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1. Opening thought 

• Old chemistry saying: Six months in the 

laboratory can often save half an hour in the 

library. 



2. A microcosm: The Schelling model 
• I’m not presenting this because it represents social reality but it is 

easy to explain and gives good access to important issues. 

• “Agents” live on a square grid so each has max. 8 neighbours. 

• There are two “types” of agents (red and green) and some grid 

spaces vacant. Initially agents/vacancies distributed randomly. 

• All agents decide what to do in the same very simple way. 

• Each agent has a preferred proportion (PP) of neighbours of its 

own kind (0.5 PP means you want at least half your neighbours 

to be your own kind - but you would accept all of them i. e. PP is 

minimum.) Vacant grid spaces “don’t count” which is why the PP 

is a fraction not a number. 

• If an agent is in a position that satisfies its PP then it does 

nothing otherwise it moves to a vacancy chosen at random. 



3. A picture is worth … 

NetLogo: Free, cross platform, comes with a 

models library (including this model) that will 

“click and go”. 



4. The punch line 

• What is the lowest PP producing clusters? 

• What happens when PP=1? 

• If it hard to see what a model this simple does, 
imagine trying with one that is “realistically” 
complicated. 

• Where would data on decision making and 
patterns of residential segregation probably 
come from in a “real” (not “toy”) model? 

• One liner: You don’t need “racism” to get 
clusters nor are clusters a “sign” of “racism”. 



5. Non-linear systems 

Individual Desires and Collective Outcomes
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In other 

words, linear 

quantitative 

research 

reductionism 

is potentially 

hazardous. So 

is qualitative 

research 

generalisation. 



6. Process based approaches 

• Where do people first acquire their attitudes? (Parents, teachers, 

peers, the media, personal exploration, other.) 

• How are sources of attitudes synthesized? (Are attitudes qualified 

by experience? Are socialised attitudes rationalised by selection 

of media examples?) 

• How are attitudes changed? (Experience, media, social influence, 

reflection, other.) 

• How do attitudes interact with each other? (Should we treat them 

as independent or do “left wing” attitudes tend to reinforce each 

other?) 

• As we’ve seen, the job of ABM to “unfold” a clearly specified 

process. 

• Journalism: Don’t ask what you can get, ask what you need first. 



7. Quantitative research 

• Ohlander et al. (2005) “Explaining Educational Influences on Attitudes 

Toward Homosexual Relations”, Social Science Research, 34, pp. 781-

799. 

• “Using recent General Social Survey data, this study considers three 

alternative explanations for the established association between 

schooling and support for same-sex relations. First, education may 

promote tolerance of homosexual sex by teaching support of 

nonconformity. Second, schooling may promote greater cognitive 

sophistication and complex reasoning, thus enabling individuals to better 

evaluate new ideas. Third, the observed relationship between education 

and tolerance may be the spurious result of affluence of the parental 

home.” 

• “… the liberalizing effect of education on attitudes toward homosexual 

relations is due, in part, to education’s association with support for civil 

liberties, and in part, to schooling’s correlation with cognitive 

sophistication.” 



8. The meaning of quantitative data 

• What kind of set of social process needs to be 

operating before individual attributes are likely 

to give rise to robust aggregate regularities? 

(Not vicious circles for example: Remember 

Schelling.) 

• Descriptions or explanations? (Does replacing 

“big” variables with “little” variables make the 

approach “more” explanatory?) 



9. Qualitative research 

• Very hard to find! 

• Siraj (2009) ‘The Construction of the Homosexual ‘Other’ by British Muslim 

Heterosexuals’, Contemporary Islam, 3, pp. 41-57. 

