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ABSTRACT The social sciences are undergoing a dramatic transformation from studying
problems to solving them; from making do with a small number of sparse data sets to
analyzing increasing quantities of diverse, highly informative data; from isolated scholars
toiling away on their own to larger scale, collaborative, interdisciplinary, lab-style research
teams; and from a purely academic pursuit focused inward to having a major impact on
public policy, commerce and industry, other academic fields, and some of the major prob-
lems that affect individuals and societies. In the midst of all this productive chaos, we have
been building the Institute for Quantitative Social Science at Harvard, a new type of center
intended to help foster and respond to these broader developments. We offer here some
suggestions from our experiences for the increasing number of other universities that have
begun to build similar institutions and for how we might work together to advance social
science more generally.

The social sciences are in the midst of an historic
change, with large parts moving from the humani-
ties to the sciences in terms of research style, in-
frastructural needs, data availability, empirical
methods, substantive understanding, and the abil-

ity to make swift and dramatic progress. The changes have con-
sequences for everything social scientists do and all that we plan
as members of university communities.

Universities, foundations, funding agencies, nonprofits, gov-
ernments, and others have been building social science research
infrastructure for many years and in many forms, but recently a
growing number of research universities have been organizing
their response to the new challenges with versions of a new type
of institution we created at Harvard, the Institute for Quantita-
tive Social Science (IQSS; see http://iq.harvard.edu). As represen-
tatives from many universities have contacted or visited us to learn
about how we built IQSS, and an increasing number have started
their own related centers, we offer here some thoughts on our
experiences to help distribute the same information more widely.

In the sections that follow, we offer a summary of the changes
remaking the social sciences, a brief overview of IQSS, and some
suggestions for universities and their local academic entrepre-
neurs attempting to improve their social science infrastructure.
Ultimately, universities build locally and cooperate internation-
ally; as a result, the social sciences, each of the disciplines within
it, what we all learn, and our impact on the world are all greatly
improved as a result.

THE STATE OF SOCIAL SCIENCE

Recent Progress
The influence of quantitative social science (including the related
technologies, methodologies, and data) on the world in the last
decade has been unprecedented and is growing fast. Defined by
the subset of “big data” (as it is now understood in the popular
media) that has something to do with people, it is something every
social scientist should feel proud to have contributed to. Indeed,
few areas of university research approach the impact of quantita-
tive social science. It had a part in remaking most Fortune 500
companies; establishing new industries; hugely increasing the
expressive capacity of human beings; and reinventing medicine,
friendship networks, political campaigns, public health, legal
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analysis, policing, economics, sports, public policy, commerce, and
program evaluation, among many others areas.The social sciences
have amassed enough information, infrastructure, methods, and
theories to be making important progress in understanding and
even ameliorating some of the most important, but previously
intractable, problems that affect human societies. Popular books
and movies, such as Moneyball, SuperCrunchers, and The Nume-
rati, have even gotten the word out.

An important driver of the change sweeping the field is the
enormous quantities of highly informative data inundating almost
every area we study. In the last half-century, the information
base of social science research has primarily come from three
sources: survey research, end-of-period government statistics, and
one-off studies of particular people, places, or events. In the next
half-century, these sources will still be used and improved, but
the number and diversity of other sources of information are
increasing exponentially and are already many orders of magni-
tude more informative than ever before. However, big data is not
only about the data; what made it all possible are the remarkable
concomitant advances in the methods of extracting information
from, and creating, preserving, and analyzing those data and the
resulting theoretical and empirical understanding of how indi-
viduals, groups, and societies think and behave. See King (2009,
2011).

Although the immediate and future consequences of these
developments for the world seem monumental, our narrower focus
here is on the important consequences of these changes for the
day-to-day lives of the social science faculty and students who
support these efforts, and for the universities and centers that
facilitate them. Social scientists are now transitioning from work-
ing primarily on their own, alone in their offices—a style that dates
back to when the offices were in monasteries—to working in highly
collaborative, interdisciplinary, larger scale, lab-style research
teams. The knowledge and skills necessary to access and use these
new data sources and methods often do not exist within any one
of the traditionally defined social science disciplines and are too
complicated for any one scholar to accomplish alone. Through
collaboration across fields, however, we can begin to address the
interdisciplinary substantive knowledge needed, along with the
engineering, computational, ethical, and informatics challenges
before us.

