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Preface


The science of networks is the study of how things spread. How do the connections we share with the people around us affect the way that diseases, ideas, trends, and behaviors move through communities and societies and around the world?


In the spring of 2020, as I was finishing work on this book, the world was suddenly transformed by two powerful new examples of things that spread very far, very fast. The first, of course, was the novel coronavirus, which emerged in a market in Wuhan, China, and, in a matter of weeks, spread throughout China, then to the Middle East and Europe, and from there to every corner of the world.


What made the virus so deadly and disruptive was how easily it could be transmitted. It was small, it was hard to kill, and it was airborne. You could catch it from someone standing a few feet away from you, and it lingered in the air for hours. What made the virus even more insidious was the fact that if you caught it, you could then spread it to others before you felt any symptoms, before you even knew you’d been infected. Every person was a potential source of contagion. Every contact was a mode of transmission. A hug. A handshake. Receiving a package in the mail. Accepting a piece of paper from your colleague. And so the disease spread rapidly, at choir practices and funerals and family reunions, through hospitals and nursing homes and meatpacking plants, between husbands and wives and between complete strangers. By June, more than six million people had been infected worldwide, a third of them in the United States. Once the virus took hold, it expanded exponentially.


But something else was spreading that spring. It wasn’t a disease. It was a behavior.


Governments around the world reacted differently to the coronavirus pandemic—some responded much more quickly than others—but within a few months, public health advice worldwide had coalesced around four basic preventive measures: Wash your hands. Stay at home. Wear a mask. And stay at least six feet away from other people. As these directives took shape, a new question emerged: Would people follow them? Could the entire world change its behavior in such dramatic ways?


People looked first to their friends and neighbors. Were they wearing masks? Were they social distancing? Mostly, remarkably, they were. In many communities—small towns and large cities—the sidewalks were nearly empty. People stayed home. If they did go out, they usually wore face masks. And they afforded one another exaggeratedly wide berths as they passed on the street. In country after country, people changed the way they worked, socialized, went to school, raised children, and went on dates. New behavioral norms had sprung up, seemingly overnight, and they had propagated across the globe.


Gradually, these behaviors changed the course of the disease. After weeks of headlines full of death and despair, there was good news for the first time in months: the spread of the disease was slowing. New cases were going down. Hospital intensive-care units were emptying out.


And then the weather warmed. People began to weary of the daily reminders to maintain their white-knuckled vigilance. Summer was arriving. And the new norms began to unravel.


Some people stopped wearing masks, others became less cautious about social distancing. Their friends and neighbors tried to figure out what to do. Which behaviors were acceptable? Which were overly cautious? Which were selfish or reckless? Different communities responded differently. Some groups wore face masks; others didn’t. Some gathered together; still others kept their distance.


The disease, meanwhile, kept spreading the same way as before. Every person, every surface, every contact remained a potential source of infection. And the caseload continued to rise.


For nearly a century, scientists have believed that behaviors spread just like viruses do. But as the world saw in 2020, the spread of human behavior in fact follows very different rules than the spread of diseases.


Today, epidemiologists and public health experts can forecast the path of a virus, and they can use that science to develop policies to help slow it down. But how can we forecast the spread of new behaviors? How can we identify policies that will improve the uptake of positive behaviors? How can we recognize policies that will unintentionally cause those behaviors to unravel? Why do the rules of social influence seem to vary with culture and identity, and how can we ever hope to understand these complexities?


This book is an attempt to answer those questions. In the pages ahead, I’ll show you what the brand-new science of networks tells us about how and why and when human behavior changes. I’ll show you the factors that determine the spread of social change, explain why we’ve misunderstood them for so long, and reveal how they really work.


Behavior change, we now understand, is not like a virus, spreading through casual contact. It does follow rules, but learning these rules takes us beyond the spread of diseases to reveal a process that is deeper, more mysterious—and much more interesting.












Introduction


In 1929, Werner Forssman was a twenty-five-year-old heart surgeon with a big idea. He had invented a radical new lifesaving procedure that he thought would change the world. But the medical community met his idea with contempt: he was ridiculed by his colleagues, fired from his job, and driven from the field of cardiology. Thirty years later, Forssman was working as a urologist in a small town in the remote hills of Germany. One night at the local pub, he received a phone call with some startling news: his long-ago discovery had won the 1957 Nobel Prize in Medicine and Physiology. Today, cardiac catheterization is used in every major hospital around the world. How did Forssman’s unpopular innovation become one of the most widely accepted procedures in medical science?


In 1986, American citizens could be incarcerated for up to five years for possessing marijuana—a jail sentence that would forever alter a person’s prospects for financial success, marriage, and even political participation. Today, storefronts in shopping malls sell marijuana openly and pay federal taxes on the proceeds. How did a behavior that was both illegal and regarded as socially deviant become so acceptable that previously stigmatized “drug dealers” became part of the mainstream American business community?


In 2011, internet powerhouse Google launched its new social-media tool, Google+. Although Google had over a billion users worldwide, the company struggled to transfer its dominance in the search-engine market to the social-media market. By 2019, Google+ was forced to shut its doors. During the same period, the start-up Instagram entered the arena. It reached one million users within two months. Within eighteen months the company was purchased by Facebook for $1 billion, and by 2019 Instagram had become a staple among social-media users. What did Google do wrong? And how did Instagram, with fewer resources and less time, outcompete the search-engine juggernaut?


