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Introduction	
  
This	
  paper	
  highlights	
  an	
  in-­‐depth	
  comparative	
  analysis	
  we	
  conducted	
  between	
  the	
  
emerging	
  field	
  of	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  and	
  traditional	
  polling;	
  using	
  as	
  our	
  subject	
  
matter	
  the	
  2010	
  California	
  Gubernatorial	
  contest	
  between	
  candidates	
  Meg	
  Whitman	
  
and	
  Jerry	
  Brown.	
  	
  Our	
  analysis	
  looked	
  at	
  the	
  favorability	
  ratings	
  of	
  Brown	
  and	
  
Whitman	
  in	
  social	
  media,	
  comparing	
  those	
  ratings	
  to	
  traditional	
  polling	
  to	
  better	
  
understand	
  how	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  and	
  polling	
  can	
  be	
  effectively	
  utilized	
  
together	
  in	
  a	
  political/public	
  affairs	
  context.	
  
	
  
This	
  analysis	
  unlocked	
  several	
  key	
  findings,	
  including:	
  

1. Social	
  and	
  Polling	
  Data	
  were	
  Closely	
  Correlated	
  
2. Social	
  Chatter	
  was	
  Driven	
  by	
  Key	
  Campaign	
  Events	
  
3. The	
  Impact	
  of	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  was	
  Significant	
  

	
  
	
  
Methodology	
  
Using	
  the	
  Sysomos	
  MAP	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  tool,	
  we	
  isolated	
  and	
  analyzed	
  
hundreds	
  of	
  thousands	
  of	
  comments	
  related	
  to	
  the	
  race	
  publicly	
  posted	
  on	
  blogs,	
  
news	
  sites	
  and	
  other	
  public	
  web	
  forums.	
  	
  We	
  analyzed	
  comments	
  from	
  January	
  1,	
  
2010	
  through	
  Election	
  Day,	
  November	
  2,	
  2010.	
  	
  The	
  volume	
  of	
  relevant	
  social	
  media	
  
comments	
  was	
  measured	
  during	
  this	
  period	
  along	
  with	
  the	
  overall	
  sentiment	
  
(positive,	
  neutral,	
  negative)	
  of	
  those	
  comments.	
  	
  

	
  
Sources	
  of	
  Social	
  Media	
  Data	
  Volume	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Finding	
  #1:	
  Social	
  and	
  Polling	
  Data	
  Were	
  Closely	
  Correlated	
  
We	
  compared	
  the	
  overall	
  social	
  media	
  sentiment	
  to	
  publicly	
  available	
  polling	
  data	
  
on	
  the	
  race	
  for	
  each	
  candidate.	
  	
  Significantly,	
  the	
  ratio	
  of	
  positive	
  to	
  negative	
  social	
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sentiment	
  was	
  very	
  much	
  in	
  line	
  with	
  the	
  ratio	
  of	
  favorable	
  to	
  unfavorable	
  ratings	
  
shown	
  by	
  traditional	
  polling.	
  	
  This	
  analysis	
  provides	
  a	
  high	
  level	
  of	
  confidence	
  in	
  the	
  
correlation	
  between	
  outputs	
  of	
  these	
  two	
  very	
  different	
  measurement	
  systems.	
  	
  
	
  
	
  

Jerry	
  Brown’s	
  Overall	
  Favorability	
  Rating	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

Meg	
  Whitman’s	
  Overall	
  Favorability	
  Rating	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Finding	
  #2:	
  Social	
  Chatter	
  Was	
  Driven	
  by	
  Key	
  Campaign	
  Events	
  
When	
  looking	
  at	
  the	
  daily	
  volume	
  of	
  social	
  media	
  chatter	
  over	
  the	
  campaign	
  
timeline,	
  it	
  is	
  clearly	
  evident	
  that	
  peaks	
  in	
  social	
  conversation	
  volume	
  coincided	
  
with	
  major	
  campaign	
  events.	
  	
