
 
 
 
 

 
RESEARCHING SOCIAL MEDIA CONFERENCE 

 
The Workstation, Sheffield, 4 November 2013 

 
 

 
Wifi network: open network, no password 

 
Conference hashtag: #rsmconf13 

 
ESRC Festival of Social Science hashtag: #esrcfestival 

 
Questions for the organisers: 

Farida Vis | f.vis@sheffield.ac.uk | @flygirltwo (lead organiser) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

          
 
 



 
CONFERENCE PROGRAMME AT A GLANCE 

 
 

9:30 – 10:00 
 

Registration and coffee 
 

 
10:00 – 11:20 

 

 
Keynote panel (Creative Lounge) 

  
Welcome 

 
10:10 – 10:30 Katrin Weller: ‘The Pleasures and Perils of Studying Twitter’ 
10:30 – 10:50 Jennifer Jones: ‘Curating a Digital Common Wealth: translating citizen 

media theory to practice’ 
10:50 – 11:10 Francesco D’Orazio: ‘The Future of Social Media Research. Or why we 

need to re-invent social media monitoring’ 
11: 20 – 11:30 *** Short break *** 

 
11:30 – 13:00 

 

 
Plenary panel (Creative Lounge) 

11:30 – 11:45 Helen Kennedy: ‘What do social media users think about social media 
monitoring?’ 

11:45 – 12:00 Magdalena Baborska-Narozny and Fionn Stevenson: ‘Social 
Learning Tool’ 

12:00 – 12:10 Gareth Morrell: ‘New Social Media, New Social Science Network’ 
12:10 – 12:20 Louis Reynolds: ‘Centre for the Analysis of Social Media’ 
12:20 – 12:30 Rosanna Mann: ‘Taking government social research online?’ 
13:00 – 14:00 *** lunch *** 

 
14:00 – 15:30 

 
Skills Lab 1 

 
Creative Lounge Overview of tools for Social Media research  

(with Farida Vis) 
Conference 

room 2 
Quantitative methods for Social Media research  

(with Mike Thelwall) 
307 Qualitative methods for Social Media research  

(with Gareth Morrell and Eve Stirling) 
15:30 – 15:45 *** coffee *** 

 
15:45 – 17:15  

 
Skills Lab 2 

 
Creative Lounge Overview of tools for Social Media research  

(with Farida Vis) 
Conference 

room 2 
Quantitative methods for Social Media research  

(with Mike Thelwall) 
307 Qualitative methods for Social Media research  

(with Gareth Morrell and Eve Stirling) 
 

17:15 – 17:30  
 

Closing comments 
 



 
Keynote panel 
 
 
Katrin Weller (GESIS Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences) 
 
‘The Pleasures and Perils of Studying Twitter’ 
 
The number of publications that study Twitter in various contexts is rising (from 8 papers with 
“Twitter” in their title published in 2007 to almost 1.000 published in 2012, measured with the 
Scopus publication database). Twitter data are effectively used as a basis for diverse case studies 
on communication behavior – ranging for example from political crises or natural disasters to 
popular culture communication like fan interactions. But still, theoretical foundations for Twitter 
research and particularly shared standards for methods and metrics are still missing at large. 
And a number of open challenges remain for those who are trying to deal with this novel form 
of research data, e.g. in terms of research ethics or representativeness. 
 
This talk sketches the current state of twitter analytics, drawing from various experiences in 
working both with expert Twitter researchers and novices in the field. It will also point out the 
next important steps that can take Twitter research onto a new level.  
 
