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	1. PROJECT TITLE

	Facebook Collaboration


	2. PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR

	James H. Fowler, Ph.D.

Professor, School of Medicine

Professor, Division of Social Sciences



	3. FACILITIES

	Facebook, Inc. (located in Palo Alto, CA) and James Fowler’s offices at UCSD



	4. ESTIMATED DURATION OF THE STUDY

	This study will run for at least five years.



	5. SPECIFIC AIMS (2 paragraphs maximum)

	The principal investigator proposes to study social data available on Facebook (currently covering more than 500 million users) to learn more about planetary-scale human behavior.  This work will be conducted in conjunction with the Data Team at Facebook, currently led by Cameron Marlow.  

Four specific areas that are of interest include: 1) We would like to develop procedures using Facebook data to infer the likelihood that two people are friends in real life.  Our previous research has shown that real world friends are more influential than the average online friend, so we are interested in learning which online friendships also exist in the real world. We will use this data to study patterns that predict whether or not two people are “picture friends”, siblings, or married.  We will also utilize information collected by Facebook that indicates which users have real world friendships. 2) Facebook has recently created a global happiness index using key words posted in people’s updates.  We would like to use this same method to see how status “moods” spread from person to person.  If I post an update with happy words, does that cause my friends to do the same?  This would require using the happiness index method to score each status update and compare how changes in this score relate to changes in the score in friends, friends of friends, and so on.  3) We would like to match publicly available information to user profiles to see how friends’ behavior and environmental context affects user behavior.  For example, we would like to match publically available election records to user profiles to study whether voter turnout is influenced by online interactions with friends who discuss politics in their Facebook status updates.  4) We would like to study the relationship between health and social networks.  For example, users who say they like exercise sometimes talk about exercise in their status updates – we’d like to see if discussions about exercise spread from person to person and if this changes the kinds of things users say they like in their profiles.  We would use any data relevant to eating, exercise, and other health behaviors that Facebook currently collects.



	6. BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE (2-3 paragraphs maximum)

	A social network site is a type of website with user profiles, semi-persistent public commentary about the content of those profiles, and a social network displayed in relation to that profile. Social network sites are dynamic entities that are meant to be evolving representations of one’s self and one’s real life social network. The use of social network sites has exploded in recent years and a diverse group of people and communities are now connecting through these sites in order to complement or enhance their offline social connections.  The social network site Facebook was created in 2004 and was initially limited to college and university students. It has become extremely well integrated into the college experience, and it is estimated that between 80 and 90% of all college students have a profile on Facebook or another social networking site.  However, once Facebook opened up access to any user with an email address, the growth of the site increased exponentially, doubling from 100 million users in August 2008 to almost 200 million in March 2009 and currently adding one million new users a day. A consortium of social scientists recently argued in Science that online resources like Facebook will revolutionize social science because they will permit researchers to observe large scale social behavior at very low cost and without the need for intrusive laboratory procedures that affect the behavior of subjects who are constantly aware they are being watched (the “Hawthorne effect”).

Our study would be one of the first to use actual Facebook usage to detect behavioral patterns in such a large social network. There are a number of Facebook characteristics that will be utilized to extract the social network characteristics of the subjects. The Facebook profile acts as a user’s “homepage.” This profile contains information divided into multiple categories that can be read by friends (depending on the privacy settings the user employs). The Wall is a space where both respondents and their friends can post comments, photos, and links, and the Status Update is where users can indicate what they are doing or thinking at a given moment (similar to Twitter). Some users change this very frequently. 



	7. PROGRESS REPORT/PRELIMINARY STUDIES

	This is a new protocol.


