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Microblogging websites gained significant popularity 

▶ Leading examples 
•  Twitter in the US 
•  Weibo in China 

▶ Central feature 
•  Tweets: short posts disseminated from users to followers 
 

▶ Some statistics  
•  Twitter users post 500 million tweets a day 
•  Weibo users post 100 million tweets a day  

Introduction 
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Introduction 

Businesses resort to tweeting as a marketing tool 

▶ 73% on Twitter 

▶ 29% on Weibo 
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Introduction 

Businesses resort to tweeting as a marketing tool 

▶  Over 4,500,000 small businesses are on Twitter 

▶  Over 130,000 small businesses are on Weibo  
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Introduction 

Open question: 
 

Do tweets help company grow sales? 
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Introduction 
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Field Experiment  

We run a field experiment on Weibo.com 

▶ To identify the causal impact, we randomize 

•  Company tweets of its own product 

•  User retweets of company tweets 
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Field Experiment  

Weibo 

▶  Owned by Sina Corporation 
▶  Launched in August 2009 
▶  Began public trading in April 2014 
▶  Current Alexa ranking 17  

Weibo	   Twi)er	  

Total registered users Over 500 million Over 500 million 
Growth of registered users in 2012 Over 150 million Over 100 million 
Monthly active users 46 million 200 million 
Growth of active users in 2012 16 million 60 million 
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Field Experiment  

Main user activities on Weibo 

▶  Tweet: broadcast a message  
•   Text (limited to 140 characters) 
•   Multimedia 

▶  Retweet: forward other users’ tweets  

▶  Follow: subscribe to other users’ tweets 
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Field Experiment  

We collaborate with a TV company 

▶ A major global media company that produces documentary TV 
shows 
• Mainly broadcast on 7 local TV channels (Shanghai, 

Guangdong, Tianjin, Hangzhou, Wuhan, Fuzhou, Chongqing) 
• One show each day; same show for all channels 

▶ Company presence on Weibo 
• Weibo account created in October 2010 
• One “show tweet” and several other tweets each day 
•  2,268 tweets and125,056 followers right before the experiment  
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Field Experiment  

Experimental setting has several desirable features 

▶ The show viewing data of the TV company is able to be tracked  
•  Helps measure the product “sales” 

▶ The TV company uses Weibo as a primary marketing platform 
•  Helps attribute demand shifts to tweets 

▶ Tweeted shows are broadcast on the same day 
•  Helps measure immediate effects on demand 

▶ Demand for TV channels is separable (e.g. audience in Shanghai 
can only watch the show on the Shanghai TV channel) 
•  Helps implement additional between-subject design across TV 

channels 
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Field Experiment  

Primary experiment design: show level 

▶ 98 shows are randomly assigned into three conditions 

Experimental condition Number of TV shows 

Control (no tweets or retweets) 14 

Tweet 42 

Tweet & Retweet 42 



Control Tweet Tweet & Retweet 
 
 
 

No company tweet 

+ + + 
 
 

No user retweet 
 
 
 

 
 

No user retweet 
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Field Experiment  

Three experimental conditions 

•  Company tweets at 11:00 am; user retweets company tweets at noon 
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Field Experiment  

Company tweets 
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Field Experiment  

Company tweets 
 

Text: 
    [Introduction of the show]. [Show title] is   
     going to be broadcast today [Month/Day]. 
 

 
Picture 

 

 
Broadcast info of 3 TV channels 
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Field Experiment  

User retweets 
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Field Experiment  

User retweets 

 
Text:  

[Personal description of the show].  
Don’t miss the show today. /Check out this show today… 

 

 
Retweet of company tweet 

 



18July	  22,	  2014

Field Experiment  

We recruit Weibo influentials to retweet 

▶ Weibo influential 
•  Has many followers 
•  Tweets actively 
•  Retweeted actively by followers 

 
▶ We recruited 42 Weibo influentials to retweet the show tweets 

•  A total cost of 6,790 USD (160 USD for each) 
•  Different influentials retweet different shows 

▶ Summary statistics of these Weibo influentials 

Mean S.D. Min Max 

Number of followers 2,111,873 1,817,517 321,644 9,574,535 

Daily number of tweets 45 38 1 179 

Average number of followers retweets 729 534 60 3,049 
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Field Experiment  

Other company tweets 

▶ 2.8 other tweets daily 
 
▶ Interesting stories about 

science, technology, 
nature, history etc. 
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Field Experiment  

Secondary experiment design: TV channel level 

•  Treated channels: both treatments occurred before the broadcast 
• Untreated channels: both treatments occurred after the broadcast 
• Display: broadcast info displayed in company tweet 

