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Policymakers and businesses often rely on key individuals to

effective.

spread new information to a community. However, obtaining
the network data required to identify them can be time

Context of the Evaluation: Past research shows that

consuming and expensive. In this study, researchers

community members with special status, like leaders,

conducted two randomized evaluations in India in which
they identify effective individuals for information sharing
("gossips") through word-of-mouth. They found that
information was disseminated more widely when shared by
individuals nominated by others in their community, rather
than village elders or randomly selected individuals.
Policy Issue: Organizations and individuals can use social
networks to disseminate information through word-ofmouth, community organizations, social media, or other
peer-to-peer interactions. This is often used as a
communications tool in public health, public safety, and
politics, among other fields. Understanding how this
information exchange takes place in social networks is
critical to designing effective information campaigns.When
politicians, policymakers, businesses, or others are seeking
to spread new information within a community, they may
rely on key informants, or “seeds,” who are members of that
community to share the news. However, it is not clear from
existing research how to identify which seeds will be most

influential people, geographically centralized people, or even
those with many friends, may not be the most effective
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information seeds. People who are central according to a
set of specific measures obtained from social network data
tend to be most successful in spreading information—but
collecting data on those measures in order to identify such
people can be costly and time consuming.2
How can organizations identify individuals in a network,
easily and cheaply, who can be seeded with important
information for wider diffusion?
In this study, researchers conducted two randomized
evaluations in India to explore the impacts of asking
community members to suggest who would be the best
individuals for spreading information.
While asking people may seem obvious, this is not a strategy
that is commonly employed by organizations: they may use
geographic data, rely on the judgement of a single extension
officer (usually not from the village), or conduct expensive

and time-consuming network mapping.
In Karnataka, India, where one of the evaluations described
in this paper takes place, villagers were seeded with
information about a phone-based raffle in which they could
win prizes.
In Haryana, India, where the other evaluation takes place, JPAL is collaborating with the Government of Haryana on a
series of initiatives designed to improve immunization rates.
In this study, individuals were seeded with information about
upcoming monthly vaccination camps and were asked to
spread that information within their communities to improve
immunization rates.

about the immunization camps.
Trust: In a random subset of villages, 17
randomly selected households in each village
were asked to nominate people who are
generally trusted by the villagers. The six top
nominees were asked to be ambassadors and
seeded with information.
Trust and Gossips: In a random subset of
villages, 17 randomly selected households in
each village were asked to identify those who
met both requirements—good at diffusing
information and trusted. The six top nominees
were asked to be ambassadors and seeded with
information.
Comparison: In a random subset of villages, six
randomly selected heads of household in each
village were asked to be ambassadors and
seeded with information.

Details of the Intervention: The first randomized

Most seeds (78-83%) agreed to participate in the study; every

evaluation was conducted in 213 villages in Karnataka.

village had several active seeds. Seeds received two monthly

Villages were randomly assigned to one of three groups:

phone-based reminders (one text and one phone call)
reminding them to spread information about the monthly

Gossips: In 71 villages, 15 randomly selected
households in each village were asked to
nominate people who would be good at diffusing
information. Three to five nominees were then
randomly selected from the nominations and
seeded with information about the raffle.
Elders: In 71 villages, three to five
elders—traditionally respected social and
political leaders—were seeded with information.
Comparison: In 71 villages, no nominations were
elicited. Three to five households were selected
at random to be seeded with information, with
the head of household serving as the seed.
Each seed was asked to spread information to villagers
about a phone-based raffle. Villagers could call a free
number for a chance to win a cell phone. If they did not win a
cell phone, they were guaranteed to win a small amount of
cash. Researchers tested the effectiveness of seeds in
spreading information by assessing how many villagers
called the raffle phone number.
The second randomized evaluation was conducted in 517
villages in Haryana. Villages were randomly assigned to one
of four groups:

Gossips: In a random subset of villages, 17
randomly selected households in each village
were asked to nominate people who would be
good at diffusing information. The six top
nominees were asked to be program
ambassadors and seeded with information

immunization camps.
In addition, J-PAL carried out several cross-randomized
interventions designed to increase the demand for
immunization. In some randomly selected villages, small
incentives for immunization were offered. In others,
households received personalized SMS messages reminding
them of the next vaccine that their child was due for.
Researchers measured the impact of different types of seeds
on immunization rates, which were tracked via a tabletbased e-Health application developed by J-PAL and the
researchers.
Results and Policy Lessons: Karnataka: Results suggest that
information about the raffle spread more widely when it was
seeded to people nominated by villagers as being well-suited
to spread information ("gossips") than randomly selected
people or village elders. Villages with at least one gossip seed
saw an average of 65 percent more calls to the raffle phone
number compared to villages with no gossips serving as
seeds (9.6 calls compared to 5.8).
Haryana: Results are consistent with those in Karnataka. In
villages with "gossip" seeds, an average of 23 children
attended each monthly immunization camp, an increase of
27 percent compared to villages with random seeds.
Researchers found that this increase held for all types of

vaccines. These results were stable over the 13-month
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no clear differences in immunization rates compared to
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villages with random seeds.
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Further, SMS messages reminding parents of their child’s
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next vaccine, tested in a cross-randomized design, did not
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lead to greater attendance at camps compared to seeding
information with gossips.
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Policy implications
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These results indicate that individuals nominated by others
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in the community gossips were much more effective at
diffusing a simple piece of information than other
individuals, even village elders; and providing information to
many more households through SMS messages did not
significantly lead to more information diffusion across a
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village.
This suggests that community members’ simple observations

The Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL) is a network of

can provide valuable lessons about their complex social

194 affiliated professors from 62 universities. Our mission is to

systems, and that policymakers who are interested in

reduce poverty by ensuring that policy is informed by scientific

diffusing information across a population can utilize this

evidence. We engage with hundreds of partners around the

inexpensive and direct method to identify highly central

world to conduct rigorous research, build capacity, share policy

agents.
This approach can be used in a variety of contexts—on its
own or combined with other data. This method may be more
cost-effective than alternatives frequently used by
policymakers, such as communicating with village
leaders/elders or sending messages through SMS or mail to
large groups of households.
Use of results
Based on the results of the study, the government of
Haryana is exploring how to incorporate the identification of
gossips to build parental demand for vaccination into its
routine immunization program. The researchers and the JPAL South Asia policy team are collaborating with the health
department to develop options which can be scaled through
the government’s new mobile health infrastructure.
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lessons, and scale up effective programs. J-PAL was launched at
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and now has
regional offices in Africa, Europe, Latin America & the Caribbean,
North America, South Asia, and Southeast Asia. For more
information visit povertyactionlab.org.