  There	
  were	
  three	
  major	
  peaks	
  we	
  observed:	
  	
  Brown’s	
  
announcement	
  that	
  he	
  would	
  run	
  for	
  Governor,	
  the	
  primary	
  election	
  and	
  the	
  largest	
  
peak	
  of	
  all,	
  the	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  scandal.	
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Social	
  Media	
  Chatter	
  Volume	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  

It	
  is	
  clear	
  from	
  the	
  social	
  media	
  data	
  that	
  the	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  issue	
  attracted	
  wide	
  
audience	
  attention;	
  the	
  overall	
  spike	
  on	
  this	
  issue	
  is	
  bigger	
  than	
  any	
  other	
  spike	
  by	
  a	
  
factor	
  of	
  2-­‐5	
  times.	
  	
  Based	
  on	
  this	
  significant	
  conversation	
  spike,	
  we	
  turned	
  the	
  focus	
  
of	
  our	
  analysis	
  on	
  this	
  issue.	
  	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
Finding	
  #3:	
  The	
  Impact	
  of	
  Nanny-­gate	
  was	
  Significant	
  
The	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  issue	
  arose	
  when	
  Whitman’s	
  former	
  housekeeper,	
  Nicky	
  Diaz,	
  came	
  
forward	
  with	
  serious	
  allegations	
  against	
  Whitman	
  in	
  the	
  final	
  weeks	
  of	
  the	
  
campaign.	
  	
  Diaz,	
  together	
  with	
  her	
  attorney,	
  Gloria	
  Allred,	
  raised	
  issues	
  around	
  her	
  
employment	
  status	
  as	
  an	
  undocumented	
  worker	
  and	
  her	
  ultimate	
  firing	
  by	
  
Whitman.	
  	
  When	
  social	
  media	
  sentiment	
  was	
  analyzed	
  for	
  Meg	
  Whitman,	
  her	
  
highest	
  negative	
  perception	
  occurred	
  during	
  the	
  course	
  of	
  Nanny-­‐gate.	
  	
  
	
  
This	
  story	
  played	
  out	
  over	
  a	
  number	
  of	
  days	
  in	
  the	
  media	
  after	
  it	
  initially	
  broke.	
  	
  
During	
  this	
  time	
  things	
  seemed	
  to	
  get	
  worse	
  for	
  Whitman	
  as	
  her	
  responses	
  were	
  
unable	
  to	
  quell	
  the	
  story.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  certainly	
  reasonable	
  to	
  assume	
  that	
  Whitman,	
  aided	
  
by	
  a	
  highly	
  sophisticated	
  and	
  experienced	
  team,	
  was	
  deliberating	
  intensely	
  about	
  
how	
  best	
  to	
  respond	
  while	
  working	
  to	
  gather	
  as	
  much	
  intelligence	
  via	
  traditional	
  
public	
  opinion	
  research	
  to	
  inform	
  her	
  response.	
  However,	
  relying	
  on	
  traditional	
  
polling	
  data	
  alone	
  would	
  have	
  left	
  her	
  team	
  without	
  solid	
  facts	
  during	
  the	
  most	
  
critical	
  initial	
  hours	
  and	
  days	
  after	
  the	
  story	
  broke.	
  
	
  
It	
  is	
  interesting	
  to	
  consider	
  the	
  outcome	
  of	
  this	
  episode	
  if	
  Whitman	
  had	
  utilized	
  
social	
  media	
  listening	
  tools	
  to	
  inform	
  and	
  calculate	
  her	
  response.	
  With	
  these	
  tools	
  
Whitman	
  and	
  her	
  campaign	
  team	
  would	
  have	
  seen	
  within	
  hours	
  that	
  that	
  the	
  level	
  of	
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Nanny-­‐gate	
  chatter	
  was	
  highly	
  abnormal	
  and	
  would	
  have	
  no	
  doubt	
  understood	
  that	
  
an	
  immediate	
  and	
  well-­‐calculated	
  response	
  was	
  imperative.	
  	
  
	
  
When	
  looking	
  at	
  the	
  social	
  media	
  sentiment	
  chart	
  below,	
  it	
  is	
  interesting	
  to	
  note	
  that	
  
the	
  negative	
  sentiment	
  spike	
  for	
  Whitman	
  occurs	
  over	
  two	
  weeks	
  (each	
  point	
  on	
  the	
  
chart	
  represents	
  one	
  week’s	
  data).	
  	