In April 2012, the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter was first posted on social media in response to a jury’s acquittal of the man who shot and killed seventeen-year-old Trayvon Martin. In the two years that followed, several police-related deaths of African American men and women were reported in the news and on social media, but by June of 2014 #BlackLivesMatter had been used only 600 times. Two months later, however, the death of eighteen-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, triggered a revolution: within months, #BlackLivesMatter had been used more than a million times, and a national movement to protest police violence was underway. Six years after that, in response to the killing of George Floyd in May 2020, #BlackLivesMatter transformed again, this time into a global phenomenon, with solidarity protests in more than 200 cities worldwide and new federal legislation to reduce police violence. What happened to transform decades of overlooked police violence into a powerful, self-organized popular movement?


This book is about change. How it works, and why it so often fails. It’s about the spread of unlikely innovations, the success of fringe movements, the acceptance of unpopular ideas, and the triumph of contentious new beliefs. And it’s about the strategies that help them succeed. Those success stories all have one thing in common: the radical new ideas at their core all expanded and spread through social networks.


I have a unique perspective on these questions because I am a sociologist who studies the science of social networks. In fact, over the last couple of decades, my ideas have helped shape this new field. In the fall of 2002, I made a series of discoveries that altered our scientific understanding of social networks, and launched a new way of studying how change spreads. The resulting insights have helped to explain why social change can be hard to predict, and why it so often confounds our most trusted ideas about which strategies will work and which others will fail.


For decades, our standard ideas about social change have been based on a popular metaphor—that change spreads like a virus. Recently, we have all been reminded how a virus works: one person gets infected, they pass it on to one or two or three (or a hundred) others, and the contagion spreads through the population. The idea that “influencers” are the key to spreading innovations is based on the notion that well-connected individuals can play an outsize role in the spread of a disease—for instance in a viral pandemic. Similarly, the idea that stickiness is essential for a successful social-marketing campaign is based on the idea that certain viruses are particularly infectious.


These viral metaphors are useful when we’re talking about the dispersal of simple ideas or information (headline news of a volcanic eruption, for example, or the marriage of royal celebrities). And those bits of information really are contagious: easy to catch, easy to transmit. But there’s a big problem with the viral metaphor: to create real change, you need to do more than spread information; you must change people’s beliefs and behaviors. And those are much harder to influence. Viral metaphors are able to describe a world where information spreads quickly yet beliefs and behaviors stay the same. It is a world of simple contagions—catchy ideas and memes that spread quickly to everyone but lack any lasting impact on what we think or how we live.


But social change is far more complicated. Innovative ideas and behaviors do not spread virally; simple exposure is not enough to “infect” you. When you are exposed to a new behavior or idea, you don’t automatically adopt it. Instead, you have to make a decision about whether to accept or reject it. And that decision can often be complex and emotional.


My research, and that of many others in this field, has shown that as we consider whether to adopt a new belief or behavior, we are guided, much more than we realize, by our social networks. Through the hidden power of social influence, the network around us shapes how we respond to an innovation, causing us either to ignore it or to adopt it. This muchdeeper process of social spreading is called complex contagion, and it has given rise to a new science for understanding how change happens—and how we can help make it happen.


When we discuss “social networks,” it is important to remember that these networks are not necessarily digital. They have existed for as long as humans have been around. They include everyone we talk to, collaborate with, live near, and seek out. Our personal network makes up our social world. The science of social networks studies the web that binds these social worlds together—from neighbors living on the same street to strangers on different continents—and how social contagions can spread among them.


This book crystallizes over a decade of new research by myself and hundreds of other sociologists, computer scientists, political scientists, economists, and management scholars working to discover the most effective strategies for spreading complex contagions. But the idea at its heart is a simple one: successful social change is not about information; it’s about norms. Social networks are not merely the pipes through which ideas and behaviors flow from person to person. They are also the prisms that determine how we see those behaviors and interpret those ideas. Depending on how a new idea comes to us, we may either dismiss it or jump on board.


Unlike perceptual bias, in which our eyes distort visual information, or cognitive bias, which distorts our reasoning about economic information, network bias is the way our social networks invisibly shape the beliefs we hold and the norms we follow.


The social network that links the members of a community together can inadvertently reinforce people’s existing biases, preventing innovative ideas and movements from catching on. Yet with slight changes, the same network can instead trigger collective enthusiasm for an innovation, accelerating its adoption throughout the community.


My goal in this book is to help you unravel some of the mysteries of societal transformation by showing you how these social networks function. From protests in the streets to new management strategies in an organization—from the spread of healthy diets to the adoption of solar power—social networks are the force that drives the potential for social change.


In the pages ahead, I will take you to Silicon Valley, where you will see innovations unintentionally crushed by the very “influencers” who are supposed to help promote them.


We will visit Denmark and discover how a clever group of computer scientists deployed a network of autonomous Twitter bots to spawn human social networks that spread social activism to thousands of people.


You will venture behind the scenes at Harvard University, where network scientists pioneered and patented networking strategies to accelerate the adoption of innovative technologies.


Finally, I will show you how President Barack Obama used novel networking strategies to improve the quality of his presidential decisions.


