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FIGURE 6 Social Explorer Data
Dictionary Example

identify counties and county equiva-
lents. If you know the FIPS codes that
apply to your query, Explorer’s batch
loader saves you the hassle of locating
and adding them one by one.

DATA DICTIONARY

The data dictionary provides a source
for each variable right down to the ta-
ble in which it originally appears. It
also provides technical documenta-
tion for each survey so users can read-
ily discover what the American Com-
munity Survey is, or what it covers, or
the methodology governing its data
collection. Furthermore, Social Ex-
plorer provides a remarkable degree
of transparency in how the software
computes each variable. The formula
used to display data is given in full,
and a complete citation, including an
explanatory snippet from the relevant documentation, rounds out the
bona fides (see Figure 6).

SHARE AND EXPORT OPTIONS

The usual complement of options—from stable URLSs to social media
links—is provided, as is embed code, allowing librarians to display
maps on LibGuides or in other HTML environments.

Maps can be exported as PNG files in various sizes and resolutions or
as PowerPoint slides. Users’ personal accounts, too, are found in the
upper-right corner of the interface. If you’ve saved maps or projects
this is where you’ll find them.

STORYTELLING TOOLS

Though amusing to plot variables for their own sake (“Where are con-
struction jobs concentrated?” “Where do the wealthy live?”), most
Explorer users have questions to an-
swer or arguments to make. They need
to compare and contrast data or put
them into sociohistorical context. In

other words, they need to tell stories e
and three Explorer features help them

do it. A side-by-side view doubles the
interface, permitting the user to select

a variable for each map, displaying

separate but related variables or creat-

ing contrasts between them. In the fig-
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ure you can see changes in San Francisco’s black population, and the
further subdivision of the city’s census tracts, from 1970 to 2014 (see
Figure 7).

The swipe tool is similar except that it layers one map atop another
so that by moving a dividing line back and forth you can dynami-
cally reveal changes from one year to another, a bit of stagecraft for
emphasis.

Finally, Explorer’s storyboard tool helps users create interactive proj-
ects. The interface will be familiar to anyone who’s used PowerPoint
or Google Slides, but it also suffers by comparison. Users can create
and tweak slides, or add images and audiovisual elements to their pre-
sentations. They can even create custom charts within the Explorer
platform. But unless interactivity, like the aforementioned swipe tool,
is crucial to one’s demonstration, PowerPoint or your preferred slide
software will prove more flexible than the solution provided here.
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Social Explorer Review Scores Composite: % %k % %

The maximum number of stars in each category is 5.

Content: L. 8.0.8 ¢

User Interface: 1. 8.0.0.0 ¢

Pricing: *kk 1/2

independent researchers.

Purchase/Contract Options: *kk 1/2

data.

Social Explorer is rich in U.S. data, but those in need of international sources may find it wanting.

The interface is a pleasure to use. It loads quickly, runs smoothly, and never overwhelms the user with options.

Social Explorer adds enough value to public data to justify the four-figure sum my library pays, but $495 is a steep cost for

OUP uses a single standard agreement to cover its many products. Consequently, some language fails to properly accommo-
date a product like Social Explorer. The provision on data mining seems unduly cumbersome given the public nature of the

That said, the storyboard tool loads within Social Explorer and sup-
ports collaboration, making it ideal for in-class projects or prototyp-
ing.

Critical Evaluation

If Social Explorer’s chief virtue is ease of use, it comes at the cost
of specialization. Microdata, “untabulated records about individu-
al people or housing units,” is not supported (U.S. Census Bureau
2016), and some geographies, such as those “found in print reports
for the older decennial censuses or in the National Historical GIS,
are not available in Social Explorer,” nor is the Dubester set of “non-
decennial (intercensal) data from 1790 to 1945 (Cisela et al. 2016).
For hardcore data analysts this lack may prove a deal-breaker, but
it’s doubtful that Social Explorer has this sort of customer in mind.
Explorer is demography for dummies, or if that’s too reductive, call
it data visualization for the rest of us. It’s a product as welcome in a
high school classroom as the pages of the New York Times. Explor-
er’s power lies not in the granularity of its data manipulation, though
what’s here is remarkable. Rather, it lies in the software’s transmog-
rifying effect on intimidating data. It transforms eye-glazing rows of
dry statistics into vibrant maps full of meaning. It awakens curiosity.
It makes census data, dare I say, exciting.

