Facebook Causes Protests®

Leopoldo Fergusson' Carlos Molina?

Abstract

Using Facebook’s release in a given language as an exogenous source of variation in
access to social media where the language is spoken, we show that Facebook has had
a significant and sizable positive impact on citizen protests. By exploiting variation
in a large sample of countries during close to 15 years and combining both aggregate
and individual-level data, we confirm the external validity of previous research docu-
menting this effect for specific contexts along a number of dimensions: geographically,
by regime type, temporally, and by the socioeconomic characteristics of both countries
and social media users. We find that “coordination” effects that rest on the “social”
nature of social media play an important role beyond one-way information transmis-
sion, including a “liberation effect” produced by having a direct outlet to voice opinions
and share them with others. Finally, we explore the broader political consequences of
increased Facebook access, helping assess the welfare consequences of the increase in
protests. On the negative side, we find no effects on regime change, democratization
or governance. To explain this result, we show there are no effects on other political
engagements, especially during critical periods, and that social media access also helps
mobilize citizens against opposition groups, especially in less democratic areas. On the
positive side, we find that Facebook access decreases internal conflict, with evidence
that this reflects increased visibility deterring violence and that social media and the
resulting protests help voice discontents that might otherwise turn more violent.
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1 Introduction

Has the worldwide diffusion of social media increased collective action globally? If so, what
have been the broader political implications? The Arab Spring coincided with the expansion
of information technologies, creating a widespread perception that social media helped bring
about the popular uprisings against authoritarian regimes. The press also cites social media
as a critical factor in explaining more recent protests, from the 2019 waves across diverse
political regimes (Economist} 2019) to the Capitol Riots during the 2021 US presidential
transition (Brewster, [2021)).

While journalistic accounts may exaggerate the real impact of these technologies (Aday
et al., 2010; Farrell, [2012), careful academic research has confirmed the causal effect of social
media on protests. Nevertheless, the best available evidence is limited to specific contexts
and political junctures and, in particular, to non-democratic regimes or weak democracies.
How generalizable are these impacts? When and where do protest movements respond to
social media? What mechanisms might explain the influence of social media on protests?

In this paper, we contribute to our understanding of these issues by studying Facebook’s
impact on collective action across a broad sample of countries and regions. Moreover, we
also examine the broader political implications of social movements encouraged by online
networks. Indeed, early optimism about the political implications of social media waned as
some of these movements failed to translate into meaningful political change. Confirming
such skepticism, we document a robust effect of Facebook on protests with few other impacts
on political outcomes like regime change, democracy, or governance. The sole exception is
a decrease in violent conflict. In each case, we offer possible explanations and evidence for
the mechanisms that may be driving these results.

Our identification strategy relies on the introduction of Facebook, the world’s most com-
mon and widely used social media outlet with over 2 billion users worldwide, in different
languages. Facebook’s platform, launched worldwide in September 2006 in English, was
gradually extended to versions in other languages. We exploit its release in a given language
as an exogenous source of variation in access to social media among countries, regions, and
people speaking that language. Our strategy builds on the idea that the platform’s intro-
duction in French, for example, increases Facebook use in French-speaking countries and
regions, and among French-speaking people for at least two reasons. First, Internet users
interpret and use the platform more efficiently in their main language. Second, even if some

people can understand the platform well enough in their second language, they will likely



use it more when their peers (friends, politicians, businesses) enjoy greater access with the
language barrier gone.

We collect data from a variety of sources, and present results at the national, subnational,
and individual levels that complement each other. The national-level regressions based on
protest counts allow us to directly examine a key concern of our empirical strategy: that the
arrival of language-specific platforms responds to an increased demand for social media in
protest-prone countries. Four findings suggest that this source of reverse causality is unlikely
to be a concern. First, there are no pre-existing differential trends in protest activities
between countries with more or less people speaking languages available on Facebook, a
finding that we also confirm with individual-level variation. Second, collective action in a
country does not predict increased efforts to translate the platform into languages spoken
in that country. Third, the main results are not driven by any region, country, language, or
by countries that are significant in terms of their wealth, size, or level of political turmoil.
Fourth and relatedly, our findings are robust to the exclusion of countries that could influence
Facebook’s translation into a new language.

Omitted variables are also not a likely confounder given the fine-grained variation we
can use, controlling for country and even regional trends in collective action, as well as for
trends parametrized as a function of initial country characteristics. Moreover, we confirm
that the results are not merely driven by major episodes of collective action coinciding with
Facebook’s expansion into new languages. We pay particular attention to whether our results
reflect a spurious coincidence between Facebook’s expansion with the global financial crisis
of 2007-2008 and the Arab Spring, and find no evidence that this is the case.

The national-level analysis is also useful to explore potential mechanisms by studying
the heterogeneous effects of Facebook availability as a function of national socio-economic
and political characteristics. At the national level we can also validate that language-specific
Facebook platforms increase Facebook access using data on users and search interest in
Facebook from Google Trends. Comparable data on Facebook use is incomplete at the sub-
national level, and measuring protest locations in smaller geographical regions may introduce
more error. Despite these two drawbacks, the subnational analysis helps control for national
and regional trends in collective action, which relaxes the identification assumptions.

Individual-level survey data has three main advantages. First, it allows us to examine
who protests, not merely where protests take place. Second, it enriches the set of outcomes
and likely mechanisms of influence that we can study. Finally, this data helps us address the

concern that our findings partly reflect that Facebook increases reported protests because it



makes them more visible, but does not change the number of demonstrations. While several
robustness exercises in our national- and subnational-level regressions suggest this is very
unlikely, the individual-level analysis reinforces our findings since it relies on direct reports
rather than media coverage.

The magnitudes of the effects are economically meaningful. A one-standard-deviation
increase in the share of people who speak a language available on Facebook (a variable that
we term “Facebook Speakers”) increases protest counts by 0.05 to 0.11 standard deviations.
A counterfactual exercise implies that without Facebook, 14-26% fewer protests would have
taken place around the world during the study period. The magnitudes at the individual
level indicate that being a Facebook Speaker increases participation by 10% on average.

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to offer convincing quantitative
evidence of the effect of social media on protests on a global scale. Our approach improves
the understanding of the effects of social media on collective action in three main ways. First,
we contribute to assessing the external validity of previous research. Second, we contribute
evidence that informs the mechanisms whereby social media affects protests. Third, we
explore the broader political consequences of increased Facebook access, helping assess the
potential welfare consequences of increased collective mobilization.

Our first contribution reflects the global scale of our approachE] We are not the first
to provide causal evidence of the impact of social media on collective action. Notably,
Enikolopov, Makarin, and Petroval (2020)) exploit exogenous variation in the expansion of
VEKontakte (VK), Russia’s leading social network, to identify the impact of network pene-
tration on political protests. |Qin, Stromberg, and Wu (2019) use a difference-in-differences
methodology to document the effect of network interactions (in particular, retweets by users
in one city of blogposts from other cities) on protests and strikes in China. We show that
these findings for the Russian or Chinese contexts can be generalized to other areas and
settings. Moreover, we do so along several dimensions besides in the obvious “geographic”
or “scale” sense. Indeed, the best evidence we have so far is for less democratic countries
and, in the case of the impacts of VK, in a specific juncture of citizen discontent following
electoral corruption allegations. Leveraging on our large sample of countries, we directly
explore how regime type shapes the reaction to increased social media, and we use data for

over 15 years which enables us to look at relevant temporal variation like electoral versus

!Examining the impact of information technologies on political outcomes, |Guriev, Melnikov, and Zhu-
ravskayal (2020]) show that increased access to 3G networks reduced government approval in a sample of 116
countries and, in European democracies, the vote shares of anti-establishment populist parties.



non-electoral periods or booms versus recessions. The nature of the variation we explore is
also different. The VK study, for instance, relies on variation from early adopters, whereas
we demonstrate empirically that the emergence of new Facebook platforms produces vari-
ation in social media not only among diverse countries but also among individuals with a
wide range of characteristics

Turning to our second main contribution, one important question is whether social me-
dia can, like traditional media, strengthen collective action via a one-way transmission of
information, or whether its influence goes beyond this effect and includes increased “coor-
dination”. Coordination effects rely on the “social” nature of social media and its multi-
directional exchange of information. Those emphasized in the literature might be grouped in
three broad categories: strengthening horizontal communication among users and weakening
the obstacles to tactical coordination (e.g., [Little, 2016; [Enikolopov et al., 2020), altering
beliefs about how many others are also willing to act (e.g., [Edmond, 2013; |[Barbera & Jack-
son), 2020; |Gonzalez, 2020)), or motivating (or deterring) participation to project one’s social
image (e.g., Enikolopov, Makarin, Petrova, & Polishchuk, 2017} |Cantoni, Yang, Yuchtman,
& Zhang, 2019).

We contribute to the information versus coordination debate and evidence in two main
ways. First, our findings reveal the importance of coordination in explaining social media
effects on collective action globally. In particular, our survey data reveals no change on a
large battery of personal opinions, including government approval and views towards local
institutions and democracy. To the extent that information should change individual’s opin-
ions, this result suggests that coordination effects must play an important roleﬂ Second,
we show that Facebook has been a “liberation technology” (Diamond, |2010) in the sense
that access to the social network increases, by an appreciable 10%, the chances that people
report freedom of saying what they think, joining political organizations, voting and saying
their political opinions. We suggest this also reflects the “social” nature of social media’s
information exchange, but one that goes beyond tactical coordination, concerns about social
image, or the effect of beliefs about others’ participation studied in the literature: that online

social networks like Facebook provide an explicit outlet to voice opinions and share them

2Fujiwara, Miiller, and Schwarz (2020) also exploit variation from early adopters to explore effects of
social media, in this case Twitter, on US elections.

3Consistent with a limited role on access to information that might change people’s opinions, we also
find that protests react even with no comparable changes in people’s consumption of news on other media.
Finally, we find that social media has a muted effect around electoral periods, a finding that could also
reflect the importance of coordination since during elections political parties and other social groups deploy
organizational capacities that facilitate coordination.



with others, likely producing this “liberation effect”.

