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There are many conversations in Social Media. Finding the ones that may be of value
often depends on the human networks to which you are connected and the kinds of
conversations to which you pay attention.

  

The Arab Spring is widely agreed to have begun on 19 December 2010 when a young Tunisian
named Mohamed Bouazizi set fire to himself in protest after police seized his vending cart. This
event cascaded into revolutions that dismantled the governments of Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya in
addition to inspiring social movements in other nearby nations. This event seems to have been
the moment when Tunisians began to coalesce around the call to action. It is likely that
organizers, who had been planning some type of movement for more than a year, simply made
use of this symbolic act to engender support for their efforts .

  

Social Media as a Sensor
Knowing that conversations on Social Media are connected to real world events raises
interesting possibilities for using Social Media tools, such as Twitter, as a sensor and possibly a
predictor. While Twitter data is not a replacement for hard evidence, it is proving to be a good
mechanism for alerting officials to the need for investigation and action.
Medical experts already know that Social Media provides a faster indicator of new epidemics
than traditional reporting. The United States Geological Survey (USGS) found that by using
Twitter as a sensor they can provide local alerts faster than scientific sensors. Twitter is
particularly useful as a potential sensor because it is popular and has a very large, openly
available, volume of data. It seems logical then, that Twitter could provide a sensor for emerging
social movements as well.
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Social MovementsSocial movements share a common progression, arise under similar conditions, and are talkedabout using a common vocabulary. The common elements of social movements should formthe basis for anticipating social movements from Social Media conversations.Srdja Popovic, a leader in the Serbian movement to unseat Slobodan Milosevic, heads theCentre for Applied NonViolent Action & Strategies (CANVAS), an organization dedicated toteaching non-violent methods of protest to people seeking change in their environment. Many ofthe leaders in the Arab Spring movements received training from CANVAS. Key methods taughtare the use of symbolic acts and communication tools including Social Media. Interestingly,grassroots organizers are advised to use the English language to address a wider internationalaudience.  Finding the Conversations Leading to a Social MovementThe grassroots movements of the Arab Spring made heavy use of Social Media to talk abouttheir campaigns. Though the debate continues over the exact nature of the role of Social Mediain the Arab Spring, the link between Social Media and the Arab Spring is undoubtedly a strongone.Finding Social Media conversations related to known events is just a matter of entering eventrelated keywords or hashtags  into the Twitter search interface. Finding conversations aboutundefined events is a little tougher. You have to know how people talk about those types ofevents or hope that your networks are talking about the events you hope to identify.Successfully identifying conversations related to social movements requires recognition of someimportant characteristics of grassroots movements. Social movements emerge under somecommon conditions and share some common English vocabulary when discussed amongstinternational audiences. Protests are among the actions used by grass roots movements topromote social change. Crisis and conflict are typical of conditions under which people beginseeking change. The specific conditions that give way to crises tend to define local movementsand include things like ethnic violence, famine, unemployment, political corruption and crime. Aspeople tweet about a specific movement they use terms that identify specific grievances andgroup identities such as #yosoy132 (Mexican protest movement) or #ows (Occupy Wall Street).Finally, the keyword "hope" when present in a large number of posts about a given movementmay be an indicator of the strength of a movement. It seems that hope may be expressed moreoften as people begin to expect change to take place.  Is Social Media as a Sensor of Value to NATO?A discovery experiment will be conducted by Allied Command Transformation (ACT) in fall 2012to evaluate the use of Twitter as a sensor for social instability. The experiment will seek toprovide a clear definition of the keywords and indicators associated with social movements, aswell as to identify the best way to visualize the results. The experiment will be conducted incooperation with the Civil-Military Fusion Center (CFC) and the Crisis Indicators Group (CIG) aspart of the ongoing effort to enhance information management and shared understandingbetween military and civilian staffs in operational environments. An objective will be to discoverthe role of social networks in human information behaviour and developing shared situationawareness and understanding.                                                Back to Cover                   Next Article                                 
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