
CASE 4: PERSUASION



Main research question:

Can political behaviour spread through an online social 
network ?

-> whether online networks can be used effectively to increase
the likelihood of behaviour change and social contagion





Social contagion / behavior contagion

■ The spread of ideas, attitudes, or 
behaviour patterns in a group through
imitation and conformity.
■ the propensity for a person to copy a 

certain behavior of others who are either
in the vicinity, or whom they have been
exposed to









Field of application: voting behavior in 
national election
(USA congressional election 2010) 

■ Voter turnout is significantly correlated among friends, 
family members and co-workers

■ Voter mobilization efforts are effective at increasing turnout, 
particularly those conducted face-to-face and those that
appeal to social pressure and social identity

■ BUT: meta-analysis of email experiments suggests that
online appeals to vote are ineffective



Small effects…yet remarkable
■ most methods of contacting potential voters have small 

effects (if any) on turnout rates, ranging from 1% to 10%. 
■ However, the ability to reach large populations online means

that even small effects could yield behaviour changes for 
millions of people.

■ These changes could affect electoral outcomes. 
– For example, in the 2000 US presidential election, 

George Bush beat Al Gore in Florida by 537 votes (less
than 0.01% of votes cast in Florida). Had Gore won
Florida, he would have won the election. 



Specific sample

■ USA Facebook users aged >18

■ All users who accesed the Facebook website on 2 November 2010 (congressional
election day)



EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
3 random groups

■ «Social message» 

■ «Informational message»

■ Control: no message

(n=60,055,176)

(n =611,044) 

(n=613,096)



EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
■ SM group: 

– invite people to vote at
the top of their News 
Feed

– providing a link to local
polling

– Clickable button
reading «I Vote». 

– shows how many other
Fb users vote 

– displayed six randomly
selected profile from 
Facebook friends. 

■ IM group: no friends faces
shown. 



Dependent Variable: direct effects

■Clicking the I Vote button (political
self-expression)
■Clicking the polling-place link 

(user’s desire to seek information 
about the election)
■Voting in the election (validated

voting behaviour of 6.3 million
users matched to publicly available
voter records)



Network Definition

■ Friendship network of Facebook users
■ Average degree K=149 Facebook friends
■ with whom users share social information



Hypothesis

Past research indicates that close friends have a stronger
behavioural effect on each other than do acquaintances or 
strangers
■ We therefore expected mobilization to spread more 

effectively online through ‘strong ties’.



Network boundaries

friends who interacted with each other at least
once during the three months prior to the 
election. 



Strenght of ties’ operationalization
■ As individuals vary in the degree to which they use the Facebook

-> Normalization for each user: 

■ This gives a measure of the percentage of a user’s interactions
accounted for by each friend (for example, a user may interact 1% 
of the time with one friend and 20% of the time with another). 

N°of interactions with a specific friend 

N°of interactions with all friends



Strenght of ties’ ranking
■ We then categorized all friendships in our sample by decile, 

ranking them from lowest to highest percentage of interactions. 
Each decile is a subset of the previous decile. 

■ For example, decile 5 contains all friends at the 40th percentile of 
interaction or higher while decile 6 contains all friends at the 50th 
percentile of interaction or higher, meaning that decile 6 is a 
subset of decile 5. 

1 … 5 … 1093 7
……



Justify the boundaries: validation study
■ measure of tie strength validated with a survey. 
■ N= 1656 users_between october 2010-jan 2011
■ “Think of the people with whom you have spent time in your life, 

friends with whom you have a close relationship. These friends 
might also be family members, neighbors, coworkers, 
classmates, and so on.
Who are your closest friends? “

■ list of closest friends by pairing each survey respondent with the 
first friend named in response to the prompt. 

Hyp: N° interactions is a good predictor of named closest friends.



Justify the boundaries: validation study

Facebook friends 
are more likely to 
have a close real-
world relationship



Direct effects

In-Direct 
effects: 1 step

In-Direct 
effects: 2 steps



RM Bond et al. Nature 489, 295-298 (2012) doi:10.1038/nature11421

The experiment and direct effects.

social mex 2.08% more likely to click on the I Voted button than info mex
social mex 0.26% more likely to click the polling-place information link than info mex

DIRECT EFFECTS: Facebook behaviors



Direct effects: ACTUAL VOTING

• Social mex + 0.39% more likely to vote than control
• Social mex + 0.39% more likely to vote than informational mex
• Control = informational mex

-> seeing faces of friends significantly contributed to the overall effect
of the message on real-world voting. 



