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Goals of DSSG

Train 
Fellows

Train 
Project 

Partners

Build 
Community

Collaborative Projects

Lectures, Talks, Workshops

Events

Open, Collaborative, Ethical
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600+ 
applications 
in 3 weeks

120 
interviews

36 fellows 
selected

Step 1: Find Fellows
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• Real and significant problem with potential for social impact

• Priority for the leadership of the organization

• Data is available and accessible to do the project

• Capacity at partner organization to help understand the data 

and the problem

• Commitment to validate the solution, design interventions, 

and implement

Step 2: Pick partners

30+ potential 
partners

60 discovery 
calls and 
partner 
interviews

12 partners
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Step 3: Scope projects

Goals: Define the goal(s) of the project

Actions: What actions/interventions will you inform?

Data: What data do you have internally? What data 

do you need? What can you augment from external 

and public sources?

Analysis: What analysis needs to be done?  How will it 

be validated?

250 hours of scoping 
calls, meetings, and 
negotiations

14 finalized projects

9 legal agreements 
signed by the first day 
of the fellowship
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“We are used to using 
data to justify funding 
decisions. Now we can 
use data to improve what 
we do.”

Bill Thorland
Nurse Family Partnership



DSSG Fellowship over the years

48 Fellows

8 Mentors

14 Projects

12 Weeks

36 
Fellows

6 Mentors

12 
Projects

12 Weeks

2013 2014

42 Fellows

5 Mentors
3 PMs

12 Projects

14 Weeks

42 Fellows

6 Mentors
3 PMs

12 Projects

13 Weeks

15 Fellows

2 Mentors
2 PMs

6 Projects

12 Weeks

2015 2016 2017

38 Fellows

5 Mentors
4 PMs

10 Projects

12 Weeks

2018



4000+ Applicants over the past 6 Summers

Computer Science, Statistics, Math, Applied Math, Sociology, Economics, Public Policy, 
Political Science, Physics, Chemistry, Biology, Public Health, Psychology, Engineering, 
BioStatistics, Geography, Business, Neuroscience,  …

Over 70 countries and 400 universities
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224

Fellows



70 
Projects





What we got wrong



Drew Conway



Joel Grus



Good

DSSG

The Dalai Lama

CfA 
Brigade 
Captain

You at Your 
PhD Hooding 
Ceremony

Grad School 
Officemate’s 
Thesis Advisor 



All data science must be grounded in a 
sense of the good

Good



What will it take for socially beneficial 
data science to go from 

doing data science for good 
to 

doing good data science?



Learning from our early experience 
as well as that of older professions

+



Three reasons why 
all data science should be taught as 

data science for social good



Reason 1

As a check on the increasing power 
of the data scientist  



“The dream of reason 
never took power into 

account.”







Social 
Context 

of 
Individual 
Actions

Digitally 
Instrumented 

Individual 
Actions
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Data from 

Digital 
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Design 
Outputs

Influence 
Individual 

Action

Social 
Context of 
Influenced 

Action

We teach data science at a distance

The Sandbox of Data Science Education
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Data science happens in a social 
context



If you are a data scientist, your work will have 
social consequences





Reason 2

To establish professional norms



“A profession, sociologists have 
suggested, is an occupation that 
regulates itself through 
systematic, required training and 
collegial discipline; 
that has a base in technical, specialized 
knowledge; 
and that has a service rather than 
profit orientation, enshrined in its 
code of ethics.”







Reason 3

To attract and keep the best and 
brightest minds to our profession 



% of adults under the age of 35 
willing to take a pay cut to work at 

a job that has social purpose.
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“You do things 
that you get a 

kick out of, 
and luckily, 
sometimes 

they turn out 
to be 

important.”
Nobel Minds, 2017



It’s time to update what it means 
to do 

good data science



Three suggestions for how 
all data science can be taught as 

data science for social good 



Suggestion 1

Add clinical practice requirements 
to all data science programs
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From classroom to clinic
Putting data scientists into the social context of 

their algorithms 
Clinical Practice in Data Science Education
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From classroom to clinic
Putting data scientists into the social context of 

their algorithms 
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Toward a more holistic solution
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This will be difficult for many data 
science programs to do.

We’re here to help.



Suggestion 2

Add written or verbal discussion of 
the social and ethical implications 
of models into every problem set 

in data science coursework



● What biases may exist in the data you’ve been given? How 
can you find out?

● How will your choices with tuning parameters affect 
different populations represented in the data?

● How do you know you aren’t getting the right answer to the 
wrong question?

● How would you justify what you’d built to someone whose 
welfare is made worse off by the implementation of your 
algorithm? 

Questions we’ve asked





Suggestion 3

Provide guidance to employers for 
incorporating ethics case studies 
into hiring, apprenticeships, and 

mentorship opportunities.







What could happen if we teach 
data scientists to always be doing 

data science for social good



NUERALA, 2018



Thank You!

@matthewgee
mattgee@uchicago.edu


