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The most famous painting in the world:
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The dismal predictive powers of editors . . . ...

Twelve . . .
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The completely unpredicted fall
of Eastern Europe:

Timur Kuran: [2] “Now Out of Never: The Element of Surprise in
the East European Revolution of 1989”
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We understand bushfire stories:

1. Sparks start fires.
2. System properties control a fire’s spread.

3. But we make two mistakes about Social Fires...
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How we want to understand:
‘Tattooed Guy’ Was Pivotal in Armstrong Case
[nytimes] (�)

I “... Leogrande’s doping sparked a series of events ...”
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Reason 1—We are Homo Narrativus:

http://xkcd.com/904/ (�)
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Reason 2—“We are all individuals”:
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Reason 3—We are spectacular imitators:

BBC/David Attenborough.


lyrebird-excerpt.mp4
Media File (video/mp4)
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Mistake 1:
Success is due to intrinsic properties

See “Becoming Mona Lisa” by David Sassoon (�)
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Mistake 1:
Success is due to intrinsic properties

it’s disappointingly small

See “Becoming Mona Lisa” by David Sassoon (�)
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48 songs
30k participants

Exp 1— weak social Exp. 2—strong social

“An experimental study of inequality and unpredictability in an
artificial cultural market,” [3] Salganik et al., Science, 2006.
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Resolving the paradox:

Our results support the hypothesis that social
influence, which here is restricted only to
information regarding the choices of others,
contributes both to inequality and unpredict-
ability in cultural markets. Figure 1 displays
the effects of social influence on market in-
equality, as measured by the Gini coefficient
(19) (other measures yield similar results). In
both experiments, we found that all eight social

influence worlds (dark bars) exhibit greater
inequality—meaning popular songs are more
popular and unpopular songs are less popular—
than the world in which individuals make deci-
sions independently (light bars). Comparing
Fig. 1, A and B, we also note that inequality
increased when the salience of the social infor-
mation signal was increased from experiment 1
to experiment 2. Thus our results suggest not

only that social influence contributes to in-
equality of outcomes in cultural markets, but
that as individuals are subject to stronger forms
of social influence, the collective outcomes will
become increasingly unequal.

Social influence also generates increased
unpredictability of outcomes (Figs. 2 and 3). In
each experiment, the average difference in
market share (fraction of total downloads) for
a song between distinct social influence worlds
is higher than it is between different subpopu-
lations of individuals making independent
decisions (Fig. 2). Because these different out-
comes occur even with indistinguishable groups
of subjects evaluating the same set of songs,
this type of unpredictability is inherent to the
process and cannot be eliminated simply by
knowing more about the songs or market par-
ticipants. Figure 3 displays the market share
(left column) and market rank (right column) of
each song in each of the eight social influence
worlds as a function of its Bquality[ (i.e., its
market share and rank, respectively, in the in-
dependent condition). Although, on average,
quality is positively related to success, songs of
any given quality can experience a wide range
of outcomes (Fig. 3). In general, the Bbest[
songs never do very badly, and the Bworst[
songs never do extremely well, but almost any
other result is possible. Unpredictability also
varies with quality—measured in terms of market
share, the Bbest[ songs are the most unpre-
dictable, whereas when measured in terms of
rank, intermediate songs are the most un-
predictable (this difference derives from the
inequality in success noted above). Finally, a
comparison of Fig. 3, A and C, suggests that
the explanation of inequality as arising from
a convex mapping between quality and suc-
cess (9) is incomplete. At least some of the
convexity derives not from similarity of pre-
existing preferences among market participants,
but from the strength of social influence.

Our experiment is clearly unlike real cultural
markets in a number of respects. For example,
we expect that social influence in the real
world—where marketing, product placement,
critical acclaim, and media attention all play
important roles—is far stronger than in our
experiment. We also suspect that the effects of
social influence were further diminished by the
relatively small number of songs, and by our
requirements (which aided control) that subjects
could participate only once and could not share
opinions. Although these differences limit the
immediate relevance of our experiment to real-
world cultural markets, our findings nevertheless
suggest that social influence exerts an important
but counterintuitive effect on cultural market
formation, generating collective behavior that is
reminiscent of (but not identical to) Binformation
cascades[ in sequences of individuals making
binary choices (20–22). On the one hand, the
more information participants have regarding
the decisions of others, the greater agreement

Fig. 2. Unpredictability of success for
(A) experiment 1 and (B) experiment
2. In both experiments, success in the
social influence condition was more
unpredictable than in the independent
condition. Moreover, the stronger so-
cial signal in experiment 2 leads to
increased unpredictability. The mea-
sure of unpredictability ui for a single
song i is defined as the average dif-
ference in market share for that song
between all pairs of realizations; i.e.,

ui 0
PW

j01

PW

k0jþ1
kmi, j j mi,k k= W

2

! "
, where

mi,j is song i’s market share in world j
and W is the number of worlds. The overall unpredictability measure U 0

PS

i01
ui=S is then the

average of this measure over all S songs. For the independent condition, we randomly split the
single world into two subpopulations to obtain differences in market shares, and we then averaged
the results over 1000 of these splits. All differences are significant (P G 0.01) (18).

Fig. 3. Relationship between quality and success. (A) and (C) show the relationship between
mindep, the market share in the one independent world (i.e., quality), and minfluence, the market
share in the eight social influence worlds (i.e., success). The dotted lines correspond to quality
equaling success. The solid lines are third-degree polynomial fits to the data, which suggest that the
relationship between quality and success has greater convexity in experiment 2 than in experiment
1. (B) and (D) present the corresponding market rank data.

REPORTS

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 311 10 FEBRUARY 2006 855

Increased social awareness:
Stronger inequality + Less predictability.
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Payola/Deceptive advertising hurts us all:
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Mistake 2:
Seeing success is ‘due to social’ and wanting
to say ‘all your interactions are belong to us’
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The hypodermic model of influence:
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The two step model of influence: [1]
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The network model of influence:
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The network model of influence:

How superspreading works:
Many interconnected, average,
trusting people
must benefit from both
receiving and sharing a message
far from its source.

“Influentials, Networks, and Public Opinion Formation” [4]

Watts and Dodds, J. Cons. Res., 2007.
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Things that spread quickly:

+ News ...
buzzfeed.com (�):
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Dark Social: We Have the Whole History of the Web Wrong (�) [The Atlantic]
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A completely made up pie chart:
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