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IN BRIEF 
Data science excel at predicting but it does not inform policymakers on how to design 
policies to achieve the intended outcomes. Hence, for better policies, policymakers need 
to use data science and behavioural science hand-in-hand. As with other studies involving 
data on human beings, using data to solve social issues involve challenges concerning 
privacy, security, interpretability, and fairness. With the help of machine learning, the focus 
of policies will shift from efficiency to providing personalised and improved services. 
Policies, therefore, will evolve from big policies to micro ones that target specific people or 
segments. 

 
 
 
* Rayid Ghani is the Director of the Center for Data Science & Public Policy and a Senior Fellow 
at the Harris School of Public Policy and the Computation Institute at the University of Chicago. 
Rayid works with governments and non-profits in policy areas such as health, criminal justice, 
education, public safety, economic development, and urban infrastructure. Rayid is also 
passionate about teaching practical data science and started the Eric & Wendy Schmidt Data 
Science for Social Good Fellowship at UChicago that trains computer scientists, statisticians, 
and social scientists from around the world to work on data science problems with social 
impact. 
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USING DATA SCIENCE TO SOLVE SOCIAL PROBLEMS 
 
There are many examples across domains where data science and machine learning have 
been used to solve social problems. Some of these include: 

• Detecting lead poisoning early: A predictive model on data on home and medical 
records of pregnant mothers can flag out poisoning risk to children before they are 
born.  

• Improving assignment of policy officers to reduce the unjustified use of force: Data 
revealed that officers are more likely to use unjustified force if they had been involved 
in more stressful cases, such as domestic abuse and suicide cases. This risk can 
therefore be taken into account when the dispatch system assigns officers to new 
cases. 

• Preventing potential repeat offenders from returning to prison: Since a majority of 
repeat offenders also suffer from health problems, such as mental health problems, 
substance abuse, and chronic illnesses, potential repeat offenders could be identified 
early while they are in homeless shelters and mental health facilities. More social 
services and attention could be provided for these at-risk people to prevent future 
incarceration. 

• Similarly, predictive systems can also be used to better match low-income individuals 
to social services; to prioritise sites for inspection for compliance with environmental 
regulations; and to better dispatch ambulances and fire trucks. 

 
 
BRINGING DATA SCIENCE AND BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE TOGETHER FOR BETTER 
POLICYMAKING 
 
Data science excel at predicting but it does not inform policymakers on how to design policies 
to achieve the intended outcomes. Hence, for better policies, policymakers need to use data 
science and behavioural science hand-in-hand. 

However, in government organisations today, analytics and behavioural teams often work 
separately, despite working on solving the same problems. People do not need to be expert 
in both areas, but they need to have a sufficient understanding of the other domain so they 
can work effectively with each other.  

There are many resources for training people to do both, e.g., Big Data and Social Science: A 
Practical Guide to Methods and Tools (edited by Ian Foster, Rayid Ghani, Ron S. Jarmin, Frauke 
Kreuter and Julia Lane), as well as training programmes such as the Master of Science in 
Computational Analysis & Public Policy at the University of Chicago, and the Data Science for 
Social Good Summer programme in the United States and Europe. 
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CHALLENGES AND FUTURE OF DATA SCIENCE 
 
As with other studies involving data on human beings, using data to solve social issues involve 
challenges concerning privacy, security, interpretability, and fairness. For example, if the 
system always makes incorrect predictions for certain segments of the population, such 
unintentional discrimination should be corrected for. 

With the help of machine learning, the focus of policies will shift from efficiency to providing 
personalised and improved services. Policies, therefore, will evolve from big policies to micro 
ones that target specific people or segments. Prediction models will evolve into continuous 
learning systems that incorporate changes and improve predictions over time. These systems 
will also be more interactive, so that humans will be able to understand them and provide 
feedback. 

 

 
  

Computer science, machine learning and AI can only get us so 
far. They can predict outcomes but do not change behaviours. 
Behaviour science, on the other hand, assumes that people are 
uniformly distributed. So to solve real problems, we have to 
start combining these two fields. 
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