Our third main contribution comes from examining the broader political impacts of
Facebook access. This is an essential ingredient for the debate on the welfare consequences of
online social networks (Allcott, Braghieri, Eichmeyer, & Gentzkow, 2020)), since the positive
average impact of social media on collective action does not directly translate into positive
social outcomes. One could fear, like Gladwell (2010), that online social networks based on
“weak ties” are unlikely to promote — and can displace — costly offline action and commitment
to successful protest movements. By contrast, the potential strength of weak ties has been
long recognized (Granovetter], [1973). Recent research on information diffusion through online
social networks highlights the potential advantages of the very decentralized and diffuse
nature of organization (Bennett & Segerberg, |2012; Barbera et al., 2015), as well as possible
complementarities between online and offline activities (Campante, Durante, & Sobbrio,
2017; [Vaccari et al., [2015]).

Findings from previous studies in specific contexts and our estimations at a global scale
suggest that these advantages, on average, overshadow any possible negative impacts on
protests. Moreover, research on the impact of specific protest movements on broader political
outcomes has uncovered meaningful impacts on other collective outcomes (e.g., (Collins &
Margo, 2007; Madestam, Shoag, Veuger, & Yanagizawa-Drott), 2013} |[Acemoglu, Hassan, &
Tahoun, 2017 El-Mallakh, Maurel, & Speciale, 2018} [El-Mallakhl, 2017)).

Yet the results from specific, and possibly particularly noteworthy protest movements, do
not necessarily imply that, on average, the increase in collective action produced by Facebook
has also produced other beneficial social changes. We examine this directly and find, on the
negative side, no effects on regime change, democracy, or governance, suggesting that protests
have been on average ineffective at producing major political transformations. With addi-
tional evidence, we suggest three possible explanations. First, in oppressive regimes where
political reform is most important, the government might also use social media to iden-
tify and suppress political opponents and to mobilize citizens against opposition movements
(Diamond & Plattner;, 2012; Sanovich, Stukal, Penfold-Brown, & Tucker, |2015). Examining
heterogeneous effects by levels of democracy, we document a U-shape pattern: Facebook’s
impact on protests is largest at either low or high levels of democracy. Using information on
protest targets, however, we find that while protests against the establishment also follow
the same U-shape pattern, those against the opposition are most important in the least
democratic areas. Thus, this counteracting force limiting possible broader effects of protests

appears to be relevant precisely where it matters most.



A second possible reason is that traditional power structures like political parties or the
traditional media may trump Facebook’s effect during key critical junctures, as suggested by
our finding that Facebook has a more limited impact on protests during electoral campaigns.
A third and related reason is that Facebook might fail to increase political engagement in
any other form besides protests. Using our survey data, we confirm that Facebook access has
no comparable influence on various outcomes including voting, interest in and discussion of
politics, participation in organizations, signing petitions, reaching politicians, participating
in partisan activities, and identifying with parties.

On the positive side, we find that Facebook access produces a substantial decrease in
violent conflict. We explore two possible reasons. First, Facebook’s increase in protests
provides one way to voice discontent and conflict that might otherwise turn more violent. The
increase in perceived political freedom of expression is consistent with this possibility. Also,
examining heterogeneous effects using the common determinants of collective action and
social strife, we find that protests tend to increase more in countries with a history of protests
and features that make countries more conflict-prone. Correspondingly, the decrease in
internal conflict is more pronounced in countries with a history of conflict and features making
them more conflict-prone. This provides some suggestive evidence that, in areas where there
are more underlying reasons for conflict, Facebook’s protests help voice discontent that would
otherwise turn violent. Second, increased visibility could deter certain violent actions, thus
decreasing conflict (Durante & Zhuravskaya, 2018]). Consistent with this mechanism, we
show that the decrease in civil conflict is smaller in places with more freedom of the press,

where Facebook should be less important to increase exposure.

Our paper contributes to several strands of research besides those already mentioned. We
add to the literature exploring the impact of the expansion of the Internet (e.g. increased
access to broadband or mobile technologies) on various political outcomes such as turnout
and voting behavior (Campante et al.| 2017; |Larcinese & Miner, [2017)), ideological polariza-
tion (Gentzkow & Shapiro| |2011; Barbera, 2014; [Boxell, Gentzkow, & Shapiro, 2017), and
policies (Gavazza, Nardotto, & Valletti, 2019). However, with the noteworthy exceptions
mentioned before, these studies typically evaluate the overall role of Internet access, without
identifying which Internet tool determines the results[] We contribute by focusing on the
impact of social media, one of the critical innovations of the Internet era, on protests — a

fundamental outcome that has received considerable attention in recent studies (for a recent

4 Another exception is Enikolopov, Petrova, and Sonin| (2018), who study the impact of blog posts about
state-controlled companies on the companies’ stock returns and management turnover.



survey, see Zhuravskaya, Petrova, & Enikolopov, [2020).
Also related is the work of Manacorda and Tesei (2020)) and |Christensen and Garfias
(2018)), who evaluate the impact of cell phone access on protests in Africa and a panel of

countries, respectively; both studies find a positive effectEl Like social media, cell phones

provide access to information and connect individuals (smartphones also connect to the
Internet and online social networks), but their impact can also reflect broader influences.
Our results complement an extensive literature on online social networks’ content and
activity to evaluate the role that platforms like Twitter and Facebook play during protest
events. Much of this literature focuses on explaining online behavior during protest events
(Segerberg & Bennett, 2011; Munger, Bonneau, Jost, Nagler, & Tucker} 2016} |Gonzalez-|
Bailon, Borge-Holthoefer, Rivero, & Moreno, |2011). Other studies also rely on surveys of

participants to show that they learn about the protests and are encouraged to participate
by information gathered through these networks, either directly or indirectly via friends.
Evidence from Turkey, Ukraine, Occupy Wall Street, Chile, and Tahir Square (e.g.,
lal. 2018} [Tufekei & Wilson|, [2012} [J. Tucker et al, 2015} [Valenzuela, Arriagada, & Scherman,

2012 [Valenzuela), 2013)) reveals that Twitter and Facebook are used to share information on

key logistical issues (ranging from carpools to protest sites to advice on counteracting the
effects of tear gas), to disseminate motivational appeals emphasized in social psychological

theories of protest participation (shared interests, a sense of injustice or grievance, and

social identification), and to publicize visuals from the demonstrations | [Steinert-Threlkeld,|

Mocanu, Vespignani, and Fowler| (2015) also show, for 16 countries during the Arab Spring

uprising, that coordination via Twitter messages using specific hashtags correlates with

increased protests the following day. |Acemoglu et al.| (2017) find that Twitter activity
predicts the Tahrir Square protests, and Qin, Stromberg, and Wu| (2017) find that the

penetration of China’s microblogging platform Sina Weibo is correlated with the incidence

of collective action events.

While these are not necessarily causal correlations, they illuminate potential channels

9Pierskalla and Hollenbach| (2013)) look at the relationship between cell phone coverage and violence in
Africa. Miiller and Schwarz exploit Facebook and Internet outages (Miiller & Schwarz), [2020a)) and the rise of
Donald Trump together with Twitter usage (Miller & Schwarz, 2020b)) to show that social media increases
hate crimes in Germany and the US, respectively. Bursztyn, Egorov, Enikolopov, and Petroval (2019) also
find that social media influences hate crimes in Russia.

50ne paper that goes beyond documenting the uses of social networks to evaluate their impact is
[Nagler, Ronen, and Tucker| (2019)), who collect data on Twitter activity during the 2015 Charlie Hebdo
protests in Paris, recording both real-world protest attendance and social network structure. They show
that the protesters are significantly more connected to one another relative to comparable Twitter users. By
shaping these connections, online social network structures influence offline protest participation.




of influence that might underlie our results; that is, this research sheds light on how social
media influences collective action. However, these studies are not designed to determine how
much additional protest activity can be attributed to these tools. Indeed, if online social
networks had not been available, protestors might have used traditional ways to coordinate
and communicate. Global Positioning System (GPS) devices and applications provide a
useful analogy. Do people drive more since the appearance of apps like Waze, which track
their location and suggest a route? Probably. But many journeys would likely have occurred
without the technology. So, while there is little doubt that people use Twitter and Facebook
during protests, it is less obvious that these technologies increase the number protests, and

if so, how important this effect is on average.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section [2| presents our data and empirical
strategy. Section |3| presents our baseline estimates on protests using the protest counts
data and individual-level surveys. This section explores the main threats to the validity of
our empirical strategy including the possibility of reverse causality, omitted variables, and
reporting biases. In section 4] we present additional outcomes that help interpret the mech-
anisms explaining our main results and draw conclusions about their broader significance.

Section [B] concludes.

2 Data sources and empirical strategy

2.1 Data

To measure protests at the national and subnational levels, we use several variables from
the Global Database of Events, Language and Tone (GDELT), which records six types of
collective action events on a daily basis using news reports from a variety of sources[] The
types of protest are engagement in political dissent, demonstrations or rallies, hunger strikes,
strikes or boycotts, obstruction of passages or blockades, and violent protests or riots. Using
this dataset, we aggregate the number of total protest events per month in each country
or region. Importantly, since Facebook may facilitate information flows or news reporting,
we emphasize that a protest refers to a single event record (coded with a globally unique
identifier number in the dataset) even if there are multiple reports of the event. Our results

are also robust to more demanding de-duplication strategies.

"This section describes the main data and variables in our analysis. Appendix Table describes all
our variables.



