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Project Overview

● TrISMA: Tracking Infrastructure for Social Media in Australia ARC LIEF (2014-16)

● Subsequent development work by the QUT Digital Observatory

● What we have:

● Comprehensive database of 1.6 billion global Twitter accounts, 

as of February 2016

● Comprehensive database of 3.7 million Australian* Twitter accounts, 

as of February 2016

● * Australian: by profile timezone, location and/or description fields

● Follower network snapshots for 2013 and 2016

● Historic dataset of Australian tweets, going back as far as possible

● Live data for all 3.7 million accounts during 2016/17

● Live data for 500,000 most active accounts since May 2018

● Growing by ~900,000 tweets per day
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https://datastudio.google.com/u/0/reporting/0B4KYOcZ9_VXeeGdQRWRmRnFNTVE/page/FUjB
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Why Are We Doing This?

● Twitter research to date:

● Abundance of hashtag studies: volumetrics, keywords, networks, …

● Some studies profiling samples of the total userbase (e.g. celebrities, politicians)

● Some comprehensive (?) tracking of activities around key events and topics

● Some egocentric follower network maps, largely small-scale

● Almost absent: comprehensive follower network maps, longitudinal userbase development 

trajectories, user career patterns from sign-up to listener/celebrity/…

● The political economy of Twitter research:

● Twitter API data access is shaped to privilege certain approaches

● Research funding is easier to obtain for specific, limited purposes

● Longitudinal, ‘big’ data access requires ongoing, substantial funding and infrastructure

● Exploratory, data-driven research is difficult to sell to most funding bodies

● Also related to divergent resources available to different scholarly disciplines

 Most ‘hard data’ Twitter research conducted by Twitter, Inc. and commercial research institutes

 TrISMA is a globally unique national collection of historical and live Twitter activity
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Key Challenges

● Data structures:

● Live: continuous, real-time gathering, processing, storage

● Changeable: evolving practices, platforms, formats, APIs

● Contextual: connecting and linking to external sources

● Data sources:

● Personal: ethics and privacy challenges

● Commercial: data commodification, research uses secondary

● Political: platforms as political players

● Unstable: rapid technological, commercial, political changes

● Data holdings:

● Scattered: consistent processes and formats still emerging

● Precarious: sustainable, consolidated frameworks still missing
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LIEF Lessons

● LIEF benefits:

● Substantial start-up funding for infrastructure development

● Opportunity to build consortium of supporting institutions

● LIEF challenges:

● Multi-year development funding difficult to win (focus on buying lab hardware)

● Not a source for longer-term support for ongoing infrastructure efforts

● Follow-on grants possible but required to be clearly distinct

● LIEF quirks:

● No support for project-related travel, even for distributed infrastructure teams

● No support for researcher training in using the new infrastructure

● After LIEF:

● Need to develop a post-LIEF plan early on – can’t bank on winning a follow-on grant

● Need to build on LIEF consortium and transition into continuing operational structure

● Opportunities for relevant institutions (ARDC, AAH, ASSA, …?) to take over long-term operation
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Next Steps for TrISMA

● National infrastructure:

● Can we turn this into a National Australian Twitter Collection?

● Establish as distinct entity or under the auspices of relevant body

● Set up accreditation scheme for scholars at all Australian universities

● Current ARDC Data and Services Discovery project, more to come

● Beyond Twitter:

● Can the model be extended to other (social media) data sources?

● Need to address different platform structures and privacy models

● Could extend Australia’s global leadership in social media / Internet research

● Platform engagement:

● Can we use such projects as leverage to bring platforms back to the table?

● Wildly divergent attitudes towards independent research

● Hope for change remains
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@socialmediaQUT – http://socialmedia.qut.edu.au/

@qutdmrc – https://www.qut.edu.au/research/dmrc

This research is supported by the ARC Future Fellowship project

“Understanding Intermedia Information Flows in the Australian Online

Public Sphere”, and the ARC LIEF project “TrISMA: Tracking

Infrastructure for Social Media Analysis.”
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