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Structure /plan 

• Introduction: information and sociology 

• The importance of interactivity 

• The challenge to social science research of the vast 

commercial databases that link demographics, public 

and transactional data to postcodes 

• Case study/ illustration: using such information to 

understand interactivity: using Sysomos to understand 

social media at the BBC World Service 

• Conclusion: the future for sociology 

 

 

 



Information society 

• Information shaping society 

• ‘Information society’ thesis/ studies 

• Antecedents in post-industrial society/ deindustrialisation 

• Breadth of empirical areas, e.g. work, domestic life, 

economies, culture, politics, warfare, surveillance 

• Recent variant is Castells’ ‘network society’ 



Manuel Castells on information 

• The network society is characterised by the centrality of 

information and IT 

• In the informational economy, networks are the key 

organisational form 

• The network society is characterised by information 

flows along networks, between nodes 

• The rise of the informational mode of development 

 



The informational mode of 

development 

The specific form of social organisation in which 

information generation, processing and transmission 

become the fundamental sources of productivity and 

power.  

i.e. society is permeated by informational organisation. 

 



But what about interactivity? 

• Shaping organisations’ communications and structures 

• Restructuring democratic engagement 

• Facilitating new forms of cultural production: 

– growth of online participatory, collaborative and open 

cultures 



Commons-based peer production 

‘the networked environment makes possible a new 

modality of organizing production: radically decentralized, 

collaborative and non-proprietary; based on sharing 

resources and outputs among widely distributed, loosely 

connected individuals who cooperate with each other 

without relying on either market signals or managerial 

commands’ (Benkler, 2006: 60). 

 



User-generated content; citizen 

journalism 
• Give the media more of a sense of conversation: more 

immediate, more personal 

• Contrast with broadcasting/ press model of mass 

communication 

• The ‘Arab Spring’ (on Al Jazeera) 



Social media as a source for 

social research 
• Vast archives of information (re gender, physical 

attributes, geographical location, background, 

employment, educational qualifications and experiences 

and social life; in text and images) 

• Many are open and accessible archives of information 

that, historically, has been seen as private (they operate 

in a culture where self-promotion takes priority over 

privacy) 

• Extraordinarily rich compared with, say, mass 

observation archive 



Transforming social research 

• Sociology was built on sample survey and interview 

(Savage & Burrows, 2007) 

• Today there’s an abundance of information more vast 

than social scientists could gather 

• ACORN and MOSAIC: transactional data 

• Merged with official data per postcode (1.7m in UK, each 

covering average 14 households) 

• Real time analysis of ‘sentiment’ as well as geo-

demographics of social media users 



 

 



Mosaic classifies UK into 11 main groups & 61 types 

 

Group 
Distinct types 

Percent

age of 

UK 

Househ

olds 

Typical 

names 

Social 

Groups 
Description Media 

Symbols of 

Success (A) 

A01 Global 

Connections 

A02 Cultural 

Leadership 

A03 Corporate 

Chieftains 

A04 Golden Empty 

Nesters 

A05 Provincial 

Privilege 

A06 High 

Technologists 

A07 Semi-Rural 

Seclusion 

9.62% 

Rupert 

and 

Felicity 

Upper 

Middle and 

Middle 

Middle class 

This group represents the wealthiest 

10% of people in Britain, set in their 

careers and with substantial equity and 

net worth. These people tend to be white 

British but with some Jewish, Indian 

and Chinese Minorities. Tends to 

contain older people advanced in their 

careers. 

Internet, 

some TV 

Happy 

Families 

B08 Just Moving In 

B09 Fledgling 

Nurseries 

B10 Upscale New 

Owners 

B11 Families 

Making Good 

Middle Rung 

Families 

10.76% 

Darren 

and 

Joanne 

Lower 

middle class 

and Middle 

middle class 

Families from Middle England, 

focussed on children, home and career. 

tends to be in new suburbs in more 

prosperous areas of the UK, Mostly 

white with few minorities 

Sky TV and 

internet 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Middle_England


Suburban 

Comfort 

C20 Asian 

Enterprise 
15.10 % 

Geoffrey 

and 

Valerie 

Lower 

Middle Class 

People in comfortable homes in mature 

suburbs built between 1918 & 1970, 

moderate incomes. Includes Middle 

class Asian Enterprise 

Internet,, 

Daily Mail 

Ties of 

Community 

D25 Town Centre 

Refuge 
16.04 % 

Lee and 

Norreen 

Lower 

middle class 

and Skilled 

working class 

People focussed on local communities, 

families concentrated near Industrial 

areas, Includes lower income Asians 

The Mirror, 

The Sun 

Urban 

Intelligence 
7.19 % 

Ben and 

Chloe 

Mixture of 

Middle 

classes 

Young educated people in urban areas 

starting out in life, Includes significant 

minority presence and students 

The 

Guardian, 

The Times, 

and internet 

Welfare 

Borderline 
6.43 % 

Joseph 

and 

Agnes 

Working 

class and 

Poor 

Poorest people in the UK, Urban with 

significant ethnic minority presence 

The Sun, and 

high TV 

viewing 

Municipal 

Dependency 
6.71% 

Wayne 

and 

Leanne 

Working 

class and 

Poor 

Poor people in council houses and 

dependent on benefits, Mostly white 

British with few immigrants 

The Sun, and 

high TV 

viewing 

Blue Collar 

Enterprise 
11.01% 

Dean 

and 

Mandy 

Skilled 

Working 

Class 

Enterprising rather than well educated, 

includes White Van Man, Few Ethnic 

minorities 

The Sun, and 

high TV 

viewing 

Twilight 

Subsistence 
3.88 % 

Percy 

and Ada 

Working 

class 

pensioners 

Poorer pensioners in council houses, few 

ethnic minorities 

The Sun, and 

high TV 

viewing 

Grey 

Perspectives 
7.88% 

Edgar 

and 

Constan

ce 

Middle Class 

pensioners 

Pensioners in comfortable retirement 

and traditional values 

Daily 

Telegraph, 

Daily Mail 

Rural Isolation 

(K) 

...last one is K61 

Upland Hill Farmers 
5.39% 

Huw 

and 

Gwenda 

Mixed 

Rural People with relatively low 

incomes but high non liquid assets, 

traditional values, very few ethnic 

minorities 

Internet, 

Radio 4 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daily_Mail
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_Van_Man
























Mosaic and Acorn neighbourhood 

classification systems used by: 

• Government bodies for planning and delivering services 

• Insurance companies and pension funds 

• Retailers to decide where to open shops 

• (using call line identification, CLI) queuing systems at 

call centres 

• Dunnhumby especially with Tesco’s clubcard 



Informational capitalism’ (Thrift) 

• Software is becoming increasingly important 

• And classification systems (Bowker & Starr, 1999) 

• Information being used increasingly to order populations 

• Information is ordering social lives as does the physical 

environment 

• Information and software are patterning social space 

and have become key agents 

 



Sysomos 

• Social media analytics: web analytics and content 

aggregation 

• Instant access to all social media conversations from 

blogs, social networks, micro-blogs, forums, video sites 

and media sources (supplementary systems for FB) 

• Key geo-demographics 

• Frequency with which people are discussing a news 

subject; and sentiment analysis(using NLP) 

• Comparisons with competitors 

• Identification of key influencers 



Conclusion 

• ‘Problem’ for sociology is that it’s colonised other 

disciplines; culture more broadly; and commercial data 

gathering 

• Some recognition within the discipline of the vast data 

available 

• Future role has to be to engage with this 

• Issues of ethics; and access 

 