To construct our main independent variable, we coded the dates when Facebook was
released in all 81 distinct languages in which it was available up until March 2016 (including
beta Versions)ﬁ Launch dates for each Facebook interface were determined through Google
searches for news announcing the release. Dates for relatively uncommon languages were
found in specialized blogs. In the 24 cases for which both options failed, we relied on the first
crawl from the Internet Archive (https://archive.org/index.php) to identify the initial
date when the corresponding webpage (e.g. https://mk-mk.facebook.com/ for Facebook
in Macedonian) was created [

Information on the official languages spoken in each country comes from the World Lan-
guage Mapping System (WLMS, version 16). This source provides the aggregate number
of speakers by country and language. For the 12 countries (listed in Appendix Table
without data, we complete the information using WLMS'’s original source, Ethnologue.

Our sample includes 240 countries and non-sovereign territories for the period January
2000 to December 2015.@ The subnational-level regressions rely on language polygons within
countries as units of analysis (and robustness tests show similar results when using political—
administrative divisions).

For the individual-level estimations, we collect data from three surveys reporting protest
participation and the language spoken by the respondent — the World Values Survey (WVS),
European Social Survey (ESS), and Afrobarometer (AB). In this analysis, protest activity is
based on direct individual reports rather than media sources.

We use search interest in Facebook as calculated by Google Trends as the main measure of
Facebook use. Facebook does not publicly disclose the number of users at the country-month
level. However, we also combine a variety of sources, including the platform’s own partial
reports and figures from secondary sources, to construct an unbalanced country-month panel
containing Facebook users’ information for a subset of our sample. We show that, where data
is available, “Facebook users” and “Facebook searches” are very strongly and significantly
correlated and both respond to local-language platforms.

“Facebook searches” offer two main advantages relative to “Facebook users”. First, the

former is available for a larger sample of countries. Second, since some Facebook users sub-

8Facebook reported 91 different platforms, but this includes minor variations such as US vs. UK English
and Spanish from Spain versus Latin America.

9 Appendix Table lists all language-specific platforms and the source for coding the dates of entry.

19Some non-sovereign territories have independent data for our main dependent and independent variables.
Appendix Table [A-3] lists the full set of countries and non-sovereign territories in the sample. We use the
term ‘countries’ for simplicity. Our results are similar when we restrict the analysis to sovereign territories.
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scribe to the platform but are either “fake” or do not actively participateﬂ search interest
more accurately captures interest and activity in the social network. The main disadvan-
tage, in theory, is that some Facebook searches may have little to do with activity in the
network. For instance, when people search for information on the company’s stock price, or
are curious about its founder, or are looking for an employment opportunity in the company,

etc. However, this is a negligible problem in practice.m

2.2 Identification strategy

There are two main empirical challenges when studying the effect of social media on various
forms of collective action: omitted variables and reverse causality. The sign of the bias
is not easy to determine a priori. Social media outlets such as Facebook or Twitter are
available globally and thus variation in access is largely driven by Internet access rates, which
confounds other country characteristics such as wealth, education or infrastructure. Areas
with more social media activity may be more prosperous and democratic and experience less
citizen discontent and fewer demonstrations, or people could be drawn to the Internet and
social networks where social capital and collective organizations are stronger, which in turn
may correlate with more citizen demonstrations. Also, some countries may restrict access
to social mediaH In this case, a naive comparison of countries with high and low levels
of access to social media may confound the (positive or negative) effect of state censorship
on collective action with the effect of access to social media. Also, we cannot rule out the
possibility that reverse causality causes a positive bias.

We propose using Facebook’s release in a given language as an exogenous source of

HFacebook reports that only 65% of monthly active users are daily active users (see Facebook Reports,
2019). The platform took down 2.2 billion fake accounts in the first three months of 2019, roughly equivalent
to the total number of monthly active users it claims to have (see |Stewart], 2019).

2Information from Google Trends shows that the top 25 “related queries” concern access to the platform.
“Facebook login” is the most common search query, followed by equivalents of facebook login in other
languages (“facebook entrar,” “iniciar facebook,” and “iniciar sesion facebook,” which have 35%, 35% and
30% as many queries as “facebook login,” respectively), and the following terms that again indicate interest
in logging into Facebook or using its tools (all with 5% as many queries as “facebook login”): “facebook
espanol,” “facebook login in facebook,” “facebook login in,” “facebook download,” “my facebook,” “entrar
no facebook,” “facebook com,” “facebook lite,” “facebook en espanol,” “facebook sign in,” “www facebook,”
“free facebook,” “mi facebook,” “facebook messenger,” and “facebook log in.” The final seven still relate
to Facebook access, and are consulted less than 1% as much as “facebook login”: “facebook live,” “facebook
app,” “facebook mobile,” “login to facebook,” “iniciar sesion en facebook,” and “facebook belépés”. These
numbers are from a Google search query conducted on September 26, 2017.

13King, Pan, and Roberts| (2013, 2014) show that in China, censorship silences information on collective
action, but allows criticism of the state — likely in an effort to collect information on government performance.

10



variation in access to social media. We estimate the following two-way fixed-effects regression

for protests in a panel of countries using monthly observations:

Protests, = 8 x Facebook Speakers,, + Z., 00 + 7. X f(t) + Ve + 0 + €t (1)

where 7, are country fixed effects and ¢; time (month) fixed effects that partial out any global
trends in collective action. We also allow linear (or quadratic) country-specific time trends
ve X f(t) to recognize that countries may be on differential protest trends that would have
been observed even without the new Facebook interfaces. Z., is a vector of additional controls
that always includes initial population interacted with time dummies in order to allow for
scale effects. In robustness exercises, we include additional baseline variables interacted with
time dummies, to permit flexible differential trends based on country features.

Our main independent variable, Facebook Speakers,,, captures the share of each country’s
population that can access the platform in their first language. To compute it, we interact
Facebooky;, which indicates whether a Facebook version in language [ exists at time ¢, with

Speakers ;, the share of the population in country c¢ that speaks language [. More formally:
Facebook Speakers,, = <Z Facebooky; x Speakerscl> : (2)
1

This variable equals zero if either Facebook has not been released or if it has only been
released in languages [ not spoken in country c. Once Facebook appears in a language spoken
in country c, it equals the share of the population that speaks this language. Moreover, there
is an additional “treatment” in country c every time Facebook is released in the language of
at least a fraction of the population.

Speakers,; refers to the share of people in country c that speak [ as their first language.
There may be individuals who also understand [ as a second or third language, but data
for second languages is less complete in the WLMS. We thus focus on variation in access
stemming from main language availability in our baseline regressions, but explore effects of
second languages in additional exercises. Also, note that even though multilingual individuals
may access the platform before it is released in their first language, they may still use it more
when this occurs because they will have more peers (friends, relatives, companies, politicians)
to interact with for whom the language barrier is relevant.

In short, Facebook Speakers measures the share of people that can potentially benefit
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from increased access to Facebook as the new language platforms are launched. For instance,
in Canada this variable is 59.6% when Facebook was first launched (in English), 61.4% when
released in Spanish, and 83% when launched in French.

Our identification assumption is that, absent the release of these language-specific plat-
forms, countries with different proportions of speakers of the corresponding languages would
have observed similar collective action trends. It is plausible that the timing of these releases
is orthogonal to collective action episodes in countries, regions and people who speak the
corresponding language. For example, the introduction of Facebook in French probably does
not depend on political developments in French-speaking countries as diverse as France and
Cote d’Ivoire. Also, our regression framework takes into account any time-invariant coun-
try characteristics (absorbed by the country fixed effects), plus country-specific temporal
trends. Only trends that would have differentially affected places with comparably more
speakers of a given language and that are not well captured by this country-specific (linear
or quadratic) trend could contaminate our results. We also perform a number of robustness
tests to determine whether our findings reflect the influence of omitted variables or reverse
causality.

We also exploit within-country variation in regressions where, unlike the national-level
regressions, we can control for a full set of country x time fixed effects. This relaxes the
identification assumption and examines whether Facebook platforms in a given language
increase collective action in regions where people can interpret that language compared to
other areas in the same country where they cannot. For region j in country ¢ at time (month)

t, we estimate:

Protests.j; = 3 x Facebook Speakers,;; + Z.;1 + e X 0 + wj + €¢ju, (3)

where w; are region fixed effects and 7. x 0, are fixed effects for each country and month. As
in equation , Z.;; includes the initial population of region j interacted with month fixed
effects and other controls. Similar to equation , our main independent variable is defined

as:

Facebook Speakers,;, = (Z Facebooky; x Speakerscjl> ) (4)
I

where Speakers.;; is the share of people in region j of country c that speaks language [
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(which is either 0 or 1 except in areas where more than one main language is reported by
the WLMS).
Finally, our individual-level regressions take the following form, for individual ¢ in country

¢ responding the survey at time (year) ¢:
Protest.; = 8 X Facebook Speaker,;, + Z...t) + Yo X 0 + Ve X Ui + €t (5)

where protest is now a dummy variable that equals 1 if the individual reports participating
in protests and Facebook Speaker,;, is a dummy variable that equals 1 if Facebook is already
available in individual i’s main language. Also, in addition to country-specific flexible time
trends, this specification includes language fixed effects (¢;) and their interaction with country
fixed effects, to allow for potential differential participation in collective action activities by
individuals with specific linguistic backgrounds within a polity. Finally, Z.; now denotes
individual controls.

In our benchmark specification, we use two-way clustered standard errors at the country
and month (year, in the case of individual data) levels to account for potential temporal and
spatial correlation (Bertrand, Duflo, & Mullainathan, |2004), but we also show results under
alternative clustering approaches. We focus on linear estimators because they are consistent
under comparably weaker assumptions and more flexibly admit fixed effects and clustering
of the standard errors (Cameron & Trivedi, [2015)).

