
The Influence Engine



Influence Engine:
Introduction

• Markets and societies are increasingly shaped by a vast army of 
bloggers, website authors and social media users that have 
created a massively complex ‘online ecology’ of opinion, content 
and debate.

• There is a growing recognition that some aspects of this online 
ecology, like social web activity, have an uncanny ability to reflect 
hidden patterns of relationship and behaviour within human 
activity.

• But perhaps even more surprising is the growing body of evidence 
that suggests the same online ecology can accurately predict (or at 
least pre-figure) the future of brands and markets.



Influence Engine:
Introduction

• This isn’t science fiction or some kind of digital voodoo, but a 
natural outcome of the latest complex systems science and 
network analysis technology.

• Dollywagon has been studying this phenomena and has used its 
Influence Engine to map the structure and patterns of social web 
activity within many different markets, communities and fields of 
interest.

• This case study presents our recent R&D efforts to investigate the 
ability of social web data to predict market and brand outcomes.



Can Twitter predict 
brand health and 
market 
momentum?

Smartphone market: Twitter 
case study

This is a hash tag network map 
representing debates and 
conversations about the subject 
of Smartphones on Twitter. 

(note: this technique isn’t 
limited to using just hash tags).

The data driving this image was 
collected back in April 2010 
over a four week period.  With 
the benefit of hindsight we’ve 
discovered it contains two key 
vectors of information that help 
us predict the future 
development of this market.

The most frequently used 
Smartphone-centric hash tags 
used on Twitter appear as the 
largest coloured ‘nodes’ on the 
map, with the two biggest 
being <iPhone> and <Android>.
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The size of a node in our image 
is the first key vector of 
information about future 
market direction and brand 
growth.

Back in April 2010 Android was 
still a pretty unknown 
development in mobile 
telecoms technology.  

When we saw the size of this 
Android node we were 
surprised Google’s new open 
source OS had made such a 
splash.  Android’s “share of 
dialogue” appeared to be 
comparable or even larger than 
the iPhone’s.

The other surprise was that the 
node for Nokia (the current 
market leader in smartphone
handset sales) was relatively 
small.
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At first we suspected Twitter 
was being used as a soap-box 
for Android fan-boys & girls.  
But an examination of Android-
related tweets didn’t entirely 
support this theory.  

The key to understanding this 
issue came to us four weeks 
after we collected the data, 
when it was announced that 
Android-powered handsets had 
out-sold iPhones in the US for 
the first time.

Put simply, until this moment 
we had misinterpreted our own 
data.  We had failed to notice 
that the Android node had 
actually been growing over 
time.

In effect, the growth of this 
hash tag node pre-figured,  by 
4 weeks, official market data 
that confirmed Android 
shipments had overtaken 
iPhone sales in the US.
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Once it was clear this growth in 
the Android node mirrored a 
real-world rise in  Android 
handset shipments we 
concluded that a brand’s share 
of smartphone-specific 
dialogue on Twitter was 
actually the first of two key 
indicators or predictors of 
current brand health and future 
market momentum.

To capture this phenomenon 
more clearly we now track this 
and other market sectors on 
Twitter and then animate these 
maps to observe how they 
change and develop over time. 

It then become very easy to see 
who’s in the up and who is on 
their way down.
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However, we also identified a 
second key indicator or 
predictor of brand health and 
momentum in this data

The vector is derived from the 
co-occurrence of hash tags in 
Tweets.  If two hash tags 
regularly appear together in 
tweets this relationship is 
translated into one of spatial 
proximity.  This means that 
hash tags that frequently co-
occur with each other will 
appear close together on the 
map.

We can use this co-occurence
data to reveal the ‘ecosystem’ 
of conversation that surrounds 
each smartphone brand on 
Twitter.  

For instance, when we looked 
at the ‘ecosystem’ of 
conversation surrounding the 
iPhone we noticed something 
pretty unique and important.
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This map makes it immediately 
clear that the iPhone has a 
denser and more richly 
variegated  local network of 
debate and conversation than 
any other major smartphone
brand or OS in the market.

For instance, we can see in this 
image several blue hash tags 
representing a vibrant dialogue 
about iPhone app development 
and distribution.  

The numerous orange hash 
tags denote conversations 
about music, which none of the 
other smartphone brands can 
match.

Finally, we also see a dense 
cloud of green hash tags that 
refer to  conversations about 
diverse  kinds of consumer 
content.  If nothing else, this 
tells us people perceive the 
iPhone to be much more than 
just a device for making phone 
calls.



Can Twitter predict 
brand health and 
market 
momentum?

However, it’s not until we look 
at the conversation ecosystem 
surrounding Nokia that we can 
appreciate the full significance 
of this insight.

In terms of raw handset sales 
Nokia is still the world’s leader.  
However, it’s no secret that 
Nokia’s consumer proposition 
has fallen behind the curve and 
that it’s been haemorrhaging 
market share.  But judging from 
this map that slide is set to 
continue.

The network of conversations 
around the Nokia brand is 
significantly sparser and has less 
richness than the iPhone’s
ecosystem.  Hash tags around 
Nokia tend to denote 
conversations that are rather 
‘techy’ in character, with an 
emphasis on ‘geek-insider’ 
rather than ‘consumer-civillian’ 
interests.
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Summary

With the benefit of hindsight we 
can now see that properly 
configured Twitter data can 
predict, perhaps with up to 4 
weeks notice, what direction a 
brand , its competitors and its 
market are travelling in.

Our research has identified two 
persuasive key indicators or 
predictors of  brand health and 
momentum:

1. Share of <sector> dialogue
2. Local network density and 

diversity within a brand’s 
conversation ‘ecosystem’

If Android consolidates its 
growing share of dialogue it may 
well develop a richer and more 
diverse network of 
conversations around the brand.  
If this happens we would take it 
to be a strong positive predictor 
of Android’s future market 
potential.
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Summary

Finally, what about Nokia? 
Apple had redefined the 
world’s expectations of what a 
phone can be.  Nokia’s brand 
still seems to resonate in 
discussions about cameras and 
navigation, but the majority of 
dialogue around the brand has 
a decidedly ‘engineering’ feel 
about it.  

The clues for what Nokia must 
do to arrest its slide are in this 
map.  It must demote the 
special interests of the tech 
community that has accreted 
around the brand.   

If Nokia begins to excite 
consumers once again by 
delivering excellence in 
consumer experience as well as 
being famous for great 
hardware engineering, we are 
confident the green shoots of 
recovery will appear first on 
Twitter.



Contact details:

• If you’d like to discuss this case study or find out how to benefit 
from The Influence Engine, please get in touch:

• jason.brownlee@dollywagon.com

• Or you can check out our website and blog:

• www.dollywagon.com

• You can also follow us on Twitter:

• @dollywaggon

mailto:jason.brownlee@dollywagon.com

