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Abstract 

This paper analyzes the current literature on foursquare and location-based services (LBS) to 

assess hype and motivations of use. Psychological methods of influence are related to the current 

status of LBS usage to ascertain the potential for social influence in frequent LBS users. A 

preliminary survey was conducted to look into the role of foursquare1 mayors. The results are 

revealed to deduce areas of further research and interest related to the meaning of the mayor title 

and the trustworthiness of tips and comment features. 
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1	
  According	
  to	
  foursquare.com/about	
  the	
  proper	
  usage	
  of	
  the	
  name	
  “foursquare”	
  is	
  lower-­‐case	
  unless	
  used	
  in	
  
a	
  heading	
  or	
  start	
  of	
  sentence.	
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What It Means To Be The Mayor:  

The Social Influence of Location-Based Check-ins  

 

In the three years since foursquare made its debut at South by Southwest Interactive 

Festival, the conversation around location-based services (LBS) has shifted dramatically. At the 

time, the potential for LBS received over-the-top hype and expectations from new media pundits, 

and foursquare was heralded as the next big thing in social networks (Van Grove, 2009). 

However, consumers were slower to adopt location sharing and concerns about privacy and 

relevance soon altered the tone in conversation. Some called foursquare “all hype” and saw 

limited future potential especially in terms of commercial profitability (Patel, 2010). The critics 

quick to dismiss foursquare for lack of users neglected to see the deeper implications of location 

sharing and the still viable potential of location check-ins to create a new class of active, social 

consumers.  

Location-based sharing has the potential for greater influence in the realm of social media 

because it requires user action and has direct impact on real-world locations.  In foursquare, 

when a user has earned the top number of check-in days for a given location they are given the 

title “Mayor.” For the consumer this “mayorship” can be a badge of pride and earn them special 

privileges like free drinks or discounts, but the role of mayor signifies something more than just 

an arbitrary title. These foursquare mayors have the potential to become opinion leaders in their 

niche areas of interest.   

 Academic research into the idea of “mayorship” is extremely limited, but there has been 

some significant scholarly research into the motivations and social behavior trends of location-

based services (LBS): from the ‘gamification qualities’ and social connection opportunities to the 

territorial nature of human beings (Cramer et al 2011). Some studies have collected data analysis 
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through surveys to quantify the primary motivations (Lindqvist, J. et al 2011). This paper will 

look at the current scholarly findings behind LBS usage, particularly foursquare, and analyze the 

potential social influence of this technology, which is still very much in its infancy.  

 

Foursquare: By the Numbers 

Launched in March 2009, foursquare presents four main goals for its users who check in 

to specific places using geo-location technology: “keep up with friends, discover what’s nearby, 

save money and unlock rewards, unlock your expertise” (foursquare, 2012). Initially, foursquare 

limited usage to 50 major metropolitan areas before expanding to worldwide locations in 2010. It 

took two years for foursquare to reach 7 million users, compared to Instagram, which reached 40 

million users in the same timeframe (Tech Crunch, 2012). This April, foursquare passed 20 

million users worldwide, 2 billion check-ins, which averages to about 100 check-ins a user, and 

750,000 businesses using the merchant platform (foursquare, 2012).  

 Despite these promising figures, these numbers are small in comparison to social 

network giants like Facebook – more than 800 million users – and Twitter – more than 500 

million users (The Realtime Report, 2012).  Recent research has found that the issue isn’t with 

foursquare in particular, but rather the overall number of users participating in location-based 

check-ins is still relatively small – only about 5 percent of all mobile phone users have ever used 

a LBS (Zickhur & Smith, 2011). Privacy concerns and lack of awareness contribute to these 

lower numbers, but there is promise in the average of 100 check-ins per user. This suggests that, 

while the foursquare community may be smaller, it has an active base of users. LBS is still in the 

very early adoption stage, but the benefits to a slower growing pace are that it gives the 

technology a chance to adapt and better connect with user expectations. 
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LBS Motivations for Use 

The rise of foursquare came in tandem with the boom of micro-blogging, and signaled a 

shift in location-based applications where users began to share their locations with bigger 

audiences (Tang et al., 2010). This transition from purpose-driven usage, like using GPS 

technology to get directions or find a friend’s location, to social-driven usage, where users 

consciously choose to share information with a specific network, indicated a new scope of 

motivations for users. Instead of being a tool for logistical geo-organization between one or a 

few individuals, LBS users were now able to use location information to enhance self-

representation and share an edited identity to a larger group of people (Tang et al., 2010).  

