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SODAS: Copenhagen Center for Social Data Science
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It all started with 7500 Dollars in seed money

“Our aim is to establish an interdisciplinary research 
Center for Computational Social Science at the Faculty of 
Social Science putting new technological developments 
to use across the social sciences” (2011)
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Baggrund: The Copenhagen Network Study

• Map out the complete network (including face-to-face, 
telecommunication, email, chat, and online social networks).

• Entire freshman class at DTU (N > 1000)

• Smart phones running software for data collection. 

• Cross-disciplinary approach, including ethnography













Changing labour market/demand for new skills
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Do..

1. Design a shared ‘machine”/experiment in the middle

2. Foster a culture of permitted failure and psych. safety

3. Facilitate intense collaborative moments (data-sprints)

4. Secure a physical space for core team and events

5. Support outreach (key platform for interdisciplinarity)
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Don’t.. 

1. Submit to a Jane Austen fantasy of romantic love

2. Impose a single methodology/theory/data-standard

3. Only go for top journals and reproduce hierarchies

4. Accept ‘innocent’ jokes about minor sciences/juniors

5. Assume that you can remain faithful to your discipline
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How to start a new degree?

Background: start to teach courses 

• Seminar in machine learning and network science (2013)

• “Social Data Science” course (2015)
- Data science / machine learning for social science (e.g. poli. sci, sociology)

- Grew from ~50 enrolled in 2017 to ~220 in 2020!

Higher ambitions 

 advanced courses (2017 approval, start 2018)

 degree program



Social Data Science – the journey
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Great artists steal ..

Approval of study in 2018/19. 

- Top UK universities quick to follow suit:



Challenges in opening program

• Accepted study program was “rough design”
- Scaling from few courses to degree program
- Each scholar with own vision of “optimal program”

• Procedure: Put experts of their fields together in meetings:
• Shared vision of what field consists of: 

• E.g. 20% qualitative/explorative
• Leverage “wisdom of the crowd” and find consensus 

• Collective refinement helped ensure 
• Skill progression was feasible
• Most relevant skills are taught

• E.g. machine learning/statistics without linear algebra



Program content



Program content
Introduction to 
Programming in Python



Program content

Data collection:
scraping, survey,
experiments, 
combination
with ethnographic



Program content

Quantitative methods: 
asic statistics, supervised/
unsupervised machine learning,
quasi-experimental methods, 
network analysis



Program content

Core theory: behavior,
networks and ideas



Program content



Program content

Integrating ”quantitative
and qualitative” analysis



Program content

Electives, internship, data-collection,
Exchange program



Challenges in interdisciplinary program

• Differences in background skills
• Frustration with teaching level
• Some due to difficulty, others from boredom

• Focus on students without previous quant skills
• Communication: encouragement, extra tutoring
• Leverage strong group work to learn

• Focus on students with previous quant skills
• Communication: remind improved learning etc.
• Open ended exam projects, bonus exercises
• Potential electives for basic courses?



A Rosetta Stone for students

• How to bring people from different backgrounds together?
• Problem: divide between “what is knowledge” 

• Introduction week
• Mix into different groups

• Share experiences of working with qualitative and quantitative data

• E.g. field work in supermarkets – interview and observation