Many examples of the types of research that improved social
science infrastructure makes possible are given in King (2009,
2011), but consider three that have been conducted with IQSS
infrastructure in recent years.

First, for almost a century scholars have been studying what
newspaper advertisements convey about social attitudes, purchas-
ing patterns, and economic history (Salmon 1923). Until recently,
the largest collection included a data set with only about 200 ads
per year (Schultz 1992). Today, traditional newspapers, now oper-
ating online, display dynamic advertisements where ad content is

highly personalized. No two experiences on a newspaper website
are likely to generate the same ad. With the resources available at
IQSS, a faculty member archived more than 120,000 advertise-
ments and documented how ad content changes as readers search
for different first and last names. She found clear evidence of racial
discrimination in ad delivery, with searches of names with a first
name given primarily to black babies, such as Tyrone, Darnell,
Ebony, and Latisha, generating ads suggestive of an arrest 75%–
96% of the time. Names with first names given at birth primarily
to whites, such as Geoffrey, Brett, Kristen, and Anne, generated
more neutral copy: the word “arrest” appeared 0%–9% of the time,
regardless of whether the actual subjects actually had an arrest
record (Sweeney 2013).

Second, the quality of US state voter registration lists, from
which the eligibility of voters is determined, has long been an
issue in American politics. Yet, the data requirements meant that
previous systematic analyses of this have been one-off studies of
small numbers of people or places. More recently, two faculty mem-
bers and a team of five graduate students from IQSS tackled this
problem by studying all 187 million registered voters from every
US state (Ansolabehere et al. 2013). They found that one third of
those listed by states as “inactive” actually cast ballots, and the
problem is not politically neutral. The researchers have gone on
to suggest productive solutions to the problem.

And finally, fewer than two decades ago, Verba, Scholzman,
and Brady (1995) amassed the most extensive data set to date on
the voices of political activists, including 15,000 screener ques-
tions and 2,500 detailed personal interviews, and they wrote a
landmark book on the subject. Shift forward in time and, with
new data collection procedures, statistical methods, and changes
in the world, an IQSS team composed of a graduate student, a
faculty member, and eight undergraduate research assistants were
able to download, understand, and analyze all English language
blog posts by political activists during the 2008 presidential elec-
tion and develop methods capable of extracting the meaning from
them (Hopkins and King, 2010). The methods were patented by
the university and licensed to a startup, and now mid-sized, com-
pany (Crimson Hexagon, Inc.). Even more recently, a team of two
graduate students, a faculty member, and five undergraduates
downloaded 11 million social media posts from China before the
Chinese government was able to read and censor (i.e., remove
from the Internet) a subset; they then went back to each post
(from thousands of computers all over the world, including inside
China) to check at each time point whether it was censored. Con-
trary to prior understandings, they found that criticisms of the
Chinese government were not censored but attempts at collective
action, whether for or against the government, were censored
(King, Pan, and Roberts 2013).

In these and many other projects, IQSS scholars built meth-
ods and procedures that made it feasible to understand much larger
quantities of information than could possibly have been accessed

A promising side effect of this change in research style is that the most significant division
within the social sciences, that between quantitative and qualitative researchers, is showing
signs of breaking down.
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by earlier researchers. These research projects depended on IQSS
infrastructure, including access to experts in statistics, the social
sciences, engineering, computer science, and American and Chi-
nese area studies. Having this extensive infrastructure and exper-
tise frees researchers associated with IQSS, and affiliated scholars,
to think more expansively and to take on projects that would not
merely have been impossible otherwise, but which we would have
likely not even imagined.

The Coming End of the Quantitative-Qualitative Divide
A promising side effect of this change in research style is that the
most significant division within the social sciences, that between
quantitative and qualitative researchers, is showing signs of break-
ing down. You can almost hear the quantitative researchers—who
have spent decades analyzing time series cross-national data sets
with only a few impoverished variables—saying “OK, we give! So
much is left out of our models that qualitative researchers include.
Can’t someone systematize that information so we can include
it?” And at the same time, you can just about hear the qualitative
researchers complaining “We are overwhelmed by all the infor-
mation we are gathering, and more is coming in every day; we
can’t read, much less understand, more than a tiny fraction of it
all. Can’t you quantitative researchers do something to help?” In
fact, versions of both are commonplace within the context of
numerous individual research projects.

