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What is Computational Social Science?

• “[CSS is] the development 
and application of 
computational 
methods to complex, typically 
large-scale, human (sometimes 
simulated) behavioral data.”

“Computational Social Science” Lazer et al. 2009

... to understand society



• We are all data sources!
• Internet => Data Sharing

• Public datasets, archives

• Smart Phones => Behavioral Data
• Online shopping, phone calls, trading

• Social Media => News & Public Opinion

Big Data
Announcement of Pope



• Internet data is up for grabs!

• Limitations
• May not be exactly what you are looking for

• Ethical & Legal Risks
• Often no explicit consent

Big Data is Cheap



• Reddit: 11 billion comments, 2TB 
compressed

• First ChatGPT (GPT 3.5) Training Set: 50TB 
compressed text

• 25 Reddits! 
• Only text :o

• More Data => More Reliable Results
• (usually)

• Requires computational methods
• Cheap & Fast!

Caveat: Big Data is Big!

Small data BIG DATA



• Cheap & Fast => Efficient
• Repurposed Data => Limited
• Often no consent => Ethical Risks!

Large-Scale Behavioral Data “Big Data”

Common Characteristic of CSS Studies



What Makes Persuasion Effective?

Evidence

AI



What Makes Persuasion Effective?
• Research Question: What makes persuasion effective? To 

what extent?

• Hypothesis: Evidence makes persuasion more effective 
(compared to no evidence)

• We predict AI will be more persuasive than humans

• AI/Evidence => Persuasion 
(compared with the absence of AI/Evidence)



Traditional Way



EPFL Study (2025)

AI Treatment

ControlHuman
(also participant)

Attempts to persuade

Attempts to persuade



EPFL Study (2025)
• Designed in December 2023
Finished in May 2024: ~6 months
• 900 participants
Median time for completion 16min. ~ 
240 hours
Median pay pp: 3.15$x900 ~ 3000$
• Coded a platform for the experiment
Quite expensive…



A subreddit to ”Change Views”

Change My View (CMV)



Change My View (CMV)



• Hypothesis: Evidence makes users more persuasive
Why Some Users are more Persuasive?

University of Edinburgh Study (2023)

Group A: Most persuasive users Group B: Most active users
(not that persuasive)



• Collect the Reddit replies
• Identify links (proxy for evidence) by looking for 

“http”…
• Do Magic (Statistical analysis)

• Run logistic regression 
• Compute persuasion scores (coefficients )

• Links make persuasion ~1.6 times as likely
• If 10% chance without links => 16% with links
• Adding a link gives 60% persuasion boost

Methodology

University of Edinburgh Study (2023)

(From the paper)



• Easy, Fast, Cheap to collect & process data
• Reproducible & Extendable

• Hard to customize for some factors like AI
• Can’t reliably detect AI (especially if not present)

• Redditors do not represent regular folk

Strengths? Limitations?



•

Hypothesis: AI is more persuasive (same as EPFL) 

The University of Zurich Study (2025)



Hypothesis: AI makes persuasion more effective (same as EPFL) 
• Human persuasion: 1x (Default)
• ChatGPT imitating Redditors: 3.5x persuasion rate
• Generic ChatGPT: 6x persuasion rate
• Personalized ChatGPT: 7x persuasion rate

The University of Zurich Study (2025)



•

The University of Zurich vs Reddit



•

What Was Wrong?
• Redditors were unaware of the experiment
• Bots manipulated the OPs for ∆s

• AI pretending to be a victim of rape
• AI acting as a trauma counselor specializing 

in abuse
• AI posing as a black man against Black Lives 

Matter
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