






What is Big Data?

For me, this means any really big set of numbers (think “a really big 
Excel spreadsheet”).  Things like Census data, child abuse hotline calls, 
crime, foreclosure data, stuff like that.  Some of this stuff can only be 
accessed in aggregated form (Census), some requires special 
permission (de-identified child abuse records) while other stuff is 
amazingly available down to the (de-identified) event or person level



Good news!

Loads of states or counties are moving to formats which will either let 
you use their big data and output tables (California Child Welfare 
Indicators Project) or which will let you actually download the data at a 
fairly detailed level (StL police incident data, school data, etc…).

Bottom line:  There’s something for everyone, from the casual user to 
the hard core data geek.  You do, of course, have to know about it or go 
out there and find it.  More about that near the end.



Today’s Talk:
We will start of easy and get more detailed as the hour progresses.

First I’m going to have some fun with a big data tool which tracks Google 
searches.  

Then we’re going to use the Missouri MICA system as an example of how a 
social service agency or a researcher might agency might use big data to 
support their work or their advocacy or funding efforts.

Finally, I’m going to walk you through a fairly simple research project using 
data you can obtain at home.  In this example, we will be using hundreds of 
thousands of individual Law Enforcement Calls for Service incidents from New 
Orleans to see how calls to the NOPD might have changed after NOLA was 
locked down for Corona virus.



But first, we’re going to look at something very 
simple as a way to introduce you to big data and 
to the rewards and perils which may await you 
should you venture down that path…..



Last week, my wife asked me a question.

“Do you think more people are getting interested 
in cooking because of the pandemic?”



So I did this:



Opening Screen looks like this



Being kind of literal, I typed in “Cooking”.



It showed me this:



So what’s with the teeth (or the Batman Ears)?



And what’s with this ramp with the bump?







You can “roll your cursor” over the graph and 
it does this:



So what happens every 7 Days? (red arrows)
What happens on March 15-17th? (black arrow)
And why the very high peak on April 12th?



But that didn’t answer my wife’s question…



So here’s my wife’s answer.



So what do we know?

We don’t know that people are actually more interested in cooking as a 
result of COVID, exactly.

We do know, for sure, that there are more google searches being done 
for “Cooking” since the pandemic hit.

And that’s way better than knowing nothing, or guessing.



What I was trying to say with this example:

1) Big data are out there.

2) You can often access these data directly.

3) You can sometimes get these data incredibly easily

4) You need to beware of weird-nesses in the data that can be 
misinterpreted.  People don’t just develop cooking hobbies once a 
week and then lose them.  There are clear reasons for the spikes in the 
data and the St. Patrick’s Day anomaly, but you need to think critically
about what you’re seeing.  (solution: Ideally, you can look at multiple 
data sources with different weird-nesses as kind of a safety check).

5) It is soooo easy to start going down irrelevant rabbit holes.  You can 
spend hours and hours just messing around with this stuff.

6) This is kind of fun.



And Most Importantly:

We are now at a time in history where you can 
understand the world directly, for yourself, without 
relying on what someone else thinks or how 
someone else analyzed the data.

The human race is becoming free in a way it has 
never been before.



My Thoughts (whether you want them or not)

The printing press meant everyone could read things for 
themselves – many people believe this was a key factor 
in spreading ideas of democracy and humanitarianism, 
and reducing totalitarianism.

Now we can do one better.  Having access to printed 
information produced by someone else is wonderful, 
but having access to the raw data yourself means you 
can form your own conclusions without having to worry 
about someone else’s  errors or biases.



What does this have to do with us?
Let’s look at a more practical example:

Let’s say you are an agency competing for federal dollars to provide 
early prenatal care to women who would otherwise not seek it.

You could say something like “everyone knows this is important” or you 
could show people the actual need using numbers and stuff.

Come to think of it….   Do you really even understand who you are 
trying to serve?  Are they young or old…  Where do they live????  How 
much does poverty predict low prenatal care????



What do you do?

There might be papers out there or state reports showing how these 
things work generally and in the past (some academic papers, like some 
academicians, are old – worse, none of these are likely to focus on 
your area).  

What you really want is data on your area from right about now.

That would be great.













This is the output table from 
MICA showing us the percentage 
of women in 2018 (rate per 100: 
same thing) who started prenatal 
care in the first trimester by 
zipcode.  You can see the need 
for our services – the rates of first 
semester prenatal care range 
from 44 to 51%.  The average for 
Missouri as a whole (seen at 
bottom of table, off screen here) 
is 71.4%.



Women Without First 
Trimester Prenatal Care

Missouri Average 28.6%

63106 49.0%

63107 54.9%

63113 55.7%



You can add 
some “zing” 
to your work 
by using 
impactful 
graphics.







Wait a minute……

Could you use this for an evaluation of your services????

If your agency is trying to do something like improve prenatal care for 
the whole population in your area, you could track your success easily 
over time in this manner

(if you are serving particular zipcodes, if the data are updated recently 
enough, if the variables you need are in the database, etc….)



So all that was pretty amazing.



But now we’re going to take the training wheels 
off and do some big-time number crunching.



General Question I Have:  
What’s up with crime in the age of Covid-19?

More Specifically:  Was there a change in the 
numbers of calls to police before and after the 
Covid lockdown went into effect?  Were there 
differences by type of call (violent, property…)?



Step 1:  Find your data.

If you don’t know which cities have open access police data, there’s a 
list at the Police Data Initiative, here: 

https://www.policedatainitiative.org/datasets/calls-for-service/

Most of these datasets will not work for us. We need a dataset which 
includes clear reasons for each call and most importantly, which has 
been recently updated. Most of these datasets are too vague or not 
recent enough.

