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Can Data Science Help Solve  
Societal Challenges?
OPN talks with Meredith Lee about the intersection of big data and society.

Ilana Ostrin

Last month, OPN looked at how some physicists are 
making the jump to a new career in data science via 

data science bootcamps (see “Jumpstarting a Data Science 
Career,” OPN, April 2017, p. 16) . This month, we dig fur-
ther into the data science option with one of the field’s 
leading lights, Meredith Lee, an optical physicist and 
electrical engineer who now heads an organization that 
focuses on big data’s impact on society.

Lee’s organization, the West Big Data Innovation 
Hub, is one of four regional “brain trusts” in data science 
established by the U.S. National Science Foundation. The 
three other regional hubs sit in the midwest, south, and 

northeast regions of the United States. Each hub unites 
industry, academia, nonprofits and government agencies 
to work together on collective data projects. Lee talked 
with OPN about her journey into data science and about 
how the field interacts with society writ large.

Finding data science
Lee, who has a Ph.D. from Stanford University, USA 
(where she was also the president of the university’s OSA 
student chapter), didn’t end up in data science via a boot-
camp. Still, she sees their appeal. “Just from the title—data 
science bootcamp—I’m all for it,” she says. 
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In fact, during her own career, 
Lee has run both data science 
bootcamps and hands-on train-
ing workshops. When her time at 
Stanford concluded, Lee headed 
east—courtesy of a policy fellow-
ship from the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science—to 
the Homeland Security Advanced 
Research Projects Agency (HSARPA). 
There, in addition to guiding strate-
gic R&D programs, she organized 
monthly data science training events, 
which were open to all federal agen-
cies and which served as a way “for 
people to brush up their skill set and 
learn about new tools together in a 
supportive environment.” 

Lee’s experience at HSARPA made 
her realize that the years she spent as 
a Ph.D. student and a postdoc were 
“very much in line with the idea of 
real-time data collection and analysis 
informing key decision makers.” 

In transitioning skill sets for a 
career as a data scientist, she says, 
“It’s not different from the design, 
build, test and analysis framework 
that we hone as photonics engineers 
or scientists.” She adds, “Strong com-
munications skills definitely help. 
As a data scientist, you may need 
to—just like any scientist—pitch 
your research idea or your results 
to potential funders, or potential 
collaborators.”

Collaboration is key
While at HSARPA, Lee and her 
colleagues noted the importance 
of government partnering with 
industry and academia to generate 
innovative and practical solutions. It 
was this realization that helped draw 
her to her current role at the West Big 
Data Hub. Many of the hub’s initia-
tives cross the boundaries between 
sectors and disciplines, calling for a 
significant amount of collaboration. 

“We build and strengthen partner-
ships,” says Lee, “for everything from 
metro data science and smart cities, 
to precision medicine, to natural-
resources hazards.” 

The West Big Data Hub is geo-
graphically very broad, as it is 
anchored by three public universi-
ties scattered along the U.S. west 
coast—the University of California, 
Berkeley, the University of California, 
San Diego, and the University of 

Washington. The West Hub’s region 
covers 13 states— from Alaska and 
Hawaii all the way to Montana and 
New Mexico.

Such a range, of course, requires 
mass collaboration and communica-
tion. “We have a huge constituency,” 
says Lee. “Anybody who is a data 
enthusiast, data user, or interested in 
data science and residing in those 13 
states is part of our family.”

Inspiring partnerships, 
furthering change
According to Lee, the West Big Data 
Innovation Hub’s leadership team 
seeks particularly to connect its 
stakeholders “through initiatives 
that  cut across multiple sectors.” For 
example, the hub held a workshop 
this past summer called the “Science 
of Data-Driven Storytelling,” that 
included startups, universities and 
city governments.

The workshop hosted luminaries 
from major U.S. newspapers as well 
as chief data officers. “We all gath-
ered to share lessons learned and best 
practices about public-facing stories 
involving data,” shares Lee. “The 
researcher or author has responsibili-
ties and choices to make in helping 
the reader visualize or interact with 
the data, and pointing to certain 
actions from that data.” The work-
shop hosted over 700 people from 
15 different countries attending by 
livestream, with several hundred 
attending in person. 

Lee says the hub continues to plan 
events like this, along with continu-
ing outreach and inspiring change 
via data science. “We want to show-
case the diversity of what it means to 
be a data scientist—connecting people 
from different backgrounds, whether 
they came up through photonics or 
computer science or law.” OPN
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“ As a data 
scientist, you may 
need to—just like any 
scientist—pitch your 
research idea or your 
results to potential 
funders, or potential 
collaborators. 

”—Meredith Lee
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