2.3 Sources of variation and event-study estimates

To illustrate the variation in our dataset Panel A of Figure[l|shows (on the left-hand vertical
axis) the number of Facebook language-specific platforms that have been launched since the
English version was made available in 2006. From 2007 to 2011, Facebook accumulated
62 additional versions. The number of versions remained relatively stable from 2012 to
2014, and 16 new platforms were launched from 2014 to 2015. The right-hand vertical axis
measures the average country-level value of Facebook Speakers. Panel B displays the share
of Facebook Speakers in our individual-level data, by survey wave. The share of speakers
increases as new versions arrive, and the languages launched earlier have, on average, a
stronger impact on the number of speakers than those launched later. Nevertheless, even
later languages create meaningful variation because in some regions within countries, and in
some waves and places in the survey data, a significant share of the population speaks those

languages.
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Figure [2| illustrates one major advantage of this global approach with widespread varia-
tion: that it exploits changes in Facebook access across countries and individuals with many
different characteristics. In Panel A, we use Google Trends data on Facebook Searches as
the dependent variable in our baseline regression equation . The first row shows average
Facebook Searches for the full sample as a bar on the left and the effect of Facebook Speakers
on these searches (with 95% confidence intervals) on the right. This verifies that increases
in Facebook Speakers augment Facebook use, a robust finding as we document below. The
remaining rows repeat the exercise, but breaking the sample in two equally-sized subgroups
(below and above the median) according to several available predetermined countries char-
acteristics (total population, age distributions, urbanization and urban growth, sex ratios,
fertility rates, income per capita, education, linguistic fragmentation or polarization, share
of English-speaking population, and measures of religiosity). Consistently, we find that our
strategy of relying on Facebook platforms’ languages as a barrier to access produces mean-
ingful variation in Facebook use for countries with different characteristics.

In Panel B, we turn to our survey data and rely on one round of the AB survey inquiring
for social media use (Facebook or TwitteIED to conduct a similar exercise. The first row
shows average use and the positive impact of being a Facebook Speaker for the full sample:
having a Facebook version in one’s language increases the likelihood of reporting using Face-
book or Twitter by 11 percentage points, from a mean incidence of 21%. This strong effect
further validates our proposed source of variation to study the impact of Facebook. The
remaining rows reveal that this effect is present for individuals with diverging characteristics
in terms of age, sex, education and wealth.

With this individual-level survey data we can further present a complier analysis following
Abadie| (2003), as in Panel C. This panel reports the fraction of respondents with a given
characteristic (again, in terms of age, sex, education and wealth) both among all respondents
and among the subset of compliers. On the right, we report that the difference is typically
small and not statistically significant, revealing that the set of compliers is not only very
diverse but also very similar to the average person, at least as captured by these observable
features.

Before turning to our main results and examining how robust they are, our final piece
of graphical analysis is an event-study exercise that illustrates the effect on protests once a

new platform appears and helps validate our approach by revealing no variation in collective

“Unfortunately, a separate question for Facebook is not available, and the remaining surveys do not
inquire about Facebook use.
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action before this. We keep observations that experience an increase in Facebook Speakers
and a study window of eight 6-month periods around this increase or “event.” We then run
a regression for the (log of) protests on unit and period (semester) x country fixed effects
(excluding the period just before the hike in the number of Speakers).

Figure 3] shows the coefficients on period dummies; negative numbers on the horizontal
axis indicate periods before the increase, and positive numbers those following the event.
The figure reveals no change in protests before the increase in Speakers caused by a new
language-specific platform (confirming this, a test for statistical significance of any coefficient
associated to the control period has a p-value of 0.3). Two periods after the event, the change
in protests is already positive and statistically significant; the effect increases gradually and
levels out at around 0.3 (approximately a 30% change) five periods after the increase. This
magnitude is roughly in line with the full approach using specifications , and

presented below.

3 Baseline Estimates

The first part of this section presents our main results using aggregate national and sub-
national measures of collective action. In the benchmark case, the dependent variable is
the natural logarithm of the number of protests plus one, to allow for zero Values.ﬁ This
transformation reduces the skewness when protests are measured in levels, which is 21.8
at the country level with a standard deviation around 6 times as large as the mean. The
second part of the section focuses on individual protest participation as the main outcome.
Descriptive statistics for the main variables are in Table [} There are protests in 68% of
our country-months; demonstrations are the most frequent types of protest, on average, and

hunger strikes the least common.

15We report robustness below using the inverse hyperbolic sine (or arcsinh) transformation which also
retains zero values and approximates the natural logarithm of the variable. Both transformations allow
to interpret coeflicients as semi-elasticities, but this interpretation is only valid when y is large enough.
Bellemare and Wichman| (2020) suggest directly deriving elasticities analytically for each regression speci-
fication and their standard errors (using the delta method) to calculate exact values. In our application,
the coefficients have similar magnitudes to those using the exact formula, and regressions with log(1 + y)
or arcsinh(y) are very similar to each other. Nevertheless, when presenting the main results, we show the
implied exact magnitudes as well for reference.
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3.1 The effect of Facebook Speakers on Protest Counts and Face-

book use
3.1.1 National variation

Table |2| reports our baseline estimation of equation for protests at the country-month
level. All panels in this table follow the same structure. Column 1 includes only country
and time (month) fixed effects as well as initial population interacted with time fixed effects.
Column 2 includes linear country-specific trends and column 3 instead uses a quadratic
polynomial. Column 4 runs the same specification as in column 3, but restricts attention
to the sample of countries for which we have complete data on a set of predetermined
covariates. This facilitates comparison with column 5, which interacts time fixed effects
with these controls, allowing for fully flexible temporal patterns in collective action as a
function of these characteristics[[]

Our key estimates for the effect of Facebook Speakers on protests are in Panel A. The
coefficient for Facebook Speakers is very robust and stable across specifications (and always
significant at more than the 99% level). Only column 1, which ignores potential country-
level temporal trends, produces a relatively larger value of 0.36 than the remaining columns,
with values ranging from 0.22 to 0.27. The stability of the effect across these specifications
suggests that Facebook Speakers is responsible for increasing protests, and that other omitted
factors are not creating differential trends["|

Since allowing for country-specific temporal trends appears important, we use column
3 (the most demanding one with the full available sample) as our benchmark specification.
The size of the coefficient in this column (0.221) implies a nearly 22% increase in protests
when Facebook Speakers increases from 0 to 100%. This approximation is almost identical
to the implied magnitude with the exact formula (see footnote , which is also reported in
the lower row of the panel. Such a large increase in Facebook Speakers at the country level

is uncommon; a one-standard-deviation increase (0.34) implies roughly a 7.5% increase.

16Covariates included are: GDP, share of GDP in manufacturing, share of population aged 15-24, Internet
users and linguistic polarization.

1"Tn this panel, we also report robustness to different choices for clustering of standard errors, including:
errors with two-way clustering at the month and country levels (shown in parenthesis), two-way clustering
at the month and (main) language levels (in square brackets), and randomization-inference standard errors
drawing the timing of Facebook expansion across languages (in curly brackets). Appendix Figuredepicts
the randomization inference exercise graphically for the estimate in column 3, and reveals that the estimated
parameter is a clear outlier in the distribution of these placebo estimates. Our inference is robust to any of
these alternatives.
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To further illustrate the magnitude of this impact, Panel A in Figure [ plots the observed
total number of protests together with the corresponding quantity implied by our estimates
assuming no version of Facebook had ever been launched (that is, imposing zero Facebook
Speakers throughout). The figure also plots the cumulative difference since Facebook’s launch
in September 2006 between protests with and without Facebook (expressed as the percent
of total cumulative protests without Facebook up to each time period). The calculations
imply that, had it not been for Facebook, there would have been close to 14% fewer protests
around the world during our study period.

These estimates presume that Facebook availability in local languages increases collec-
tive action via an increase in Facebook use. To confirm this, Panel B of Table [2| explores
the robustness of the estimates in Panel A of Figure [2| which revealed a positive effect of
Facebook Speakers on Facebook use. This panel runs the same specifications as in Panel
A with Facebook Searches as the dependent variable. The results show a clear increase in
Google searches for Facebook when Facebook Speakers increase. The coefficient for Face-
book Speakers ranges from 0.06 to 0.09 and is precisely estimated, significant at more than
the 99% level. These estimations demonstrate the relevance of the proposed mechanism:
Facebook availability in a local language strongly increases platform use.

For further confirmation of this conclusion and validation of the Facebook Searches vari-
able, Panels C and D use the (unbalanced) panel of Facebook users that we compiled using
various sources (see Appendix Table H Panel C presents the regressions of Facebook
Searches on Facebook Users, confirming that Facebook search interest strongly correlates
with the number of users. Panel D examines whether Facebook Speakers increases Facebook
Users, and again finds a robust positive and significant correlation in every specification
(even if the magnitude of the coefficient of Facebook Speakers is somewhat more sensitive
with this more limited sample than in Panel B).

Appendix Table presents two-stage least-squares estimates of the effect of Facebook
Searches on protests, instrumenting searches with Facebook Speakers (the first stage is col-
umn 3 of Panel B in Table [2| with an F-statistic of 15.52). The coefficient on Facebook
Searches (2.65 with standard error 1.08) is positive and significant at the 95% confidence
level. A one-standard-deviation increase in Facebook use as captured by searches implies
close to one-third of a standard deviation increase in protests (2.65 x 0.24/1.88 = 0.33)[]

18In these panels with a more limited sample, there is no difference between columns 3 and 4 since we
have covariates for all countries with Facebook user data.

19 For reference, comparing the magnitudes of our findings with those in [Enikolopov et al.| (2020) suggests
smaller impacts on protests than in their setting, while our speakers variable is at least as relevant for
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For comparison, the table also shows the corresponding ordinary least squares (OLS) re-
lationship between protests and Facebook searches, which is also positive and statistically
significant, but appreciably smaller (coefficient 0.53, standard error 0.14). This could mean
that the sources of negative bias in OLS estimations discussed above are empirically more
important than those leading to a positive bias. Probably more important, although Face-
book Searches captures Facebook interest and use, it measures with some error the amount
of time and intensity of interactions by users in the platform. Thus, attenuation bias likely
also explains part of the gap between the OLS and IV estimates.

We focus on the “reduced-form” relationship between protests and Facebook Speakers
in what follows both for simplicity and, more importantly, because we can run compara-
ble regressions at the subnational and individual levels (where we have no good proxy for
Facebook use).