Fortunately, social scientists from both traditions are working
together more often than ever before, because many of the new
data sources meaningfully represent the focus and interests of
both groups. The information collected by qualitative researchers,
in the form of large quantities of field notes, video, audio, unstruc-
tured text, and many other sources, is now being recognized as valu-
able and actionable data sources for which new quantitative
approaches are being developed and can be applied. At the same
time, quantitative researchers are realizing that their approaches
can be viewed or adapted to assist, rather than replace, the deep
knowledge of qualitative researchers, and they are taking up the
challenge of adding value to these additional richer data types.

The divergent interests of the two camps also converge as the
need for tools to cope with, organize, preserve, and share this
onslaught of data, the search for new understandings of where
meaning exists in the world and how it can be represented system-
atically, and the rise of inherently collaborative projects where
researchers bring their own knowledge and skills to attack com-
mon goals. Instead of quantitative researchers trying to build fully
automated methods and qualitative researchers trying to make do
withtraditionalhuman-onlymethods,nowbothareheadingtoward
using or developing computer-assisted methods that empower both
groups. This development has the potential to end the divide, to
get us working together to solve common problems, and to greatly
strengthen the research output of social science as a whole.

The Boundaries of “Social Science”
As social science has become increasingly interdisciplinary and
collaborative, so too has the de facto definition of the field broad-
ened. The result is that the historical or institutional definitions
of “social science,” based only on what work is being done in
specific departments (sociology, economics, political science,
anthropology, psychology, and sometimes others), is unhelpful
as it excludes numerous social scientists elsewhere in most uni-

versities. We instead use the term “social science” more gener-
ally to refer to areas of scholarship dedicated to understanding,
or improving the well-being of, human populations, using data
at the level of (or informative about) individual people or groups
of people.

This definition covers the traditional social science depart-
ments in faculties of schools of arts and science, but it also includes
most research conducted at schools of public policy, business,
and education. Social science is referred to by other names in
other areas but the definition is wider than use of the term. It
includes what law school faculty call “empirical research,” and
many aspects of research in other areas, such as health policy at
schools of medicine. It also includes research conducted by fac-
ulty in schools of public health, although they have different
names for these activities, such as epidemiology, demography,
and outcomes research.1

The breadth of the field also covers many of those with whom
we collaborate when they spread social science to their fields. To
take one such example, over the last 20 years, political method-
ology has built a bridge to the discipline of statistics and the
methodological subfields of the other social sciences (such as
econometrics, sociological methodology, and psychometrics).
Scholars, who began by importing methods from those fields,
now also regularly make contributions used in those fields as
well. Political science graduate students are now trained at a high
enough level in political methodology so that they can move
from the end of a sequence in political science directly into
advanced courses in these other fields. Students in these other
fields also do the same in our courses. The resulting vibrant inter-
disciplinary collaborations have resulted in statisticians and oth-
ers becoming participants in the enterprise of social science.

Another version of the same pattern is now beginning to
emerge between several traditional social science disciplines and
computer science. Graduate students in economics, political sci-
ence, and sociology now regularly learn computer languages and
computer science concepts, and they are even beginning to include
formal training in computer science as part of their graduate
degrees. Associated with this development are computer scien-
tists doing research in what is effectively social science. Indeed,
this activity is being formalized in new departments at some uni-
versities, often under the banners “computational social science,”
“applied computational science,” or “data science.”

Any scholar doing research in the area, regardless of their home
department, should be included in a proper definition of social
science. In fact, strictly speaking, parts of the biological sciences
are effectively becoming social sciences, as genomics, proteomics,
metabolomics, and brain imaging produce huge numbers of
person-level variables, and researchers in these fields join social
scientists in the hunt for measures and causes of behavioral phe-
notypes. These fields developed very differently from the social
sciences, but they now use many of the same survey instruments,
statistical methods, substantive questions, and even data sets.
When methods, data, procedures, theories, and institutions can
help research in other areas, the more inclusive we are and the
more we will all benefit.

WHAT TYPE OF CENTERS TO BUILD

In this section, we describe the key elements behind IQSS and
related social science research centers. We describe how commu-
nity is the fundamental driver behind successful centers; how to
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build such a community even though individual faculty members
may well be pursuing their own divergent self-interests most of
the time; and the standard elements of successful centers. We focus
on how turning the insights of social science research on our-
selves can greatly increase the chances of success. Ultimately, social
science centers, run by social scientists who are familiar with the
social science literature, have tremendous advantages not usually
available to those building other types of university centers.

