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Abstract—On-line social network sites provide an excellent
platform for studying social influence among on-line friends. One
of the crucial factors in analyzing social influence is conformity.
Conformity can be defined as the act of matching attitudes,
beliefs, and behaviors to group norms. This paper analyzed the
level of conformity of 175 Facebook users, mostly college
students, through an experimental study using the Facebook
Graph API protocol and a follow-up user survey. The study was
designed as an exploratory-based research relying on factor
analysis. We discovered that a high level of posting activity on
Facebook is positively related to the subject conformity.
Keywords—On-line Social network analysis, social influence,
conformity.

I.

INTRODUCTION

Identifying peer-to-peer influence on social network sites is
critical to new social media marketing strategies [1]. In the
past, social influence mechanisms were deployed by
companies to develop advertising messages for mass media.
Showing people who somehow resemble the message’s
recipient, or on the contrary – members of a group to which the
recipient aspires, can be perceived as an example of the use of
social influence mechanisms. Currently, it is possible to
customize advertising messages, based on the given
consumer’s level of conformity to social influence. Social
relationships maintained by the users in on-line social networks
to a large extent reflect their personal relationships maintained
in the real world. Users perceive other participants as a source
of information and aim at identifying with the group [2].
In the next section, we provide a short overview of the
related works. In the third section, we discuss our methods of
empirical data gathering and provide background information
on the research group and variables included in the pilot study.
The results yielded by the analysis of empirical data are
presented in the fourth section. The final section discusses our
conclusions and elaborates on potential future research.
II.

RELATED WORK

The role of conformity in social influence studies was
described extensively in [3]. Social influence in on-line social
networks was widely discussed in the Aral’s papers [1], [4].
The crucial problem is the econometrical identification of

social influence, in the case of which separation of correlation
from causation in networked data is complicated [5]. In light of
the current social media marketing challenges the focus
switched to digital word-of-mouth (WoM) communication or
consumer-to-consumer campaigns. The new stream of research
includes, for example, viral advertising or marketing buzz
campaigns. This research stream focuses on marketing
techniques that use social networks to increase brand
awareness or to achieve other marketing objectives through
self-replicating viral processes, analogous to the spread of
viruses [6].
III.

RESEARCH DESIGN

The empirical data required for our research are based on
two sources. The first one is Facebook, used to collect
information on individual activity and interactions with friends
on this social network site. The second source of data is a
survey identifying the conformity level of all the experiment
participants.
A. Social Network Site Data
A restricted access to Facebook data is enabled by Graph
API, which is officially supported by Facebook and presents a
simple, consistent view of the Facebook social graph,
uniformly representing objects in the graph (e.g., people,
photos, events, and pages) and the connections between them
(e.g., friend relationships, shared content, and photo tags). In
spring 2011, the Warsaw School of Economics students were
invited to participate in a research experiment by answering
the survey questions and giving permission for a continuous
access to their Facebook accounts required by the Graph API
protocol. After a two week advertising campaign (e-mails,
newsletter, student’s journals, etc.) we received a positive
response from 272 Facebook users. The gathered data were
anonymized and the whole study was organized in the way to
avoid selection bias in study participation. Our research is
based on 175 active users having the following characteristics
(based on the survey answers): age (18-26 years old) – 71%,
sex (men) - 51 %, education (college student) – 75%, location
(city with a population of more than 1 million) –
72%. Moreover, thanks to the API graph functionality, we
gained access to 47,817 accounts of friends of the research
group members. We started to download all available data

provided by Graph API, excluding chat conversation data,
from June 2011 to December 2012.
TABLE I.

VARIABLES CALCULATED FROM FACEBOOK

TABLE II.
No.

CONFORMITY SURVEY QUESTIONS

Statement

1

I join popular groups on social network sites

Facebook Variable

Description

2

S2S

The count of all statuses, updates, photos,
videos, links, check-ins, and other objects,
that the subject posted on their own
Facebook “wall”

I always speak my mind, even if I represent an unpopular
opinion

3

When going to a party, I always dress to feel comfortable in a
given group

4

I’m the first to greet encountered people

5

I like to follow music charts and listen to the most popular
songs

S2O

The number of posts that the subject posted
directly on friends’ profiles

O2S

The number of posts that the subject’s friends
posted directly on the subject’s profile

Likes

The total number of “likes” obtained by the
content posted by the subject

Comments

The total number of comments on the content
posted by the subject.

