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Contagion

A confusion of contagions:
 Did Harry Potter spread like a virus?
 Can disinformation be “infectious”?
 Suicide, Violence, Stupidity?
 Morality? Evil? Laziness? Stupidity? Happiness?
 Religion?
 Democracy …?
 Language? The alphabet? [1]

 Stories?
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For novel diseases:
1. Can we predict the size of an epidemic?
2. How important is the reproduction number 𝑅0?𝑅0 approximately same for all of the following:
 1918-19 “Spanish Flu” ∼ 75,000,000 world-wide,

500,000 deaths in US.
 1957-58 “Asian Flu” ∼ 2,000,000 world-wide,

70,000 deaths in US.
 1968-69 “Hong Kong Flu” ∼ 1,000,000 world-wide,

34,000 deaths in US.
 2003 “SARS Epidemic” ∼ 800 deaths world-wide.
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Resurgence—example of SARS
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 Epidemic slows...
then an infective moves to a new context.

 Epidemic discovers new ‘pools’ of susceptibles:
Resurgence.

 Importance of rare, stochastic events.
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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: [3]
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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.
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Influentials, Networks, and Public Opinion
Formation

DUNCAN J. WATTS
PETER SHERIDAN DODDS*

A central idea in marketing and diffusion research is that influentials—a minority
of individuals who influence an exceptional number of their peers—are important
to the formation of public opinion. Here we examine this idea, which we call the
“influentials hypothesis,” using a series of computer simulations of interpersonal
influence processes. Under most conditions that we consider, we find that large
cascades of influence are driven not by influentials but by a critical mass of easily
influenced individuals. Although our results do not exclude the possibility that in-
fluentials can be important, they suggest that the influentials hypothesis requires
more careful specification and testing than it has received.

FIGURE 1

SCHEMATIC OF THE TWO-STEP FLOW MODEL
OF INFLUENCE

I n the 1940s and 1950s, Paul Lazarsfeld, Elihu Katz, andcolleagues (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Lazarsfeld, Ber-
elson, and Gaudet 1968) formulated a breakthrough theory
of public opinion formation that sought to reconcile the role
of media influence with the growing realization that, in a
variety of decision-making scenarios, ranging from political
to personal, individuals may be influenced more by exposure
to each other than to the media. According to their theory,
illustrated schematically in figure 1, a small minority of
“opinion leaders” (stars) act as intermediaries between the
mass media and the majority of society (circles). Because
information, and thereby influence “flows” from the media
through opinion leaders to their respective followers, Katz
and Lazarsfeld (1955) called their model the “two-step flow”
of communication, in contrast with the then paradigmatic
one-step, or “hypodermic,” model that treated individuals
as atomized objects of media influence (Bineham 1988).
In the decades after the introduction of the two-step flow,

the idea of opinion leaders, or “influentials” as they are also
called (Merton 1968), came to occupy a central place in the
literatures of the diffusion of innovations (Coleman, Katz,
and Menzel 1966; Rogers 1995; Valente 1995), communi-
cations research (Weimann 1994), and marketing (Chan and

*Duncan J. Watts is professor of sociology, Columbia University, New
York, NY 10025 (djw24@columbia.edu). Peter Sheridan Dodds is assistant
professor of mathematics and statistics, University of Vermont, Burlington
VT 05404 (peter.dodds@uvm.edu). The authors acknowledge the helpful
input of the editor, associate editor, and reviewers. This research was sup-
ported in part by the National Science Foundation (SES-0094162 and SES-
0339023), and the McDonnell Foundation.

John Deighton served as editor and Tulin Erdem served as associate editor

for this article.
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Misra 1990; Coulter, Feick, and Price 2002; Myers and Rob-
ertson 1972; Van den Bulte and Joshi 2007; Vernette 2004).
By the late 1960s, the theory had been hailed as one of
most important formulations in the behavioral sciences
(Arndt 1967), and by the late 1970s, according to Gitlin
(1978), the two-step flow had become the “dominant par-
adigm” of media sociology. According to Weimann (1994),

“Influentials, Networks, and Public Opinion
Formation”
Watts and Dodds,
J. Consum. Res., 34, 441–458, 2007. [4]
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And of course:
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How we got here: It’s going to be tropes all the way
down

1Look Who’s Purging Now [2]
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100 days earlier in the
PoCSverse …

PoCS
@pocsvox

In Medias Res

Midseason Finale

References

.
.
.

.

.
.

17 of 18

The dynamics of course reviews
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