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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW - .
PETER HALFPENNY AND ROB PROCTER ;

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The dramatic increase over the last two decades or so in computing power, in wired
and wireless connectivity, and in the availability of data has affected all aspects of
our lives. Our aim in this book is to provide an accessible introduction to how social
science researchers are harnessing innovations in digital technologies to transform
their research methods. In this chapter we provide an overview of how and why
e-Research methods have emerged, including an account ofsthe drivers that have
motivated their development and the barriers to their successfil adoption. The chap-
ters that follow examine how innovations in digital technolofies are enabling the
emergence of more powerful research infrastructure, services and tools, and how
social science researchers are exploiting them. ;

1.1.1 Digital Data

As everyone exposed to the Internet is aware, the amount of digital data available
is expanding very rapidly, both through the digitization of past records and by the
accretion of ‘born digital’ materials that are in machine-readable form from the out-
set. The digital universe — the data we create and copy annually — is estimated to be
doubling in size every two years and projected to reach 44 trillion gigabytes by 2028« - s
(where a trillion is a million million, or 10'?) (IDC, 2014). For social scientists, the
predictions that more data will be generated in the next five years than in the entire
history of human endeavour is both an opportunity and a challenge.

Today, vast amounts of data are generated as people go about their daily activi-
ties, both data that is deliberately produced and that which is generated by embedded
systems. For example, use of public services is captured in administrative records; in |
the private sector, patterns of consumption of goods and services are captured in credit-
and debit card records; patterns of personal communications are captured in telephone”
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