 
 
 
 
Jennifer Jones (University of the West of Scotland and the Community Media Development 
Worker) ‘Curating a Digital Common Wealth: translating citizen media theory to practice’ 
 
This paper focuses on the use of social, citizen and community media as a means of opening up 
channels of debate and discussion and offering new spaces for critique around major sporting 
and cultural events.  The paper draws on a case study of a participatory arts and media project 
#citizenrelay (www.citizenrelay.net), which formed a strong community of local reporters and 
utilised everyday digital tools and techniques to cover the arrival of the Olympic Torch Relay in 
Scotland in the summer of 2012. Over recent years, citizen media movements have used 
ubiquitous mobile devices, freely available and shareable web platforms and a do-it-yourself 
ethos to subvert established representations in the mainstream media. Though disparate at 
times, individuals and collectives are now using hybrid media environments to mobilise, organise 
and discuss issues pertaining to restricted media frames around mega events, and beyond into 
other spheres of civic importance. They have, with varying degree of success, exploited the fact 
that “digital infrastructures offer citizens new channels for speaking and acting together and thus 
lower the threshold for involvement” (Bakardjieva et al, 2012. pi). The paper will explore how 
these abstract ambitions and aspirations were translated into practice in the #citizenrelay 
project. They emphasise the importance of immediacy (of content generation and upload), 
connectedness (physically and virtually), locality (the origin of stories), empowerment (to 
become media makers) and participation (the ethos of accessibility) as features of successful 
citizen journalism initiatives. The paper will conclude with an introduction to the Big Lottery 
funded Digital Common Wealth project (http://www.digitalcommonwealth.co.uk) that focuses 
on using the Glasgow 2014 Commonwealth Games as a catalyst for enhancing digital literacies 
and explores the challenges of visualising, amplifying and archiving a project/dataset of this scale. 
 
 
 



Keynote panel continued 
 
Francesco D’Orazio (FACE) ‘The Future of Social Media Research. Or why we need to re-
invent social media monitoring.’  
 
Social Media Monitoring is a growing industry but it’s stuck in its old ways. The web, the users, 
the organisations, the brands and the strategies have evolved and yet social media monitoring 
platforms still do exactly what they used to do when the industry started 10 years ago.  
The more than 450 platforms currently available on the market are all affected by the same 
issues: the obsession with shallow volume-led metrics, inability to weight the impact of 
conversations, lack of any context to the social data, no understanding of the audience involved 
in those conversations and poor data manipulation and visualisation interfaces. 
Add to this the challenges that the industry is about to face, such as the visualisation of social 
media, which is making text mining obsolete.  
So how do you innovate a fairly dull industry to make it more relevant to the way web works 
today? From new data sampling techniques, state of the art real-time visualisation tools for the 
browser, new algorithms for mapping audience and content diffusion, the talk discusses a new 
framework for social media research and its strategic, ethical and technological implications. 
 
 
 
 
 
Plenary panel 
 
Helen Kennedy (University of Leeds) ‘What do social media users think about social media 
monitoring?’ 
 
One way to inform social media policy making is to find out and report on what social media 
users think about the structures, politics and ethics of social media, and how and in what ways 
they feel that social media should be regulated. To do this, this paper reports on focus group 
research in three European countries, which explored what social media users think about 
social media monitoring. The paper highlights the variation in participants’ responses to social 
media monitoring scenarios that was found, which was influenced by: age, nationality, 
occupation, social media use, awareness of social media monitoring, the type of data gathered, 
the purpose for which social media activity is monitored, the ill-defined public/private character 
of social media, and issues of consent and transparency. The paper argues that there is an 
urgent need to acknowledge this variability, because to date, discussions of social media 
monitoring have highlighted similarities rather than differences. This variation notwithstanding, 
the research found broad support for greater transparency relating to social media monitoring 
and tracking activities. The paper therefore concludes that future research and regulation 
activity could focus on mechanisms for ensuring greater transparency in relation to social media 
monitoring practices. 
 