Through surveys and interviews of early foursquare users, Lindqvist et al. (2011) looked 

into the uses and gratifications of LBS and established a wide range of motivations: from 

personal tracking, where users enjoyed “curating” their location history, to the gaming aspects, 

where users felt motivated competitively to earn mayorships and badges. Subsequent surveys 

have found similar social and identity-driven motivations for sharing location, like check-ins for 

finding friends, gaming purposes, diversion, discovering new places and new people (Cramer, 

Rost & Holmquist, 2011). In general the motivations are inline with foursquare’s main goals as 

established earlier, showing user intent matches design intent.  

Interestingly, study results found that discounts and special offers were not a major 

motivator at the time, but Lindqvist et al. suggested that the relatively small size of participating 

business could be a factor and that motivation in this area may increase as company involvement 

spreads. While a mismatch between design intent and user motivations cannot be blamed for the 

slow adoption of foursquare, some research suggests that at its basic level the service offers only 
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limited benefits to users. Despite the occasional free beverage or discount, the real value in 

foursquare needs to come from recommending new, interesting places that directly correspond to 

what users might find engaging (Berjani & Strufe, 2011). If foursquare could establish this 

model more securely, recommendations would likely become the primary motivating factor 

behind usage. 

 

The potential for influence 

In terms of influence, the most valuable information from the studies on motivation lie in 

the discovery that self-representation plays a large role in the types of places users check in to 

and share with their friends. The perception of places like fast-food restaurants and the potential 

impact of connecting with certain people, like a boss, were significant factors for many users 

(Lindqvist et al., 2011). This suggests that LBS users are actively aware of their presence and 

seek to fill a ‘performative’ role when sharing locations. This active awareness puts into play a 

host of potential psychological influences, most strongly the ideas of social proof and liking 

(Cialdini, 2007). 

Social proof is the idea that people are directly influenced by how others behave. In the 

case of LBS, this idea is prevalent as people’s shared location history is meant to inform others 

of where to go. Through the social sharing of check-ins people are indicating what locations are 

okay to visit, which can impact the subsequent decisions of the people they share with (i.e. one 

friend tries a new restaurant after seeing that several other friends visited the weekend before). 

Foursquare even plays on this idea by awarding badges for places that are “swarming,” meaning 

they have a significant number of people checking in at the same time. The concept of liking, 

which states that people are more likely to say yes to someone they know or like, is similarly at 
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play in LBS check-ins. The biggest potential for brands and businesses to use foursquare for 

customer growth will be if they can harness these influences. 

 

Performative: user management of location sharing 

 A ‘performative’ role means users’ awareness affects their behavior and they  “present 

themselves according to what they think is appropriate for the imagined audience” (Cramer, Rost 

& Holmquist, 2011). This management of self-representation means that checking in to a 

location can be meant as a display of personal support for a venue. This kind of location 

endorsement is more intricate than simply liking a place, because it comes with real-world 

context (Cramer et al., 2011). In order to check in a person must physically be at the location 

signaling more of a commitment.  

Who people chose to share information with is another important aspect of the 

‘performative’ behavior. Cramer et al. found that people are more willing to share location 

information with close friends as opposed to strangers; however check-ins considered ‘special’ 

were often shared to larger Twitter and Facebook audiences. Lindqvist et al (2011) found 58 

percent of surveyed users had foursquare friends that they had not met in person. These users 

were often attributed with frequenting “cool and interesting places” and fulfilled an online social 

relationship more in tune with Twitter followers. The idea of ‘over sharing’ on social media 

outlets was of special concern to many individuals, which led to stringent practice of audience 

management. This idea that users tend to prefer connecting with friends that are either socially, 

geographically or topically close to them plays directly into the concept of liking. Scellato, 

Noulas & Mascolo (2011) suggest LBS take this a step further by creating a system of link 

prediction that focuses on the friends-of-friends and place-friends relationships when making 
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suggestions. 

