mic, 2012)
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From Liberation to Turmoil

Yet social media as an information technology is double-edged.

It empowers various individuals, groups, and organizations:

❍ The disenfranchised and voiceless

❍ Anti-system forces (illiberal non-state individuals)

❍ Authoritarian regimes
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From Liberation to Turmoil

Authoritarian regimes:

❍ Source of information to target dissidents

❍ Internet blackouts & slowdowns

❍ Selective censorship

❍ Biased algorithms

❍ Disinformation

❍ Flooding
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From Liberation to Turmoil

Solving the collective action problem is easier... but who benefits?

❍ Occupy Wall Street

❍ The Tea Party

❍ Black Lives Matters

❍ #MeToo

But also anti-system forces:

❍ White supremacists

❍ January 6 rioters

❍ Islamic State

Slide 21 of 42



Overview Social media issues Liberation to Turmoil Why study it? Course structure R Next weeks

Large array of topics to research

❍ Social media censorship

❍ Role in protest behavior and organization

❍ Radicalization & rise of populism

❍ Racial, gender, and religious discrimination

❍ Echo chambers

❍ Polarization

❍ Misinformation/disinformation

❍ Public opinion

❍ Issue and voter mobilization

❍ Advertising

❍ Privacy

❍ Algorithms
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Social media data are useful for two broad reasons:

1. For measurement

‚ Might not care about social media per se, but allows us to
measure attitudes and behaviors more easily and with high
frequency

2. Social media is important in itself
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Social media for measurement purposes:
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Social media because it is important in itself:
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Structure of the course

❍ Two hour lectures

‚ Also (very short) student presentations

❍ Video-recorded coding exercises
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Student presentations (start a month from now)

❍ Select an article that uses social media data

❍ Sign up for a time to present

❍ Create a slide deck for your presentation

‚ Aim for a 10 minute presentation

❍ Add slides to your appendix for the question and answer
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Students without a presentation in a given week

❍ Skim one of the papers being presented

❍ Prepare one of the following:

‚ A critical question about the paper
‚ A criticism of the paper, to which the presenter(s) can respond
‚ A clarifying question (e.g. “I don’t think I understand Figure
1. I think it shows [x ], but shouldn’t it show [y ]?”)

❍ Focus comments on the research design.

‚ Comments about theory/implications are accptable also
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This course is taught in R, but are many statistical
programming languages

1. SPSS (social sciences)

2. Stata (economics)

3. Matlab (statistics, CS, natural sciences)

4. C++ (various)

5. Python

6. R
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Why R?

1. Extremely flexible

2. Workflow is easily replicable

3. Free

4. Massive R online community

5. Open-source libraries

6. Cutting-edge methods implemented first in R

7. Fantastic for data visualization
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About R
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About R
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About R

R does have some drawbacks:

❍ No GUI (but are IDEs)

❍ Cryptic error messages

‚ “Error in xxx: object of type ‘closure’ is not subsettable”

❍ Some people have strong preferences for R versus Python

‚ These are actually complements
‚ You should try to learn both
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The coming weeks

R, Data, and Experiments

Week 2 R Basics II & Visualization
Week 3 Overview of social media research & Representa-

tiveness
Week 4 Data collection & Experiments
Week 5 Text Analysis I: Basics & Presentations begin
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The coming weeks

Data Analysis I

Week 7 Echo Chambers
Week 8 Ideology
Week 9 Mid-course exercise on data collection
Week 10 Text Analysis II: Topic models
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About the course

Data Analysis II

Week 11 Text Analysis III: Sentiment analysis
Week 12 Text Analysis IV: Supervised Learning
Week 13 Keyword expansion
Week 14 Event study models
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Final note

Walling off of the Twitter API makes gaining hands-on experience
with social media data difficult.

❍ Focus more on principles of quantitative analysis

❍ May teach the broader set of tools for analyzing quantitative
data

❍ May not only use social media data
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