The Goal
We began IQSS with a research project, asking a wide range of
academic leaders what distinguished the world’s most renowned
academic research centers—in their heyday, the Cavendish, Bell
Labs, ISR, some of the Population Centers, and so on—from oth-
ers, and what was the key ingredient for their success. Most said
more or less the same thing in different ways: yes, you need the
obvious components such as space, money, staff, colleagues, and
projects, and of course the end product in terms of the creation,
preservation, and distribution of knowledge is the ultimate mea-
sure of success. However, by common assent (although often in
very different languages), by far the most important component
leading to success identified was community. The world’s best
research centers each had an enviable research community that
caused individual scientists to want to join in and contribute.
Members of the community joined for either the self-centered

reasons of maximizing the quality of their own research, or
because (as social science teaches) social connections provide inde-
pendent motivation. Either way, the quality of the community is
fundamental.

Adjusting Individual Incentives to Build Community
How do we create a community out of large numbers of ambi-
tious, hard driving, often single-minded, researchers pursuing their
own separate, and often competitive, research goals? Our answer,
and our operating theory, is, at the first instant, to make IQSS
attractive to individual researchers by ensuring that the specific
services, products, and programs they can access make their
research better and the research process faster and more efficient.
Faculty and students often come to IQSS as individuals to solve
their own highly specific problems holding back their research;
they then stay for the research community. The advantages of the
community then feeds back on itself, improving IQSS for those
already participating, and then providing independent motiva-
tion for them to stay and others to join.

The services, products, and programs that IQSS offers research-
ers fall on a continuum from academic to administrative. At one
extreme, we developed a convening power that attracts some of
the world’s best social scientists from Harvard and elsewhere to
spend time here and interact at a very high level about their

research. At the other extreme, IQSS provides what is sometimes
thought of as “mere” administrative or infrastructural services,
such as grant support that enables scholars to focus only on the
intellectual component of proposals ( leaving the rest to our expert
staff ); help fixing computer code, desktop computers, cell phones,
or survey questions; or assistance incubating, administering, and
hosting centers, labs, research groups, student and scholarly activ-
ities, and technology platforms. Although the former extreme
may sometimes be more fun than the latter, activities all along
this continuum are valuable. They all attract scholars to IQSS
who might not otherwise have come, leading to synergies we
would not otherwise have been able to realize. Plumbing may
not be the most intellectually stimulating activity, but if the sew-
age pipes in your house break, the plumber becomes the most
important person around. We are proud to provide “plumbing
services” right next to someone who can help you prove the theo-
retical properties of a new statistical estimator, because they will
each get you to visit IQSS, to interact with others, and to give
back.

We therefore aim in the first instance to help individual fac-
ulty and students get their work done better, faster, and more
efficiently on their own terms. Then, while individual scholars are
receiving these individual services for their narrow self-interests,
they cross paths with other researchers often from apparently dis-
tant areas, find collaborative opportunities, and eventually make

substantial contributions to building our research community.
Every path that is crossed increases the probability of an intellec-
tual connection, even if each path had nothing to do with the
reason for the connection. Individual scholars are not always
focused on, or even aware of, their important contribution to the
collective, but the research community is much stronger as a con-
sequence of these interactions. The result is that the community
here, and in similar organizations, seems to be flourishing and is
now filled with social scientists from disciplines representing the
many departments and schools at Harvard and beyond.

Organizing the Institute
We organize IQSS activities into what we offer scholars: research
programs, services, and products. Our research programs include the
Program on Quantitative Methods, Program on Survey Research,
Program on Text Research, Experience Based Learning in the
Social Sciences, the Data Privacy Lab, undergraduate and gradu-
ate scholars programs, the NASA Tournament Lab, the Global
History of Elections Program, among others. Larger entities under
the IQSS umbrella also include the Center for Geographic Analy-
sis, the Murray Research Archive, and the Harvard-MIT Data Cen-
ter.2 These centers and programs offer numerous weekly seminars,
regular workshops, and one-off or recurring research conferences.
Hundreds of people come and go on a regular basis.

