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Extended Abstract
Social connections are a conduit through which individuals communicate, information prop-
agates, and diseases spread [1]. Identifying individuals that are more likely to adopt ideas
or technologies and spread them to others is essential in order to develop effective informa-
tion campaigns [2], fight epidemics [3], and to maximize the reach of limited resources [4].
Consequently a lot of work has focused on identifying sets of influencers. Here we show that
seeding information using traditional influence maximization methods, only benefits connected
and central individuals, consistently leaving the most vulnerable behind. Our results highlight
troublesome outcomes of influence maximization algorithms: they do not disseminate informa-
tion equally, threatening to create an increasingly unequal society. To overcome this issue we
devise a simple, multi-objective algorithm, which maximises both influence and information
equity. Our work demonstrates how to find fairer influencer sets, highlighting that in our search
for maximizing information, we do not need to compromise on information equality.

We define information equality in two ways. 1) In terms of frequency: how often does
an individual receive information. 2) In terms of recency: how old is the received informa-
tion. Using Independent Cascade Model (ICM) we simulate information diffusion processes
on networks. ICMs are often used to study influence maximization in social networks and are
a special case of susceptible-infected-recovered (SIR) models, where the recovery probability
is fixed to 1. As such, an individual has one attempt to convince their neighbors to adopt a be-
havior; the neighbors, if convinced, will then try to convince their neighbors, and so on. Many
methods have been proposed to identify “the set” of influential nodes in a network [5] through
which information should be disseminated. We focus on 3 state-of-the art methods for finding
influencers (Fig. 1a): highest degree [6] (HD), coreHD [7] (CHD), and degree discount [8]
(DD).

We quantify information equality by comparing how nodes get information from influ-
encers identified by the 3 heuristics, and from influencer sets selected at random (Fig 1b). To
understand the implications of information inequalities we look at real-world networks (com-
munication, interaction, and social networks varying in size from hundreds to tens of thousands
of individuals). We measure fairness as the fraction of nodes that receive information at a higher
frequency and speed than what is expected from a benchmark model, where influencers are se-
lected at random. Looking across the different influencer heuristics we find that if a node is
under-informed by one method, it will most likely not be better reached by any other method.
Overall, we find that up to 59.5% of nodes receive information less frequently compared to if
it was input at random, and information reaches 77.5% of individuals slower.

To bridge the information gap we propose a multi-objective formulation of fair influence
maximization, where both spread and fairness are taken into account in the fitness of a can-
didate solution (influencers nodes). Traditionally influence maximization has only focused on
maximizing a single objective, information spread (measured as the cascade-size). However, as
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literature from the field of Machine Learning and Artificial Intelligence shows, focusing solely
on optimizing one parameter can lead to troubling and unfair outcomes. As such, the more fair
an influencer set is, the fewer nodes will be vulnerable, so we also maximize the number of
non-vulnerable nodes. To find fairer influencer seeds we then use a genetic algorithm to solve
the optimization problem.

Fig. 1c shows the theoretical Pareto front (in multi objective optimization a pareto front
denotes a line of optimal solutions) for a village household network. Our method demonstrates
that there are seed sets which are more fair and, at the same time, equally effective at maxi-
mizing influence as the influence maximization heuristics (HD, CHD, DD). For this network,
our algorithm identifies nine possible influencer sets, undiscovered by the traditional heuristics,
with different trade-offs between maximizing information reach (cascade size) and the number
of non-vulnerable nodes (fairness). Fig. 1d, shows our theoretical predictions are consistent
with results found by numerically simulating information spread. As such, for a negligible
reduction in cascade size we can choose fairer seeds that result in 10 to 17 less vulnerable
households, this roughly corresponds to 6-10% fewer vulnerable nodes in the network. Figs.
1e-f illustrate the difference between nodes identified by using a state-of-the-art influencer
heuristics and our approach. Figs. 1c-f shows an example for one specific network, however,
our fair influence maximization method works equally well for other networks we investigated.

We believe this can act as a starting point towards a more systematic solution towards fair
information access, which does not only arise in the network influence maximization context
but in many other network- and computational science problems. Our algorithm is not perfect.
It is a first approximation at solving this important problem. However, it shows that there exist
more fair seed sets which current state-of-the-art algorithms are unable to find.
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Figure 1: Inequalities and diffusion of information in empirical networks. a, Initial seed
sets selected according to HD, CHD, and DD, illustrating variations in how the four methods
select influencers. In this example 5% of nodes are selected as information insertion points. b,
The effect of initial seed set on the information speed (how fast information reaches individual
nodes), relative to a reference model (random seed sets). c, Fair influence maximization for
a small social network between households in an Indian village. Theoretical Pareto front of
optimal influencer sets found by our algorithm, compared to the the ones found by the influ-
encer heuristics. Higher values of non-vulnerable nodes indicate higher values of fairness. d,
Numerical evaluation of influencer sets using ICM. Error bars are the standard deviation of 10
realization of 10000 ICM simulations. e, Edge activations for the set of influencers identified
by HD. Edges are colored and sized according to how often they were activated. Black nodes
are original seed nodes. f, Edge activations for one of the fairer seed sets identified by our algo-
rithm. Our method identifies nodes which are more evenly distributed in the network, resulting
in larger parts of the network being more easily reached.
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