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What I am NOT talking about 

• TCP/IP, HTTP, or FTP. -- a set of rules or procedures for 

transmitting data between computers 

 

• A set of rules governing affairs between nation-states or 

there representatives 

 

• Social rules of etiquette more generally  

 

• A full research proposal document (as used in medical 

experimental research) 

 

 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/602945/TCPIP
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/279732/HTTP
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/1377265/FTP


Protocol: Definition 

 

• A practice: the process by which researchers implement 
any research practice subject to human error or human 
reproducibility 

 

• A document: a detailed, exhaustive, and sequential list of 
the procedures by which researchers implement any 
research practice subject to human error or human 
reproducibility 

 

• Ex: step-by-step instructions for doing the internet 
research to determine whether or not a city fits the criteria 
for inclusion in a study sample 



Protocols Do Work 

• Drafting them clarifies methods  

 

• Drafting them clarifies theory 

 

• They direct research assistants even better than you can 

 

• They remind the future-you what you did, greatly easing 

the task of writing up results 

 

• They help colleagues and critics appreciate your methods 

and theory 



When do Soc. Scientists Need Protocols? 

• Statistical analyses of secondary data 

• Meta-Analyses 

• Surveys, especially phone surveys 

• Interviews, especially with multiple interviewees 

• Ethnography 

• Participant Observation 

• Ethnomethodology 

• Experiments 

• Content Analysis     our focal example today 

 

• Always! 

• Especially when working with teams, assistants! 

 

 



Content Analysis is Suspect 

• Biernacki’s critique from Reinventing Evidence in Social Inquiry: 

 

• 1. There can be no inter-rater reliability, so we should not try. 

• 2. Researchers are not transparent enough. They lose their text 

classification protocols, or they are shoddy. Then, they can’t explain 

what they did years later. 

• 3. Text classification protocols are biased in ways that are hard to 

review when the protocols are lost or inadequately specified. 

 

 

 

• I agree with 2 and 3.  



The Deciding Force Project 

• ~Content Analysis 

• Trying to understand dynamics of (forceful) interaction between 
protesters and governments – how force is chosen and how it 
is decisive 

• Extraction of Event data (and Interaction w/in Event) data from 
over 8,000 news accounts about Occupy movements in the 
U.S. 

 

 

• 8 research assistant 

• Scores/hundreds of crowd workers 

 

• An incredible opportunity to produce unreliable/un-
reproduceable research! 

 



The RCA Approach 

• Researchers to Crowds to Algorithms 

 

• Designed to scale-up content analysis projects with the 
help of crowd workers 

 

• Utterly reliant on reproducible methods since we are 
asking crowd workers to do much of the work for us 

 

• Starts with researcher curation of documents by TUAs 

 

• Then, sends TUAs to crowd workers for variable/attribute 
extraction 



TUA identification 



TUA Identification Hand-Coding Scheme 















TUA identification complete… Then… 



Variable/Attribute Extraction from TUAs 



Variable/Attribute Extraction from TUAs 



Don’t Worry 

• Protocols are less complex than a massive hand-coding 

scheme.  

 

• But, protocols make all of this possible. 

 

• Protocols list detailed instructions for applying a hand-

coding scheme to raw text. 

 

• Protocols for variable/attribute extraction are converted 

into a sequence of instructions and pop-up question 

boxes in Text Thresher. 

 

 

 

 



Our Protocols 

• Determining whether or not a city should be in our dataset 

• Gathering news articles (web-scraping by hand) 

• Formatting news articles (could have done this in python) 

• Identifying text units of analysis (TUAs) 

• 1st and 2nd pass 

• Training new RAs  

• Data clean-up 

• Text Thresher variable-question taxonomies for each 

TUA-type 

• Text Thresher crowd worker training 

• Actor Dictionaries 

 

 



Examples 

 

 

[Imagine a few seconds of elevator music while I pull up a 

chrome window, here.] 



