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Treat all correlations in this

presentation with caution
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Using Social Media as a Communication Channel



Social Media as a Data Source

• Part 1: Three Example Studies

– Twitter Flu Trend

– Lifestyle and Correlates of Health

– Studying Obesity Through Food Tweets

• Part 2: Opportunities and Challenges

– Image Analysis

– Network Influence

– Social Media Meets Quantified Self

– Interventions for Individual Health
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Why Bother with Social Media?

• Lots of it

– Often also across countries

• Cheap to collect

– Keyword/geographic-based collection standard

• (Semi-)Longitudinal data

– Last 3,200 tweets, more for money

• Social network data

– Usually not part of surveys

• Lifestyle data

– Lifestyle diseases, public health

Later: Not



Example 1:

National and Local Influenza Surveillance 

through Twitter: An Analysis of the 2012-

2013 Influenza Epidemic

David Broniatowski, Michael Paul, 

Mark Dredze

PLOS ONE, Dec 2013
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Using Google to Track Flu Epidemics

Can Twitter give a

- more transparent prediction?

- more robust prediction (re context)?





Recent Breakthrough?
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How It Works

Tokens + SVM

Word classes (noun, …)

RT, @, Emoticons

Part-of-Speech tagging

Verb-phrases

Pairs with pronouns

Verb-noun pairs

…

Log-linear w/ L2 regulariz.

US-level: r = 0.93, p < .001

NYC-level: r = 0.88, p < .001



Example 2:

Modeling the Impact of Lifestyle on 

Health at Scale

Adam Sadilek, Henry Kautz

WSDM’13
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Geo-Tagged “Sick” Tweets from NYC

What determines how healthy/sick a person is?

- Socio-economic variables?

- Social status?

- Mobility patterns?



Data Collection

• May 19 – June 19, 2010

• periodically queried Twitter r=100km of NYC

– Re Twitter streaming API?

• 16 million tweets, 630k unique users

• 6,237 users with 100+ geo-tagged tweets



Sick-or-Not SVM Classifier

• Cast to lower case & basic “cleaning”

• Extract uni-, bi- and tri-grams

• 5 MT workers label “sick” or “other”

• Train an SVM

• .98 precision, .97 recall (class distribution?)

• Convert SVM output to probability (Platt?)

• Probability of u’s message being “sick”




