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I. BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH QUESTION

Between 2017 and 2019, waves of collective change traversed social media as virally spreading trends. The MeToo movement, despite
being already active for more than 10 yeas, in late 2017 began making worldwide sensation following widespread sexual-abuse allegations
against powerful figures in the show business. In 2018, starting from Sweden and later extending to global-scale proportions in early 2019,
the initiative of “School strike for climate” became popular especially among young generations [2]. Also known as Fridays for Future (FFF),
it promoted participation in demonstrations to demand political leaders to take action to prevent human-induced climate change. These two
phenomena had immediate consequences on traditional and new media discourses. Our goal is to shed light on the rhetorics of calls to action
in the social justice discourse as mediated by online social networks.

While it is immediate to expect these initiatives to obtain some direct effects, such as the increasing popularity of related hashtags on
Twitter, we are interested in a more variegate investigation, especially aimed at assessing the overall impact on the online social network
communities. Indeed, while the MeToo movement and the FFF gave them renewed visibility, the topics of sexual harassment and climate
changes were already discussed [3]. Specifically, our research question is whether these initiatives really changed the structure of the semantic
network revolving around these topics. Given their similar intents of promoting social justice, we conjecture on whether this reflects in a
better information flow that enables collective action [4].

II. METHODOLOGY

To address this question, we collected two separate networks of semantic contents, related to the #MeToo and FFF protests, from Twitter.
Data was extracted through Twitter APIs and entirely reproducible procedures that will be fully detailed in the final version [5]. The two
networks are chosen in time periods that can be considered “pre” and “post” a main event. For instance, the results reported below refer to
the #MeToo movement and compare semantic networks of tweet contents taken between April and June 2017, and between April and June
2018, with the main exposure of sexual harassment scandals of late 2017 in between. We investigate our research under two directions: (i)
structural interconnection of the resulting semantic items and (ii) in-depth look of the semantic meaning of relevant keywords.

III. RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

From the structural point of view, “pre” and “post” networks look quite similar. So, a naı̈ve conclusion is that, despite the trend in popularity,
nothing changed in the context of online social network rhetoric. However, a better comparative analysis shows a profound translational change
in relevance and meaning of key nodes, e.g., see the example of Fig. 1 for the “pre-MeToo” and “post-MeToo” semantic networks. While
retaining similar structural roles, the agency of verbs [6] is much more relevant in the post-MeToo network, thus hinting at a significant impact
of the call to action. Hence, we can conclude that the online collective movement does not actually increase the amount of social effort, but
steers it in a more effective direction, where action is really crucial. This analytic strategy may therefore provide an effective operational tool
to monitor the evolution of collective discourse towards the collective action.

Fig. 1. Semantic network of verbs in the online social discourse on Twitter around “MeToo,” “Women,” and “Feminism.” Comparison between April-June
2017 (pre-MeToo, left) and April-June 2018 (post-MeToo, right).
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1Analysing the
impact of calls to action

2 scenarios

#MeToo [October, 2017] «movement 
against sexual abuse and harassment committed 
by powerful and/or prominent men»

#FridaysForFuture [August, 2018]
«school students skipping Fridays classes        

and demanding action from 
political leaders to prevent

climate change»
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idea

research
questions

method

We investigate the rhetoric of calls to   
action in the social discourse as
mediated by online platforms

H1 there are structural changes of
the semantic network revolving
around these topics

H2 this reflects in a better information 
flow enabling the collective action

H3 relevant keywords have a
translational change in 

relevance and 
meaning
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algorithm

word 
networks

measuring 
tweets

agency 
trends

Social media 
as reality mirrors: 

for its widespread 
and accessibility 

We sampled 5k tweets pre and 5k 
post the main event, starting from

- @UN_Women pages for #MeToo
- hashtag #climatechange for #FFF 

LIWC established tool for quantitative
analysis of psychological processes 
(Pennebaker et al., 2015)

words

tweets

projection =   
average on 

the tweets it is 
connected with

agency on tweets:
captures the message 

characteristics à projection 
on words: fully captures the

social discourse
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Projected agency (from tweets)
Pre Post increase 
1.69 1.87 +11.2%
1.69 1.84 +9.2%
1.69 1.90 +12.6%
1.66 1.77 +6.3%
1.65 1.73 +5.1%
1.71 1.83 +7.2%

Pre Post increase 
4.49 4.65 +3.5%
3.44 3.48 +1.1%
6.70 7.28 +8.6%
3.85 3.85 -0.1%
3.56 3.56 -0.3%
6.25 6.07 -3.0%

Word agency

words

words

nouns
verbs

nouns
verbs

words

words

nouns
verbs

nouns
verbs

#M
eToo

#FFF

#M
eT

oo
#F

FF

averages

Pre Post
57.5% 57.8%
29.2% 29.1%
50.9% 50.0%
22.8% 23.1%

Centrality

nouns
verbs
nouns
verbs

#M
eT

oo
#F

FF

conclusions

Psycho-social drives
for engaging in collective 

action (van Zomeren et al., 1998)
Social identity à affiliation

Collective efficacy à agency

Agency perception that an individual is able   
to contribute to/a group can collectively           

reach a social change 
proxy = power, achieve, reward,

insight & cause       
(Pietraszkiewicz et al., 2019) 
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Bipartite network linking tweets to words. Word 
extraction by Python’s POS non deterministic tagger
(Gimpel et al., 2011) 

psycho-social 
drives

agency of 
words alone:

does not 
capture the 

social 
discourse!

2018 2019

2018

agency
affiliation

#FFF #MeToo

@ a tweet level: a statistically relevant   
increase is observed for both agency and    

affiliation after the collective action call
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socio-cognitive drives of 
collective actions emerged in:

1) quantitative semantic: words in
tweets covey affiliation and agency

2) quantitative meta-semantic: the 
increase of the agentic discourse is 

characteristics of verbs more than nouns

3) qualitative: networks of words evidence a 
different use of verbs and nouns to 
signal agency
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