Magda Baborska-Narozny and Fionn Stevenson (University of Sheffield) 
‘Social Learning Tool’ 
 
The presentation provides the outline of research that intends to cover the role that social 
media and other web based means of communication play in the process of collective learning 
about how to use new homes planned to deliver both comfort and low environmental impact. 
As the research evidence shows on average in the UK, buildings use 4-7 times as much energy 



as predicted and 3 times variations occur for exactly same houses. There is an urgent need to 
better understand the learning stage of home use and how internet based means of 
communication might be used to enable it. The research aims to develop a Social Learning Tool 
(SLT) that would expand the existing set of tools used within Post Occupancy Evaluation (POE) 
framework. The new tool would provide understanding of the type and quality of the internet 
based collective learning happening within a community faced with a challenge of making the 
most of the potential that low carbon housing offers. A model of the collective learning process 
of home use was developed that informs the research questions and methods deployed as a 
part of SLT. Once it is fully developed the SLT is to be introduced as a part of in-depth case-
study POE research of LILAC co-housing development that was completed this year in Leeds. 
 
Gareth Morrell (NatCen) ‘New Social Media, New Social Science Network’ 
 
New Social Media, New Social Science? (NSMNSS) is a network co-ordinated by NatCen Social 
Research, SAGE publications and Oxford Internet Institute and funded by NCRM during 2012-
13. The network was set up to  consider the opportunities and challenges that social media 
platforms and data pose for social science researchers. Around 18 months of activities have 
comprised a programme of face to face workshops and seminars, online and social media 
activities to bring together an international network of interdisciplinary academics, researchers, 
practitioners and policy-makers. This talk will review these activities, briefly summarise what we 
have learnt and set out the next steps for the network and how you can get involved. 
 
Louis Reynolds (Demos) ‘The Centre for the Analysis of Social Media’ 
 
The talk will start with a brief overview of what Demos is, what we do and what our founding 
purpose was, in the context of the perceived increasing alienation of the general populace from 
the political process. The foundation of CASM in 2012 will be described, and I will talk about 
the limitations of the pre-existing social media tools used in marketing and metrics based 
industry. The talk will then move onto the role that is fulfilled by CASM, our bespoke digital 
research tools. I will describe how we combine computer science with social science in order to 
harness social media, access the general populace and in doing so help create more effective 
public policy. I will talk about the huge potential of social media big data, and its transformative 
characteristics, including the scale of the research samples and the naturalistic nature of 
participant interaction. I will describe the ethical and practical challenges of unlocking this data, 
and finish by reaffirming the critical importance of this kind of research in a society that 
increasingly conducts much of its socio-political activity online; this defining social change makes 
social media research not only useful but critical. CASM is at the forefront of the effort to 
develop social media research into a fully-fledged, central social science. 
 
Rosanna Mann (Food Standards Agency) ‘Taking government social research online?’ 
 
In 2012 the government set out in its Government Digital Strategy how it will become digital by 
default. Included in this was the action for departments to ‘listen to and understand 
conversations in social media, [and] use the insight gained to inform the policy-making process’. 
Whilst government social researchers are tentatively exploring how they might build social 
media research into their evidence bases, there is a current lack of knowledge and critical 
engagement on the value and robustness of using these new methodologies. Of course, many of 
the caveats and criticisms increasingly being debated in the academic community apply, but 
specific challenges arise in a policy-making context that also need to be addressed. This talk will 
explore some of these issues and will then go on to outline how we are starting to open up this 
debate across government to identify and assess the possibilities for taking government social 
research online.   



 
Skills labs 
 
Overview of tools for Social Media research (Farida Vis, University of Sheffield) 
 
Description: This session will give participants an overview of a range of popular tools for 
researching social media, including tools for studying Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. The tools 
are assessed in terms of how data is collected, how data is stored in the tool, if the data can 
easily be exported alongside the different analytical possibilities that these tools may offer. We 
will look at tools that are now frequently used for data visualization and social network analysis 
and consider the limits of the tools under discussion and to situate such limitations within the 
research process. Reflecting on these limitations, the session critically considers how data is 
‘made’, by whom and how. Rather than assuming data already exists ‘out there’, waiting to 
simply be recovered and turned into findings, the session examines how data is co–produced 
through dynamic research intersections. A particular focus is the intersections between the 
application programming interface (API), the researcher collecting the data as well as the tools 
used to process it.  
 
