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Abstract 

Policy officials are increasingly attentive to the potential 

of data science. This position paper contends that the 

policy/data interface can stimulate and support a 

developing research agenda around human centered 

data science.  Drawing on a project conducted with a 

local authority within the UK, various dimensions of the 

policy making context which both shape and are shaped 

by data science enterprises are outlined: current policy 

narratives, the role of stakeholders in problem 

definition, characteristics of the policy domain, 

compounding inequalities and public engagement 

practices. We argue that processes of policy 

development are a legitimate focus for human centered 

data science as they facilitate a clear focus on the 

values accompanying the use of data.     
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Introduction 

Policy officials are increasingly attentive to the analysis 

of new forms of data. We would contend that the ways 
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in which policy making enterprises aspire to engage 

with data science is a domain to which a developing 

research agenda for human centered data science 

might usefully attend. Our consideration of the 

interface between policy making and data science 

focuses on the social nuances and values attached to 

data use. We hope that this might provide a useful lens 

for scholars seeking to characterise human centered 

data science and the boundaries of the analytic 

attention that it warrants.     

The basic premise of this position paper is that a key 

requirement of a human centered data science is to be 

sensitive to the context in which the data are produced 

and used [1]. We seek to illustrate this with insights 

emerging from a research project we conducted with a 

UK local council who were setting out to increase their 

capacity for intelligent policy making by engaging with 

data science.  

Policy development is increasingly cognizant of the 

ways in which new forms of data might be used to 

constitute evidence and inform policy innovation.  

Although there is an active and high level government 

drive behind the data sharing and use agendas, and 

high level technological expertise and capacity around 

data science, there are considerable challenges in using 

such data to inform policy making and implementation 

that, it seems to us are a legitimate - and important - 

focus of human centered data science.   

Thus far there has been little consideration of how new 

forms and modalities of data are used to inform policy 

making processes in local and national government: 

how is data science articulated in the demand for 

evidence, how is such evidence generated, and how is 

it used? How do the practices and preoccupations of the 

policy process (such as evidence, transparency, 

accountability and public value) define and shape the 

use of data science?  And, in turn, what implications 

does data science have for shaping and redefining 

these policy practices and preoccupations?  

Against this backdrop, in this short position paper we 

will first briefly describe the project that was conducted 

with a UK local council.  Then, with a view to 

suggesting what human centered data science might 

look like in this domain, we go on identify and describe 

several aspects of the policy making context that 

shaped the way in which data science was called upon 

and the work that it was asked to do.    

The research setting 

Since April 2014, Bath and North East Somerset 

(B&NES) Council, NHS B&NES Clinical Commissioning 

Group (CCG) and an interdisciplinary team at the 

University of Bath Institute for Policy Research (IPR) 

have been involved in a co-produced research project 

to explore the potential for connected data to inform 

citizen-focused local policy and practice. The principle 

aims of the project have been to create, pilot and 

evaluate a process to change the culture of information 

sharing across public services and generate new 

insights into public needs that can guide policy 

development. This has involved the co-definition of 

policy problems and the questions that can be asked of 

connecting various administrative data sets in order to 

better understand local need and design relevant 

solutions.  

 

In the following sections we will draw on this work and 

seek to delineate some of the aspects of the policy 



 

making context that shaped the way in which data 

science was called upon and how it was deployed. In so 

doing we will seek to identify some of the social 

nuances and values that a human centered data 

science might usefully attend to.  

 

Data science in the policy context 

 

In the first instance we identified a number of broad 

narratives which have predisposed policy officials to be 

attuned to the promise of data science. 

  

Policy narratives 

The likelihood of data science being perceived as a 

credible evidence resource has certainly been 

stimulated by the challenges of significant spending 

restrictions and the impact of austerity.  The scale of 

spending restrictions faced by public services is such 

that the savings required are unlikely to be found 

through efficiencies alone.  Delivering ambitious policy 

objectives and reduced public spending will require a 

robust evidence-base on which to consider radical 

service reforms. 

 

Another narrative that promotes the value of data 

science is located in the value of shared data that 

enhances the 'joined-up' capability of governments and 

of public policies to innovate and find solutions for 

complex problems (wicked issues), and data science is 

seen to enable greater public engagement with policy 

making and increase the transparency and 

accountability of government [2]. 

 

As a counter narrative however, the data science 

agenda has on occasion been associated with highly 

visible data security breaches or instance of 

mismanagement [6] which can amplify public and 

professional perceptions of risk associated with sharing 

and linking data.  

 

We would thus contend that human centered data 

science should be able to identify and articulate the 

rhetoric and rationales that underlie the propensity to 

use data science in pursuit of organisational and 

institutional ends. 

 

Stakeholders and problem definition 

A second dimension of the context that must be 

attended to in considering the use of data science in 

policy making relates to the way in which decisions are 

made in policy settings.  Although a great deal of 

attention is focused on the 'black box' of data science 

and the programming, data processing, and statistical 

methods and skills that it contains, in policy making 

these processes are embedded in dynamic and iterative 

contexts of problem definition (what is to be governed 

and for what purpose) and of interpretation and 

decision making.     

 

A human centered data science will be attuned to the 

different data sciences that may be demanded where 

there are multiple stakeholders with different views of 

the problem. Where there is conflict in the power 

dynamics and/or relationships between stakeholders, 

the data that can be shared and included may be 

subject to negotiation and there may be quite different 

views of what are the legitimate questions for the data 

science to address.    

 

Domain characteristics 

The nature of the issues being explored also affects 

what questions can legitimately be asked of big data 



 

and the ways in which the resultant insights are 

considered as admissible as evidence that can form the 

basis for decision making. For example, issues vary in 

the degree to which they are contested, how urgent 

they are, how open, how risky etc. We can expect that 

welfare policy for example has a qualitatively different 

profile of considerations shaping the 'pull' on relevant 

data science than does a more contained, less value 

laden topic such as (e.g.) service provision for diabetes. 

 

Compounding inequalities 

Considering the policy use of data science alerts us to a 

further required quality of human centered data 

science, that is, the need to be attentive to how the 

conduct of data science may inadvertently deepen and 

compound inequalities [4].  Which parts of society are 

more or less able to benefit from or be empowered by 

data science is not a question of who has access to 

digital technology.  Rather it relates to the question of 

how particular data sets may systematically exclude 

particular people or particular parts of their lives. 

 

Public engagement 

Even a cursory examination of a range of socio-

technological innovations reveals the attention that has 

been given to public engagement, as part of seeking to 

enhance acceptability if not to inform development. 

Moving from box ticking consultation efforts to more 

substantial efforts to generate dialogue and 

deliberation, there has been increasing 

acknowledgment of the importance of moving public 

engagement upstream in order to engage relevant 

publics [3]. One substantial challenge to the 

development of human centered data science is to 

move the primary focus of public engagement away 

from simply seeking to manage concerns and enhance 

trust towards considering how best to actively engage 

the public with the production and use of new forms of 

data [5]. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion then, we have sought to consider the 

lessons that policy engagement with new forms of data 

might hold for the development of a human centered 

data science. We have outlined a range of contexts that 

affect the shape of data science in the policy setting 

within which we have conducted research.  On the one 

hand doing data science can shape and define the 

boundaries of policy problems and solutions and on the 

other practices of policy making can shape the practices 

of data science, what is asked of it and what is 

admissible as evidence. These processes are surely a 

legitimate focus for a human centered data science, 

allowing as they do, a clear focus on the values 

accompanying the use of data.    
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