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Data science and digital methods are often presented with an aura of automation and magic 
inherited from the technologies used to conduct the analyses. In reality, however, data science 
pipelines involve several choices made by the data scientist. Further, methodological choices done 
in research bear consequences for exploring large digital datasets and for subsequent knowledge 
production. In this presentation we will discuss the variety of ways in which visualizations are used 
when working with large digital data sets by building on examples from our own research done in a 
research project called Smarter Social Media Analytics. The project studied and developed 
methods to identify trends and phenomena from social media discussions using a database of one 
billion Finnish social media messages from various platforms. We show how methods enable us to 
“see” what is in the social media data by simultaneously revealing the particular nature and quality 
of social media discussion data. In particular, we argue that visualizations are strongly intertwined 
with the choices apparent in data-intensive research: they pinpoint the moments that force 
researchers to make decisions. Visualizations provide a bird’s eye view of the data, help to 
formulate the research question, tease out patterns in data regardless of their existence, and work 
to point out the relevant or seemingly relevant. With these abilities, visualizations become 
performative devices that can easily produce data artefacts and mislead the researchers, if they 
are not acquaintanced with the code that produces the visualizations. As long as no established 
practices exist in explorative data science, extra precaution is needed from researchers working 
with potentially black boxed visualization tools. It’s not the data that speaks but the researcher who 
teases out the answer from the data, often signposted by visualizations. 