Table[3|leverages on our global approach and examines the heterogeneous effects of partic-
ular country characteristics to better understand which country features increase Facebook’s
impact on collective action and some additional implications of our findings. We start with
a simple reality check in column 1: Facebook’s release in a language spoken by a significant
share of people in a country has larger impacts in countries with more initial Internet usersm
A one-standard-deviation increase in Internet users increases the baseline effect by around
%.

Facebook may matter because it motivates collective mobilizations in countries where
protests have traditionally been scarce, or because it increases protest activity in polities
with a tradition to mobilize. In column 2, we interact Facebook Speakers with historical
protests and find that countries with traditionally more protests react comparably more: a
one-standard deviation increase in historical protests nearly duplicates the baseline effect.

Columns 3 to 9 examine some common determinants of collective action and social strife.

Facebook use as their instrument is for VK use. Since treatment and outcome variables are measured
differently, for comparison consider the implied standardized effects or “S-coefficients”. Our estimate of 0.22
for Facebook Speakers in column 3 of Panel A in Table [2 implies a standardized effect of 0.04 ((0.22 x
0.34)/1.88), which is smaller than the 0.096 standardized effect of Enikolopov et al.’s instrument on (log of
one plus) protesters in Russia (coefficient 0.259, column 6, Table 2). Also, our instrumental variable (IV)
estimates in Appendix Table for the effect of Facebook Searches on protests is 0.33, while [Enikolopov
et al.| (2020) find that a one-standard-deviation increase in VK users increases (log of one plus) protesters
by 1.2 standard deviations (coefficient 1.787 in column 2 of Table 3). The first-stage relation between their
instrument and VK has a standardized effect of 0.08, while a one-standard-deviation increase in Facebook
Speakers increases Facebook Searches by 0.11 standard deviations (using column 3 of Panel B in Table
(0.083 x 0.34)/0.24).

20As with other interactions with variables that Facebook might influence, we measure Internet users
before Facebook appeared in order to avoid a “bad control” bias (Angrist & Pischke] 2008).
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A vast literature has documented a positive relationship between education and various
forms of political participation, including protests (see, e.g. |Campante & Chor} [2012] [2014]).
Column 3 interacts with average initial years of schooling (for those over age 15), and finds
that increased Facebook access has a larger effect in more educated countries.

Ethnic, religious and linguistic diversity has been linked both theoretically and empir-
ically to collective action, social capital, and conflict (see, among others, Esteban & Ray),
1994} Alesina, Baqir, & Easterly, 1999; [Montalvo & Reynal-Querol, 2005b, [2005a; |[Esteban
& Ray, 2008). In columns 4 and 5, we interact Facebook Speakers with linguistic diversity,
examining both fragmentation and polarization given disputes regarding which is the rele-
vant measure of diversity for particular outcomes. We focus on linguistic diversity since we
can measure it directly with WLMS for our full sample, and find no evidence that either
index exacerbates the impact of Facebook Speakers.

Together with ethnic tensions, natural resources also stand out as a salient potential
determinant of conflict (for a review, see M. L. Ross, [2004). In columns 6 to 8, we focus
on diamond production per capita and oil reserves (from [Humphreys, 2005) and oil and
gas rents per capita (from M. Ross, 2008).@ In this case, we find consistent evidence that
Facebook Speakers increase protests more in countries with more resource rents. A one-
standard-deviation increase in diamond production, oil reserves, or oil and gas rents per
capita increases the baseline effect of Facebook Speakers by 47%, 15%, and 68%, respectively.

Finally, there is a long-standing debate on whether denser urban populations contribute to
more social unrest, as mobilization is both easier to coordinate and potentially more effective
at bringing about change in urban areas (e.g. Weiner, 1967; [Traugott, 1995; DiPasquale &
Glaeser], [1998; Nashl, 2009; (Glaeser & Steinberg, |2017; |Campante, Do, & Guimaraes, 2019).
In column 9 we observe that initial urban population increases the impact of Facebook
Speakers (coefficient 0.17, standard error 0.09).

3.1.2 Subnational variation

Table 4| presents the results for the subnational-level regressions described in equation . In
column 1 we look at total protests as the dependent variable. The coefficient for Facebook
Speakers is, as with the national-level regressions, positive and precisely estimated (0.51
with standard error 0.08). The standardized effect implied by this coefficient is 0.11 ((0.51 x

2IThough the share of natural resource exports is commonly used as a measure of resource abundance, it
is a poor measure of relevant rents when there is high local consumption, when extraction costs vary, and if
countries have endogenously low non-resource exports (see M. Ross| [2006}; |Acemoglu, Fergusson, & Johnson,
2020]).
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0.12)/0.54), which is larger than the 0.04 increase we find in the national-level regressions.
To further compare the magnitudes, in Panel B of Figure [4] we replicate the counterfactual
exercise we conducted using the national-level estimates. Again, we plot total observed
protests and protests assuming Facebook was never launched (i.e., imposing zero Facebook
Speakers throughout), and the resulting cumulative difference. These calculations imply that
Facebook accounts for close to 26% additional protests over our sample period, compared
to 14% national-level estimates. This suggests national-level regressions may attenuate the
effect by averaging regions that are heavily treated with those that are not when Facebook
appears in a new local language.

In columns 2 to 7, we examine the impact on different types of protests (Schrodt}, 2012):
political dissent, demonstrations or rallies, hunger strikes, strikes or boycotts, obstruction of
passages or blockades and violent protests or riots. Facebook Speakers significantly increases
all types of protests. Thus, the subnational-level analysis reaffirms the very robust, positive,
and generalized effect of Facebook access on protests. Moreover, since we are including fully
flexible country-level temporal trends, these specifications relax our identification assumption

and rely on more fine-grained variation than country-level regressions[?|

3.2 Identification, measurement, the language barrier and other

robustness

Having presented our main results based on protest counts, we next analyze a set of in-
dependent results validating the causal interpretation of our findings, as well as ruling out
potential measurement biases. We also examine the relevance of the language barrier and
present robustness results along several other dimensions. We relegate tables and figures in
this section, and a more detailed discussion of the findings, to the Appendix.

We conduct three sets of exercises to assess the possibility of reverse causality. First,
we show there are no differential trends in collective action in countries with and without
increased Facebook access in their languages before these language-specific platforms are
launched. Second, by exploiting the way in which Facebook platforms are launched, build-

ing from user-provided translations, we show that the “demand” for Facebook is unlikely to

22For the subnational analysis we rely on WLMS’s polygons within countries where each language is
spoken. Using the the intersection of administrative divisions (the first level of administrative division,
equivalent to US states) with language polygons as the unit of analysis, Appendix Table shows that our
results are robust to incorporating month x state fixed effects, thus flexibly controlling even for subnational
trends in collective action.
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be driven by social unrest. To do so, we collect data on translator’s location and use the
frequency of both translations and translators from each country and language to capture
the “eagerness” to have Facebook. We find no evidence that collective action trends before
Facebook predicts increased translation efforts. Third, even though the latter two analyses
suggest that reverse causality is unlikely, we further explore the concern that social changes,
turmoil, modernization, increased openness, and other trends can drive a society to “de-
mand” Facebook local platforms and simultaneously be more prone to protest by dropping
plausibly influential countries or regions from the sample.

We also explore the potential role that the 2008 crisis plays in our analysis since a
considerable number of platforms were launched around this period. Parallel trends and
the lack of apparent demand effects suggest it is unlikely that the crisis raised the demand
for Facebook on local platforms to coordinate protests. Nevertheless, we explore the issue
directly in five additional ways. First, we show that the effects are not limited to crisis years,
and in fact, are larger much later on. Second, we find no evidence that periods of recession
predict translation activity. Third, we show that determinants of the spread of the crisis are
not correlated with changes in Facebook Speakers. Fourth, we allow for differential trends
capturing the potential influence of the crisis. Fifth and finally, we explore the broader
relationship between the economic cycle and the magnitude of the main effect of Facebook
Speakers. Like |Manacorda and Tesei| (2020), and consistent with poor economic conditions
likely triggering discontent and reducing the opportunity cost of protesting, we find a stronger
effect during sharp recessions. At the same time and unlike Manacorda and Tesei (2020)),
protests respond to Facebook even during growth episodes, suggesting an effect not confined
to the crisis.

We also carefully investigate the possibility of reporting bias because Facebook makes
protests more visible (e.g., by creating spillovers on protest reporting), and therefore that
Facebook increases not actual protests, but reported protests in GDELT (Weidmann, 2016}
Cagé, Hervé, & Mazoyer, 2020). We show that the effect is relevant for many types of
protests, including those that are more newsworthy and therefore likely to be reported on in
any case. We also find no evidence for changes in reporting by studying effects on the distri-
bution of number of outlets reporting events and on the time elapsed between protest and
report. We also examine whether the media sources fail to successfully de-duplicate protests
that are reported on more than once, which might affect our estimates if Facebook directly
influences this success rate. However, our results are robust to stringent de-duplication

strategies at the geographic and temporal levels. Also, we find similar and even stronger
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effects for Africa using the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED), also
media-based as GDELT but complemented with reports from nongovernmental organizations
and “hand checked.” These checks all reinforce the idea that the Facebook Speakers variable
matters because it increases Facebook access, thus enabling collective action, not because it
improves protest recording. However, we further confirm this and explore additional impli-
cations by relying on individual reports on protest participation, which are independent of
media reports. We turn to these results in Section [3.3|%

Finally, we also examine the language barrier in more detail. Our finding that having
more Facebook Speakers in a given country increases Facebook use confirms that not having
the platform in a local language is an important barrier to accessing the technology. But
some individuals may overcome this barrier with a second language. We find that the second
language increases Facebook use and that the coefficient on protests, though positive, is not
significant and does not change the significance or magnitude of the main Facebook Speakers
effect. Also the first language has about twice the effect on access as the second language. We
suggest this reflects that even individuals who are fluent in a second language that enables
them to access Facebook may still respond to a local language arriving on Facebook since this
enriches their network of interactions (with friends, politicians, businesses, etc. that enter
the platform then). Confirming this intuition that access in the first language complements
rather than displaces Facebook use for those who can access in a second language, we find a
positive interaction between access in the first and second language?] On the other hand,
we find that the writing systems are important: in general, the first language to appear on

a given writing system has a larger effect than subsequent languages on that system.