When I began exploring these topics, I worked mostly in the realm of theory, studying the civil rights movement and the worldwide growth of social-media technologies. But a decade or so ago, I realized that if I really wanted to understand why social change succeeds or fails, I would need to find a way to test my theory of networks in the real world. In Parts II, III, and IV of this book, I will detail for you a series of large-scale social experiments I conducted, in which I directly manipulated the behavior of entire populations. Some of these populations were young professionals attending exercise classes at a local gym; others were Democrats and Republicans debating climate change; and still others were physicians engaged in clinical diagnosis. As you will see, these experiments revealed profound new truths about the nature of social change.


By the end of this book, you will understand how the science of networks can empower you to gain control of your own social network and the influence it has on you and others. And you will see how the social networks around you guide people’s behaviors, their receptivity to innovations, and their ability to maintain healthy and productive cultural habits.


In the next chapter, I will begin by identifying popular myths and mistakes in our understanding of social change. But throughout the book, my focus will be on solutions. My ultimate goal in presenting this new perspective on social change is to allow readers from all walks of life to acquire the resources they need to create the change they want to see.












PART I


PERVASIVE MYTHS THAT PREVENT CHANGE












CHAPTER 1


The Myth of the Influencer: The (Un)Popularity Paradox


There is an old joke in brand-marketing circles.


On July 20, 1969, a group of advertising executives stayed late at the office—not because of crushing deadlines but because they wanted to witness a singular moment in history: the first walk on the moon. Along with them, an estimated 530 million people around the world watched Armstrong’s televised image and heard his voice describe the event as he took “one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.”


Everyone was in high spirits in celebration of this first-ever event, with the exception of one executive who walked away from the TV, shaking his head. When a colleague caught up with him and asked what was wrong, the executive looked at him sadly and said, “If only Armstrong was carrying a Coke.”


That was the dominant thinking in the late 1960s: sales happened through big, top-down endorsements, traveling to passive audiences via one-way broadcast channels.


Now fast-forward several decades and imagine that you want to launch a new social innovation—a time-management app, a fitness program, a poetry collection, an investment strategy, or a political initiative. You are emotionally and economically invested in your campaign, and you want to ensure it spreads by word of mouth as quickly and as widely as possible. Whom would you choose to promote it: a highly connected social star such as Katy Perry or Oprah Winfrey who resides in the center of a vast social network? Or a “peripheral actor”—someone who is more modestly connected and lives on the network’s fringe?


If you’re like most people, you’ll decide to pitch your change campaign to the social star, rather than the peripheral player.


And you’ll be making a mistake.


The power of highly connected social stars (or, as we now call them, influencers) to spread innovations turns out to be one of the most enduring and misleading myths in social science. It has infiltrated the worlds of sales, marketing, publicity, and even politics. So much so, that even when an innovation spreads from the periphery to achieve worldwide influence, we still give the credit for its success to a social star.


The Oprah Fallacy


When Twitter launched in March 2006, the earth did not move. Its founders and a few early funders were excited about the technology, but the microblogging site was not the immediate blockbuster you might imagine, given that it now has more than 330 million users and has become a wildly popular marketing tool for businesses, nonprofits, and even politicians. Twitter merely crept along in its early months, spreading slowly.


So, what happened to transform it from another also-ran into one of the largest communication platforms in the world?


Twitter looks like the kind of technology that New Yorker writer Malcolm Gladwell and Wharton School marketing professor Jonah Berger refer to as “contagious.” To jump-start Twitter’s growth, in 2007 its founders decided to promote it at the giant annual tech-and-media conference South by Southwest, aka SXSW, in Austin, Texas. SXSW is a weeklong paradise for film, music, and technology buffs who thrive on discovering avant-garde media and quirky new technologies.


Today SXSW is the largest music-and-media festival in the world, with more than fifty thousand annual attendees and talks by leading political and media figures such as Bernie Sanders, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Steven Spielberg. Back in 2007, however, SXSW was still working its way from the fringe to the mainstream, and cool new technologies like Twitter were often debuted there as a way of doing preliminary market testing. Twitter was a big hit.


After that initial breakout, Twitter grew only incrementally until 2009, when its growth suddenly accelerated. The story commonly told about Twitter’s explosion is that Oprah Winfrey deserves the credit. On April 17, 2009, Winfrey sent her first tweet on her talk show, before an audience of millions. By the end of the month, Twitter had grown to approximately twenty-eight million users.


This version of the Twitter success story is compelling and easy to grasp. It tells us that the key to success is to find the influencers and get them on board. It gives start-ups, and the people who invest in them, a road map for success. And it features a major star.


The problem is that this road map steers us off course. In fact, when it comes to the kinds of change we care about most, it leads to a dead end.


Oprah’s adoption of Twitter was not the reason for Twitter’s success; it was a result of it. By the time Oprah sent her first tweet, Twitter had already entered the fastest part of its growth curve. Starting in January 2009, Twitter was achieving exponential growth month after month, skyrocketing from under eight million users in February to approximately twenty million users in early April. In fact, Oprah adopted at the peak of Twitter’s growth. Afterward the site kept growing, but at a slower rate.


