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Why “Big Data”

DaTA ¥ow STREAM from daily life: From phones and credit cards
and televisions and computers; from the infrastructure of cities;
from sensor-equipped buildings, trains, buses, planes, bridges,
and factories. The data fllow so fast that the total accumulation
of the past two years—a zettabyte—dwarls the prior record of
human civilization. “There is a big data revolution,” says Weath-
erhead University Professor Gary King. But it is not the quantity of
data that is revolutionary. “The big data revolution is that now we
can do something with the data”

The revolution lies in improved statistical and computational
methods, not in the exponential growth of storage or even come
putational capacity, King explains. The doubling of computing
power every 18 months (Moore's Law) “is nothing compared to
a big alporithm™—a set of rules that can be
used to solve a problem a thousand times
faster than conventional computational
methods could. One colleague, faced with

Information

in academia and science, industry and government and nonprof-
its,” says King, who directs Harvard's Institute for Quantitative
Sacial Science (1Q55), a hub of expertise for interdisciplinary
projects aimed at solving problems in human society. Among
faculty colleagues, he reparts, “Half the members of the govern-
ment department are doing some type of data analysis, along with
much of the sociology department and a fraction of econom-
ics, more than half of the School of Public Health, and a lot in the
Medical School” Even law has been seized by the movement to
empirical research—*which is social science,” he says. “It is hard
to find an arca that hasn't been affected ™

The story follows a similar pattern in every field, King asseris.
The leaders are qualitative experts in their field. Then a statistical
researcher who doesn't know the details
of the field comes in and, using modern
data analysis, adds tremendous insight

and value. As an example, he describes

a mountain of data, figured out that he sclence how Kevin Quinn, formerly an assistant
would need a sz-million computer to ana- - professor of government at Harvard, ran
lyzc it. Instead, King and his graduate stu- promlses to a contest comparing his statistical model
dents came up with an algorithm within to the qualitative judgments of 87 law pro-
two hours that would do the same thing C hEH"IgE fessors to see which could best predict the
in 20 minutes—on a laptop: a simple ex- outcome of all the Supreme Court cases in
ample, but illustrative. the world. a year. “The law professors knew the ju-

Mew ways Df]inlﬁgdatas:t& have played risprudence and what each of the justices
a large role in generating new insights. And had decided in previous cases, they knew
creative approaches to visudizing daza—hu- the case law and all the arguments.” King
mans are far better than computers at see- b y recalls. “Quinn and his collaborator, An-
ing patterns—frequently prove integral © drew Martin [then an associate professor
the process of creating knowledge. Many of Jonathan Shaw of political science at Washington Uni-
the tools now being developed can be used versity], collected six crude variables on
across disciplines as seemingly disparate as a whole lot of previous cases and did an

a.stmnum].rand m:dil:im:Amm‘Lgstlﬂr_nts, thereisa hugcapp:l:il‘.:
for the new Beld. A Harvard course in data science last fall attracred
oo students. Frem the schoals of law: business, covernment. desion,

anal}’si&" King pauses a moment. “] think you know hover this is
going to end. It was no contest.” Whenever sufficient information
can ke auantified. modern statistical methods will curnerform an
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About the Quantified Self

Our mission is to support new discovenies about ourselves and our communities that are grounded in accurate
observation and enlivened by a spint of fnendship.

Quantified Self Labs is a California-based company founded by Gary Wolf and Kevin Kelly that serves the
Quantified Self user community worldwide by producing international meetings, conferences and expositions,
community forums, web content and senvices, and a guide to self-tracking tools. Are you interested in
self-tracking? Do you have questions to ask or knowledge to share? We welcome your questions and
contributions. We are here to help

Here's how to get involved

Join a Quantified Self Meetup.

Post to our QS Forum.

Come to a QS Conference.

Read and contribute at the Quantified Self Blog.
Follow us on Twitter @quantifiedself.

Or, Start Your Own QS Show&Tell!

Learn more about the Quantified Self Team.

Press or Media Inquiries? Get in touch.
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What We're Readi

QS Radio Podcast
QS Access App
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data.gov.uk | Find open data

We've been improving data.gov.uk to help you find and use open government data.
Discover what's changed and get in touch to give us your feedback.

Don't show this message again

Publish your data Support

Find open data

Find data published by central government, local
authorities and public bodies to help you build products

and services

Business and economy

Small businesses, industry,
imports, exports and trade

Crime and justice

Courts, police, prison, offenders,
borders and immigration

Defence

Armed forces, health and safety,
search and rescue

Environment

Weather, flooding, rivers, air
quality, geology and agriculture

Government

Staff numbers and pay, local
councillors and department
business plans

Government spending

Includes all payments by
government departments over
£25,000

Mappin
Addresses, boundaries, land

ownership, aerial photographs,
seabed and land terrain

Society
Employment, benefits, household
finances, poverty and population

Towns and cities

Includes housing, urban planning,
leisure, waste and enerqgy,
consumption
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