3.3 Results from individual-level protest participation

Turning to our individual-level regressions, we first verify parallel trends between respondents
before one becomes a Facebook Speaker. Panel C of Appendix Figure shows a similar
exercise as in the protest-count data (at the yearly level since we do not have complete month-
of-interview information to perform this exercise monthly). Again, years before a Facebook
platform becomes available in a respondent’s language, we see no difference in collective

action. Placebo treatments for anticipation effects one, two, three and up to 6 years are

230ther robustness tests in the Appendix include: verifying that our results are not driven by outliers;
exploring alternative transformations of the dependent variable; estimating dynamic panel data models, mod-
els for the extensive margin and nonlinear models (quantile, negative binomial and a zero-inflated negative
binomial, logit and probit); and transforming the independent variable

24We also test, but fail to find, possible spillover effects between similar languages.
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consistently not statistically significant and smaller in magnitude than the treatment effect.

Table |5 shows the results from the individual-level regressions as in equation . In
Panel A we pool all surveys, and regress the indicator variable for individual participation
in protests on the Facebook Speaker dummy, with fixed effects controlling flexibly for het-
erogeneity at the country, time, and survey wave levels. We also control for age group and
sex, since these are clearly predetermined individual characteristics. Moreover, we allow
each language in each survey to have differential patterns of protests, since some groups
may have more grievances and/or social capital than others. In case this varies by country,
column 2 adds the full set of country x language and survey fixed effects. This specification
is particularly flexible, allowing for differential participation in collective action activities
by individuals who share specific linguistic backgrounds within a polity. Column 3 adds
the individual-level controls education and wealth (which probably do not react quickly to
Facebook access, but which we include separately since an argument could be made that
these are “bad” controls). We also study each of the surveys separately, in Panels B-D.

This table demonstrates a very robust relationship between speaking a language that
is already available in Facebook and protest participation. The average effect using the
coefficients in Panel A implies that being a Facebook Speaker increases protest participation
by about 2.5 percentage points, from a mean participation of 26%, roughly a 10% increase.
This masks variation by survey, where the corresponding increases in the most demanding
specification are: roughly 7 percentage points in the WVS from a mean incidence of 0.48
(close to a 15% average increase), 1.9 percentage points in the ESS from a mean incidence
of 0.07 (a low absolute change but comparably larger 27% increase given the low base level),
and 9.5 percentage points in the AB (nearing 25% from a base average of 38%)@

In Table [0, we examine who responds more to Facebook access. This table breaks down
the reported average effects by age group, sex, level of education, and income level. The
effect of speaking a language available on Facebook is very widespread. It is present and
often similar for many types of individuals, with some exceptions (p-values for equality of
the coefficients on Facebook Speakers by group are reported in each panel). The response

is smaller for older cohorts (over 55), though these differences are smaller in the ESS than

25We note that the higher protest participation rate in the WVS and AB than in the ESS partly reflects
the lower incidence of protests in European countries. However, it is also due to differences in the survey
instruments since the ESS identifies effective participation whereas the WVS and AB explore effective and
intended participation. In the Appendix, we argue that using either expression of protest activity, when
available, allows us to capture Facebook’s full effect on collective action. But we also show that the effects
reflect a change both in effective and intended participation in the WVS and AB samples.
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in the WVS and AB samples and the very young (under 25) also appear to respond less in
the WVS sample. There are no large differences by gender, except in the AB samples where
there is a stronger response for females (a point estimate of 0.13 compared to 0.06 for males).
There are no consistent differences by levels of education across the samples, and the most
notable feature is the non-response of those with secondary education in the ESS sample.
This sample is also the only one featuring statistically significant differences by wealth, with
a stronger reaction for individuals in the middle tercile (a 3 percentage point impact relative
to 1 and 1.8 for the highest and lowest tercile, respectively). The point estimate is larger
for the lowest tercile of income in the AB sample (0.13 compared to 0.05 and 0.09 for the
middle and highest tercile, respectively), but the p-value for equality of coefficients between
wealth terciles is 0.364.

In short, Facebook impacts protest participation among many types of individuals, other
than a smaller reaction by older people. On the latter, while we have no measure of social
media for all samples, note that the results from Panel B in Figure [2| for the AB sample
suggest this does not reflect a lower take-up of social media use by older people when the
language barrier disappears. At least in this sample, therefore, this muted impact on older
individuals possibly reflects a lower propensity to participate in protests and respond to
incentives to do so (note in Panel A of Table @ that, indeed, average protest participation

decreases with age).

4 Mechanisms and broader implications

In this section, we use our approach’s richness to shed light on the possible channels through
which the information that individuals receive or exchange via social media influences protests.
Social media can strengthen collective action by providing information on issues motivating
the protest, thus changing individuals’ priors (operating similar to conventional media). But
information received and exchanged via social media can also influence protests by strength-
ening horizontal communication and easing tactical coordination, altering beliefs about how
many others are also willing to act, and motivating (or deterring) participation to project
one’s social image. The literature sometimes refers to the first set of mechanisms as “infor-
mation” and to the second set as “coordination”. One could alternatively refer to them as

“non-social” versus “social” mechanisms since, ultimately, the effects on coordination also
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depend on receiving or exchanging information@ We use the terms information/non-social
versus coordination/social to differentiate these two broad sets of influences.

We also examine the broader political implications of our findings, to help inform the
debate on the possible welfare effects of social media. To do this, we examine results across

different types of political regimes and evaluate impacts on other political outcomes.

4.1 Social media and freedom

Social media has often been considered a “liberation technology”, since it may empower
individuals to freely express their political opinions, report news, expose wrongdoings and
ultimately deepen their political participation and widen the public sphere. Our effects on
political mobilization may result from this “liberation”.

Table [7] relies on the Afrobarometer sample to show that, along with increased protest
participation (reproduced in column 1), Facebook Speakers are more likely to report freedom
along several dimensions. The Facebook Speaker effect is close to 10% of the sample mean for
a freedom index that averages reported freedom of saying what one thinks, joining political
organizations, voting and saying one’s political opinions (column 2). Every component of
the index responds, with sizes ranging from about 6% (freedom to vote) to 57% (freedom to
voicing one’s political opinion) of the mean (columns 3 to 6). Speakers fear of facing political
intimidation also diminishes, by nearly 18% of the mean (column 7).

Such political empowerment may reflect the traditional information channels of influence
of social media to the extent that views and information obtained through Facebook changes
individuals’ beliefs about their freedom of expressing their political opinions and mobilizing.
This seems however unlikely in our context since, as we show below, other personal views
on topics that feature even more prominently in the news do not change with social m.dia
access.

It is instead quite likely that social media has a particularly important impact on this
dimension because it provides an explicit outlet to voice opinions and share them with others.
Therefore, this liberation effect is most plausibly connected with the social channels of social
media. Notice however that this influence goes beyond tactical coordination, concerns about

social image, or the effect of beliefs about others’ participation studied in the economics and

260f course, these terms are not perfect either since even pure information distributed on a traditional
newspaper implies a “social” effect, for example because readers know that others are accessing the infor-
mation too.
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political science literature |

4.2 Social media and information

One way to explore whether the information/non-social or coordination/social channels ex-
plain the impact of social media on protests is by studying the effects on personal views. We
now do so, using a broad range of measures from our survey data.

Table [§ estimates the effects on trust in institutions and satisfaction with the government
(Panels A1-A3), satisfaction with the degree of democracy in the country (Panels B1-B3), and
measures for support for democracy (Panels C1-C2). Since we look at multiple outcomes, we
explore the effect on a normalized average of all available measures in each category. We find
no evidence that Facebook deteriorates perceptions about institutions or the government, a
view that one would expect to change if inherent information about the protests’ motives
drives the results. In the WVS sample, in fact, we actually observe an average increase in
trust on institutions. In all other cases, our point estimates not only fail to be statistically
significant but are also small in magnitude (well below 5% of the mean).

That Facebook access changes protests but has limited effects on political views suggests
that the coordination/social channels play a potentially more important role than informa-
tion in explaining the effects on collective action. Pointing in this same direction, Panels
B1-C2 show that Facebook access does not change satisfaction with the degree of democracy
in the country or measures of support for democratic institutions.

Consistent with a limited impact on individuals’ access to news and other information
that might shape their views, we also find that Facebook access does not consistently crowd
out traditional media in our sample. However, we find some interesting differences by surveys
and type and purpose of the media. In Panel A of Table [9 we report the Facebook Speaker
coefficient in regressions for relying on Radio, TV, or Newspapers as sources of information.
For the WVS sample (Panel A1), the point estimates are close to a decrease in 5 percentage
points (from an average use of 90% for Radio or TV and 55% for Newspapers). While these
are not negligible sizes, especially for newspapers where they would imply close to a 10%
decrease, the estimates are imprecise and not statistically different from zero at conventional

confidence levels. Panel A2 for the ESS sample reflects a positive coefficient for Radio and

2"The results connect, however, to a debate among media and communication scholars on whether social
media might exacerbate or attenuate the “spiral of silence”, or the tendency of people not to speak up about
policy issues when they believe their own point of view is not widely shared. Our results suggest that, on
average, Facebook might help people feel more willing to speak up their political opinions.
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a negative one for TV and Newspapers, yet in this case the magnitudes of the coefficient
are very small (of under one percentage point), suggesting no meaningful crowding out (or
crowding in) of traditional media. In Panel A3 for the AB sample, all coefficients are positive
and, in the case of Radio, a statistically significant 3.7 percentage point increase from a
baseline use frequency of 73.8%), suggesting some crowding in. Finally, Panel B uses the ESS
to examine the impact on total media use (that is, for entertainment and other purposes and
not simply to get news) and finds a negative impact on Radio (a point estimate of —0.03 with
standard error of 0.01, from an average mean of 78% for non-speakers) and on TV (point
estimate of —0.013 with standard error of 0.006 and average mean of 96% for non-speakers).