A better question to ask about Twitter’s success is not How did they get Oprah to spread Twitter? but rather How did Twitter grow so big that Oprah herself got a boost from adopting it? The answer to this question explains how small start-up companies, fringe political campaigns, and marginal interest groups can use people’s well-established friendship networks to grow new movements into household names—and it involves the social periphery, not the social stars.


The Aerosmith Gesture


A revealing study conducted in the virtual-reality platform Second Life provides rich insight into how the spread of innovation accelerates when we target networks of peripheral actors—not the Perrys and Oprahs of the world, but our everyday friends and neighbors.


Just as in the real world, commerce has real value in Second Life. That was especially the case when Second Life was in its infancy. In February 2006, only three years after the site launched, a member of the Second Life community, Ailin Gaef (going by the Second Life alias Anshe Chung), earned enough credit inside the game’s fictional economy to cash in her assets for more than one million real-world US dollars. Anshe’s virtual activity had made Ailin into a real-life millionaire.


Thousands of entrepreneurs flocked to Second Life. People wanted to spread the word about their products and services to as many other users as possible—and get rich in the process. Their approach to success was the same as it would be in a real-world market: find the influencers and convert them into evangelists for your idea. In Second Life, as anywhere else, the traditional wisdom is target the highly connected stars in the social network.


There are lots of things to buy in Second Life—clothes, houses, pets, and food, for example. But it goes far beyond that. In Second Life, you can also buy behaviors.


Unlike in real life, if you want to adopt a new style of talking or a hip kind of handshake, you need to make a deliberate effort to acquire it. Sometimes that requires money—as much as $500 US—sometimes it doesn’t. But it always requires some forethought and action.


One gesture that became popular in the fall of 2008 was the Aerosmith gesture, an animation in which your character throws its hands above its head and makes a horn shape with its index and pinky fingers, with its thumb outstretched for emphasis. A gesture like this needs to be officially added to your character’s list of assets in order for you to use it. But the important thing about a Second Life gesture is that you don’t really want to use it unless other people are using it, too.


It’s the same in real life. Imagine greeting a friend at a bar with the Aerosmith gesture just as he extends his hand for a handshake. You’d feel ridiculous.


Given the established norm of shaking hands, how did the Aerosmith gesture become popular? In real life, this would be a difficult question to answer; it would be nearly impossible to trace exactly how many people were greeting their friends and colleagues with handshakes versus how many were using the Aerosmith gesture. In Second Life, however, analysts can not only count the number of players using the gesture, they can track the number of interactions each person has in a given day, see how each interaction transpired, and note from whom each person learned the Aerosmith gesture and at what point they started using it themselves. Which makes Second Life the perfect place to measure how social innovations spread.


In 2008, physicist Lada Adamic and data scientists Eytan Bakshy and Brian Karrer set out to use this digital precision to measure the person-to-person transfer of a new behavior. Conventional wisdom at the time said the first thing to do was to look for the influencers. In Second Life, as in the real world, there are social stars—the Oprahs of the metaverse, who are far more socially connected than everyone else. These people are in a position to exert a lot of social influence on the community. If a new behavior like the Aerosmith gesture is adopted by one of these prominent individuals, you might assume that it would then spread to a lot of other people very quickly.


As it turns out, the researchers found exactly the opposite of what they expected. The most highly connected users were in fact the least effective at spreading the Aerosmith gesture. Why? Surprisingly, because the more connected people were, the less likely they were to adopt the innovation. The more contacts that someone had who were not using the Aerosmith gesture, the less likely they were to make the effort to acquire it, or to start using it themselves.


The value of the Aerosmith gesture, like most assets in Second Life, hinges on its being commonly accepted by other people around you. Just like any greeting gesture—hugging, kissing on the cheek, high-fiving—you do not want to try it out in a new social situation if everyone you know is still shaking hands. You would rather wait until you’re sure the gesture is a well-known greeting before you try it yourself.


Once a new social trend catches on, it’s good to be on the frontier. But you don’t want to adopt too early and be out there all by yourself—the lone high-fiver in a world of handshakers. This is an example of what sociologists call a coordination problem. Any kind of social gesture you might adopt—from a high-five to a handshake—is a behavior that depends on coordinating with other people. The question for the researchers was: how many people must adopt the Aerosmith gesture before you will think the trend is popular enough that you decide to adopt it too? It turns out that the answer is relative: it depends on the size of your social network.


Adamic and her team discovered something that has since been confirmed in dozens of other settings, from Facebook to fashion. Namely, that we are typically influenced by the percentage of the people we know who are doing something, rather than the total number. Imagine you know only four people in Second Life. If two of them start using a new greeting gesture, you would be likely to start using it too. Fifty percent of your social network is a lot of social influence. But if you know 100 people in Second Life, two people adopting a new gesture is unlikely to have much of an effect on your behavior. You’ll wait until you see more people adopting it before you decide to start using it as well.


In fact, the researchers found that a very popular person with about five hundred contacts was about ten times less likely to adopt the Aerosmith gesture than a moderately connected person with only fifty contacts. In other words, the more connected someone is, the harder it is to convince them that a new idea or behavior is legitimate. The more contacts they have, the more adopters it takes to change their mind.


The Reluctant CEO


Let’s think about this in the real world. Say you want to spread an innovative technology like Venmo—a social media–based payment service that lets you split checks, repay debts, and share comments via a social feed. You are building the marketing strategy for Venmo, and you need to decide whom to target: a small group of people working at a tech start-up, each with a few hundred contacts, or the CEO of a nationally recognized brand with tens of thousands of contacts?