However, by common assent (although often in very different languages), by far the most
important component leading to success identified was community. The world’s best
research centers each had an enviable research community that caused individual scientists
to want to join in and contribute.
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Services involve common administrative management for all
the separate research groups, such as financial management and
transaction approvals, strategic advice, human resources, and
technology infrastructure, including support for acquiring, stor-
ing, and analyzing data on our high-performance computing clus-
ter; research technology consulting, technical training classes,
desktop support, public labs, and the like. We also prepare pre-
and post-award sponsored research administration, following the
theory that the only part of grants faculty should have to write is
the intellectual justification. The key to gaining the considerable
economies of scale possible from this activity is pairing common
administration and management with intellectual leadership left
entirely in the hands of separate faculty leaders in charge of each
program. The faculty members get to focus on what they are good
at and benefit from staff focusing on what they are good at. And
all the while the institute benefits by the economic efficiencies
gained and the community that is fostered.

Our products include services that we packaged and made self-
service. These include the Dataverse Network, OpenScholar, Zelig,
a research computing environment, and others, some of which we
discuss below.

Applying Social Science Research Findings to Ourselves
To best facilitate the types of researcher connections that foster
community, we founded IQSS as an unusual hybrid organization,
both a research center and an integral part of the university admin-

istration. We often do both together by taking routine activities
of the administration and turning those into quasi-research
projects. Good social science research centers are not merely
generic research centers, functionally equivalent to those in other
fields save only for the subject area. The fact that we are behav-
ioral scientists gives us an inherent advantage in understanding,
building, and running organizations, in designing policies that
build off individual incentives, and in fostering intellectual com-
munities. And the fact that we have technical computer and sta-
tistical skills means we also have an advantage in automating
routine tasks. Together these advantages extend the impact, effi-
ciency, creativity, and productivity of the overall effort.

For example, by applying quantitative social science research
techniques and cutting edge computer science to our own activi-
ties, we can sometimes make products that scale to many more
faculty members and students at far lower cost—improving the
research lives of those associated with IQSS and freeing up fund-
ing for “higher level” research activities. For example, we auto-
mated, through our Dataverse Network� software project (see
http://TheData.org; Crosas, 2011, 2013; King, 2007), most of the
activities of the Murray Research Center (previously at the Rad-
cliffe Institute and now at IQSS). For more than three decades,
the Murray was widely known for carefully and lovingly collect-

ing and curating a small group of data sets. By automating the
operations of the Murray, the staff became far more efficient.

In addition, the Murray’s previously traditional model of data
collection was similar to many other archives, but not well aligned
with the incentives of researchers. Researchers who wanted to
make data available had to choose between putting it in a pro-
fessional archive like the Murray—which ensured long-term pres-
ervation, but often resulted in citations thanking the Murray
rather than the researcher—or distributing it themselves—which
would keep credit with the researcher but would likely flout pro-
fessional archiving standards and so usually give up long-term
preservation. The Dataverse Network project breaks this tension
by using better technology and aligning it properly with incen-
tives gleaned from social science research: we do this by adding
an extra page to any researcher’s website with a virtual archive,
called a “dataverse.” The dataverse includes a list of the
researcher’s data sets, along with a vast array of services, includ-
ing archiving, distribution, on-line analysis, citation, preserva-
tion, backups, disaster recovery, among others. The researcher’s
dataverse page devolves all credit to the researcher by being
branded entirely as the researcher’s (with the look and feel of the
rest of the researcher’s website) but the page is virtual and so
installation takes a few minutes, and it is served out by a central
archive and managed by others following professional archiving
standards. We also researched citation standards and developed
a standard for data, so that the researcher who makes data avail-

able through dataverse gets more web visibility and more aca-
demic credit (Altman and King, 2007).

In the first year after the Murray moved to IQSS, it collected
more than 10 times the number of data sets as had been col-
lected in the previous 30 years at Radcliffe, at lower cost, and
with vastly increased access to data for our researchers and oth-
ers. At the same time, we directed some of the archive’s financial
resources to more productive research activities. The synergies
from this activity are apparent in the ecosystem of research
projects from around the world that have grown up around data-
verse, the many scholars who contribute to and work collabora-
tively with this open source software project instead of building
their own solutions from scratch, and the millions of dollars in
federal and other grants that have supported these activities. The
Dataverse Network now offers access to more social science
research data than any other system in the world. The Harvard
University library system has also formally adopted the Data-
verse Network and is using it to provide archiving services to
astronomers, biologists, medical researchers, humanists, and oth-
ers. The open source software is also installed at a variety of
other universities around the world.

