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Introduction

This poster displays data on Facebook friendship ties among activists of Italy’s Five Star
Movement (M5S) registered with the social networking site Meetup.
Recruitment into social movements has always heavily relied on personal social networks of
friends and acquaintances. In a survey conducted in the 80s among 200 members of ecologist
organisations based in Milan, Italy, 78% of respondents joined the organisations through
personal connections (Diani and Lodi, 1989, similar results in Passy, 2003). But what is the
impact of Internet social networking services on recruitment? Do they radically change speed
and patterns of social mobilisation by breaking distance barriers and facilitating connections
among potential participants? Digital traces, offering granular behavioural data of thousands
of users, help provide quantitative responses to important research questions.

• How many personal connections with activists does a user have before joining a group?
• Are recruiting ties mostly local—connecting those living in close proximity?
• Does the number of pre-existing personal connections correlate with the sustained

commitment of activists?

Data collection
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FB recruitment network

The recruitment network is a graph R = (V, E) consisting of
a set V of vertices (users) and a set E of ordered pairs u, v of
vertices u, v ∈ V.
The recruiting edge u, v is created IF u joined Meetup before
v AND IF their Facebook friendship predates by at least 2

months the day v joined Meetup.

Data

The analysis is based on data of the entire population of users registered to Meetup groups
affiliated to the M5S and of a sample of users for which the network of Facebook friends
was publicly available. That is, although users in the sample are part of the population of
Meetup users, they are not randomly drawn from that population.

Figure 1: User geographic distribution of population (N=94,324) and sample (n=8814). Unsur-
prisingly users are denser around major metropolitan areas (Milan, Bologna, Florence, Rome,
Naples, Catania)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

0−5000 5001−10,000 10,001−50,000 50,001−100,000 100,001+ NA

(a) Group distribution according to population of
municipality of population (N=1883) and sample
(n=1545)
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(b) Group geographic distribution of population
(N=1883) and sample (n=1502)
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(c) User gender distribution of population
(N=97,808) and sample (n=9018) according to first
names. Traditional gender imbalances are main-
tained
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(d) Group distribution for number of members of
population (N=1603) and sample (n=1502)
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Figure 3: User distribution for Meetup joining date of population (N=97,570) and sample (n=8999).
Recruitment peaks around major events: the V-Day rallies in September 2007, local elections in
May and October 2012, and the general elections in February 2013
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Figure 4: User distribution for number of meetings attended of population (n=54,384) and sample
(n=6771). Participation data was collected after membership data flattening sample behaviours
on the left of the distribution

Network analysis

Figure 5: Random sample (n=500) of long distance recruitment ties connecting 7384 sample users
across Italy. Blue nodes benefit from at least one recruiting ties. Distribution of blue nodes and
long distance ties does not show strong geographic patterns: they seam to be equally distributed
across the country
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Figure 6: From top: the percentage of users joining Meetup with at least one Facebook friend
already registered (n=8862); the average, quartiles and outliers of the number of friends of new
users already registered with Meetup; the estimate number of Facebook users in Italy (Cosenza,
2014). The number of friends of new members grows much faster than the general Facebook
population pointing to a possible network effect benefiting mobilisation
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Figure 7: Density distribution and mean of the percentage of users with pre-existing connections
to M5S activists for all Meetup groups (N=1603, µ=78.15) and for groups with more than 50

members (n=605 µ ==72.54)
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Figure 8: Top the cumulative percentage of users for recruiting ties within a given radius (n=7549).
Bottom the density distribution and mean of the distance of recruiting ties in three periods:
before 2012 (ties=489, µ=213.66 km), in 2012 (ties=3904, µ=254.4 km), and during and after 2013

(ties=59,399, µ=276.19 km).. Recruitment ties longer than 50 km are relatively less important but
non-negligible in absolute terms: they are essential in connecting more than 8% of new recruited
users

Figure 9: Net balance of incoming and outgoing recruiting ties for each region. Regions in red
have a negative balance with relatively more incoming ties and blue regions a positive balance.
Among the most populous regions Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna and Sicily appear to have had a
role in mobilising users of other regions

Preliminary results

• On average in Meetup groups 57.93% of members had personal connections via Facebook
with Meetup members of their own group before joining. The percentage grows to 78.15%
if we include ties to members of any other Meetup group affiliated to the M5S. Notably
the number of pre-existing Facebook friendships has grown over the years: if at the
beginning of 2010 25% of new Meetup users had at least one friend in the groups, in
January 2014 it was 85%.

• Geographical proximity matters, also on social media. Independently on their group, 34%
of new members have personal relations with other members living in close proximity,
50% within 50 km. Between 50 and 17,010 km (the longest recruiting tie), the fraction of
new users with pre-existing connections grows from 50 to 58.96%.

• The density of pre-existing personal connections also matters for the commitment of
members: an increase of 1 Facebook friend already in Meetup in the preexisting
friendship network is significantly associated with an increase of 0.26% in the number of
meetings the new user is expected to attend.
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