You’ve read enough by now to know the answer.


As prominent as that brand CEO may be, she is also paying attention to people’s behaviors. She is keenly aware of how her decisions will look to her peers and clients. She got where she is, in part, by being highly socially perceptive. She will be thoughtful before adopting an unknown technology, and will look around to see how many of her peers and peer institutions have brought this technology on board. She is unlikely to take the reputational risk of adopting a highly visible product before many of her contacts do.


That brings us to the key reason why that über-influencer CEO is so hard to influence: Though her massive social network may connect her to a few people who have adopted the innovation, she is far more likely to know many more people who have not adopted it. I refer to these people as countervailing influences. The mere inaction of these people—their lack of adoption—sends a resounding message to the social star that the innovation has not yet been accepted.


These countervailing influences send a silent but remarkably strong social signal. They tell us how accepted an innovation is, and how likely it is to be seen as legitimate (or illegitimate) by our peers. Which is to say, a well-connected leader will be much more influenced by the countervailing influences coming from the overwhelming majority of her non-adopting contacts than by the positive signal coming from a small number of early adopters.


It is different for the start-up employees in the network’s periphery. A small number of peer adopters would be much more influential for a more moderately connected person than they would for a highly connected CEO. Because people in the network periphery have fewer countervailing influences surrounding them, a few initial adopters constitute a far greater fraction of their social network. This makes the network periphery an easier place for an innovation to take hold. The more people in the periphery who adopt your innovation, the stronger the signal will be for everyone else. This is how social change gains momentum. Once an innovation starts to spread through the periphery, it can grow large enough that even highly connected influencers will be forced to sit up and pay attention.


This is exactly what happened with Twitter. It is also what happened in Second Life. Social stars who were reluctant to adopt a new behavior early on became avid users once the innovation reached a sufficient critical mass to convince them it was legitimate.


The story of Twitter’s success is particularly instructive because of how starkly it cuts against our intuitions. Starting in 2006, it was ordinary people in San Francisco and the surrounding Bay Area who gave Twitter its big start, passing it on locally through their friendship and family networks. The new internet technology succeeded by traveling from block to block, neighborhood to neighborhood, across the city. As Twitter gained momentum, it expanded to similar regions of the country until finally reaching critical mass in January 2009. At that point, its popularity exploded. It only took a few months to grow from a few hundred thousand users to nearly twenty million active members. That kind of growth can make even a social supernova like Oprah Winfrey sit up and pay attention.


Opinion Leaders and the Influencer Myth


In the 1940s, television was a technology on the rise. For decades, radio had been the dominant means of disseminating everything from sports media to political slogans. Advertisers poured millions of dollars (billions in today’s currency) into radio advertising in the hopes of reaching a massive consumer audience. Television looked to be no different. The secret to success was simple: write a catchy jingle and get it onto the airwaves.


The first inkling of a wrinkle in the plot came from the famous Columbia University sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld, whose work would revolutionize both politics and advertising. In 1944 Lazarsfeld coined the term opinion leaders to refer to a special group of people who were much more attuned to the media than everyone else. They became the social “influencers” from whom most other people learned about new media content. Lazarsfeld’s idea disrupted the classical theory of broadcast media.


According to the established view, media messages traveled from broadcast stations to reach millions of people, directly influencing their opinions and behaviors. Audiences, in this view, were passive receptors, easily led. All an advertiser had to do was get its message on the airwaves and it could sell its product or promote its candidate with ease.


Lazarsfeld’s discovery revealed a major flaw with this theory: in actuality, broadcast media influenced only a very small fraction of its audience. Most people were not swayed by these messages. But a core group of people—the opinion leaders—paid close attention to the media, and they influenced everyone else.


In 1955, Lazarsfeld and fellow sociologist Elihu Katz (whom I’ve had the remarkable good fortune to have as a colleague at Penn) published a study that became the foundational work on opinion leadership, targeted marketing, political advertising, and influencer marketing.


Their idea was simple and revolutionary: although most media advertising fell on deaf ears, opinion leaders were the great hope for advertisers. These people were highly connected social stars who could spread advertisers’ messages to the masses. When advertisers, politicians, and public-health officials sent out media signals, they needed to target opinion leaders. They were the gatekeepers to reaching and influencing broader society.


The implications were enormous: a small group of special people was the key to a trillion-dollar industry. Get the opinion leaders and you could get everyone.


Two decades ago, the idea (based in the work of Katz and Lazarsfeld) that highly connected influencers were the key to spreading everything from social movements to innovative technologies was crystallized in Malcolm Gladwell’s ominous phrase, “the law of the few.” Like Katz and Lazarsfeld, Gladwell theorized that social change depends on these special people—a small number of luminous social stars whose efforts are responsible for spreading new ideas and behaviors to the rest of us.


“The law of the few” is a notion that has become widely accepted partly because there are certain situations in which it works amazingly well.


Gladwell and others have recounted legendary stories of influential people such as the American revolutionary Paul Revere, whose terrific social connectedness enabled him to effectively spread the message about the arriving British invasion in 1775. Or fashion designer Isaac Mizrahi, whose status and popularity helped catapult an obsolete brand of children’s shoe into a fashion craze among adults. Gladwell’s point was to show how these special people were the key players in famous social “epidemics.” These stories are compelling. Once we see the power of these well-connected people to shape the spread of information and ideas, it seems obvious that the success of any social-change effort would depend on their involvement.