Protocols Writing Epistemology 

• Phenomenologist/Pragmatist Epistemology: there is no 
objectivity, only inter-subjectivity.   

 

• Intersubjective agreement ranges from extremely-high-but-
imperfect to non-existent. 

 

• Our unachievable goal is to create protocols with instructions 
that are understood exactly the same by everyone who will 
ever read them.  

 

• Our perhaps-achievable goal is to create protocols with 
instructions so unambiguous, so belabored and redundant that 
every person on our project will understand them so similarly 
that they perform research tasks (e.g., text classification) 
identically to one another. 

 



How to Write Protocols that Work 

• Step 1: Figure out a good way to do the research process 

the protocol will detail.  
• Find the news articles yourself 

• Observe the phenomena you want others to observe for you 

 

• Step 2: Re-do the process, writing down everything you 

are doing in sequential order. 

 

• Step 3: Forgetting that you already know how to perform 

the process, try to follow your own steps as a naïve robot 

would and see if it works. You will find that you included 

many assumptions. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



How to Write Protocols that Work 

• Step 4: Imagine alternative universes. What if the RA is 

working in a different browser? How would the process 

change? Account for (with if/then statements and/or 

contingency steps) or kill those alternative universes. 

(e.g., Google search by locale). 

 

• Step 5: Anticipate RA’s worries. Will they worry that 

Lexis/Nexis will uncheck boxes as they scroll through 

multiple pages of news results? Allay those concerns 

when you can. It will save them valuable cognitive effort. 

 

• You’re not nearly done! 

 



How to Write Protocols that Work 

• Step 6: Share your protocol with your team. Allow them to try it 
AND to edit it and make comments on it! Best to do this 
around a table with the protocol open in GoogleDocs or Gist. 

 

• Step 7: ENCOURAGE RAs to improve the document 
• Make a hero out of that obtuse or contrarian RA!  

• Don’t let the RAs who love you believe that you have a shred of pride 
invested in the protocol. 

• Encourage them to add examples to show their understanding and guide 
other protocol users 
• BUT, Ensure those examples aren’t too narrow or too broad  

 

• Step 8: Iterate Steps 3-7 with the whole team 

 

• Step 9-N: Test the protocol by performing the task on the same 
set of raw data. Do your results align? If not, keep iterating until 
they do. 



Advantages of Great Protocols 

• Drafting them clarifies methods 

 

• Drafting them clarifies theory 

 

• They direct research assistants even better than you can 

 

• They remind the future-you what you did, greatly easing 

the task of writing up results 

 

• They help colleagues and critics appreciate your methods 

and theory 

 



Fun Task 

• X minutes 

• Write a protocol describing the process of making a 

peanut butter and jelly sandwich 

• Assume the person enacting the protocol is already in 

his/her kitchen and all ingredients (PB, Jelly, and Bread) 

are in the refrigerator. 

• Do not create unnecessary/inefficient steps (e.g., “do the 

moonwalk”). 

 

• S/he with the most detailed protocol wins!* 
 

*Prize TBD 

 



Protocols to Create Software 

• Gherkin: a small pickle 

• Also, a language for test-based development of software. 

 

• With only a handful of logic keywords, you can specify exactly 
what a computer program should do in ways that programmers 
will understand and can test. Upshot: you can lead a software 
development team without even knowing much at all about how 
to code. 

 

• GIVEN some conditions (e.g., user is facing the home menu) 

• WHEN a user tries to do ‘x’ 

• THEN ‘y’ should happen 

  

Read more at: 
https://github.com/cucumber/cucumber/wiki/Gherkin 

 

 



Improve My Protocol on Protocols 

• Shoot me an email and I will share a Google Doc with my 

protocol on protocols!  

 

• nickbadams@berkeley.edu 
 

 

• Or find me at BIDS in 190 Doe Library, 

…or at the D-Lab – 356 Barrows Hall 

 

THANKS!!   

mailto:nickbadams@berkeley.edu