The finding that 74 percent of surveyed participants used a recognizable profile image 

demonstrates willingness by users for their identity to be associated with check-in locations 

(Lindqvist et al, 2011). In fact, to be named the mayor of a location, foursquare requires users to 

have a photo uploaded on their profile, decrying “no faceless mayors!” in their support FAQs. 

The title of mayor is a sign of even stronger venue support, as the information is made publicly 

available to any user that also visits the location. Achieving the title has been attributed with 

creating a sense of ownership and reflecting the personal identity of the mayor (Cramer et al., 

2011). The role of foursquare mayor has the potential to tap into a third category of influence: 

authority – which states that people are more likely to trust and follow a figure of authority 

(Cialdini, 2007). If businesses were able to tap into a sect of niche foursquare leaders, they could 

leverage their check-ins as meaningful endorsements that directly influence their friends and 

followers. 

  

Geo-spatial relationships: connection between friends and location 

 Several studies of LBS have found an interesting correlation between geographic space 

and the influence of friends, suggesting check-ins have the potential to directly impact the 

mobility habits of online connections.  According to research by Cho, Myers & Leskovec (2011), 

social relationships are responsible for 10 to 30 percent of all human movement. Analysis of 

check-in habits in Gowalla and Brightkite (two platforms similar in function to foursquare) 

found that people are more likely to visit a place that a friend or someone similar has visited in 

the past. There was also a correlation found showing that the further a person travels the more 

likely a friend influenced the movement.  
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 Additional studies have found that the geographic relationship of LBS users differs from 

that of other social networks. Scellato et al. (2010) found that location-based networks tend to 

create a “small-world” effect, where there are lower distances between friends, called “high-node 

locality and geographic clustering”. This makes sense as LBS are meant to inform people about 

physical locations, which would mean people want friends in a relatively similar geographic 

space to give the shared information more value. As opposed to Facebook or Twitter where the 

shared information often doesn’t require geographic context, in an LBS like foursquare there is 

little significance in knowing about a location if there is no potential for a user to visit it. This 

small-world effect creates the potential for niche, but robust, communities centered around a 

specified locale. 

 

More than just check-ins: how tips and to-dos facilitate foursquare leaders 

Leaders and influencers are a necessary part of social structures, and within the construct 

of location-based networks like foursquare these leaders are measured by the impact of tips and 

to-dos. Tips are public comments left by people who have checked-in to offer advice, comment 

or review about a place. Any user can see the tips by visiting the profile of the location, and users 

can respond or add these tips to “to-do” lists. Vasconcelos et al. (2012) analyzed foursquare data 

to ascertain the levels of influence in regards to this comment system. They found that a very 

active and effective group of users have capitalized on these features to establish influence 

within the foursquare social structure. 

Vasconcelos et al. found that two-thirds of all users post tips, and defined four subsets of 

tip posters:  
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1. Occasional users - post tips to only a few venues and in return 

receive few to-do/done feedback.  

2. More active users - define the majority of tip posters - post more 

frequently and receive more feedback than occasional users. 

3. Influential users – post large numbers of tips and receive most 

feedback – some are famous businesses and brands. 

4. Spammers – users who post a large number of tips with links that 

don’t necessarily relate to corresponding venues. 

This discovery of specific types of influencers shows that foursquare has a hierarchy of 

social structure and opens the door for an average user to become an influential user if they can 

receive frequent traction on their tips and check-ins. Last year, foursquare added a new system 

for expertise badges to reward frequent check-ins around a specific topic (Bento badge for 

Japanese restaurants, Zoetrope badge for frequent moviegoers).  This idea of expert foursquare 

users has been heralded by marketers as having the potential for large impact on blogs and other 

online influencers (Silver, 2011). The fact that a user has to physically interact with a place in 

order to earn this kind of expertise gives the title more real-world context, which could mean 

more influence for some. 