We have also repeated this model several times in other areas.
In each, we find a piece of the administration, a center, or an

To best facilitate the types of researcher connections that foster community, we founded
IQSS as an unusual hybrid organization, both a research center and an integral part of the
university administration. We often do both together by taking routine activities of the
administration and turning those into quasi-research projects.
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activity, and we apply social science methods, theories, technolo-
gies, evaluation procedures, and insights about human behavior
to improve the resulting services or activities.

Because we are emphasizing the advantages of “plumbing,”
consider an example near this end of the continuum—desktop
computer support, an essential but thankless activity, typically
engendering many complaints, flames, and turmoil. We fixed these
problems by setting up a system that encouraged the staff to “teach
to the test.” To be more specific, we customized (through consid-
erable experimentation) an automated ticketing system, and tuned
the incentives with what we know from social science research.
Thus, when faculty, students, or staff have a desktop support issue,
they e-mail the support group and receive an automated response
immediately and a promise of a human contact shortly. If a mem-
ber of the team does not make contact within that time period,
they get prompted automatically. Because their manager would
get prompted too, users rarely have to wait long. If during the
interaction, the staff member is waiting for information from the
user or the user is waiting for something from the staff member,
the ticketing system gently prompts the right person to make
sure progress is made. When the staff member thinks the issue
has been resolved, the system administers a fast three-question
“how did we do” survey. If a user does not mark “extremely satis-
fied” for all three questions, then staff, their supervisors, and top
management are notified immediately. Staff closely monitor how
they do on these brief surveys and try to satisfy users as indicated
by the questions; by constantly evaluating and tweaking the sur-
vey questions, the staff, management, and users understand each
other much better. And, after some years of learning, and random-
ized experiments, it now seems to work well. In the last 18 months,
the number of tickets marked “dissatisfied” or “extremely dissat-
isfied” (of more than 7,000 filed) is exactly zero. Users are never
left wondering what is happening, and staff know exactly what
the community regards as good service. With the management of
desktop support thus effectively automated, the rest of us can turn
from firing off angry memos about customer service to writing
more scholarly articles.

When possible, we emphasize infrastructure that scales, so that
spending is highly leveraged. We do this by our focus on research
computing infrastructure that is naturally amenable to use by
large numbers; by our day-to-day emphasis on creating syner-
gies among the different parts of the institute; with the help
from faculty and students from all over the university who inter-
act here; and by marshaling the efforts of several open source
communities in contributing software and other assistance from
inside and outside of Harvard. Other examples of these activities
include OpenScholar (http://openscholar.harvard.edu), a single
open source (software as a service) web software installation that
creates thousands of highly professional and customized web-
sites for faculty, projects, and academic departments, saving
$6000–$25,000 per site (as of this writing, about 3,000 scholars
and departments have OpenScholar sites at Harvard, and about
150 other universities have their own installations); “Zelig:
Everyone’s Statistical Software” (http://projects.iq.harvard.edu/
zelig), an all-purpose statistical package built on the R Project
for Statistical Computing, now used by hundreds of thousands
researchers worldwide; our “Research Computing Environ-
ment,” which is an infrastructure to make high-performance
research computing straightforward to run, and easier to scale;
among others.

Other Models
Centers elsewhere may choose to work on software infrastruc-
ture, like IQSS, and if so can work collaboratively with us on these
projects, as some do now. As the social sciences branch out, get
connected to other fields, and draw in new forms of data, they
need many different types of infrastructure. Any of these
approaches will likely benefit by applying social science princi-
ples and research to our own activities in these and many other
ways.

SUGGESTIONS FOR ACADEMIC ENTREPRENEURS

Don’t Try to Replicate the Sciences
As parts of the social sciences move from the humanities to the
sciences, we might wish to receive the level of support from our
universities that our colleagues do in the natural and physical
sciences. Social science research would certainly be massively bet-
ter off if we outfitted all social science faculty members with their
own lab on the scale of those in, say, chemistry or biology, with
$2–3 million of startup money, 3,500 square feet of lab space, and
a dozen full-time employees. This is, of course, wildly unrealistic
in the short term (and insisting your university administration
instantly impose this notion of equity would likely get your more
reasonable requests ignored), but we ought to be able to make
such an expectation unnecessary as well. That is, instead of
attempting to replicate the physical and natural science model
within the social sciences today, we can take a far more efficient
approach that involves building common infrastructure to solve
problems across the labs and research programs. The fast emerg-
ing models of collaboration and cooperation make this both pos-
sible and much more likely to be productive.