We have two main takeaways from the findings of traditional media use. First, they
contradict the fears voiced in the literature that online social networks simply displace tra-
ditional sources of information. Second, the effects are nuanced and depend on media type
and context. While there is some (imprecise) evidence of displacement in the WVS sample
especially for newspapers™)}, for other media and samples we find no such displacement and
we even find that Facebook might increase traditional media use, in particular Radio in
the African sample. One possibility is that, especially in developing country contexts, users
directly access radio programs via Facebook, or share Radio content through the platform.
Finally, using the available data from the ESS survey we find suggestive evidence that Face-
book might crowd out traditional media for entertainment more than it crowds it out for
news. Again, this could reflect users are consulting traditional media outlets or sharing their

content through the platform.

4.3 Social media and democracy

The best available evidence about the causal effect of social media on protests comes from
contexts of non-democratic regimes or weak democracies. Social media could be less impor-
tant for protests in more democratic environments if it disproportionally facilitates tactical
coordination (coordination/social channel) or discloses otherwise unavailable antigovernment
news or information (information/non-social channel) in repressive regimes. On the other
hand, there is evidence that governments in more authoritarian regimes can heavily influence
not only traditional media but also social media. Therefore repressive regimes may block and
even reverse each of these channels, controlling tactical coordination or the set of available

information more efficiently using social media. In short, how the degree of democratization

28Consistent with the findings in (Gavazza et al.| (2019) for the UK and in Bhuller, Havnes, McCauley, and
Mogstad, (2020) for Norway.
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shapes the effect of social media on collective action is ultimately an empirical question.

In this section, we show a U-shape relationship between levels of democracy and gover-
nance and Facebook’s effect on protests. With complementary evidence on protests’ targets,
we interpret the large effect in strong democracies as reflecting a relative political freedom
to mobilize, despite probably fewer grievances. Instead, the strong effect in more autocratic
areas occurs in spite of direct efforts to control collective action, thus likely reflecting that
grievances dominate the additional risks of protesting in oppressive regimes.

In Figure [5] we explore differential effects of Facebook Speakers on protests using the
more commonly employed indicators of democratic accountability and governance. The
figure plots the effect of Facebook Speakers on protests at different levels of these indicators
measured before the introduction of Facebook

Panels A to C consistently show that Facebook has been an important driver of protests
especially in very autocratic or very democratic countries. Panels D to F show a similar
picture when we interact the effect with indicators of voice and accountability, regulatory
quality, and the rule of law. Only with control of corruption in Panel G there is a negative
monotonic relationship.

We then explore specific characteristics of democracy directly related to the mechanisms.
In Panel H and I, we divide the Freedom House index into its two components: Political
Rights (measuring political pluralism, quality of the electoral process, and functioning of
the government) and Civil Liberties (capturing freedom of expression and belief, associ-
ational and organizational rights, the rule of law, and personal autonomy and individual
rights). In Panels J to L we look at Freedom of Opposition (measuring the allowed level
of oppositional activity outside the ranks of the ruling party), Freedom of Assembly and
Association (measuring the extent to which citizens are allowed by the government to join,
form, and participate in political parties, protest or publicly criticize government decisions
and actions), and the Freedom of the Press index (combining press pluralism, media inde-

pendence, censorship, legislative framework, transparency, infrastructure, and abuses against

29We use the Freedom House indices (Panels A, H and I), Polity IV’s democracy index (Panel B), V-Dem’s
democracy index (Panel C); the World Bank’s governance indicators (Panels D, E, F and G), Freedom of
Opposition (Panel J), Freedom of Assembly and Association (Panel K) and the Freedom of the Press index
(Panel L). When the indices are constructed on a point scale, we interact dummy variables for each level
with Facebook Speakers and plot the coefficients. For all other indices, we divide the scales into three equal
parts (low, intermediate and high) and plot the coefficients for these interactions. We use the levels of the
indices (rather than dividing the sample by quantiles, for example) because they build on the conceptual
framework used in each case to determine whether a country scores low or high in democracy and governance,
irrespective of whether few or many countries perform well.
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journalists).

The figure shows two consistent patterns. First and most important, Facebook has driven
protests not only in places where the freedom of organization and expression has been very
limited, presumably acting (at least partially) as a substitute to controlled media and offering
a tool to coordinate, but also in places where the media is independent and where there are
less associational barriers. Second, the effect of Facebook Speakers on collective action is
more limited in places with intermediate levels of grievances, thus usually forming a U-shape
pattern.

To help interpret these results, in Table [10| we further explore the nature of the protests
that Facebook boosts by looking at the different protest targets. Since target data is in-
complete (close to half of the sample has missing values), in column 1 of Panel A we run
our baseline regression for an indicator variable on whether the protest target is known.
Facebook Speakers has a negligible and not significant impact on reporting protest targets.
In column 2, we restrict our sample to the 48.5% of protests with a known target and run
our baseline specification, finding a coefficient very similar to our baseline. In columns 3-9
we run regressions where the dependent variable is protests against specific targets (in each
column title under the protest target, we report how common each type is, expressed as a
share of total protests with known targets)m Protests against most actors respond to Face-
book Speakers, even though magnitudes vary somewhat as measured by the beta coefficients
in the bottom of the panel.

Finally, we explore a potential connection between the U-shape pattern of the effects by
levels of democracy and protest targets in Panel B of Table[I0] In column 1, we group protests
against the “establishment” (the army, government and legislature) as a single category and
find a positive average impact of Facebook Speakers on these forms of collective action. In
columns 2 to 4, we break down this effect by low, middle, and high levels of democracy as
measured by Freedom House, Polity and V-Dem. All columns confirm the U-shape pattern
reported for protests as a whole: complaints against the government react most at either
low or high levels of democracy. Column 5 then shows that the average effect of Facebook

Speakers on protests against the opposition, while positive, is smaller and not significant at

30Protests against the government are the most common category (25.4%), followed by armed forces
(16.2%). Other protests against regime actors, like the legislature (3.2%), are less common. Protests against
the opposition are also relatively rare (6.9%). Protests against business, labor, and the media (which
is defined broadly to include journalists, newspapers, television stations, as well as providers of Internet
services and other forms of mass information dissemination and therefore akin to businesses or public sector
providers) also react to Facebook Speakers, even though they are relatively infrequent (less than 4% of
protests with known targets in each case).
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conventional levels. Nevertheless, when we explore the effects by levels of democracy using
each of the three key indices in columns 6 to 8, the effect of Facebook on protests against
the opposition are most important in the least democratic areas.

Thus, while results showing increased opposition to the government, the army, or the leg-
islature are consistent with the notion that Facebook is mostly promoting citizen empower-
ment against the government, the findings related to protests against the political opposition
in less democratic areas suggest that Facebook can also enhance the government’s ability to
organize rallies to attack the opposition. Taken together, these results suggest the following
interpretation about the U-shape pattern in overall protests. Facebook’s effect is large in
consolidated democracies because despite probably fewer grievances there is little effort from
the government to counteract these influences, including supporting protests against the op-
position. Instead, the effect is strong in autocracies because despite efforts to counteract
collective mobilization against the establishment (including aiding mobilization against the
opposition), they are insufficient to overcome the increased opportunity for coordination and
availability of new information in contexts where social and political grievances are likely

meaningful.

4.4 Social media and elections

We now study the role of social media around prominent political events by exploiting
the timing of elections. This is interesting not only given the potential critical impact that
successful mobilizations may have when societies are electing their leaders, but also because it
may shed some light on how social media interacts with the overall information environment.

The information /non-social influence of social media might play a more limited role since
political information abounds in the traditional media during these episodes. Therefore, if
traditional and social media are substitutes during elections, then the marginal contribution
of social media is likely smaller. Of course, if there is sufficient complementarity, then access
to social media could have larger effects on protests during elections.

As for the coordination/social channels, these may also be more or less prominent during
elections depending on how social media interacts with traditional media. Traditional media
possibly provides comparably more information than in “normal” times about the time,
location and (expected) turnout of political rallies. This would ameliorate the impact of
social media on protests if it substitutes its influence over tactical coordination and over

beliefs about others’ involvement, but would exacerbate it if it is complementary. Similarly,
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people are likely more politically mobilized and coordinated during elections and political
parties deploy their organizational capacity for electoral campaigning. This might again make
the marginal contribution of social media smaller if substitution dominates, but increase the
role of social media if complementarity is more important.

We therefore extend our baseline regression by interacting Facebook Speakers with quar-
terly dummy variables around elections.ﬂ Figure @ plots the results. Panel A plots the
coefficients of the quarter dummies, and reveals that political mobilizations are indeed much
more common during campaigning (one to two quarters before the election) and during the
election’s quarter. Panel B looks instead at the impact of Facebook Speakers during each
period (that is, it plots the coefficient for the interaction of Facebook Speakers with the
quarter dummies). The pattern is exactly opposite that of Panel A: Facebook’s impact de-
creases one to two quarters before the election and during the election’s quarter (when it is
in fact small and not distinguishable from zero). Instead, the impact increases right after
the election and is comparable to Facebook’s effect during off-election quarters.

These results suggest that, during elections, traditional media presence and party orga-
nization might substitute the otherwise significant influence that Facebook has on protests
via the social and/or non-social channels. Notice that this substitution refers to the role
that social media plays in different time periods, not to a potential substitution away from
social media use and into traditional media. Indeed, our estimates with individual data from
Table [9] discussed in the previous section suggest no such substitution in our sample, since
Facebook Speakers do not appear to consume less of other media sources. Moreover, Panel C
of Figure [0] verifies that this conclusion also holds during quarters around the election. Also
in this Panel, we find that Facebook use, as captured by our Facebook Searches variable,
does not exhibit any cycle around elections.