TV channel Broadcast time Week 1-7 Week 8-14 

Shanghai After treatment 	  

	  

	  

Treated	  

channels

Display Display 

Tianjin After treatment Display No display 

Wuhan After treatment Display No display 

Hangzhou After treatment No display Display 

Guangdong After treatment No display Display 

Fuzhou Before treatment 
	  

Untreated	  

channels

No display No display 

Chongqing Before treatment No display No display 
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Field Experiment  

Experiment implementation 

▶ Ran experiment over 14 weeks: August 20 – December 2, 2012 
 
▶ Ensured the TV company’s other Weibo activities remained 

constant and balanced across conditions 

▶ Ensured the TV company engaged in no marketing activities other 
than Weibo marketing 

▶ Ensured Weibo implemented no feature changes 
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Data 

Raw effect on TV viewing 
▶ Variable: % of audiences who watched a given show 
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Data 

Raw effect on TV viewing 
▶ Variable: % of audiences who watched a given show 
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Results 

Treated channels: TV viewing increased in both 
treatment conditions 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Tweet (α1) .0500*** .0514*** .0514*** .0492*** .0576*** 

Tweet & Retweet (α2) .0694*** .0698*** .0698*** .0707*** .0824*** 

Other company tweets .0035 .0035 .0007 -.0022 

Channel dummy No No Yes Yes Yes 

Week dummy No No No Yes Yes 

Day-of-week dummy No No No Yes Yes 

Series dummy No No No No Yes 

Episode dummy No No No No Yes 

Genre dummy No No No No Yes 

Difference between α2 and α1 .0194* .0184* .0184* .0215* .0248** 

Observations 490 490 490 490 490 

R-squared .033 .035 .347 .372 .389 
DV: % viewing of a show on a channel; OLS; Robust standard efforts clustered at show level 
* p<0.10, **p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Results 

Untreated channels: TV viewing did not increase in 
either treatment condition 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Tweet (α1) .0050 .0058 .0058 .0052 .0075 

Tweet & Retweet (α2) -.0040 -.0038 -.0038 -.0039 -.0044 

Other company tweets .0021 .0021 .0008 .0022 

Channel dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Week dummy Yes Yes 

Day-of-week dummy Yes Yes 

Series dummy Yes 

Episode dummy Yes 

Genre dummy Yes 

Difference between α2 and α1 -.0090 -.0096 -.0096 -.0091 -.0119 

Observations 196 196 196 196 196 

R-squared .011 .020 .030 .132 .177 
DV: % viewing of a show on a channel; OLS; Robust standard efforts clustered at show level 
* p<0.10, **p<0.05, *** p<0.01 
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Results 

Does displaying broadcast information matter? 
All shows All shows Displayed Not displayed 

Tweet (α1) .0576*** .0462*** .0691*** .0402** 

Tweet & Retweet (α2) .0824*** .0551*** .1007*** .0550*** 

Display .0052 -.0224 

Tweet × Display .0189 

Tweet & Retweet × Display .0455** 

Other company tweets -.0022 -.0022 -.0004 -.0048 

Channel dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Week dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Day-of-week dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Series dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Episode dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Genre dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Difference between α2 and α1 .0248** .0089 .0316** .0148 

Observations 490 490 294 196 

R-squared .390 .394 .442 .236 
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Results 

Does the number of company followers matter? 

All Display Not display All Display Not display 

Company tweet -.2280 -.1578 -.3331 .0387** .0422* .0334 

Company tweet × Followerst-1 (K) .0020 .0016 .0027 

Company tweet × ∆Followerst-1(K) .0493* .0747* .0112 

Influential retweet .0289** .0362* .0180 .0312** .0398** .0183 

Other company tweets -.0048 -.0033 -.0071 -.0022 .0003 -.0061 

Channel dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Week dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Day-of-week dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Series dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Episode dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Genre dummy Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 485 291 194 485 291 194 

R-squared .400 .454 .246 .402 .460 .242 



28July	  22,	  2014

Results 

What affects company followers – summary statistics 

DV: Daily change in company followers 

Condition Observations Mean S.D. Min Max 

Control 14 259 85 110 392 

Tweet 42 237 188 73 1,046 

Tweet & Retweet 42 335 199 87 1,240 
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Results 

What affects company followers – regression results 

(1) (2) (3) 

Company tweet -21.95 -13.48 -14.99 

Influential retweet 97.21** 90.86** 90.32*** 

Other company tweets 22.24** 22.14*** 

% TV viewing 29.46 

Observations 98 98 490 

R-squared .061 .106 .106 

DV: Daily change in company followers 
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Results 

Influential attributes and company followers 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

