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A Long List of Predictions….

• Predicting the H1N1 flu outbreak using Twitter data
• Predicting the outcome of the 2016 Presidential 

elections in the US using social media data
• Predicting people’s home location from their geo-

located social media posts
• Predicting traffic conditions every day during rush hour 

based on geo-located social media posts
• Predicting people’s diurnal moods based on social 

media activity
• Predicting an individual’s mental health state from the 

language of social media posts



Treading with caution
Attention to noise, bias, and “provenance” — broadly, where did data 
arise, what inferences were drawn from the data, and how relevant are 
those inferences to the present situation?



Today…



Private Traits and 
Attributes are Predictable 
from Digital Records of 
Human Behavior



Summary

• Facebook “likes” used to predict a range of highly sensitive personal 
attributes like ethnicity, religious and political views, intelligence, happiness, 
parental separation, age and gender. 

• 58K users of Facebook who consented to authorize the mypersonality app
• Participants took many sociometric and psychometric tests
• Predictive accuracies were very high for sexual orientation, parental 

separation, political views, and the openness attribute of Big Five personality 
scale
• The algorithms proved 88% accurate for determining male sexuality, 95% 

accurate in distinguishing African-American from Caucasian-American and 85% 
for differentiating Republican from Democrat.

• Christians and Muslims were correctly classified in 82% of cases and relationship 
status and substance abuse was predicted with an accuracy between 65% and 
73%.





The Pluses First…

• But at what cost?



What are the limitations and concerns of 
releasing a Facebook app and using it to 
collect people’s data? What type of biases 
does it introduce?



Revisiting the Pluses…

• But at what cost?



Who benefits from this research?





"This research should ring alarm bells for anyone who thinks that 
privacy settings are the solution to protecting information 
online. We need to fundamentally re-think how much data we 
are voluntarily sharing," said Nick Pickles, director of privacy 
campaign group Big Brother Watch.

"Yet again, it is clear the lack of transparency about how users' 
data is being used will lead to entirely justified fears about our 
data being exploited for commercial gain."





Ability to infer accurately individual traits can 
have implications in better personalization 
and search, what are its risks in privacy? 

What are the other implications of such 
inferences?











Is technology (here predictive models that 
use social media data) political or neutral? 

FOR and AGAINST argument with the given 
abstracts

Class Debate



Prediction and explanation 
in social systems 



Summary



What are the limits of prediction? Can 
they fail?







 
 
 

 

Source: D. Lazer, R. Kennedy, G. King, A. Vespignani. “The Parable of Google Flu: Traps in Big Data Analysis,”  Science, vol. 
343, March 14, 2014 



Assess whether in each of the following cases 
interpretation or prediction (or both) is/are 
preferred. 

i) How people react on a new product release (e.g., an iphone), 
as observed on social media

ii) Whether greater anonymity leads to greater hate speech on 
social media

iii) Whether more ads on YouTube videos leads to lesser YouTube 
use

iv) Whether exposure to similar ideological content leads to 
reinforcement of existing ideologies

v) Assessments of inconvenience of the I85 highway crash, 
based on people’s social media activity


