
Twitter: A Digital Socioscope

How can Twitter data be used to study individual-level human behavior and social inter-
action on a global scale? This book introduces readers to the methods, opportunities, 
and challenges of using Twitter data to analyze phenomena ranging from the number of 
people infected by the flu, to national elections, to tomorrow’s stock prices. Each chap-
ter, written by leading domain experts in clear and accessible language, takes the reader 
to the forefront of the newly emerging field of computational social science.

An introductory chapter on Twitter data analysis provides an overview of key tools 
and skills and gives pointers on how to get started, while the case studies demonstrate 
shortcomings, limitations, and pitfalls of Twitter data as well as their advantages. The 
book will be an excellent resource for social science students and researchers wanting 
to explore the use of online data.
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of the Social Dynamics Laboratory at Cornell University. His research team has used 
computational models, online experiments, and data from social media to explore enig-
matic social patterns, the emergence and collapse of fads, the spread of self-destructive 
behaviors, cooperation in social dilemmas, the critical mass in collective action, the 
spread of contagions on small-world networks, the polarization of opinion, segregation 
of neighborhoods, and assimilation of minority cultures.
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Preface

More than 500 million tweets are shared on Twitter each day, each devoting 
140 characters to anything from announcements of dinner plans to calls for 
revolutions. Given its sheer size and the fact that most of its content is public, it 
is not surprising that Twitter has been extensively used to study human behav-
ior on a global scale.

This book uses thematically grouped case studies to show how Twitter data 
can be used to analyze phenomena ranging from the number of people infected 
by the flu, to national elections, to tomorrow’s stock prices. The idea for the 
book grew out of a three-hour tutorial on “Twitter and the Real World” given in 
October 2013 at the Conference on Information and Knowledge Management. 
Expanding on the topics covered in that tutorial, the book provides a wider the-
matic scope of research and the most recent scientific work.

All chapters are written by leading domain experts and take the reader to 
the forefront of the emerging new field of computational social science, using 
topical applications to illustrate the possibilities, advantages, and limitations 
of large, semistructured social media data to gain insights into human behavior 
and social interaction. Although most of the authors are computer scientists, 
the book is intended for readers who have not been exposed to formal training 
on how to analyze “big data.” To this end, unnecessary implementation details 
are avoided. Chapter  1, “Analyzing Twitter Data,” introduces readers to the 
tools and skills used in these studies and gives pointers on how to take the first 
steps as a novice researcher.

The opening chapter lays the groundwork for the book by surveying the 
opportunities and challenges of a “Twitter socioscope.” The chapters that fol-
low are written to be stand-alone case studies that can be reordered according 
to the reader’s needs and preferences.
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Prefacex

Twitter will undoubtedly evolve and its usage will change, but even if it 
comes to be replaced by “the next big thing,” the detailed time-stamped records 
of hundreds of millions of global users will continue to be one of the most valu-
able sources of data on human behavior ever assembled, and these case studies 
will remain useful as an introduction to the methods, research opportunities, 
and challenges that these data present.

Finally, we would like to thank all the chapter authors for their hard work to 
ensure the highest quality and timeliness of this book.
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