NOLA fits the bill, though, having data updated thru 3/31/20.  

https://www.policedatainitiative.org/datasets/calls-for-service/


Hold The Presses!!!!!!

As I was writing this powerpoint on May 15, getting ready to do the 
numbers, I found that the NOLA data has been updated thru May 
15th!!!!  WOOOOOOO!!!!!!! (the last update was March 31st) That 
means I can revise my research question with much more data!!!!! It 
also reminds us of something really important – in the online world 
things are changing constantly. 



New Research Questions:

Was there a change in the rates of different kinds of calls for service in 
the nine weeks of the lockdown in New Orleans (Second week of 
March through second week in May) compared the prior 9 weeks?

We can also use the 2019 data for another comparison.

Do there appear to be patterns to the changes during the 9 weeks of 
the lockdown?





Go there and hit some buttons – Easy.



My Excel Download opened automatically once 
the .CSV (Comma Separated Values) file was 
received

It looked like this:

I like .CSV format – I find it gives me the fewest problems.









So what I did was take out the unneeded columns 
and widened the columns so I could see what was 
going on, and things looked a lot better





Oh, and I also got the 2019 data so I could run 
comparisons to the prior year.



So I loaded those .CSV files into my favorite 
statistical analysis program: SAS



And I did some stuff.

First, I converted the timeframe to something I could use more easily (Years, 
Months Weeks and Days, not seconds).

Next, I had a problem with the types of calls.  There were hundreds of 
different types.  I decided to break them down into just a few categories, so I 
could do an easy analysis.

WARNING:  THIS PROJECT IS BEING DONE FOR THIS PRESENTATION AS AN 
EXAMPLE, I AM NOT A CRIMINOLOGIST NOR DO I PLAY ONE ON TV.  IF I 
WERE DOING THIS FOR PUBLICATION I’D DO A LOT MORE DETAIL WORK, 
CALL THE AGENCY TO MAKE SURE I’M GETTING STUFF RIGHT, ETC…, MAYBE 
ACTUALLY DO A LIT REVIEW… REVIEW THE METHODS USED BY TOP 
SCIENTISTS, THAT KIND OF THING.



I came up with a number of categories which reflected the following 
types of calls for service:

1) Violent Crimes (Assault, Rape, Battery…)

2) Property Crimes (Burglaries, Larceny, Fraud…)

3) Substance Abuse (Alcohol or Drugs)

4) Traffic (Crashes, Abandoned Cars, Tickets)

5) Checks (Residence, Business, Area…)

6) Suicide (completed, attempted, threat)



Notice how I could have focused on any kid of call I wanted to.  I just 
chose these for today’s presentation – you could do the same thing and 
do anything you want.

So I did some computer stuff…



This loads the .CSV files



This makes useful time variables



More time variables, put 2019 and 2020 
together



This does the text mining



And this calculates totals for each type and 
prints them out.



So that’s all the programming.  I moved the printed 
outcome data to excel and made some tables







Always nice to have a “bottom line” slide.



Homework Assignment:

OK, not really a homework assignment, but just something you think 
about as an example of how you could spin that last thing we did.  We 
looked at trends in NOLA as a whole.  You could easily use the Zipcode
values in the Calls For Service data and link to Census data (I like to get 
mine at Social Explorer, but Census.gov/data works too. That would allow 
you to answer questions like these:

Did changes for Calls for Service differ by community income?

Did changes for Calls for Service differ by community racial composition?

The questions you can answer are limited only by the available data and 
your imagination.  There really is vast scope for personal creativity here.



Some notes on finding data:
You need to become aware of what is available in your area of interest.  
Many resources exist at the community level in St. Louis (“City of St. Louis 
Open Data”) and the state level in Missouri, as we saw.  Many entities have 
free big data – DESE has a lot of useful school data for example.  Lots of 
federal data exist which also are usable within your state, such as the 
Uniform Crime Report data or the NVSS birth data.  Some federal 
repositories exist, such as data.gov. Some people like the ICPSR at Michigan, 
but that’s mainly smaller surveys. Many repositories or clearinghouses exist 
in particular areas, such as the Police Data Initiative.  Tip:  Look through 
articles in your area of interest and see what others are using.

Really, though you have to go find it yourself.  Its half the fun.



Some notes on analysis
You can do very basic stuff in Excel.

R is a good package and is totally free.  Many people think R is likely to be 
an increasingly popular package.  I’ve also heard people say that Python 
is becoming increasingly popular.

Many analytic programs are available through universities for students or 
as free trial subscriptions.

There are huge numbers of YouTube videos and available tutorials and 
powerpoints to help get you started with any language.  In my experience 
a lot of people end up teaching themselves these languages (I did).



Some Final Notes about Big Data:

Stones, not Spice Girls:  You can’t always get “what you want, what you 
really, really want” in terms of available data, but “if you try sometimes, 
you just might find that you get what you need”.  Big data requires 
flexibility in framing questions and selecting variables.

You can often triangulate using different Big Data Sources.  For 
example, if you want to understand violence in different kinds of 
Missouri communities, you can look at UCR arrest data from the FBI and 
you can also look at gunshot wounds in the MICA medical data.  If those 
two data sources agree then you have high confidence that you’re really 
getting at something real.



Some More Final Notes about Big Data:

Big data are often universal and therefore can be easily merged with 
other universal big data – particularly at the zipcode, city, county or 
state levels.  For example, data on voting participation can be merged 
with census data to find out what areas are underrepresented at the 
polls, and if that can be understood by economic or other community 
factors.

Big data are great for time analyses:  Want to know if there are really 
more acts of violence on hot days?  Just merge some FBI UCR data and 
some NOAA data and you’re in business.  I did a study like this to see if 
child abuse reports were higher on days with sporting events. 



So that’s the whirlwind tour.

Any questions?