Direct effects

In-Direct 
effects: 1 step

In-Direct 
effects: 2 steps



INDIRECT EFFECTS 1 step:
per friend treatment
■ mean rate of behaviour for each user conditional on their

friend’s experimental condition
– Possible processes: imitation (social contagion)
– Discussion (persuasion)

per-friend treatment effect=

the rate of behaviour of 
the users whose friends 
were in the treatment 
condition

the rate of behaviour of 
the users whose friends 
were in the control 
condition

-



Indirect effects

As the interaction
increases, so does the 
observed per-friend 
effect of friend’s
treatment on a user’s
expressed voting



INDIRECT EFFECTS

As the interaction increases, 
so does the observed per-
friend effect of friend’s
treatment on a user’s
polling-place search



INDIRECT EFFECT
As the interaction
increases, so does the 
observed per-friend 
effect of friend’s
treatment on a user’s
validated voting



■ To measure a per-friend treatment effect, we
compared behaviour in the friends connected to a 
user who received the social message to behaviour
in the friends connected to a user in the control 
group. 
■ To account for dependencies in the network, we

simulate the null distribution using a network 
permutation



■ Effect on user behaviour
(expressed vote, 
validated vote, polling 
place search) of a close
friend receiving the social 
message (versus 
receiving no message), 
by decile of number of 
friends (Decile 1 = users
with least friends, Decile 
10 = users with most
friends). 

Network size



Direct effects

In-Direct 
effects: 1 step

In-Direct 
effects: 2 steps



Close friends of close friends

■ expressed voting:  the treatment effects were strong 
enough to be detectable at two degrees of separation. 

For each close friend of a close friend who saw the 
social message, an individual was 0.022% more likely to 
express voting. 

-> the treatment caused 1,025,000 close friends of 
close friends (2 degrees of separation) to express voting



Close friends of close friends

■ For validated voting and information seeking we did not
find significant effects for close friends of close friends



Network permutation

■ the network permutation method allows to evaluate an 
observed correlation between a treatment variable and a 
resulting behaviour in the treated individual, the treated
individual’s friends, and the treated individual’s friends of 
friends

■ -> measure the likelihood that a correlation in observed
behaviour between connected individuals in the network is
due to chance 



Montecarlo procedure
■ 1) generates a network
■ 2) endows individuals within the network with an initial likelihood of 

a behaviour
■ 3) randomly assigns them to treatment and control groups
■ 4) updates their likelihood of the behaviour according to treatment 

effects that we can assign (the “true” effects)
■ 5) uses these probabilities to determine which individuals exhibit

the behaviour. 

-> test the permutation procedure to see whether or not there is bias
in the estimated treatment effects and the rate at which our
estimation procedure produces false positives. 



Small world

random network 

scale free” network 



Small world

random network 

scale free” network 



Small world

random network 

scale free” network 



■ The dotted line is the theoretical relationship between the 
“true” values we set and the values estimated by our
method one would expect if there were no bias in the 
procedure, and the solid line is the actual relationship
estimated by ordinary linear regression. 

■ in all cases the solid line lies very close to the dotted line.
■ Conclusion: the estimates were not biased, no 

overestimation, no underestimation. 



■ Online political mobilization works. 
■ It induces political self-expression, but it also induces

information gathering and real, validated voter turnout. 



https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/nov/05/us-election-demographics-race-gender-age-biden-trump

■ Voters aged under 30 became even “less enamoured of President
Trump than before”.

■ “The other age groups, 30-44, 45-64, 65 and over, it’s a pretty
close divide between Biden and Trump. So it’s really young people
who are overwhelmingly anti-Trump and that’s really noticeable.”

■ Tens of millions of dollars were spent by Democratic and 
Republican campaign groups over the past couple of years to 
register voters and help increase turnout, especially among Latino 
communities. 

■ Grassroots Latino activism in states such as Arizona and Georgia, 
which are historically Republican, appear to have boosted Biden
significantly.