Vasconcelos et al. succinctly summarize the potential in their conclusions (2012): 

“Finally, it is known that the democratization of technologies like Foursquare 

is fundamentally changing the way people interact with each other as well as 

with local opinion leaders, small businesses, and online customers. Unlike 

other social networks, Foursquare virtual interactions may reverberate in real 

world. “ 

Cheating and privacy concerns: barriers to widespread adoption 

The rise of LBS social networks is not without barriers, as privacy concerns and cheating 

potential threaten the widespread adoption by consumers and companies alike. The safety and 
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societal concerns about sharing location information has been documented as a main reason for 

users’ avoidance of applications like foursquare (Gambs, Heen & Potin, 2011). Some express 

concern about the risk of stalking, while others don’t want to be caught in the wrong place at the 

wrong time, like if a boss sees someone checking into an amusement park when they’ve called in 

sick to work. 

When gamification elements are used and real-world rewards like discounts are on the 

line, the potential for cheating is always a risk. Foursquare has some measurements in place to 

verify location and rules regarding certain badges and mayorships, as well as systems for 

businesses to report or police any dishonest behavior. However, the system is far from flawless 

and the potential for users to take advantage of the offerings threatens the integrity of LBS as a 

whole (Glas, 2011). These concerns will have to continually be addressed as foursquare and 

other LBS social networks grow and expand. The question of social influence is inconsequential 

if the system as a whole fails to separate authentic usage from fraudulent activity. 

 

Survey of Foursquare Users 

 The absence of quantitative research in regards to foursquare mayors prompted the 

execution of a preliminary survey questionnaire to assess the role of mayorships. The results are 

limited and meant to establish a need for further, widespread research into this topic. 

 

Participants 

 The survey sought a convenient sample of foursquare users through the author’s social 

media networks. 16 participants responded over a three-day period in April 2012 and indicated 

they had used foursquare to check in to a location. The response rate was fairly even male (7) to 
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female (9). The majority of respondents (8) were age 25-34, while 6 participants were 18-24, 1 

participant responded under 18 and 1 responded 45-54. 

 

Survey format 

 The survey was conducted using Google Forms and was set-up to assess three key areas: 

motivation of check-in, impact and usage of tips, and motivation and opinion behind mayorships. 

Participants were asked basic demographic information (age and sex) but were otherwise kept 

anonymous. If a participant indicated they did not hold a mayor title, they were excluded from 

the remaining mayor-related questions. 

 

Results 

Location type and motivation 

 The types of places checked in to by participants was evenly distributed with 100 percent 

of participants selecting restaurants and entertainment venues and 69 percent indicating they had 

checked in to personal residences and offices. The primary reason behind check-ins was more 

lopsided. The majority of participants (9 of 16) selected “to earn points, badges, credits and 

mayorships” as their primary reasons for checking in, revealing the impact of foursquare’s 

gamification aspects in influencing use. Deals/discounts (3 of 16), location tracking (2 of 16), 

sharing tips (1 of 16) and seeing nearby friends (1 of 16) were other indicated motivations. 
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Figure 1 Survey results found gamification elements like badges, credits and mayorships 
to be a decisive motivator behind user check-ins. 

 

Tips and trustworthiness 

 Leaving tips was not found to be a popular activity with just 38 percent of participants (6 

of 16) indicating they had ever posted a tip. Those that did leave tips answered a general-

response question designating strong-feelings toward a venue as the motivation behind leaving a 

tip. “If I particularly enjoyed the place, I leave a nice little tidbit of my experience. I want others 

to know that I enjoyed the place,” answered one respondent. “An extremely good or bad 

experience at a location will get me to post a tip,” said another. A third responded, “If I feel 

particularly strong about a product, location, etc., I leave a tip. I’ve only left a handful, though, 

so it’s not a common occurrence.” These responses suggest that while leaving tips may not be a 

frequent habit of most foursquare users, when they are left they are usually done so out of strong 

positive or negative reaction. 

 To follow this line of questioning, participants were asked to indicate their general 

feelings of trust in regard to foursquare tips/comments/reviews using a 5-point Likert scale. 
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Response was generally neutral (10 of 16); however, no respondent answered negatively. Five 

people responded with a 4 out of 5 and one person gave a 5 out of 5 in trustworthiness on the 

scale. 