Today we call this “influencer marketing.” Influencers are the opinion leaders of the social-media age. And although the basic idea of influencer marketing is three quarters of a century old, it is still among the most popular practices used by industry leaders today.


But it is based in a myth—one I call the myth of the influencer.


This myth tells us that whenever we want an idea or a trend or a movement to spread, we need to find these special people. While this myth works perfectly well to describe certain events in history, it turns from fact to fiction when it switches from the spread of news to the adoption of Twitter, or from the success of a fashionable shoe to the growth of the US civil rights movement.


In the 1970s, sociologists discovered a new truth about the spread of information that would shift the dominant thinking—not only in the study of consumer marketing and political campaigns, but also in the fields of mathematics, physics, epidemiology, and computer science. It would irrevocably change the best practices for spreading ideas in management, education, finance, and government.


This intellectual revolution would come to be known as network science. The big idea was that highly connected social stars do not explain how influence spreads. Rather, the stars’ contacts—and their contacts’ contacts, and those people’s contacts, and so on—all form a massive geometrical pattern that underlies every society. This pattern explains how media signals are disseminated, and why certain social-change initiatives either succeed or fail.


This pattern is technically referred to as the topology of a social network. It is crucial for deciphering everything about social change: how and when game-changing technological innovations take off; whether contentious political ideas reach the mainstream; and under what circumstances movements for cultural change spread through a society. The new scientific insight was that the social star is just one link in a chain of network connections. Sometimes the social star—as you would expect—is the most important link in the chain; social stars can indeed initiate a large-scale spreading process. But at other times, as in the spread of the Aerosmith gesture in Second Life or the spread of Twitter across the US, social stars are not very helpful for spreading innovations. What’s more, they can actively prevent it.


The challenge for social stars arises when it is not just a piece of news spreading but a social change—a new idea or behavior that faces countervailing influences from non-adopters. Because highly connected people are often difficult to bring aboard a change campaign, they can form roadblocks in the social network, slowing the spread of innovations and new ideas. In fact, this happens quite often: many of the most far-reaching innovations have succeeded by following alternative routes—detours around the social stars—to spread through the social network. Ultimately, this makes highly connected social stars the very last step in the change process.


When it comes to social change, the myth of the influencer obscures the real pathways that have led challenging and even controversial social, commercial, and political initiatives to succeed. The first step to seeing how change really works is to stop looking for the special people in the network and instead start looking for the special places.


The Berlin Study


In the fall of 1989, the Soviet Union was on the brink of collapse. It was the most important geopolitical moment since the Second World War, and everybody knew it. East Germans were gathering daily along the massive wall that separated them from the free West, squaring off with Soviet police who pointed machine guns filled with live rounds into the crowd.


Live news coverage showed a major historical event unfolding before everyone’s eyes. But how could it be studied scientifically?


In the weeks after the Wall’s fall, the most advanced scientific investigation into the social tumult of the era was being conducted by a renowned German sociologist, Karl-Dieter Opp. His procedure was precise and easy to follow. He got in his car in Hamburg and drove 240 miles across the former East German border to Leipzig, ground zero for the protests. Once Opp reached Leipzig, he got out of his car and took a deep breath. He then started walking around and interviewing people. It was a decidedly low-tech approach—but it was, at the time, the cutting edge of sociological technique.


He asked them, “Why did you join the protest?”


“Weren’t you afraid of being killed or imprisoned?”


He talked to more than a thousand Leipzig citizens. He asked them to take surveys, and furiously scribbled notes into his scientific journal.


Opp started publishing his findings almost immediately. They quickly became the preeminent scientific record of the fall of the Berlin Wall. By 1994, Opp had published more than half a dozen scientific papers explaining how these social protests happened, and why they succeeded. Opp showed that people do not join revolutions just because they are unhappy. It is not simply their anger over civil abuses that leads people to revolt. Nor is it their frustration with poverty, nor their dreams of wealth, nor even the promise of freedom.


Rather, the key factor is their social networks.


German citizens joined the protest at the Wall because they had friends and family who were joining. They did it together. It was a collective process of social coordination. Once people found out that citizens like them were showing up and taking a stand, they believed they could make a difference, and they wanted to be part of it too.


A few years earlier, in 1988, Stanford University sociologist Doug McAdam had used methods similar to Opp’s to conduct the first scientifically rigorous study of the US civil rights movement. Historically and culturally, the civil rights movement differed dramatically from the East German protests. But McAdam found the exact same behavioral pattern that Opp did: the key factor that explained why US citizens took part in some of the most dangerous and important social protests of the 1960s was that others in their social networks took part too.


People like Rosa Parks became focal points for the civil rights movement during the Montgomery bus boycotts. She took a public stand against government oppression and motivated others to follow. But Rosa Parks was effective because she was not alone; she was part of a massive social network of citizens who coordinated their efforts to protest segregation in the American South.


