“Hat Chase” at Rutgers Simulates Emergency to Study Student Groups Coordination and Collaboration

Command, Control, and Interoperability Center for Advanced Data Analysis (CCICADA)
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Pictured: The hat wearers, clockwise from left: Charlie File; Nathan Graham; Frank Bridges; Prof. Paul Kantor; Funda Kivran-Swaine; Cecilia Gal; Prof. Mor Naaman; Dr. Munmun De Choudhury; Elizabeth Gough-Gordon, Prof. Nina Fefferman. There are seven “target hats" pictured; Graham, Bridges and Naaman are wearing ordinary hats.

It was the middle of spring, there were flowers all round, and you witnessed an array of unique and unusual hats throughout the day. An Easter parade perhaps? A midieval festival? A royal wedding? If it was May 2 or 3 on the Rutgers University campus, it was the Hat Chase, an unusual student competition staged to inform CCICADA researchers about the potential utility of social media as a means for detecting and disseminating information about urgent events on campuses.
On Hat Chase day, a small group of normally stoic faculty, serious students, and dedicated staff members each donned one of seven eye-catching hats and spread out across all four Rutgers New Brunswick Campuses. Dozens of student teams organized and coordinated to spot the hats, identify their locations, and get the word out to as many people as possible.

This challenge, organized by CCICADA researchers Fred Roberts, Paul Kantor, Mor Naaman and Rutgers graduate fellow Charlie File, was inspired by the the DARPA Red Balloon Challenge and conceived to examine how student groups coordinate and exchange information about an unusual event on campus. As in the Red Balloon Challenge, students were motivated to disseminate information quickly and accurately through cash prizes (of a significantly lesser amount) in order to provide insights on the use of social media for communication in a time-sensitive context. 

The Hat Chase is a component of the DHS-sponsored Alerts and Warnings in Social Media (AWSM) project, managed by Denis Gusty and studying social media as a means for detecting and disseminating urgent events. The competing Hat Chase teams provided anonymous records of their conversations with each other, thus providing CCICADA researcher with a rich set of data that can be used to investigate issues related to “crowdsourcing” and strategies the teams used for searching for hats and then reporting sightings to team members.  

During the Hat Chase the seven hats appeared in different locations in each of three different shifts. By the end of the competition, 25 competing teams had discovered 19 of the 21 possible hat-in-location sightings, and spread the word, generating some 4330 correct sighting reports. The top team made 17 of the possible 21 sightings. The winning teams were selected by a judging panel that included law enforcement and homeland security personnel. The panel carefully considered each team’s success metrics, such as the number of hats found, number of correct reports made, the ratio of good to bad reports, and other criteria. The Hat Chase will return to Rutgers University this fall. 