	8. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS (1 page maximum)

	There are 3 parts to this protocol: 

1) Existing Data Analysis covering all users (currently 500 million people)
This research project is exceptionally non-intrusive to the participant. Facebook is what social network theorists call a publicly articulated social network. It allows us to retrieve and analyze behavior in dynamic peer social networks, a task that, up until very recently, has been cost prohibitive.  Instead of simply surveying Facebook users, we will collect data directly from Facebook profiles about usage patterns. Facebook is especially suited for this kind of study because of its standardized profile template. For example, it is possible to measure a variety of different ties between people such as: Friendship Ties, “Photo Ties” or “Picture Friends” (people who upload and tag pictures of one another on the site), and Group and Class Ties.  It may also be possible to get other information about the strength of ties that indicate the way that information flows through the network, for example, number of wall posts or comments on photos, shared group memberships, and virtual gift giving.  

Data will be collected and analyzed in accordance with the Facebook privacy policy.  All data acquisition will occur on Facebook secure servers on Facebook property where the information already resides and is already protected by stringent security measures.  Aggregated data for analysis and publication will be deidentified prior to leaving Facebook property in such a manner that subjects cannot be identified directly or through identifiers in order to prevent information about individual users from being shared without their permission.

The Facebook data will permit us to generate a number of social network statistics that describe the local structural features of each user’s social network. The data will also allow us to better understand how certain online and offline behaviors spread between people who are connected to one another within a social network.  We will measure online behavior in one person and determine if the same behavior is observed later in that person’s friends.
2) Randomized Controlled Trials covering users in countries with elections (e.g. 100 million people in U.S.)
We would like to implement a randomized controlled trial of various “encouragements” to vote in national elections.  Our first trial would be in the US with approximately 100 million US Facebook users, but there would be no recruitment.  Facebook would show the treatment messages (randomly chosen) at the top of user home pages of all US users 35 days before the election to encourage voter registration and then again on Election Day to encourage voting.  The proposed treatments and control groups are in Appendix 1.  We would also like to implement translated versions of these treatments in elections in other countries, for example for upcoming elections in Brazil and Mexico.
To validate voter behavior, we will match publicly-available voter registration and voter turnout information to the Facebook data.  We have a lot of experience doing this matching, and we currently have active protocols that permit us to match this data to Twin Registries (071894) and fMRI studies (080364).  We have never experienced a breach of privacy or protocol in any of these matching studies.

3) Survey of approximately 100,000 users
We would like to survey a small subsample of the Facebook users (approximately 100,000 subjects) to provide information about their real world friendships so we can study the extent to which online behavior indicates which relationships also exist offline.  The proposed survey is in Appendix 2.  For this survey we would acquire electronic consent prior to administering the survey.


	9. HUMAN SUBJECTS (2 paragraphs maximum)

	People on Facebook:
* More than 500 million active users drawn from every country on the planet, aged 13 and older
* 50% of active users log on to Facebook in any given day

* Average user has 140 friends

* People spend over 500 billion minutes per month on Facebook

* Internal research at Facebook suggests user pool is representative of the population by race, ethnicity, and gender.
* All ages are represented, but young people are over-represented.
* More than 70 translations available on the site

* About 70% of Facebook users are outside the United States

* Over 300,000 users helped translate the site through the translations application



	10. RECRUITMENT

	1) We will not recruit for the existing data study of all Facebook users since this data already exists.

2) We will not recruit for the randomized controlled trial: a randomly selected message will appear at the top of each Facebook user’s home page on the day of national elections in a given country to encourage voting, and also on a day prior to the voter registration deadline, if there is one.
3) We will recruit for a survey of a small subsample of the Facebook users (approximately 100,000 subjects) to provide information about their real world friendships.  This recruitment will occur as an advertisement on the Facebook website that says “Participate in a Facebook Study.”  The ad will be displayed in “remnant” locations on the site that have not been purchased by advertisers, and all users are eligible to participate (though the survey will only be administered in English).  If users click on the advertisement, it will take them to a page with the electronic consent form and then to the survey.  We will recruit until we reach 100,000 participants, and we expect this to take a few months.

	11. COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION

	None.