 
 
Quantitative research and social media (Mike Thelwall, University of Wolverhampton) 
 
Description: This session will give examples of quantitative methods applied to the social web 
and give an overview of how to apply the methods. It will focus on tweets and YouTube 
comments and will use free software and employ methods that are relatively simple in terms of 
theory. The goal is to describe methods that are accessible to social science and humanities 
researchers to supplement their existing approaches and to shed new light on research 
problems through a different approach. The methods will include simple time series graphs to 
illustrate changes over time, network analyses to illustrate connectivity between participants, 
and automatic sentiment analysis to identify large-scale differences in sentiment between topics 
or between participants. 
 
 
 
Qualitative research and social media (Gareth Morrell, NatCen and Eve Stirling, The 
University of Sheffield & Sheffield Hallam University) 
 
Description: This session will consider qualitative approaches to using social media data and 
to understanding the phenomenon of social media more broadly. First, the session will aim to 
generate discussion about what we mean by qualitative research and social media. The core part 
of the session will be to illustrate, with examples, a range of ways in which the two can combine 
to provide insight and evidence on a range of social issues. In particular the session will explore 
social media as a tool for generating qualitative data as well as considering how traditional and 
new qualitative techniques can improve our understanding of social media: the content, the 
users, the interactions and its wider social significance. Finally, the session will conclude with a 
discussion about what, if anything, is different about doing qualitative research with social media 
and identify important ethical and methodological considerations for researchers choosing to 
make use of these approaches. 
 
 
 
 



 
INFORMATION SPEAKERS 

 
Dr Katrin Weller is an information scientist at GESIS Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences 
in Cologne, Germany. There, she is working at the Data Archive for the Social Sciences and 
investigating new approaches to using social media in social science research. 
Until 2012 Katrin worked at the Department of Information Science at Heinrich-Heine-
University Düsseldorf, where she received here PhD in 2010 for a thesis on “Knowledge 
Representation in the Social Semantic Web”. Within the fields of information science and web 
science her research focus is on social media, social semantic web, informetrics, web users and 
communication structures. In her current research projects she is mainly studying Twitter 
communication in different contexts – from scholarly communication to soccer fans. 
Furthermore, she is conducting a project on the evolution of standards and methods in social 
media research.  Katrin is co-editor of the upcoming edited collection "Twitter and Society" 
(Peter Lang).  
 
Jennifer Jones is the Project Coordinator for Digital Common Wealth; a Researcher within 
the School of Creative and Culture Industries at the University of the West of Scotland and the 
Community Media Development Worker 
for the Carnegie Trust UK funded Digital Sentinel community news agency in Wester Hailes, 
Edinburgh. She specializes in new media methods for data capture, collection and archiving, in 
particular around social media, and mega- events, whilst focusing on the continuous link 
between digital practice and theory. Jennifer was the project coordinator for #citizenrelay, a 
Creative Scotland funded citizen media network that covered the alternative stories of the 
Olympic Torch Relay using citizen journalists from across the country. 
Jennifer has a passion for community media, working with art, educational and community 
groups across the UK to develop media and digital literacies and is interested in media activism 
around events and participatory media as an educational tool for developing awareness of 
citizenship. She is completing her PhD part-time at the University of the West of Scotland on 
this subject. 
 
