
Quantitative and Computational 
Methods in the Social Sciences

Week 4: Research Methods



Why study quantification?

… a recent twitter brawl



one tweet…



… and different “types” of responses



Why study quantification?

...to learn how to do it

…to dialogue with other types of research 

…to analyze it critically or substantially

…. but above all…



… ANSO folks should know a bit of 
quantification because of...

NUMERICAL LITERACY!



Correlations….



...next level!

from Healy 2020



How to spot bullshit?
(from http://callingbullshit.org/)

• Too good (simple?) to be true

• Multiple working hypothesis

• Think about orders of magnitude

• Beware of unfair comparisons



We start slow…
1. Traditional Quantitative Methods: when 

do elites support redistribution?

2. Computational Social Sciences: how has 
the Amazon been constructed as a 
problem?

3. Assignment for next week.



From Conceptual to Empirical Model

Conceptual Model
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Let’s think about elites...

When do elites support 
redistributive policies?



A survey workflow...

Idea Data

Operationalize

Test

Conceptual 
Models Sample



Conceptualizing

● Generally
○ Main consequences of 

inequality?

● Politics
○ Perception of threat
○ Linked to inequality?

● Health
○ Perception of threat
○ Linked to inequality?

● Violence
○ Perception of threat
○ Linked to inequality?

● Ideologies
○ Left or Right?
○ Neo-liberal or 

developmentalist?
○ Fatalist or Meritocratic?
○ Colorblind or racialized?

● Knowledge of the poor and 
poverty

● Trust in institutions
● Trust in others
● Responsibility to redistribute
● Willingness to pay
● Possibilities of opting-out

● At the bottom: 
○ cash-transfers

● At the middle: 
○ social nets

● At the top: 
○ wealth tax

● Categorical: 
○ race and gender

Consequences of 
inequality

Mediators of 
support for 

redistribution

Support for (what) 
redistribution

Socio-economic background



Sampling I

Elites because they occupy positions of power

Economic power Legislative power Executive power

CEOs, CFOs
Super-wealthy

Congressperson
Senators

Top career civil servants
Ministers



Sampling II

Sector Legislative Executive Judiciary Economic Total

 Congress 
and Senate

State 
Assemblies

Top-civil 
servants

2nd and 3rd 
Instance 
Judges

CEO, CFO, 
or President 
of  the board

 

Super Rich
(Forbes)

Super 
Donors
(TSE)

 

Population (N) 594 420 626 602 500 238 687 3667

Contacted 150 90 120 42 150 20 60 632

Estimated 
Sample (n)

75 45 60 21 75 10 30 316

Priority Groups



Operationalizing I



Operationalizing I



Operationalizing II



Operationalizing II



Operationalizing II



From quantification to qualification

Support for Redistribution

What’s your take on 
the South African 

Social Grant?

Are viable and/or 
desirable?

Should be avoided 
versus 

are necessary

Qualitative 
environment

Quantitative 
environment

You produce 
different narratives

You produce 
different levels of 

support

You produce 
different categories: 
either support or not

Go hang out with 
parliamentarians

You produce a thick 
description

... ...

 
Ethnography Open-ended Interviews Surveys

 

Empirical Environment

  

Behaviour Perceptions



Testing



From Conceptual to Empirical Model

Conceptual Model
Operationalize

Sample
Test

Data
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data...



A survey workflow (cont.)

Data Results

Scale

Model

Tidy Visualize



Modelling I

Consequences of 
inequality

Mediators of 
support 

Support for (what) 
redistribution



Modelling II



Computational Social Sciences!

(un)supervised machine learning 
web-scraping techniques

large language models
causal inference

text-as-data
python

R
…



what are and how can we think 
about ‘newer’ quantification 

tools?



Let’s think about discourse...

How has the Brazilian Amazon 
been constructed as a problem?



Web scraping: building a dataset with 
all presidential speeches since 1985

When we scrappe, we often get more than we expected…



Text-as-data:supervised learning

2016 Amazonian Statements identified in the 6130 speeches.

Sovereignty Economic Integration Social Development Conservation

1000 statements were hand coded.

800 trained a model. 200 verified the 
model.

Remaining observations coded with the 
model.

two months time.

model codes (almost) exactly like us!

When does such an approach make sense?

…when codebook is limited and defined.



Simple description is already a 
contribution…



Modelling III



Computational Social Sciences

Conceptual Model
Operationalize

Sample
Test

Data Results

Tidy
Scale

Visualize
Empirical Model

Idea



‘newer’ 
quantification 

tools…

…rearrange the logics of 
induction, deduction and 

abduction.



Qualitative? Quantitative? Computational?





…‘newer’ quantification 
tools increase (change?) 
the range and types of 

questions we can answer.



Assignment
You will form four groups and each group will read one of the following 
papers. Next week, you will seat within your group and discuss the questions 
in the next slide. By date, you should submit a 1200 words reading response.

• Andrew M. Guess et al. , How do social media feed algorithms affect attitudes and behavior in an 

election campaign?. Science 381,398-404(2023). DOI:10.1126/science.abp9364

• Matias Spektor, Umberto Mignozzetti, Guilherme N. Fasolin (2022); Nationalist Backlash Against 

Foreign Climate Shaming. Global Environmental Politics; 22 (1): 139–158. doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00644

• Paxton, P., Velasco, K., & Ressler, R. W. (2020). Does Use of Emotion Increase Donations and 

Volunteers for Nonprofits? American Sociological Review, 85(6), 1051–1083. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122420960104

• Jorgenson, A. K., Clark, B., Thombs, R. P., Kentor, J., Givens, J. E., Huang, X., El Tinay, H., Auerbach, D., & 

Mahutga, M. C. (2023). Guns versus Climate: How Militarization Amplifies the Effect of Economic 

Growth on Carbon Emissions. American Sociological Review, 88(3), 418-453. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224231169790

You’ll receive a google sheet, please fill it in by tomorrow 14:00 and we will answer 
with your group.

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abp9364
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00644
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep_a_00644
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122420960104
https://doi.org/10.1177/00031224231169790


Preparing your reading response
• What is quantified in this paper? How is the sampling and 

operationalization done?

• What type of data does the paper relies on?

• What type of statistical analysis does the paper relies on 
(descriptive, inferential, etc)? Are there any causal claims?

• What types of conclusions are taken from the statistical analysis? 
Do you buy it?



• this is crazy (in a bad way)… how do I do the exercise?

• this is crazy (in a good way)... how do I learn more?

What next?



• this is crazy (in a bad way)… how do I do the exercise?
1. Bring your questions next week, we are here to help.
2. Check support material and the internet.
3. Drop me an e-mail, we can find time to discuss it.

• this is crazy (in a good way)... how do I learn more?
– MINT338: Fundamentals of R (with myself & Henrique)
– MINT411: Intermediate R (with myself & Henrique)
– MINT009: Advanced Quant Methods (with Prof. Vandewalle)
– IRPS093: Networks (with Prof. Hollway)
– MINT388: Data and Text Analysis with Python (w/ Prof. Noailly)
– Civica Data Science Online School
– Journal Sociological Science
– And you can come see us for books, references, ways forwards… 

What next?