  The	
  initial	
  spike	
  in	
  negative	
  social	
  media	
  
sentiment	
  in	
  the	
  first	
  ten	
  hours	
  of	
  the	
  crisis	
  would	
  have	
  no	
  doubt	
  triggered	
  major	
  
alarms	
  within	
  the	
  campaign.	
  	
  And	
  the	
  continued	
  increase	
  of	
  negative	
  sentiment	
  in	
  
week	
  two	
  speaks	
  to	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  a	
  correctly	
  informed	
  response	
  to	
  prevent	
  the	
  
issue	
  from	
  growing.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
The	
  chart	
  below	
  additionally	
  shows	
  that	
  while	
  Brown	
  also	
  had	
  a	
  negative	
  spike	
  
during	
  this	
  time	
  because	
  of	
  a	
  related	
  scandal	
  (“Whore-­‐gate”),	
  the	
  overall	
  gap	
  
between	
  his	
  positives	
  and	
  negatives	
  is	
  not	
  nearly	
  as	
  far	
  apart	
  as	
  Whitman’s	
  during	
  
this	
  time,	
  nor	
  did	
  Brown’s	
  negatives	
  spike	
  nearly	
  to	
  the	
  same	
  degree	
  as	
  Whitman’s	
  
did	
  over	
  the	
  same	
  period.	
  

	
  
Whitman/Brown	
  Conversation	
  Volume	
  (by	
  Sentiment)	
  

	
  
	
  
So,	
  while	
  one	
  of	
  the	
  significant	
  powers	
  of	
  social	
  listening	
  in	
  a	
  crisis	
  scenario	
  is	
  real-­‐
time	
  insight,	
  there	
  are	
  additional	
  benefits	
  for	
  campaigns	
  to	
  recognize.	
  	
  In	
  fact,	
  
campaigns	
  are	
  able	
  to	
  drill	
  down	
  into	
  the	
  chatter	
  –	
  right	
  down	
  to	
  individual	
  
underlying	
  conversations	
  –	
  and	
  get	
  focus	
  group	
  like	
  insights	
  into	
  the	
  attitudes	
  and	
  
opinions	
  of	
  the	
  public	
  on	
  issues.	
  	
  Perhaps,	
  in	
  the	
  case	
  of	
  Whitman,	
  this	
  would	
  have	
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meant	
  a	
  different	
  initial	
  response	
  to	
  the	
  issue,	
  and	
  a	
  different	
  outcome.	
  
	
  
It	
  is	
  also	
  with	
  the	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  event	
  that	
  our	
  analysis	
  reveals	
  some	
  interesting	
  
insights	
  from	
  traditional	
  polling	
  data.	
  	
  The	
  last	
  published	
  polling	
  data	
  before	
  the	
  
scandal	
  broke	
  showed	
  Whitman	
  with	
  a	
  45%	
  unfavorable	
  rating,	
  after	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  it	
  
was	
  51%,	
  while	
  for	
  Brown,	
  during	
  this	
  period	
  unfavorables	
  remained	
  steady	
  at	
  47%	
  
before	
  and	
  after	
  the	
  scandal.	
  	
  At	
  minimum,	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  was	
  a	
  highly	
  negative	
  issue	
  
for	
  Whitman	
  during	
  a	
  time	
  when	
  she	
  needed	
  all	
  of	
  the	
  positives	
  she	
  could	
  get.	
  	
  And	
  
possibly,	
  it	
  was	
  a	
  major	
  contributing	
  factor	
  to	
  her	
  decline	
  in	
  the	
  polls.	
  	
  
	
  
While	
  it	
  is	
  impossible	
  to	
  identify	
  the	
  direct	
  impact	
  of	
  this	
  issue	
  on	
  the	
  ultimate	
  
outcome	
  of	
  the	
  race,	
  it	
  is	
  reasonable	
  to	
  say	
  that	
  a	
  better	
  handling	
  of	
  this	
  issue	
  by	
  
Whitman’s	
  campaign	
  as	
  the	
  result	
  of	
  having	
  better	
  data	
  may	
  have	
  helped	
  her	
  during	
  
a	
  critical	
  time	
  where	
  she	
  was	
  obviously	
  losing	
  support.	
  