 

Mayorship motivations 

 The final section was only for respondents that indicated they were the mayors of a 

location in foursquare. A surprising 75 percent (12 of 16) indicated they held the title. Of the 12 

respondents, four said they were mayor of one location; three indicated 2-3 mayorships; two 

indicated 4-6; two indicated 7-9 and one claimed 10 or more. The majority of respondents (7 of 

12) named personal residence and office or place of work as places they were mayor. The 

frequency of attendance likely contributed to the mayorships of these relatively mundane 

locations. Restaurants and cafeteria was the next popular (5 of 12).  

 The motivations to become mayor were evenly spaced with slightly more respondents (4 

of 12) claiming it was something that “just happened when I checked in,” meaning they weren’t 

actively seeking the title. Competition against friend (3 of 12) was the next popular reason 

followed by desire to earn a badge and identity of location as ‘favorite’ place (each with 2 of 12).  

 

 

Figure 2 The majority of respondents reported the title mayor held little to no strong 
meaning. 
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The last question looked at whether being mayor provided users with a sense of 

ownership or responsibility by asking them to define meaning on a 5-point Likert scale. The 

majority had no strong feelings toward the title with 5 of 12 responding 1 (“No, the title mayor 

has no strong meaning for me”). Only three respondents indicated they had positive feelings of 

ownership with one of the three claiming 5 (“Yes, the title mayor gives me a feeling of 

ownership of the location”). There was no correlation established between whether number of 

mayorships affected feeling toward the title or types of place. 

 Mayors were asked if they had ever cheated to earn the title by checking in at false times 

or otherwise, and 12 of 12 respondents said they had never cheated. One participant followed up 

to dispute the overall idea of cheating, “I don’t really think it’s cheating if you leave the place 

and then come back even if it’s a short time. And I think it’s weird to call it cheating because 

who made up the rules? If it’s okay with foursquare it’s okay with me.” 

Discussion 

The results of this preliminary survey revealed some interesting takeaways for future 

study. The role of gamification plays a larger role in LBS motivation than finding friends; 

however foursquare’s game aspects are still largely social competing friends against each other 

for most points in a month or with increased points and badge opportunities if a user checks in 

with friends or large crowds. In this survey less than two thirds of respondents reported using the 

tips feature, but those that did said it indicated strong positive or negative feelings about a 

location. This suggests that while tips may be infrequent they are also not done frivolously, 

which can mean they have a certain amount of validity.  
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While a surprising majority of respondents held mayorships, this could be more an 

indicator at the kinds of respondents that would take the time to complete a survey about 

foursquare. The high number of mundane locations (personal residences, offices) and lack of 

strong ownership sense reveals that the title mayor is not enough to indicate a strong social 

influencer, as the impact of frequenting these kinds of locations has little external reach. 

 A larger sample size is necessary to outline definitive patterns in foursquare usage and 

mayorships. Further research should be done into the impact and trustworthiness of tips, 

especially in comparison to reviews on sites like Yelp. The motivations behind mayorships are 

another important area in need of assessment to determine the difference between ‘just 

happened’ mayors and ‘sense of ownership’ mayors. 

What’s next for LBS 

 Location-based services have the potential for a bright future as creators of social 

influencers and indicators of social trends. However, issues of backlash hype and market over-

saturation, threaten to overshadow this potential. The role of mayor has become a farcical 

function of the gamification aspects of LBS rather than a sign of potential location-centric 

opinion leaders. Foursquare announced on April 16th (also known as “foursquare day”), that it 

intended to further engage business ideas and establish ways for brands to have stronger 

ownership and more control in creating specials and discounts (Delo, 2012). 

This is a crucial step in the monetization of LBS, but brands and businesses should be 

sure to capitalize on the prospective leaders already at the heart of foursquare. These mayors and 

badge holders have the built in influence tools of social proof and liking. If brands could give 

them the added authority of a meaningful mayorship or other leader roles, it could establish a 
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vibrant class of brand advocates that have the backing of location-based information to put real-

world action behind their support. It’s one thing to “Like” a restaurant page on Facebook, it’s 

quite another to back that “Like” up with a location history of visits and experiences at the 

restaurant. 
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