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“I can see the sun, but even if I cannot see the sun, I know that it exists. And to know that
the sun is there - that is living.”

Fyodor Dostoevsky
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Chapter 1

Thesis introduction

1.1 Introduction

This dissertation and dissertation work was done within a new field in the social
sciences, social data science, with new methods and new data. I include here 5 in-
dividual articles each contributing to their respective research fields, and agendas.
Common to all articles is a focus on group interaction, it’s causes and consequences,
as well as the ambition to leverage large scale online data to do comparative analysis
across social groups and collectives.

Taking its departure in an extensive online social media data set, this PhD dis-
sertation consists of 5 papers each developing research methods in computational
social science and in particular social network analysis, computational content anal-
ysis and social media analysis. Substantially the dissertation investigate questions
related to scientific fields around educational sociology, social networks and group
formation, and social movements.

The research is done in two empirical settings: The social life and social networks
of college students, and the social and political mobilization of activists in Denmark
during the so called "refugee crisis" of 2015.

The first two papers investigate the social life of students. Under the heading
"Network structures and social integration”, the first paper compares the global net-
works structures of different study programs (N=44) to a range of social indicators:
retention rates, survey based social satisfaction and social media based indicators of
social activity. The paper shows how high retention rates, high social satisfaction,
high social activity as well as more equally distributed social activity, is related to
student cohorts with network structures that form well delimited groups instead of
being widely distributed across the network. This contributes to an old theoretical
discussion around the potential benefits or downsides of individualized network
structures versus more locally delimited community based network structures. The
second paper, Foci stability and group formation", investigates how organizational
infrastructures, and more specifically differences in how students are allocated into
classes (foci) at each study program, affect the network structures as well as small
group activity. The paper provide a possible mechanism for understanding the fa-

mously described "loss of the group" in contemporary society. The research focus



on both the mesolevel network groups ranging from 20-40 people, and on the activ-
ity of small interactional groups from 3-10. Data was obtained about how students
are allocated into classes at 26 study programs, and a measure of "foci stability" was
proposed. Foci Stability was then compared to a measure of network groupness, as
well as social media derived aggregates of small group activity. The article shows
that foci stability is highly predictive of network groupness and small group activity.
The more stable the more grouped the network, and the social activity of the cohort
will be more in small groups (>=3 participants) as opposed to dyads.

The third paper, "Measurement error and model instability in automated text
analysis", is a purely methodological piece, demonstrating issues with the use of
unsupervised methods as measurement devices for automated content analysis, and
especially the current practice of indirect validation in the use of Topic Models for
"text as data" research. We argue that once an unsupervised topic model has been
interpreted and labelled, it becomes a measurement device, that should be evaluated
in the same way as supervised models. Using a simulation design, we show how
current standards of validation allow a very high variability in both the classification
performance of the topic model, as well as the actual research conclusions drawn
based on its measurements.

The fourth paper, "Consequences of Group Style for Differential Participation”,
compares different regional groups of the refugee solidarity movements in Den-
mark. Using a supervised learning framework for doing computational content
analysis, we measure the contentiousness of the interaction (posts and comments)
in 119 online facebook groups organizing the humanitarian aid of refugees coming
to Denmark. Combining the online data with a detailed survey of the activists it
seeks to show how group-level degree of contentiousness, i.e. the group style, has
consequences for individual-level political mobilization.

The fifth and final paper, "The Solidary Relationship’s Consequences for the Ebb
and Flow of Activism", studies activist retention in social movements in relation to
interactions with the "deprived other". The research design experiments with the
juxtaposition of evidence from qualitative life-history interviews with quantitative
analysis of interactional social media data. From the interviews, meeting the de-
prived other, was described as a point of no return for the activists engagement in the
movement - intensifying and prolonging their commitment to the cause. However,
to generalize the finding to the whole movement, and to ameliorate valid criticisms
of potential retrospective biases, we compared this to an analysis of the behavioral
traces in the refugee solidarity facebook groups. The online activity, was used to
construct individual activist careers allowing us to investigate temporal dynamics
of retention and activity levels. Using name-based method to infer the ethnicity
of each activist, we compared the careers of activists in relation to how much they
made contact with a refugee. Using an elaborate case-control design the analysis
of the online social media corroborated the findings from the qualitative interviews

that meeting / the online interaction with the "deprived other" was an important