Francesco D'Orazio is a social scientist and technologist with a digital media background. 
He specialises in exploring the new opportunities emerging at the intersection of technology 
and research. 
As Chief Innovation Officer at FACE and VP of Product at Pulsar, Francesco specialises on 
building systems that help analyze social data and extract insights from the social web in real 
time using computational social science and data visualisation. 
He holds a PhD (Hons) in Social Science and Digital Media and his research focused on 
Immersive Media, the evolution of Audiences and the rise of Social Software. 
He is a regular speaker at research, innovation and technology conferences such as Big Data 
Week, Social Media Week,  Social Data Week, Strata, WARC, MRS, Esomar and his work has 
been featured in the likes of BBC, Guardian, CNN, Independent, Daily Mail, Mashable, Gigaom, 
Business Insider etc. oh and on Commander Hadfield's Twitter feed. 
	  
Dr Helen Kennedy is senior lecturer in new media at the Institute of Communications 
Studies, University of Leeds. She has published widely on new and digital media. Her recent 
research has focused on new media work, covering topics such as web design, free labour, and 
social media monitoring and data mining. She has recently been awarded an AHRC Fellowship 
for a project entitled Understanding Social Media Monitoring, which will result in a monograph 
for Palgrave MacMillan entitled Social Media Monitoring and The Production of Social Life. She is 
also plotting future research about the reception of (big) data visualizations. 
 



Dr Magdalena Baborska-Narozny is an architect and academic. She is Senior Lecturer 
at the Faculty of Architecture, Wrocław University of Technology, Poland where she leads 
Research Centre for Sustainable Built Environment. Being awarded with the EU funded Marie 
Curie Intra European Fellowship to carry out BuPESA research project she is Senior Research 
Fellow at the Sheffield School of Architecture, University of Sheffield. BuPESA aims to expand 
the scope of Building Performance Evaluation Research through development of new research 
tools that will be tested on a case-study project. 
 
Professor Fionn Stevenson is Head of Sheffield School of Architecture. She is Professor 
of Sustainable Design and leader of Sustainable Design, People and Performance Group at SSoA. 
She has over 20 years experience in sustainable design, Post Occupancy Evaluation and user 
feedback. She pioneered this type of research in housing in the UK. She is currently active as 
advisor to and evaluator on the £8M Technology Strategy Board Building Evaluation 
Programme. Fionn is supervising BuPESA research project carried out together with Magda. 
 
Gareth Morrell is a Senior Research Director at NatCen Social Research and one of the co-
ordinators of the NCRM-funded network New Social Media, New Social Science?. Gareth is a 
qualitative specialist and has been responsible for leading research studies across a number of 
policy areas in the last 10 years. He has a particular interest in online qualitative research, 
qualitative analysis and using qualitative methods and data in conjunction with other methods. 
Currently, Gareth is involved in designing qualitative process evaluations to better understand 
the results of RCTs of social programmes and on integrating subjective participant-led data with 
objective monitoring data to explain how people use energy in the home. As part of his role 
Gareth also teaches on NatCen Learning courses on programme evaluation, qualitative research 
design, analysis and reporting and leads NatCen’s Qualitative Methods Group. 
 
Louis Reynolds is a researcher at Demos, the leading cross-party think-tank, within the 
Centre for the Analysis of Social Media (CASM) and the Violence and Extremism Programme. 
Concurrently, he is also the Security, Intelligence and Defence columnist for the blog of the 
Tory Reform Group. He read War Studies at the University of Birmingham and was awarded 
the General Sir Mike Jackson Prize for my academic achievements. He recently completed an 
MA in Intelligence and International Security at King’s College London, and has conducted 
research concerning subjects as diverse as Human Intelligence during the Iraq War, North 
Korean nuclear weapons policy and the motivations of dissident terrorists within the United 
Kingdom. His core interests include terrorism, the evolution of non-state violence, intelligence, 
political extremism and social media research. 
 
Rosanna Mann joined the Civil Service in 2012 through the Government Social Research 
Fast Stream. She is currently based at the Food Standards Agency where she manages a number 
of social research projects, including a thinkpiece on whether the Agency should make use of 
online and social media methods in its future research. Alongside this, she is involved in 
promoting the use of innovative methods in government social research and is currently 
developing a cross-governmental initiative to increase critical engagement, and use of, online 
social research.  Prior to joining the Civil Service, Rosa worked as a Research Assistant for the 
University of Bristol’s Widening Participation Research Cluster. She holds an MSc in Educational 
Research and a BSc in Geographical Sciences, both from the University of Bristol.  
 