In the months leading up to Rosa Parks’s infamous arrest in 1955 for her refusal to sit in the back of a city bus—the section legally assigned to citizens of one race as opposed to another—at least half a dozen other women from Montgomery were likewise arrested for refusing to comply with racially segregated seating. Chances are you’ve never heard of Claudette Colvin or the other protestors, but they were just as brave and just as vital to the movement for racial equality as Rosa Parks. The difference in terms of their impact was that they did not have the support of a massive coordinating social network around them. They were simply not located in the right part of the social network to spark a revolution.


In any struggle for freedom, countless brave souls stand up valiantly against oppression. Most of them are quickly silenced by the regime. But that’s only if they act alone. Social networks are the coordinating sinews that allow large numbers of regular people from many different walks of life to act together. When people act as a coordinated whole, then any one person’s action—that of Rosa Parks, for example—carries with it a mass of anonymous people. That is how revolutions are sparked.


By 1994, sociologists had figured out that social networks are the crucial factor for social change. But not until the new millennium did we finally have a technology that would allow us to observe these networks in action. The resulting discoveries would set sociology on a collision course with nearly a century of social-science theory.


That technology was social media.


What Happened (and Didn’t) in Tahrir Square


On January 18, 2011, twenty-six-year-old Egyptian activist Asmaa Mahfouz was planning a revolution. Just a few weeks earlier, the world had witnessed a spontaneous eruption of revolution in Tunisia that successfully overthrew the country’s authoritarian regime. Mahfouz wanted Egypt to follow in Tunisia’s footsteps. She was not alone.


Mahfouz was a founding member of the “April 6 Youth Movement,” one of Egypt’s leading activist groups. The previous spring, on April 6, her group had successfully mobilized large worker protests against the inhumane conditions suffered by Egyptian laborers. This success was met with harsh retaliation. Many of the protesters were jailed, and some were beaten. None of them escaped the wrath of Egypt’s despotic leader, Hosni Mubarak.


Mahfouz was a popular and charismatic leader. She was savvy about social media, and she had successfully used her Facebook and Twitter accounts to gain tens of thousands of followers who supported her activism. In other words, she was a “connector” who stood at the center of a large social-media and activist community. Mahfouz had successfully organized protests in the past, and she was well positioned to organize another—particularly timely—protest against Mubarak’s regime.


The recent success of the Tunisian revolution had given new confidence to activists in the Middle East. Revolution was in the air. Everyone could feel it.


The country was primed for action, and Mahfouz was the perfect person to set the powder keg ablaze. Not only was she well connected socially and technologically, but she was also a seasoned social organizer who had learned successful methods and techniques from earlier protest movements. Mahfouz’s activism blog had tens of thousands of followers.


She announced to her massive audience that the time had come. Mahfouz rallied her followers to join her in Egypt’s Tahrir Square on January 18. Her goal was to start an Egyptian revolution.


Her message had spread far and wide.


But her movement had not.


Mahfouz stepped into Egypt’s Tahrir Square arm in arm with a small group of friends. But no one else was there. Except the police.


What went wrong?


Egyptian citizens knew they could trust Mahfouz. They knew her posts were sincere, her calls to action genuine. From everything we know about highly connected social stars, she would seem like precisely the right person to ignite a revolution.


But here’s the catch: knowing that Mahfouz is a dedicated young activist also means knowing that she is different from most of us. Most of us have children, spouses, or elderly parents to think about, jobs to consider, or houses to protect. In other words, while we may admire the Mahfouzes of the world, we also know that they do not have the same concerns that we have. They are typically young and righteous and full of moral clarity. They are also far more willing to step into harm’s way than most of us who have families and businesses and reputations to think about. Whereas activists may circulate their calls to action far and wide, rarely do they inspire tens of thousands of regular citizens to brave police retaliation and take to the streets.


So, what was different in Berlin, the US South, and Tunisia that enabled social revolutions there to catch on among ordinary people?


The events seven days later would reveal that it was social networks.


On January 25, Mahfouz and her friends again walked into Tahrir Square, but this time they were joined by tens of thousands of fellow Egyptians. It was one of the most shocking uprisings since the fall of the Soviet Union. The Tahrir Square protest grew into an Egyptian revolution that toppled the Mubarak regime.


In the years since, the world media, and many international human-rights organizations, have deservingly celebrated Mahfouz for her bravery and resolve. Mahfouz’s posts were impassioned and compelling, and they undoubtedly placed her in harm’s way. But that alone cannot explain the success of the revolution. Why were her posts leading up to January 18 so futile, while her efforts leading up to January 25 overthrew a government?


To understand what happened—not only in Egypt but also in Tunisia, Yemen, Morocco, and Libya—we need to look beyond the Mahfouzes of the world and their fervent calls for revolution; we need to understand how activism flowed out into the social networks of non-activists. How did the expansive social topology among Egyptian citizens actively coordinate them on a single action?


The story of Egypt’s uprising is the story of social networks. It is the story of the modestly connected network periphery where most people live. Because the network periphery is so large and unexceptional, it can appear less significant than the networks of highly connected social stars. But the truth is just the opposite: when it comes to social change, the network periphery is where all the action is.


Many thoughtful people have speculated that social media was responsible for the success of the Arab Spring. Because of the way new-media tools such as Facebook and Twitter connected people across the Middle East, it is tempting to think that these social technologies allowed social stars like Mahfouz to enjoy greater reach and influence than they ever had before. But the wealth of scientific evidence from that year actually leads to a different conclusion.


