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Abstract

This paper is motivated by the success of You Tube, which is attractive to content creators
and media companies for the potential to rapidly disseminate digital content. The tremendous
variation in the success of videos posted online and the networked structure of interactions on
You Tube lend itself to an inquiry about the role of social influence on content diffusion.
Using a unique data set of video information and user information collected from You Tube,
we find that evidence for a number of mechanisms by which social influence is transmitted,
such as a preference for conformity, social learning and the role of innovators or opinion-
makers. Such mechanisms of social interactions can play a huge role not only in the success
of user-generated content, but also on the magnitude of that impact. Our results are in sharp
contrast to earlier models of diffusion such as the Bass model that do not distinguish between
different social processes that are responsible for the process of diffusion of content.
Econometrically, the problem in identifying social influence is that individuals’ choices
depend in great part on the choices of other individuals, referred to as the ‘reflection problem’.
Another problem in identification is to distinguish between social contagion and user
heterogeneity in the diffusion process. Our results are robust to potential self-selection
according to user tastes, temporal heterogeneity and the reflection problem. Implications for
researchers and managers are discussed.
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