
Sociology 204: Social Networks
Assignment 4

Due: Wednesday, March 6, 2013
Remember to write your name and precept on your assignment and staple it!

The New York Times article by Tierney used the concept of an information cascade to 
understand the case of a mistaken consensus about healthy diets.  Your assignment is to 
use the concept of an information cascade to understand (or help to understand) some 
other real-world behavior.

Following Easley and Kleinberg (2010, p. 427) we will define situations where 
information cascades can occur to include four elements:

1. There is a decision to be made with two possible outcomes (e.g., whether to adopt 
a new technology or whether to vote for a particular political candidate).

2. People make decisions sequentially and everyone can observe the previous 
decisions of others.

3. Each person has some private signal that can guide her decision.
4. Each person combines her private signal with the public behavior of others in 

order to make a decision.

Further, we say that an information cascade has occurred when the public behavior of 
others overrides the private signal that an individual has about what is the right decision 
to make.

If you draw on outside sources to make your argument be sure to cite them.  Finally, 
please double-space your response and limit it to 2 pages.  Hint: If you’ve thought about 
for a while and are stuck, read this article by Duncan Watts from Slate: 
http://www.slate.com/id/2095993/

When evaluating your paper we will use the following criteria:
• There should be a tight linkage between your situation and the definition of an 

information cascade.  For example, a key element of the definition of an 
information cascade is the distinction between the private signal a person has and 
the public behavior that a person observes.  That distinction should probably be 
considered when describing your situation.  Remember, not every situation where 
people end up doing the same thing should be considered an information cascade.

• Everything in the paper should be necessary for your argument.  Unnecessary 
information weakens your argument. 

• The writing should be crisp and free of grammatical and spelling errors.  Further, 
the overall structure of the paper should be clear and easy to follow.