Farida Vis is a Research Fellow based in the Information School at the University of Sheffield. 
Her Fellowship is on the theme of ‘Big Data and Social Change’, focusing on social media, data 
journalism and citizen engagement. As part of her social media work, she is interested in critical 
methods for better understanding social media, Big Data and algorithms. She has published 
widely in this area, most recently as part of a special issue on ‘making data – Big Data and 



beyond’ in First Monday (October 2013). She was recently appointed to the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Agenda Council on Social Media. She is a founding member of Open Data 
Manchester and currently leads two funded projects (EPSRC and AHRC) on the politics and 
possible future(s) of urban agriculture in the UK. She is a frequent public speaker.  
 
Mike Thelwall is Professor of Information Science and leader of the Statistical Cybermetrics 
Research Group at the University of Wolverhampton, UK and a research associate at the 
Oxford Internet Institute. Mike has developed software and methods for gathering and analysing 
web data, including hyperlink analysis, sentiment analysis and content analysis for Twitter, 
YouTube, blogs and the general web. He has published 152 refereed journal articles, seven book 
chapters and two books, including Introduction to Webometrics. He is an associate editor of the 
Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology and sits on three other 
editorial boards. http://www.scit.wlv.ac.uk/~cm1993/mycv.html 
 
Eve Stirling is currently undertaking an ESRC funded PhD researching first year 
undergraduates’ usage of Facebook in their transition into university life. Her research interests 
include technology and higher education (HE), the use of social media in HE and the pedagogical 
impacts of these. She is also interested in design thinking and its influence on the research 
process, ethnographic research methods and social media as a research tool and research site. 
She is Senior Lecturer in Design at Sheffield Hallam University. 
 
Daniel Hammett (organiser) is a political geographer in citizenship, activism and nation-
building. He has conducted research on South Africa, Zimbabwe, Uganda and Kenya addressing 
the ways in which state, civil society, and citizens understand, contest and enact idea(s) of 
citizenship. In particular, his work engages with the myriad ways in which different technologies 
are used to negotiate and mobilise diverse understandings of belonging and democracy.  
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We are grateful to have received funding from The Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC) to organise this event, with additional financial support from The Information School at 
The University of Sheffield and SAGE. 
 

The Economic and Social Research Council is the UK's largest organisation for funding 
research on economic and social issues. It supports independent, high quality research, which 
has an impact on business, the public sector and the third sector. At any one time the ESRC 
supports over 4,000 researchers and postgraduate students in academic institutions and 
independent research institutes. The ESRC is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) 
established by Royal Charter in 1965 and receive most of our funding through the Department 
for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS). ESRC research is vigorous and authoritative, as we 
support independent, high-quality, relevant social science. http://www.esrc.ac.uk/  

 
The Information School at the University of Sheffield is recognised nationally and 
internationally for its world-class research, excellence in teaching, and the achievements of 
its graduates. It is the leader in its field in the UK, consistently achieving the highest rating in 
every national Research Assessment Exercise since 1986 and is a member of the international 
iSchools organisation, a group of leading cognate schools established to promote the role of the 
information field in shaping the future of the global information society. http://www.shef.ac.uk/is  
 
 
SAGE is a leading international publisher of journals, books, and electronic media for academic, 
educational, and professional markets. Since 1965, SAGE has helped inform and educate a global 
community of scholars, practitioners, researchers, and students spanning a wide range of subject 
areas including business, humanities, social sciences, and science, technology and medicine. An 
independent company, SAGE has principal offices in Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, Singapore 
and Washington DC. www.sagepub.co.uk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                             