Finally, Panels D to F of Figure [6] show no discernible cycle around elections for three
key personal views (trust in institutions, satisfaction with government and satisfaction with
democracy). In particular, these views have no noticeable change in off-election periods
when we observe Facebook’s strongest impact on protests, reaffirming the conclusion of the
preceding section that social media’s coordination/social channels are likely more important
than information/non-social ones to influence collective mobilization.

From this we conclude that the main reason for the limited effects of social media during

elections is that the organizational capacity deployed by political parties and other social

31'We exclude countries without any election during the period of analysis, though results are similar if
these are included.
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organizations trumps Facebook’s coordination role. Facebook might be used during elections
intensively, including to organize collective action, but such action would still have occurred

without Facebook.

4.5 Other political outcomes

One fundamental question to discuss the possible welfare effects of Facebook’s impact on
collective action is whether it has been effective at changing other outcomes beyond protests.
Table [11]looks at effects on regime change, democracy, governance, and conflict. Since most
of these outcomes are measured annually, column 1 first verifies that at the yearly level we are
still able to detect the positive impact of Facebook Speakers on protests. We then examine
measures of regime change in columns 2 and 3@ of democracy in columns 4 to 7@ and of
quality of governance indicators in columns 8 to 12.@ Throughout this table using various
dependent variables with different scales we report beta coefficients to facilitate assessing the
magnitudes of the impacts. In Panel A, we find no significant effects on any of the outcomes.
Moreover, the size of the standardized coefficients are typically small, of under one-percent
with a few exceptions, implying precisely measured non-effects.

There are several possible reasons for the findings of Panel A. First, as we discussed
when exploring effects by levels of democracy and protest targets, our own analysis reveals
that there is an active effort to use this same tools to offset the effects on social media on
collective action where protests might seek changing oppressive political regimes.

A second possible reason is that traditional power structures like political parties or the
traditional media may trump Facebook’s effect during key critical junctures, as suggested by
our finding that Facebook has a more limited impact on protests during electoral campaigns.
To the extent that significant governance or institutional change is more likely to occur during

such windows of opportunity, this could be another reason why Facebook impacts protests

32Number of successful, attempted, plotted, or alleged coup d’état events (a forceful seizure of executive
authority and office that results in a change in the executive leadership and policies of the prior regime, col-
umn 2), the number of irregular removals from office (when the executive leader was removed in contravention
of explicit rules and established conventions, column 3).

33Composite index of institutionalized democracy on a 0 (less democratic) to 10 (more democratic) scale
(column 4), composite index of institutionalized autocracy on a 0 (less autocratic) to 10 (more autocratic)
scale (column 5), combined freedom rating, average of Political Rights and Civil Liberties indices, on a 1
to 7 scale (column 6), continuous index of institutionalized democracy on a 0 (less democratic) to 1 (more
democratic) scale (column 7).

340n a scale of 0 (lowest rank) to 100 (highest rank): voice and accountability (column 8), government
effectiveness (column 9), regulatory quality (column 10), rule of law (column 11), and control of corruption
(column 12).
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but with few other effects on broader political outcomes.

We investigate a third reason, closely related to the second, in Panels C1-C3 of Table [9}
whether Facebook fails to increase political engagement in any other form besides protests.
Indeed, Facebook’s impact on protests and freedom of expression might reflect a correspond-
ing increase in other forms of political participation or interest. Alternatively, as some have
warned, Facebook could crowd out political engagement in the “real” world. We use ques-
tions for political engagement from our surveys including voting, interest in and discussion of
politics, participation in organizations, signing petitions and other forms of engagement like
reaching politicians or participating in partisan activities and identifying with parties. We
also report the effect on a normalized average of all available measures in each survey. For
the composite index, being a Facebook Speaker does not change other forms of political par-
ticipation and interest. Moreover, relative to the average (0.33, 0.25 and 0.52 in WVS, EES
and AB, respectively), the Speaker effect is in each case a precisely measured zero (effects
are merely —0.037, 0.003, 0.0018, respectively). The effect in some individual components
is both statistically significant and the magnitudes not negligible.ﬁ However, because there
is no consistent direction of other effects, and most coefficients are both relatively small and
not statistically significant, we conclude that there is no compelling evidence that Facebook
crowds in (or crowds out) other forms of political participation and interest. This might also
explain why we see few changes in democratization or governance@

Panel B of Table |11] turns to Facebook’s impact on conflict in columns 1 to 3.@ Interest-
ingly, in this case we do find a substantial decrease with standardized effects of close to 5%
for all types of conflict (column 1), as well as when we break the effect for minor internal
conflict (column 2) or more intense civil war (column 3).

We explore two possible reasons. First, the increase in collective action facilitated by
Facebook provides one way to voice discontent and conflict that might otherwise turn more

violent. That people feel politically “liberated” as we showed in Table 7] is consistent with

35Most importantly, interest in politics in the WVS and ESS increases, as does working with a political
party in the ESS. In contrast, the coefficient for being a member of an association is large and negative in
the WVS sample.

36 A final possibility is that most of these variables tend to react more slowly and our strategy is best
suited to capturing effects on variables that might react quickly to greater Facebook access. Nevertheless,
recall that this are yearly-level regressions. Coupled with the precision of our estimates, this table offers
compelling evidence that increased Facebook access has been unable to increase governance, regime change
or democratization.

3"Number of violent internal conflicts of any intensity (column 1), number of minor internal conflicts
producing between 25 and 1,000 battle-related deaths in a given year (column 2), number of internal civil
conflicts or war producing over 1,000 battle-related deaths in a given year (column 3).
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this possibility. Also, in columns 4 to 11 we examine heterogeneous effects using the common
determinants of collective action and social strife (as we did in Table [3| for protests). The
decrease is much larger for countries with historical conflict, where the effect is twice as
large for a one-standard deviation increase in historical conflict. In the remaining columns
the interactions with factors that might make countries more conflict-prone is also negative,
albeit with smaller coefficients (the sole exception is column 11 where we interact with the
share of urban population, where the interaction is positive and very close to zero). This
provides some suggestive evidence that areas where there are more underlying reasons for
conflict Facebook’s protests help voice discontent that would otherwise turn violent.

A second possibility builds on the idea that the media environment constraints behavior
in conflict settings (Seethaler, Karmasin, Melischek, & Wohlert, 2013). Specifically, and as
shown by Durante and Zhuravskaya| (2018]), increased visibility could deter certain violent
actions, thus decreasing conflict. Suggestive evidence of the importance of this mechanism
appears in column 12, where we show that the decrease in civil conflict is smaller in places
that enjoy more freedom of the press, where we would expect this effect to be smaller. A
one-standard deviation increase in the freedom of the press index decreases the impact of

Facebook Speaker on reduced conflict by roughly one half.

5 Conclusion

We study Facebook’s effect on collective action on a global scale. We find robust evidence
that it increases collective action. The effect appears when exploiting different levels of
variation, including when we focus simply on within-country changes in Facebook access
areas with different languages, as well as when we rely on media-based or individual reports
of protest participation.

Collecting data for various countries and over an extended period, we therefore confirm
the external validity of previous research documenting this effect for specific contexts along a
number of dimensions: geographically, by regime type, temporally, and by the socioeconomic
characteristics of both countries and social media users.

Informing the mechanisms that drive these effects, we find that the “social” nature of
social media plays an important role beyond one-way information transmission. Also, we
argue that these “coordination” or social mechanisms reflect a “liberation effect” produced
by having a direct outlet to voice opinions and share them with others. The intrinsic effect

of having such access to a platform of social expression goes beyond tactical coordination,
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concerns about social image, or the effect of beliefs about others’ participation studied in
the literature.

Finally, we explore the broader political consequences of increased Facebook access, help-
ing to assess the welfare consequences of the increase in protests. A long tradition going back
to at least Olson| (1965) emphasizes the importance of collective action to bring about “good”
social outcomes. Along these lines, theories and evidence on democratization give protests a
key role (Acemoglu & Robinsonl [2006; Aidt & Franck, [2015; Aidt & Leon, 2016). Therefore,
the finding that Facebook causes protests raises key questions to gauge the broader welfare
implications, including whether these protests have discernible additional aggregate effects.

Some of our results, like the stronger impacts on undemocratic areas and places with
limited press freedom, the effects on anti-government protests, as well as the increased free-
dom of political expression reported by individuals, align with this tradition by suggesting
that Facebook is empowering people and unsettling traditional elites in contexts of weak
accountability (Farrell, |2012)). These results could counteract fears that the Internet, and
social media in particular, could facilitate control and propaganda by authoritarian regimes,
empower a small set of elites (Hindman, |2009), facilitate control of citizen collective action
(Morozov,, [2012, 2014; King et al. [2013)), spread misinformation (Silverman, 2016; [Silverman
& Singer-Vinel 2016; |Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; [Munger, Egan, Nagler, Ronen, & Tucker,
2020; Allcott, Gentzkow, & Yu| [2019)), or facilitate foreign influence (Martin & Shapiro),
2019).

However, it would be overstating to conclude that social media is unambiguously a “liber-
ation” technology. As with any general-purpose technology, it has many other applications,
so the broader (and changing) implications as different players adapt are still up for debate
(J. A. Tucker, Theocharis, Roberts, & Barbera, 2017). Our findings suggest that protests
against the opposition also increase, and that some additional mobilizations are violent —
results that may have negative welfare consequences. More substantially, we show that the
increase in Facebook access has produced no broader changes in the political equilibrium in
the form of regime change, improvements in indices of democracy, and measures of gover-
nance. To explain this result, we document a failure to spur other political engagements,
especially during critical periods, and that social media is also used to mobilize against
opposition groups, especially in less democratic areas. On the positive side, we find that
Facebook access decreases internal conflict, with evidence that this reflects increased visibil-
ity deterring violence and that social media and the resulting protests help voice discontents

and conflicts that might otherwise turn more violent.
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