	12. INFORMED CONSENT

	For the existing data study and the randomized controlled trial, the UCSD investigator requests a waiver of informed consent for use of existing Facebook data and for the randomized controlled trial.  This research falls under expedited category 7 and must meet the following requirements:

1. the research is minimal risk

All existing information to be studied has already been recorded by Facebook or is otherwise publicly available, and prior to leaving secure servers on Facebook property, all analysis and publication of results will be done in such a manner that subjects cannot be identified, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects.  Thus the only risk is disclosure of personal information, and since this information is already kept on Facebook servers and property and it will not leave Facebook servers and property, the additional risk created by the proposed study is minimal.

For the randomized controlled trial, Facebook is simply changing the message on the home page and recording which users received which message.  This data will be recorded and stored in the same way as all existing Facebook data.
2. the waiver or alteration will not adversely affect the rights and welfare of the subjects
the existing data study and the randomized controlled trial will not involve any contact with subjects, nor will it alter their rights to share or withhold personal information, nor will it create any direct harm or benefit for the subjects.  Users are free to ignore the experimental messages, and their usage of the site is not materially affected by the decision to ignore the message.

3. the research could not practicably carried out without the waiver or alteration

Acquiring informed consent from 500 million users would be prohibitively costly.

4. whenever appropriate, the subjects will be provided with additional pertinent information after participation

the PI intends to publish the results of any studies conducted in conjunction with Facebook.

For the survey, we will acquire electronic consent (see attached).


	13. ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION

	Users who do not wish to have their data analyzed by third parties may delete their accounts with Facebook in accordance with Facebook’s Terms of Service.  Users who do not wish to participate in the survey are free to ignore the recruitment advertisement and are also free to stop answering questions at any time.


	14. POTENTIAL RISKS

	We do not foresee any potential risks to respondent’s physical, psychological, or social wellbeing as a result of this study. The analysis of existing data is non-obtrusive and does not require any interaction with users.  We do not foresee psychological harm resulting from any of the randomly administered messages on user home pages.

It is important to note that the proposed study does not alter the current risks to users regarding data confidentiality.  All data acquisition will occur on Facebook secure servers on Facebook property where the information already resides and is already protected by stringent security measures. Any matching to publicly available information will take place on Facebook property on Facebook secure servers.  Aggregated data for analysis and publication will be deidentified prior to leaving Facebook property to prevent information about individual subjects from being shared without their permission.



	15. RISK MANAGEMENT

	All data acquisition will occur on Facebook secure servers on Facebook property where the information already resides. Facebook provides a rigorous security to data collected on its service. The physical locations of Facebook servers are not disclosed and under high security at all times. The network topology of the Facebook network introduces firewalls that prevent access to data from computers off of Facebook's internal corporate network. Access to the corporate network is controlled by Facebook security, which actively monitors employee assignments and holds employees to the highest industry standard for password security. All data are protected under the Facebook privacy policy and use is restricted to Facebook employees.
Any matching to publicly available information will take place on Facebook property on Facebook secure servers.  Aggregated data for analysis and publication will be deidentified prior to leaving Facebook property to prevent information about individual subjects from being shared without their permission.

	16. POTENTIAL BENEFITS

	This study will be extremely noninvasive and would not directly benefit the participants.  However, improvements to Facebook service are likely to result from some of the studies, and studies of real world social networks and political participation may provide information about interventions that lead to diffuse benefits to the public at large. 

	17. RISK/BENEFIT ASSESSMENT

	Almost zero risk/low benefit. While there will be no direct benefits to individual subjects, the proposed study has great potential to help us better understand the role of social networks on a planetary scale in important behavioral outcomes.

	18. QUALIFICATIONS, TRAINING, CULTURAL LITERACY AND ROLES OF THE PI AND RESEARCH TEAM

	The PI is an internationally-recognized expert in social networks and has published widely on the topic.  He is CITI certified in basic human subjects training through June 2013.  Cameron Marlow, the head of the Data Team at Facebook, also received human subjects training when collecting data for his own dissertation at MIT.

	19. FUNDING FOR THIS PROJECT

	Departmental.

	20. CONFLICT OF INTEREST

	None.
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