Don’t Try to Build it from Scratch
Handing a copy of the IQSS budget to your university’s adminis-
tration as your budget request to start your own center is highly
unlikely to work. The dollar amounts are just too big for them to
take you seriously, or for your administration to come up with the
money to pay for it even if they want to. If we had sent what is
now our budget as a proposal to the Harvard administration to
form IQSS, they would have thought we were crazy, politically
naive, or both.3 The point, however, is that we did not build IQSS
from scratch; we built it from components that existed—largely
unconnected—around the university. In our case, these included
the Murray Research Center, the Harvard-MIT Data Center, the
Center for Geographic Analysis, and some others. In most univer-
sities, a good deal is spent on social science infrastructure, but the
parts are scattered under different administrative units, not work-
ing together, without any faculty direction, and each working less
efficiently than they could together. Look for such units in the
obvious places, but do not overlook the library, the information
technology infrastructure, academic computing groups, and else-
where in your administration.

A good approach is to carefully map out the local political land-
scape and find existing units that already have some type of finan-
cial support. Then talk to those individuals who are in charge of
each unit and find out what they need, how to empower them,
how they can accomplish their goals by working together with
you. Radical decentralization is often the best politically achiev-
able path to centralization. Build from the ground up and the
specific request to the administration can be more reasonable and
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easier to accomplish; instead of something they cannot approve,
you can make it almost impossible to turn down.

Build Adaptable Infrastructure
The infrastructure we need in the social sciences must be reliable
and flexible. Our field, and the technologies we use, is changing
fast, as are, therefore, our infrastructural needs and research oppor-
tunities. For example, as technology changes, we adapt IQSS along
with it. We change the organization charts regularly. In only the
last few years, we have built large open source computer pro-
grams, started new seminar series, run international conferences,
brought together scholars from disciplines who have rarely col-
laborated, taken over and built quasi-research projects that make
our university administration more efficient, started new pro-
grams, closed down completed programs and projects, spawned
commercial firms and nonprofit startups, given services we devel-
oped to other parts of the university to run, educated students
and faculty in new technologies, data, methods, and theories, and
led many other activities. We build, but we also continually rebuild.

Build Incentive Compatible Administration at Scale
Research institutes like IQSS, and its various component centers
and programs, require substantial faculty time and effort. Faculty
members may love to teach, but running the university, and espe-

cially research are also an essential part of their mission. So the
only way to build infrastructure sustainably is to make it incen-
tive compatible. Buying off faculty with time off or extra compen-
sation can work, but is not efficient and probably not sustainable.
A better approach is to align the public spirited interests of the
center with the private interests of the faculty leadership.

I have always been closely involved in computer operations
because I teach methods and need my students to have the best
possible computer technology. Leaving computer technology to
the university IT department does not work, no matter how qual-
ified they are because their incentives are first to satisfy the 95%
with vanilla services, whereas cutting-edge methods researchers
are usually in the remaining 5%. But the same holds true for many
other areas: university bureaucracies are appropriately designed
for the many people they serve, whereas researchers are by defi-
nition at the cutting edge and therefore need more finely tuned or
different services.

Faculty involved in administration are at first fearful (for their
time, research careers, etc.) of hiring staff and building adminis-
trative structures, but the economies of scale are valuable and when
done properly incentive compatible, too. I think I got this point
the first time I noticed two of my staff members going out to
lunch to solve a problem without me. At that time, we had only
two staff; now we have 50–100 (depending on how you count), but
the economies of scale continue way beyond where we are now.
With more staff, you can hire better people, build career paths,
and so hire even more qualified people, and so on. Undoubtedly,

economies of scale will eventually turn into diseconomies of scale,
but as long as the staff is properly hired, managed, and organized,
few social science centers are near that point. Managing a large
staff may require different skills than managing only two, but
with a proper hierarchical organization, the task need not be more
difficult or time consuming.

