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Listen Up: Digital Media's Many
Opportunities to Stay Informed and DataDriven
[1]

In an earlier CPD blog post, Sohaela Amiri’s list of essential tools for digital diplomats concluded:
“Impactful social media presence is primarily about listening.”
We agree. Our recently published research, moreover, outlines some ways that the ease of search,
categorization, and analysis of digital media content can be put to use to learn more about how
nations are represented in online media. However, our experience also points to some limitations of
this big data approach while underscoring the importance of developing digital listening tools and
incorporating these into the standard practice of public diplomacy.
The details of our research are below, but our top line conclusions regarding the ‘how and why’ of
digital listening for public diplomacy include:
Big data approaches, which are increasingly available and feasible, provide a macro-view and
can (and are designed to) point out features (key topics, key relationships) that might otherwise
be occluded by assumptions made during research design; and
Small, or what we might call ‘deep data’ approaches, like interviews and case studies, oﬀer

depth, nuance and granularity to analysis, and identify the large areas of online, public or semipublic, discourse that are often excluded from the searchable web.
Big Data-Driven Research: The View Through the Clouds
Our research involved an analysis of and report on media representation of Australia in South Korean
online news, for the Australia-Korea Foundation.
From October 2014 to April 2015, we scraped over 400,000 articles published in English and Korean
from major Korean online news sites (newspapers, agencies, and news portals).
We selected those articles that included mentions of Australia or related location terms (e.g. Sydney),
resulting in over 9000 items.
These were then explored using two separate semantic analysis programs—Leximancer, for the
English corpus, and Korean Keywords in Context (KrKwC) for the Korean corpus, there being no
software known to us that was capable of doing the analysis of both languages.
The analysis produced results both in table form and using vizualizations (concept maps, knowledge
pathways, and semantic network charts). The full report is available here.
One main ﬁnding, speciﬁc to this research project, was the unexpectedly high level of interest in
Australia’s hosting of, and South Korean participation in, the Asian Football Cup. While we thought it
would be signiﬁcant; we (and—we gently suggest—many others) underestimated the event’s
signiﬁcance. We’ve written more about this in a short piece for the Australian research and current
aﬀairs website The Conversation.

We suggest that there is value in coupling ‘big data’ and
‘deep data,’ both as forms of listening and as drivers for
online strategy.
More general ﬁndings, that appear to be more widely applicable for public diplomacy, are:
Representation varies from language to language
Middle powers can seek to leverage major international events
Middle powers can seek to leverage matters of mutual interest/shared passions
Middle powers are otherwise caught in the pack
Big data approaches can yield interesting and unexpected results
Big data results need careful interpretation and explication
Go Deeper: The Hidden Web and the Value of ‘Key Listening Posts’
In addition to our big data semantic analysis, our research included interviews with key informants
(typically, editors and senior journalists). We used this to inform and shape our interpretation of the
results provided by the analysis software. There is a section on this part of the research in our report.
Some of the salient points to come from these interviews reinforced those mentioned above as
‘general ﬁndings’, especially that middle powers like Australia struggle to rise above the pack in the
competition for attention and are usually overshadowed by major powers: in this case, China, the

United States, and Japan.
Our informants also were enthusiastic about the Asian Football Cup’s popularity in the South Korean
press, and the role the competition played in generating stories that were about South Korea and
Australia. One editor’s comment, about the crowds at the matches, underscored this: “I had no idea
there were so many Koreans in Australia."
Discussions with these informants also uncovered a key section of the online mediasphere that had
not been included in our research, and suggested that it has considerable impact on representation
and opinion. This is the blogosphere and online chatrooms populated by South Koreans living in
Australia (often studying or on extended working holidays).
This user-generated content was suggested as a—perhaps the—main source of current information
about matters of interest for South Koreans in, or thinking about going to, Australia. One editor added
that these online contributors were a likely source of positive personal opinion about Australia;
another warned that they were a problem because of their potential for caustic complaints about their
experiences. Both, we agree, are likely.
This highlights a diﬃculty in big data approaches—they are precluded from accessing information that
is widely used but not easily searchable, like discussions in chat rooms requiring username/password
access. This is a subject of further interest for us and, we suggest, for public diplomats.
Also, during the period of our research, we were serendipitously reminded of the value of the critical
case study approach to media representation. One of our locally-engaged research assistants brought
to our attention an example of a story that had originated in the Australian news media, been covered
by a South Korean news agency, and then re-reported by a popular current aﬀairs bulletin in South
Korea and posted on their Facebook page, which was then ﬂooded with hundreds of comments and
replies that constituted a robust and instructive online discussion about the circumstances facing
South Koreans working in Australia, and perhaps a missed opportunity for appropriate intervention to
provide salient facts and advice.
This example also serves to underscore the limitations of the big data approach and the value of
complementary qualitative analysis using critical case studies.
To return to Amiri’s main point—that online strategy must be data-driven—we suggest that there is
value in coupling ‘big data’ and ‘deep data,’ both as forms of listening and as drivers for online
strategy.
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