	
  

Traditional	
  Tracking	
  Poll	
  on	
  Favorable/Unfavorable	
  for	
  Brown	
  and	
  Whitman	
  

	
  
	
  
	
  
Ultimately,	
  the	
  key	
  take-­‐away	
  from	
  this	
  analysis	
  is	
  that	
  traditional	
  methods	
  of	
  
polling	
  alone	
  would	
  not	
  have	
  been	
  enough	
  to	
  appropriately	
  respond	
  to	
  Nanny-­‐gate,	
  
given	
  the	
  rapid	
  speed	
  at	
  which	
  the	
  issue	
  played	
  out.	
  	
  Also,	
  there	
  are	
  more	
  to	
  the	
  
differences	
  between	
  social	
  media	
  and	
  traditional	
  methods	
  of	
  polling	
  which	
  
campaigns	
  need	
  to	
  understand.	
  	
  Our	
  next	
  section	
  covers	
  these	
  key	
  areas	
  of	
  
difference.	
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Social	
  Media	
  Listening	
  vs.	
  Traditional	
  Polling	
  
Some	
  have	
  argued	
  that	
  the	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  issue	
  was	
  not	
  at	
  all	
  impactful	
  on	
  the	
  race.	
  	
  A	
  
majority	
  of	
  voters,	
  when	
  asked	
  by	
  a	
  traditional	
  polling	
  firm,	
  said	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  made	
  
no	
  difference	
  in	
  their	
  decision	
  on	
  their	
  choice	
  for	
  governor	
  (see	
  polling	
  question	
  
results	
  below).	
  	
  
	
  
Poll	
  Question:	
  Does	
  hearing	
  that	
  Meg	
  Whitman	
  hired	
  an	
  undocumented	
  worker	
  make	
  

you	
  more	
  likely	
  or	
  less	
  likely	
  to	
  vote	
  for	
  her,	
  or	
  does	
  it	
  make	
  no	
  difference?	
  
	
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
  
In	
  fact,	
  based	
  on	
  a	
  detailed	
  analysis	
  of	
  individual	
  conversations	
  and	
  overall	
  patterns,	
  
we	
  believe	
  the	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  data	
  told	
  a	
  different	
  story	
  in	
  the	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  
episode.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  important	
  to	
  understand	
  that	
  traditional	
  polling	
  is	
  built	
  around	
  asking	
  
exactly	
  the	
  right	
  question.	
  	
  The	
  social	
  data	
  showed	
  that	
  the	
  issue	
  of	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  was	
  
not	
  just	
  that	
  Meg	
  Whitman	
  hired	
  an	
  undocumented	
  worker,	
  but	
  how	
  she	
  generally	
  
responded	
  to	
  it	
  along	
  with	
  a	
  few	
  underlying	
  issues	
  such	
  as:	
  the	
  perceived	
  lack	
  of	
  
support	
  for	
  a	
  woman	
  she	
  employed	
  for	
  nearly	
  a	
  decade	
  or	
  her	
  overall	
  position	
  on	
  
immigration.	
  These	
  divergent	
  analyses	
  are	
  likely	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  fundamental	
  differences	
  
between	
  Social	
  Medial	
  Listening	
  and	
  traditional	
  polling	
  (summarized	
  below):	
  
 

	
   Traditional	
  Polling	
   Social	
  Media	
  Listening	
  

Action	
   Framing	
  the	
  right	
  questions	
   Just	
  listening	
  

Audience	
   Models	
  of	
  “likely	
  voters”	
   Self-­‐selected	
  	
  

Accuracy	
   Statistical	
  models	
   Law	
  of	
  very	
  large	
  numbers	
  

Available	
  Results	
   Days	
   Hours	
  

Authority	
   Wisdom	
  of	
  Pollster	
   Wisdom	
  of	
  Crowds	
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Conclusion	
  
Traditional	
  polling	
  took	
  up	
  to	
  seven	
  days	
  to	
  show	
  the	
  negative	
  effects	
  of	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  
and	
  some	
  polls	
  even	
  indicated	
  that	
  Nanny-­‐gate	
  had	
  little-­‐to-­‐no	
  impact	
  on	
  the	
  
election.	
  	