That said, there are limits to what you can do with Explorer’s data,
and those limits will vex some users. You can only combine ‘eligible
variables’ from the same category and survey year: a map showing
the white, black, and Asian population of 1980 Cedar Rapids, for ex-
ample. But that is the extent of Explorer’s aggregation. One cannot
combine variables to map compound figures. I've used Explorer in
marketing contexts, and here the product reveals its limitations. If I
want to locate Popular Science readers, for example, using data pro-
vided by the magazine’s media kit, I would need to create a com-
pound variable combining sex, median age, household income, edu-
cational attainment, employment status—you get the idea. But this
is not a feature that Social Explorer currently supports, and given its
social science roots, not to mention competition from marketing-ori-
ented mapping products, I doubt it figures high on the company’s list

of priorities. But while this necessarily limits Explorer’s classroom
applications, not to mention professional ones, the richness of data
provided by the platform, coupled with multiple options for export,
means that users can acquire data and then present, overlay, crunch,
or otherwise manipulate them to arrive at a reliable approximation of
their needs.

Competitive Products

Similar products in this market include PolicyMap, Maptitude, and
SimplyMap. The latter two are business and marketing oriented, leav-
ing PolicyMap the most direct competitor. While many features over-
lap between the programs, Social Explorer is easier to use, a conse-
quence of its attractive simplicity and thoughtful interface design. The
tradeoff, not surprisingly, is that PolicyMap is more capable, espe-
cially for sociological or journalistic queries. PolicyMap is a product
of the Reinvestment Fund, a nonprofit that “integrate[s] data, policy
and strategic investments to improve the quality of life in low-income
neighborhoods” (Reinvestment Fund 2016). Consequently, the soft-
ware contains, in addition to demographic variables, data on housing,
lending, education, and quality-of-life indicators such as internet and
food access or proximity to Superfund sites and other environmental
hazards. For more information on PolicyMap and whether it or Ex-
plorer is the better fit for your needs, consult reviews by LaGuardia in
Library Journal and Nicholson in Choice.

Accessibility

Explorer’s FAQ contains only this brief statement: “Due to the func-
tionality available on the site, Social Explorer may not be accessible
to all visually impaired users” (Social Explorer 2016). When asked
about it, CEO Andrew Beveridge admitted “we’re behind in docu-
menting our accessibility” but hastened to add that his team “under-
stands the concern” and that it “will do everything to ensure reason-
able accommodation” (Beveridge 2016). Beveridge also noted that
one can use a screen reader on the tables and that maps can be cus-
tomized to accommodate the color blind. Soon his team will make it



52 Advisor Reviews / The Charleston Advisor / January 2017

www.charlestonco.com

possible to zoom into maps even closer so the vision impaired can
better read map labels, and Beveridge plans to create a Voluntary
Product Accessibility Template, or VPAT, to describe the software’s
usability features.

Purchase & Contract Provisions
ASSESSMENT

Social Explorer provides data in ICOLC format. Sessions (logins)
and pages per session are counted.

COURSE PACKS

Academic institutions may “incorporate links to the Licensed Work
in electronic course packs and course management systems for use in
connection with courses offered by the Licensee for academic credit
provided that no person other than an Authorized User may use such
links” (Oxford University Press 2016).

DATA MINING

Non-academic users must obtain consent in writing before data min-
ing. Academic users may perform non-commercial text mining pro-
vided they abide by the following stipulations:

“such copies are made and stored only to the extent necessary for
the purposes of such computational analysis; such copies are not
transferred to any other person or used for any other purpose with-
out the Licensor’s consent; such copies are destroyed once they
are no longer necessary for the relevant computational analysis;
the Authorized Users acknowledge the use of the Licensed Work
if any results of the computational analysis are published; and the
Authorized Users comply with all Licensor usage policies com-
municated to them or made available to them” (ibid).

INTERLIBRARY LOAN

You can’t loan Explorer, of course, but a patron could, in theory, re-
quest a map or report via Interlibrary Loan. OUP retains the right
to “request reports in respect of the Licensee’s use of the Licensed

Free Text Keywords: data visualization | information visualiza-
tion | information design | demography | digital maps | census |
statistical data

Primary Category: Multidisciplinary (or interdisciplinary)

Secondary Categories: Business & Economics; Government In-
formation; Political Science & Law; Sociology, Education, An-
thropology, Psychology

Type of product being reviewed: Data sets; Reports; Software;
Statistical database; Other

Target Audience: Secondary; General public; Undergraduate (in-
cluding community colleges); Graduate/Faculty/Researcher

Access: Subscription

Contact Information

Social Explorer, Inc.

Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue

New York, NY 10016

Phone: (888) 636-1118

E-mail: <info@socialexplorer.com>
Product URL: <http://www.socialexplorer.com>
Producer URL: <www.oup.com/>

Works in such interlibrary loans, provided the confidentiality of user
data shall be maintained” (ibid).

Authentication

Social Explorer is authenticated via IP address or EZ-proxy. If ac-
cessed from a campus network, users will be automatically logged in
and the institution’s name will appear at the top of the screen (e.g.,
“Professional license provided by Trinity University”).
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