
 

Negative 'retweets' appear to add to voter
fraud conspiracy theories
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The retweet distributions resulting from conformity, anticonformity, content,
and follower influence using this ABM (100 iterations each), alongside the
observed retweet distribution (in black). Biases were all modeled with a g of 0.25
and the following parameter values: a = 1.4 (conformity bias), a = 0.6
(anticonformity bias), c = 1 (content bias), and d = 1 (follower influence). The x
-axis is the identity of each tweet ranked by descending retweet count, and the y
-axis shows the number of times each of these tweets was retweeted. Both axes
have been log-transformed. Credit: Humanities and Social Sciences
Communications (2023). DOI: 10.1057/s41599-023-02106-x
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A team of behavioral scientists using big data and a simulation-based
model to analyze social media "tweets" around the 2020 presidential
election found that the spread of voter fraud conspiracy theories on
Twitter (now called X) was boosted by a negativity bias. Led by Mason
Youngblood, Ph.D., a post-doctoral fellow in the Institute for Advanced
Computational Science at Stony Brook University, the findings are
published in Humanities and Social Sciences Communications.

The researchers simulated the behavior of around 350,000 real Twitter
users. They found that the sharing patterns of some 4 million tweets
about voter fraud are consistent with people being much more likely to
retweet social posts that contain stronger negative emotion.

The data for their study came from the VoterFraud2020 dataset,
collected between October 23 and December 16, 2020. This dataset
includes 7.6 million tweets and 25.6 million retweets that were collected
in real-time using X's streaming Application Program Interface, under
the established guidelines for ethical and social media data use.

"Conspiracy theories about large-scale voter fraud spread widely and
rapidly on Twitter during the 2020 U.S. presidential election, but it is
unclear what processes are responsible for their amplification," says
Youngblood.

Given that, the team ran simulations of individual users tweeting and
retweeting one another under different levels and forms of cognitive bias
and compared the output to real patterns of retweet behavior among
proponents of voter fraud conspiracy theories during and around the
election.

"Our results suggest that the spread of voter fraud messages on Twitter
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was driven by a bias for tweets with more negative emotion, and this has
important implications for current debates on how to counter the spread
of conspiracy theories and misinformation on social media,"
Youngblood adds.

Through their simulations and numerical analysis, Youngblood and
colleagues found that their results are consistent with previous research
by others suggesting that emotionally negative content has an advantage
on social media across a variety of domains, including news coverage
and political discourse.

The model also showed that even though negative tweets were more
likely to be retweeted, quote tweets tended to be more moderate than the
original ones, as people tended not to amplify negativity when
commenting on something.

Youngblood says that because the team's simulation-based model
recreates the patterns in the actual data quite well, it may potentially be
useful for simulating interventions against misinformation in the future.
For example, the model could be easily modified to reflect the ways that 
social media companies or policy makers might try to curb the spread of
information, such as reducing the rate at which tweets hit people's
timelines.

  More information: Mason Youngblood et al, Negativity bias in the
spread of voter fraud conspiracy theory tweets during the 2020 US
election, Humanities and Social Sciences Communications (2023). DOI:
10.1057/s41599-023-02106-x
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