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Sentiment Analysis in Government 
By Dr. Ramon Barquin 

Wouldn’t it be great if you could tell what other people were thinking about you? Well, 
maybe. But if I were Colgate, Xerox or GE and about to announce a new product, I’d certainly 
like to gauge opinions as early as possible to direct and target key marketing campaigns. 

Of course, we’re very much moving in this direction through the discipline of sentiment analysis, 
which is in vogue these days. Sentiment analysis is an integration of classic text analytics and 
new techniques that attempt to track feelings and emotions, and it’s being very well received as 
firms strive to extract intelligence from the vast amounts of text posted in social media. 

Sentiment analysis is used today not only to monitor and analyze blogs, Twitter streams and 
Facebook postings, but also to monitor conversations  in IM and emails, mood analysis, or just to 
figure out what’s hot and what is not. 

But if Apple wants to track opinions regarding its upcoming iPhone 5, and Walmart wants to 
manage its brand reputation, there are just as many important applications in the public sector to 
warrant excitement about what these new tools may enable. 

We certainly hear enough from the intelligence community about Al-Qaeda “chatter” on the 
Internet, and this certainly would provide a rich source of content for sentiment analysis. (We 
can only speculate at what is being done with the captured content from the Bin Laden raid.) But 
beyond terrorist surveillance, law enforcement officers also have access to websites belonging to 
the Bloods, the Crips, the MS 13 and other violent gangs and their many factions, as well as to 
the postings of individual gang members. The ability to analyze what they are saying about 
whom and track their feelings toward other gangs and their members, or other institutions, 
should yield potentially useful and actionable intelligence. 

What exactly is sentiment analysis and how is it done? Think about it as tools and techniques 
that allow us to get a better sense of opinions or attitudes of a speaker or writer about a specific 
subject. This is generally done by semantic analysis of natural language and the use of 
computational linguistics. It provides a window into emotions and potential behavior. 

It owes very much to the early work of Peter Turney (National Research Council of Canada) and 
Bo Pang and Lillian Lee (Cornell). As with any discipline, it builds substantially on the works of 
others around entity extraction and concept identification from text, abstraction and 
summarization, classification and categorization of language, and, finally, application of 
“sentiment analysis” algorithms. The latter may rely on known disciplines such as latent 
semantic analysis, support vector machines, or “bag of words” approaches applied in algorithms 
that identify the subjectivity or objectivity of statements and measure their polarity, whether they 
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are positive or negative in tone. 
   
But let’s return to applications in government. Whether it’s tracking citizens’ opinions on a new 
911 system (state police force), indirect input into rules making (Federal Highway 
Administration), identifying strengths and weaknesses in a recruitment campaign (U.S. Army), 
assessing likelihood of a federal initiative’s success (IRS and electronic submission of tax 
returns), or many other areas, we can see the potential for this discipline. 

Even the legislative branch can benefit from some applications. Gauging the mood of 
constituents about specific issues, what’s buzzing in a congressional district or reactions on 
proposed legislation are all potentially valuable tools in a Senator or Representative’s arsenal. I 
recall staffers on Capitol Hill recounting how years ago they would measure constituent opinions 
by weighing the mail on each side of an issue. Implied in this approach, of course, is that they 
had to read the mail in order to classify it, which can be a monumental task these days when, on 
average, a representative has approximately 700,000 people in his or her district. And with the 
increased level of participation through social media, it’s anyone’s guess how much 
communication may come in on issues like health care reform or immigration. Again, here is one 
case of technology to the rescue. 

But for the business intelligence community, the challenge is to be able to go substantially 
beyond where the discipline is today. It is not enough to track plusses and minuses and come up 
with totals in brand management. It just won’t do to determine that customer satisfaction with a 
new product is low as reflected in the tweets and blogs of consumers. No, we should be aiming 
to get ahead of the game and start to implement predictive models that would preempt the Edsels 
and New Cokes from happening again and, of course, rule out future passage of bad legislation 
or misguided public policy. 

Last, but not least, let us remember the very important issue of privacy. I am writing this column 
on the basis that sentiment analysis will be conducted on content that is in the public domain, but 
there will be much more that we must consider in exploiting the new discipline. Are anyone’s 
postings fair game? Even underage children? What controls are going to be established with 
respect to direct communications with a vendor (e.g., complaints, suggestions, and opinions) on 
their use or resale of the data? How about for an employer? Further, are all postings open for 
mining forever or is there a statute of limitations that needs to be imposed? Are there rights for 
the blogger, poster, or simply the member of a social media service? 

At the very least, as we focus on sentiment analysis by public sector entities, we will be well 
served if we bring to bear the “Fair Information Practice Principles” (FIPPs). These are eight 
principles based on the Privacy Act of 1974 that are already widely used by agencies in the 
federal government. While their focus is primarily related to protecting an individual’s 
personally identifiable information, such as name, address, social security number, etc., they can 
and should be adapted for application to techniques such as sentiment analysis.  

The FIPPs are briefly listed below: 
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• Transparency.

• 

 Provide notice to the individual about what is being done with the 
information. 

Individual Participation.

• 

 Seek the individual’s consent and provide a redress 
mechanism. 

Purpose Specification.

• 

 Specify the purpose for using the information. 

Data Minimization.

• 

 Collect only the information strictly necessary to meet the purpose.  

Use Limitation.

• 

 Limit the information’s use to only the original purpose. 

Data Quality and Integrity.

• 

 Information should be accurate, relevant, timely, and 
complete. 

Security.

• 

 Information should be protected against breaches, loss, or unintended 
disclosure.  

Accountability and Auditing.

In summary, sentiment analysis holds great promise not only for the private sector, but also for 
the government because it provides a way to gauge the opinions of citizens. If the government 
can better understand what the governed need and want, we should all be well served. Let’s just 
make sure that we are also protected from the potential for harm that could be done if the 
discipline is abused. 

 The collector is accountable for complying with these 
principles. 
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