In 2011, people’s connections on social media were, as they are today, surprisingly prosaic. The contours of personal influence on social media are not that different from how social networks operated a few generations ago, well before the advent of social media. Over the last fifty years, network studies have all reported the same basic patterns of social ties: personal networks composed of friends, family members, neighbors, and coworkers. The networks that enabled the success of the civil rights movement in the American South in the 1960s are remarkably similar to those that led to the fall of the Berlin Wall in East Germany in 1989. And both are remarkably similar to the networks that triggered Arab Spring revolutions in 2011. The important difference with the Arab Spring was that—for the first time—we had a way to measure how these networks operate in real time.


In 2011, social media gave us an exceptionally powerful tool for studying social change—a lens through which social scientists could observe the spread of activism among leaders, friends, neighbors, students, teachers, business owners, and parents. Hashtags such as #jan25 became social contagions that unveiled the real-time spread of revolutionary action. Uploaded and time-stamped photographs documented the number of people in the streets, revealing correlations between social-media activity and protest marches, police violence, and escalating civil unrest. For the first time, social scientists had a precise record of how a social movement unfolded. And that record enabled us to see clearly, for the first time, that highly connected influencers were not at the center of the action.


Analyzing the Arab Spring


Zachary Steinert-Threlkeld is an energetic political scientist at UCLA. For nearly a decade, Steinert-Threlkeld has been dedicated to studying the social-media records of countries like Tunisia and Egypt, trying to understand how patterns of social connectivity may have contributed to the unlikely events that transpired in the spring of 2011. While completing his PhD at the University of California, San Diego, he examined more than thirteen million tweets to see whether a common pattern connected Egypt, Libya, and Morocco to all the other places where revolution had erupted. As it turned out, one did: in every case, whenever social-media activity translated into real social activism—that is, people marching in streets—the bulk of messages did not come from the highly connected stars in the social network. Instead, the greatest predictor of activism was coordinated online activity in the network periphery.


In late January 2011, the chain reaction among modestly connected groups of regular people in the periphery of Egypt’s social network created a reinforcing pattern of engagement. A powerful social contagion spread.


As the Egyptian protests grew, citizens in the network periphery provided one another with information about police movements, protest hot spots, and the location of blockades. Their coordination was logistical, but it was also emotional. Citizens used hashtags such as #egypt and #jan25 to show solidarity with one another. They posted photos and shared firsthand accounts that spread awareness of the movement to people outside Cairo. Their messages, posts, videos, and chats triggered an emotional connection among friends and family—the feeling that they were part of a movement that surrounded them. That feeling mobilized them to take to the streets. These peripheral networks soon triggered a chain reaction of protest events that spread from one Egyptian city to another, from Cairo to Giza to Waraq Al Hadar.


The data from the Arab Spring showed the same historical pattern observed in the US civil rights movement and the East German protests, but with far greater clarity and resolution. It is also what Adamic and her team saw in the spread of the Aerosmith gesture in Second Life, and it is the same network signature that underwrote the explosive growth of Twitter across the US.


Several generations after Paul Lazarsfeld’s discovery of opinion leaders, we finally have a new kind of data at our disposal. We can now say with confidence that the crucial networks of social change are not the hub-and-radiating-spoke patterns that surround highly connected “influencers,” but rather the interlocking ties that permeate the network periphery. If social change is going to gain traction, it has to start there—among people who face the same choices and challenges that we do, people whose coordination and acceptance form an invisible but essential part of our daily routines. The network periphery is a powerful place. It is where the strong, broad currents of social change take hold and expand.


The Right Place


The myth of the influencer is a story of change that appeals to our love of heroes. It is romantic to think of one special person working against all odds to remake the course of history. The key flaw in that story is not the idea that one person can have an impact. Indeed, when I show you the science behind the #MeToo movement, you will see that it is true that a few people—and in some cases, a single person—can be the difference between the success or failure of a movement. The main distinction between my story and the one that has been told for over three quarters of a century is that these key people are not special. They are no different from the rest of us. In fact, they may even be us. They are simply the people located in the right part of the social network at the right time. At that moment, their actions can make all the difference.


This doesn’t mean that I am going to tell you a story in which social change is merely a series of random events. If that were true, there would be no useful way to study it scientifically. And it would be impossible to make predictions.


Instead, I will show you why predicting social change is difficult … but not impossible. I will show you that “the right time and place” is not a random occurrence, but a measurable feature of social networks. And I will show you how to identify these essential network patterns, and how to target them.


The hero of this book is not a celebrity or a social star, but rather a location within our social networks. It is not a person, but a place. It is the kind of place where the confluence of social ties across different social groups strengthens bonds between families, partnerships across organizations, and solidarity within nations.


The science of social networks shows that these places also exist online. The hero of the Arab Spring revolutions was neither Twitter nor Facebook, but rather the pattern of community that formed in those virtual networks, creating surprisingly effective pathways for the expansion of social coordination. The rest of this book will show you how to identify these special places in our social networks, and how to use them to spread your own change initiatives. What you read will help you answer two questions that are at the forefront of what all parents, teachers, voters, businesspeople, policymakers, public-health workers, entrepreneurs, and activists want to know: How does change happen, and what can we do to help?
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