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ABSTRACT
According to the Computational Social Science Society of
the Americas (CSSSA), computational social science is “The
science that investigates social phenomena through the medium
of computing and related advanced information processing
technologies”. Positioned between the computer and social sciences, this new and emerging interdisciplinary field
is fuelled by at least the following two developments: (i)
availability of data: With the web, a huge volume of social
data is now available which enables the study of traces of
social interactions on new scales. (ii) increasing quantification of social theories: With recent advances in the social
sciences, social theories become increasingly formal and/or
mathematical and thus amenable to quantification. Taken
together, these two developments give rise to a whole range
of new and interesting problems on the intersection between
computer and social sciences. While a multitude of social
data is available on the World Wide Web, microblogs are of
particular interest due to their real-time nature, their rich
social fabric and their presumed on/offline coupling. In this
talk, I am going to talk about the potentials and the challenges of doing computational social science based on data
obtained from microblogs such as Twitter. In particular, I
want to present previous work by my group and others to
identify research avenues where progress has already been
made or where progress is on the horizon, and contrast these
with what I feel are open research challenges in this emerging
field. Work that demonstrates the potential of microblogs
for computational social science includes for example [1],
where we have operationalized a number of theoretical constructs from sociology to characterize the nature of online
conversational practices of political parties on Twitter. In
another work, we have studied the ways in which users’ fields
of expertise can be inferred from microblog data [4]. Work
that demonstrates the pitfalls and challenges of doing computational social science with microblog data include for example [5] where we have studied a network of bots who are
competing against each other in attacking users on Twitter.
In subsequent work, we have found that such attacks have
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the potential to impact the social graph of Twitter [3], i.e.
the network of who follows whom respectively who replies
to whom. In other work, [2] have shown that there is a
stark difference between the demographics of Twitter and
the general population of the US, finding that Twitter users
significantly over-represent densely populated regions and
are predominantly male. I will argue that these and other
factors need to be considered when we aim to unlock the full
potential of microblog data for computational social science
purposes.
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