Emphasize Extreme Cooperation
Tremendous progress can be made merely by cooperating with
other units. This does not mean acquiescing to every request
from the outside, because most other units will not make requests
and collaboration needs to be incentive compatible on both sides.
Instead, find other units and do whatever it takes to establish
connections, collaborations, and joint activities that make sense.
If academic research became part of the X-games, our competi-
tive event would be “extreme cooperation”; administrative units
within universities do best when they follow that lead, especially
because so few do. A key to remember is that influence is more
important than control. If you give up the idea of being the sole
supplier and producer of every activity, you can have far more
influence intellectually, educationally, socially, and politically. It
is also generally worth cooperating for its own sake in the short
run, even if it for a while it takes considerably more effort than
the benefits received.

You Don’t Want Overhead from Grants
Early in the negotiations to create many centers is a often a dis-
cussion about whether it can be funded with overhead from fed-
eral grants. My advice is to not raise the issue and to turn it down
if offered. The goal is to build durable infrastructure, not meet a
payroll and have to fire people with every grant you happen to
lose. The library and student health services also do not pay per-
manent staff from overhead on grants they bring in. A much bet-
ter setup is for the administration to make whatever commitment
they desire. If you do bring in a lot of money in grants, some level
of trust will mean that you can count on them being somewhat
more generous the next time you have a request. This need not be
set down in writing, or even said, but it will happen. As congres-
sional scholars have discovered, it is better to shoot for favor not
favors.

Keep a Role for Theorists
Because most of the advances in the social sciences have been
based on improvements in empirical data and methods of data
analysis, some argue that the theorists (economic theorists, for-
mal theorists, statistical theorists, philosophers, etc.) have no part
in this type of center. This makes no sense. In every social science
field, and most academic fields, a friendly division exists between
theorists and empiricists. They compete with each other for fac-
ulty positions and on many research issues, but all know that
both are essential. The empiricists in your center will need to inter-
act with theorists at some point, and the theorists will benefit by
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conditioning their theories on better empirical evidence. The fact
that the big data revolution has enabled more progress on the
empirical front does not reduce what theorists can contribute.4

CONCLUDING REMARKS: FEDERAL FUNDING PRIORITIES

The social sciences are undergoing a renaissance, and the infra-
structure making it possible is growing, adapting, and greatly fur-
thering our collective goals. As we all separately nurture and build
this infrastructure within our own universities, we should not lose
sight of a set of logical national and international goals that are
even broader. Toward this end, we should cooperate and further
build connections across centers within different universities. Then
at the right time, we should set a collective goal to work together
to change federal funding priorities. (And I’m not talking about
the short-sighted recent change which effectively allows the
National Science Foundation to fund any political science research
except that about members of Congress or the public policies they
write.)

Instead, we should think broader, and bigger. Most federal
research funding comes from the $31 billion National Institutes
of Health (NIH) and $7 billion National Science Foundation (NSF)
budgets; in this, the social sciences are relegated to merely 4.4% of
the smaller NSF budget. Although portions of NIH and other
NSF programs contribute to the broader social science research
enterprise, the disparity between these federal spending patterns
and congressional priorities is enormous. Although members of
Congress are clearly interested in many areas of health, science,
and technology, they must be focused on issues their constituents
want or they will lose their jobs. The issues that concern Ameri-
cans the most have long been those directly addressed by social
scientists, including the economic, political, cultural, and social
well being of themselves, their communities, and the country. Of
course, Washington is not in the business of funding researchers
because they study interesting topics. Only when we can demon-
strate that we can make a real difference will the funds flow. As
our impact on solving problems becomes more and more obvious,
changing federal priorities to more seriously fund social science
research will be easier to see as in everyone’s interest. At the right
point, we should all consider a road trip to Washington.
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N O T E S

1. Among public health scholars, the term social science is sometimes confused
with, and so must be carefully distinguished from “social epidemiology,” which
is one of many subfields of our broader definition of the social sciences

2. We also included the now defunct Center for Basic Research in the Social
Sciences.

3. By all means use whatever success we have had as evidence that your univer-
sity needs to invest more to compete. And since the rules of our industry are
symmetric, we hope you succeed!

4. Moreover, theorists don’t cost anything! They require some seminars, maybe a
pencil and pad, and some computer assistance. There is no reason to exclude
them, and every intellectual (and political ) reason to include them.
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