Summary:
You may have noticed that a lot of opinion polls aren’t very reliable. For a long time this wasn’t so true, and pollsters have been coasting on former reputations of accuracy, but it’s getting much harder for them to do so.
Conditions used to be such that polls could largely compensate for many of the issues that plague the social sciences. Polling firms built business models which assumed these conditions as given. However, since the dawn of the new millennium, those assumptions have been breaking down, imperiling the industry. Data in Decline explains:
· How social and technological changes contribute to growing polling inaccuracy
· Why survey research is a format predisposed to getting things wrong
· The reasons why traditional formats are unlikely to get any better
· What changes are needed in order for findings to reflect reality
Fixing the problems isn’t easy, but it can be done. If you want to better understand the scope of the issues and what it would take to right the ship, this book is for you.
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Book Introduction:
[bookmark: _GoBack]Once upon a time, the social sciences produced objective insights into our world. Research findings helped individuals and organizations optimize outcomes by aligning their activities with what studies indicated that society preferred. The citizens of Western nations were connected through networks that spanned entire continents and had nearly universal buy-in. With a few exceptions, those societies were sufficiently homogenous, so a relatively small sample could give an accurate representation of the entire population.
That is no longer the case.
The foundations of social science research were largely predicated on these ubiquitous networks and assumptions of relative homogeneity, but the reality that underpinned these assumptions has broken down. However, social science research and its practitioners have yet to adapt to the new reality.
The high cost of thoroughness when using traditional methodologies leads to less reliable research, as does a lack of reproducibility or adequate incentives for accuracy. The politicization of social science research additionally contributes to a climate in which findings often reinforce a predetermined narrative. Research in the social sciences already suffers from poor social perception compared to the robustness of physical science research, and it is further degraded by these methodological problems. 
The social sciences can learn a lot from the approaches used by the natural sciences, and fields such as medicine or nutrition already contain substantial overlap between those two realms. Their approaches represent a step in the right direction but are insufficient, as they often suffer from the same reproducibility concerns that plague fields like psychology. By adopting much higher data quality standards and collection methods, however, the vast majority of these issues can be overcome.
All data in a given dataset must have several characteristics in order to be effectively used in research. Objective measurability, internal comparability, pertinence to the subject matter, and static meaning are all crucial attributes. Current social science methods produce data that is consistently lacking in these metrics. The results speak for themselves—with each passing year, research findings paint a picture that is further and further removed from the real world.
Though researchers are attempting to respond to these developments by changing up their methodologies and invoking new data sources, they fail to understand how deep the changes run. Too often, they believe that merely applying a 21st century overlay to 20th century techniques can correct the issues when in fact a novel approach is required. 
 As Einstein once said, no problem can be solved with the level of thinking which created it. The problems facing the social sciences cannot be addressed through modifying traditional methods any more than alterations to Newton’s equations could accurately predict the orbit of Mercury. They may get “close enough” for a casual observer, but political campaigns, product marketers, and anyone whose livelihood depends on knowing what people genuinely want will face disaster when acting on flawed findings. 
This is not to say that existing approaches have zero value; they will likely continue to provide valuable insights, reveal areas where further inquiry is merited, and provide supplemental information that newer approaches are not as suited to collect. However, that sort of data does not meet current standards of scientific rigor and cannot be used to draw accurate conclusions about the world. 
This book focuses on how the issues surrounding traditional modes of inquiry are applied to political research and public opinion polling. There are several reasons for this focus, including but not limited to the pervasiveness of this type of research, the accessibility of historically comparable data, and the fact that election polls are one of the few sectors of social science research with an objective measurement against which the accuracy of the research can be judged. The problems in research methodology are far more pervasive, but focusing on how they affect political research shows the extent of the underlying problem.
The first five chapters consists of a discussion of the fundamental shifts in how people have engaged with each other and with the world. This takes the form of a demonstration that these changes have an ongoing deleterious effect on the efforts of researchers in a wide array of fields, such that in many instances a coin flip would be just as likely to be accurate.
The last five chapters are dedicated to discussing what format social science alternatives to action-reaction/ask-answer approaches take. Since circumstances have changed, there is a need for new methods that do not require active and conscious participation. The second half of this book investigates how new data collection methods can overcome the problems faced by traditional approaches.
Such solutions must be built from the ground up. No existing data sources fit the needs of the social sciences, regardless of whatever other value they may offer. The requisite data cannot be repurposed from social media giants, search and browser histories, consumer financial data, or any public records. It must be pure, clean data gathered in a manner which limits the many biases that present themselves in the troves of collected information.
It can be difficult, if not impossible, to implement standards and collection methods which adequately and consistently reflect the realities of human behavior when approaching the problem from a traditional perspective. The shift towards a digital society has profound ramifications on the social sciences, and it presents the opportunity to elevate such fields to a more robust science. Doing so correctly is of the utmost importance if we are to properly understand ourselves and build a society we want to inhabit.