Company tweet -14.18 -.13.88 -13.32 -12.80 

Influential retweet 35.62* 144.91*** 30.78 75.89*** 

Influential retweets × Has many followers 111.52*** 56.05* 

Influential retweets × Tweets actively -106.60*** -86.37*** 

Influential retweets × Retweeted actively 123.00*** 64.40* 

Other company tweets 20.40*** 20.16*** 19.09*** 18.07*** 

% of TV viewing .01 -7.88 -27.18 -45.25 

Observations 490 490 490 490 

R-squared .144 .141 .151 .177 

DV: Daily change in company followers 
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Results 

Effect magnitude  

▶ Company tweets increased TV viewing by 77% 

▶ Influential retweets increased TV viewing by another 33% 
•  57% if the company tweet was informative 

▶ Influential retweets increased company follower by 35% 
•  Which then increased next-day TV viewing by 6% 
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Conclusions 

Summary of findings 

▶ Tweets increase sales (in the case of TV show viewing) 
•  Company tweets increase sales directly 
•  Influential retweets  

▶  Increase sales directly if company tweets are informative 
▶  Increase sales indirectly by growing company followers 
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Discussions 

Implications 

▶ Encouraging news to businesses 
•  Tweets can improve the bottom line 

▶ Actionable recommendations 
•  Tweet about your own product 
•  Hire influential users to retweet 

▶  Help new customers buy 

▶ Revenue model for microblogging platforms 
•  Charge a fee for business accounts? 



Thank you 
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Introduction 

Literature on microblogging & social media  

▶ Computer science and information system (e.g., Geol et al. 2012; 
Kwak et al. 2010; Cha et al. 2010; Weng et al. 2010; Bakshy et al. 
2011; Romero & Galuba 2011; Shah & Zaman 2011; Wu et al. 
2011; Zaman et al. 2013; Shi et al. 2014; Jansen & Zhang 2009; 
Pak & Paroubek 2010; Bollen et al. 2011) 

▶ Marketing (e.g. Stephen et al. 2012; Ghose et al. 2013; Toubia & 
Stephen 2013; Zhang et al. 2013; Lambrechet et al. 2014; Tucker & 
Zhang 2010; Aral & Walker 2011; Hinz et al. 2011; Naylor et al. 
2012; Tucker 2012; Onishi & Manchanda 2012; Stephen & Galak 
2012; Kumar et al. 2013) 
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Appendix  

Randomization of shows 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14

Mon

Tue

Wed

Thu

Fri

Sat

Sun

Control	   Tweet	   Tweet	  &	  Retweet	  
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Appendix 

TV viewing data by conditions 
  #Observations Mean S.D. Min Median Max 

Entire sample             

  Control 98 .0599 .0748 0 .04 .43 

  Tweet 294 .0971 .1158 0 .05 .65 

  Tweet & Retweet 294 .1083 .1284 0 .06 .73 

  All 686 .0966 .1176 0 .05 .73 

Shows on treated channels (i.e., channels that broadcast the shows after the treatments) 

  Control 70 .0749 .0811 0 .05 .43 

  Tweet 210 .1249 .1234 0 .09 .65 

  Tweet & Retweet 210 .1443 .1345 0 .11 .73 

  All 490 .1261 .1252 0 .09 .73 

Shows on untreated channels (i.e., channels that broadcast the shows before the treatments) 

  Control 28 .0225 .0362 0 0 .13 

  Tweet 84 .0275 .0462 0 .01 .26 

  Tweet & Retweet 84 .0185 .0331 0 0 .17 

  All 196 .0229 .0396 0 0 .26 
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Influential attributes and TV viewing 
All Shows Displayed Not displayed 

Company tweet .0532*** .0647*** .0364** 

Influential retweet -.0049 -.0048 -.0168 

Influential retweet × Has many followers -.0159 -.0316 .0132 

Influential retweet × Tweets actively -.0200 -.0349 -.0085 

Influential retweet × Retweeted actively .0845*** .1134*** -.0044 

Influential retweet × Local .0067 .0434* -.0044 

Other company tweets -.0036 -.0006 -.0079 

Channel dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Week dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Weekday dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Series dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Episode dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Genre dummy Yes Yes Yes 

Observations 490 294 196 

R-squared .418 .486 .259 

Appendix 
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Effect magnitude by influential type 

% TV viewing 
(relative to company tweeting alone) 

Daily growth in 
company followers 

(relative to company 
tweeting alone) All shows Displayed Not displayed 

Has many followers -.0208 -.0364 .0036 132 

Tweets actively -.0249 -.0397 -.0253 -10 

Retweeted actively .0796 .1086 -.0212 140 

Local .0018 .0386 -.0212 N/A 

Bold: significant at the p=0.10 level 

Appendix 