  Social	
  media,	
  however,	
  clearly	
  demonstrates	
  the	
  severity	
  of	
  impact	
  on	
  the	
  
Whitman	
  campaign.	
  	
  With	
  social	
  media,	
  campaigns	
  have	
  the	
  ability	
  to	
  ask	
  and	
  re-­‐
ask,	
  many	
  different	
  questions	
  to	
  get	
  the	
  correct	
  answer,	
  while	
  traditional	
  polling	
  
must	
  ask	
  the	
  exact	
  right	
  question	
  to	
  illicit	
  the	
  most	
  correct	
  answer.	
  	
  
	
  
Perhaps	
  more	
  significant	
  is	
  the	
  ability	
  of	
  social	
  listening	
  to	
  spot	
  trends	
  in	
  almost	
  real	
  
time	
  (vs.	
  the	
  days	
  polling	
  requires).	
  	
  In	
  a	
  24/7	
  news	
  cycle	
  reality,	
  relying	
  on	
  polling	
  
data	
  alone	
  may	
  be	
  very	
  much	
  like	
  driving	
  80	
  mph	
  at	
  night	
  with	
  the	
  headlights	
  
turned	
  off.	
  	
  While	
  scientific	
  polling	
  will	
  always	
  be	
  an	
  essential	
  tool	
  for	
  campaigns	
  to	
  
use,	
  social	
  media	
  listening,	
  as	
  this	
  case	
  study	
  shows,	
  can	
  provide	
  crucial	
  
supplemental	
  guidance	
  to	
  a	
  campaign	
  in	
  real-­‐time.	
  	
  
	
  
Social	
  media	
  listening	
  is	
  an	
  undeniably	
  powerful	
  new	
  tool	
  that	
  campaigns	
  should	
  
utilize	
  effectively	
  to	
  have	
  the	
  most	
  up-­‐to-­‐date	
  information.	
  	
  However,	
  listening	
  is	
  
really	
  only	
  half	
  the	
  equation.	
  A	
  digital	
  response	
  strategy,	
  coupled	
  with	
  social	
  
listening,	
  completes	
  the	
  picture	
  (the	
  brakes	
  and	
  steering	
  wheel	
  on	
  that	
  80	
  mph	
  car).	
  
Effective	
  digital	
  response	
  involves	
  proactive	
  engagement	
  online	
  and	
  in	
  social	
  media,	
  
in	
  particular.	
  Successful	
  campaigns	
  focus	
  on	
  cultivating	
  online	
  influentials	
  before	
  
there	
  is	
  a	
  crisis	
  and	
  activating	
  those	
  supporters	
  in	
  a	
  time	
  of	
  need.	
  
	
  
THE	
  BOTTOM	
  LINE:	
  Having	
  the	
  insights	
  provided	
  by	
  social	
  listening	
  	
  is	
  
indispensable	
  	
  at	
  crisis	
  or	
  critical	
  junctions	
  of	
  a	
  campaign	
  that	
  can	
  decide	
  the	
  
outcome	
  of	
  the	
  race.	
  	
  While	
  traditional	
  polling	
  is	
  still	
  essential	
  to	
  the	
  world	
  of	
  
campaigning	
  (and	
  will	
  be	
  for	
  some	
  time),	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  can	
  augment	
  polling	
  
by	
  providing	
  further	
  guidance	
  to	
  a	
  campaign.	
  	
  As	
  the	
  field	
  of	
  social	
  media	
  listening	
  
evolves,	
  we	
  expect	
  to	
  see	
  more	
  sophisticated	
  applications	
  in	
  the	
  political	
  and	
  public	
  
affairs	
  arenas	
  appear.	
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