Can Flickr activity predict elections?
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Mammoth amounts of data are now being generated through society’s extensive interactions
with technological systems, automatically documenting collective human behaviour in a pre-
viously unimaginable fashion (7-3). Analysis of such big data opens up new opportunities for a
more precise and extensive quantification of real world social phenomena that was difficult to
attain using complicated and expensive surveys and laboratory experiments alone.

A particularly fruitful area of research has focused on the analysis of queries to search engines
and other online information services such as Google and Wikipedia. Strong links have been
found between changes in the information users are seeking online and events in the real
world, ranging from reports of flu infections (4) to stock market movements (5-6). A recent
study has shown that Internet users from countries with a higher per capita GDP are signifi-
cantly more likely to search for information about years in the future than years in the past (7).

The primary goal of this mini-project is to expand on findings identifying links between be-
haviour online and the real world (4-8) to analyse election outcomes. This includes analysing
the relationship between activities of Flickr (9) users around elections and election outcomes.
A particular focus is expected on analysis of a dataset of votes for the US Congress.

Previous preliminary experience in the following three areas is of advantage to complete this
mini-project successfully:

(1) basic programming skills and experience with automated data download;

(2) experience with statistical programming packages;

(3) writing reports for an academic audience.

This mini-project can be the basis for a PhD project in this area. Possible directions include in-
corporating other data sources such as Google, Wikipedia, Twitter, news archives and others
and developing agent-based models of this complex human behaviour.

Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have questions about this mini-project.
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