NoOfFriends

The total number of friends of the subject

Employing such an approach, we were able to categorize the
data obtained from the Facebook Graph API tool into six
variables, as presented in Table I. The first five variables
represent “write” interactions between specific subjects and
their friends.
B. Survey Data
In order to calculate conformity, we conducted a survey
with all the 175 subjects that agreed to participate in our study.
The questionnaire included in the survey was designed to
reflect actual circumstances and situations to which our
experimental group could relate. We elaborated set of
statements that drive human behaviors in social relationshiporiented situations. Conformity occurs when an individual
adjusts their opinion or conduct to the reactions of other
people. It is a response to the two main needs that dominate in
social relationships: the need to “be right” and the need to
“gain acceptance and favor”. These two needs may be
satisfied when an individual subjects their reactions to the
reactions of the majority. Such behaviors are commonly
referred to as conformity [7]. The mere presence of others
initiates readiness to subordinate one’s actions. The will to
subordinate becomes even stronger when an individual is
uncertain of the type of reaction that is required in a given
situation and when they have negative perception of their
competences. The five statements included in the survey were
derived from selected mechanisms of conformity are
presented in Table II.

The declarative answers obtained through questionnaire
survey made it possible to determine the level of the
participants’ susceptibility to conforming behaviors.
Reference [8] presents detailed analysis and justification for
survey statements. Each survey statement was followed by a
response according to the 4-point Likert scale. Based on those
numerical responses, the aggregated Conformity variable was
defined. The Cronbach Alpha measure of reliability for this
construct is 0.35, which proves the potential validity of our
survey statements.
IV.

EMPIRICAL RESULTS

The analysis of our empirical data is based on a two-step
exploratory research. Firstly, thanks to factor analysis we were
able to identify crucial factors among Facebook variables that
determine conformity. Secondly, we verified those factors by
means of a regression analysis.
A. Factor Analysis
We applied a factor analysis to examine variability among
observed Facebook variables described in Table I, in terms of a
potentially lower number of unobserved variables called
factors. The results of this analysis for the Conformity variable
are presented in Table III. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of
sampling adequacy tests is 0.758 and is satisfactory. Two
factors were indentified:
1.

Factor 1 based on: 02S, S2O, Likes, NoOfFriends

2.

Factor 2 based on: S2S, Comments

These two factors represent 73.982% of a total variance and
60.518% of a total variance after Varimax rotation procedure.
This proves that factor analysis results are statistically
acceptable.

TABLE III.

FACTOR ANALYSIS FOR THE CONFORMITY VARIABLE

Facebook Variable

Factor 1

Factor 2

O2S

.613

.098

S2O

.670

.486

S2S

.056

.773

Comments

.476

.786

Likes

.694

.585

NoOfFriends

.529

.102

Factors are indicated by numbers in bold

The first factor has not got a clear interpretation. The
second one, which is statistically much stronger, has a
straightforward interpretation. It represents a high posting
activity in terms of status updates, photos, links, etc.,
additionally those posts generate a high response from the
user’s friends.
B. Regression Analysis
The factor analysis results were verified by a linear
regression analysis and are presented in Table IV. Both factors
have a strong statistical significance, 0.5 and .01 respectively.
It means that the posting activity is highly and positively
related to the subject conformity level.
TABLE IV.

REGRESSION ANALYSIS FOR THE CONFORMITY VARIABLE

Variable

Result

Factor 1

.195**
(.073)

Factor 2

.321***
(.085)

Number of observations

175

R

.352

R2

.124

F statistic

12.191

Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. Constant was omitted. *p < .1 **p < .05
***p < .01 in a two-tailed test

V.

CONCLUSIONS

This preliminary research brought very interesting results.
According to our analysis, subject conformity is highly related

to posting activity. Moreover, such posts generate a substantial
friends’ reaction. It means that people with a high conformity
level are trying to draw attention on themselves. In the context
of interactions with friends, we can observe a kind of an
impression management approach, i.e. the attempt to control
information in order to affect other opinions of us [9]. The
main objective of the user’s actions is to provide the audience
with an impression consistent with the desired goals of the
actor.
Unfortunately, those results are very tentative. Firstly, the
conformity level is based on the survey, thus it is something
declared by subjects. Secondly, were not able to adequately
control the regression analysis and that is why our findings
require a more strict evaluation. Moreover, we would like to
underline that this is an exploratory research and that the next
step will require a theoretical background that will allow us to
manage this research adequately.
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