• “If he was... a friend [homosexual] I would speak to him as much as I can to 

persuade him to return to the normal path. If I have no authority on him I would just 

pray to Allah to give him guidance.” (Abbas, Male 52) 

• “I don’t think they’re as equal because I don’t think they have the potential 

heterosexual relationships have in terms of having children together. I think that 

means people in heterosexual relationships can move on to a different level of a 

relationship. I think homosexual relationships in that sense are incomplete because 

you will never have that ability to have children that you have produced biologically 

to rear and bring up.” (Nauman, Male 36) 

• “Not one of them is a mother, not one of them is a father, and it’s quite confusing for 

a child. At least when you have two parents you know one of them is a female and 

one of them is a male. At least in a marriage you both know that yeah we’re married 

and if we fall pregnant then Al-Hamdu'lillah [praise be to Allah] it’s by the will of 

Allah. (Samra, Female 25)” 



10. Far from ideal data … 

• A “choice” of inclination or action? 

• Moral arguments or just rationalisations? Should 

infertile people not marry either? 

• Kant: Hypothetical and categorical imperatives. Is 

homosexuality “wrong because” or just “wrong?” 

• Capture of research areas by particular methods. 

Research on attitudes to homosexuality is clearly 

dominated by psychology and “attitude scales”. 

• Usual problems of “honest” response. 



11. The Deffuant et al. (RAI) model 

• A “success” in social simulation (extension, citation, 

replication). 

• Original papers refer to no data or research that itself 

refers to data! 

• Agents have attitudes (+1 to -1) and uncertainties (-

0.8 to -0.6 on an opinion of -0.7). 

• One agent cannot influence another unless its attitude 

is within the uncertainty range of the other. 

• Extremists (who influence but can’t be influenced) 

lead to moderate or polarised opinion. 

• Interesting? Topical? 



12. Example run: Interpret with care 



13. “Common sense” contra RAI? 

• No media? 

• No social networks? 

• No cognitive dissonance reduction? 

• No “events”. 

• To be fair, I think some variant models have been run 

on “stylised” social networks (but only static ones). 

• What do we make of this “social science intuition?” 

What do we really know? (Case of networks.) 



14. “Cheap” data 

• Return to quote on libraries and laboratories. 

• British Social Attitude Surveys 

• Large numbers in each wave (000s). 

• Longitudinal. 

• Usable with “bare” registration. 

• Looking for “controversial” questions to try and 

support the Deffuant et al. claimed pattern of 

polarisation. (Homosexuality, death penalty). 



15. Adult same sex sexual relations 
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16. Death penalty for “some crimes” 
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17. Patterns for ABM explanation 

• We don’t know what to assume about “noise”. 

• Tentatively, we are observing “trends with noise” 

(rather than time series with very detailed structure.) 

• Even allowing for “plausible” levels of noise, there 

seems to be evidence of turning points. 

• The system can also produce stability and it need not 

be the level of neutrality (as a possible residual 

category) that is stable. 

• How are we going to get an ABM to do “something 

like this?” 



18. Example: Psychological data 

• RAI assumes that influence does not occur if attitudes 

are “too far” apart. 

• Psychology finds both that bigger gaps mean bigger 

influence and (sometimes) that a big gap can lead to 

no (or even negative) influence but can’t seem to say 

which occurs when. 

• Nonetheless, this small change makes a big 

difference: No longer a “narrowing envelope” system. 

(The RAI model really only determines where the 

envelope narrows to.) 



19. The “Gilbert and Troitzsch Box” 

Yaffo 

The Schelling Model Simulated Clusters 

Real clusters 



20. But wait … 

• We know lots of stuff already: The challenge of “novel methods” 

in social science. 

• Does what we think we already know “roughly” add up to what 

we see? (Slightly different from “similarity” in G&T box.) 

• If not: 

– Have we missed something (call it a component) altogether? 

– Do we not know “enough” about some components? (For example social 

influence on attitudes or large scale social networks.) 

– Is ABM no good altogether? 

• Far from perfect: Knowledge not in right form, some “non 

knowledge”  and things we really don’t know yet. 



21. Let us try: A sketchy new model 
• Adding extremists alone can produce divergent attitudes (which the RAI 

model doesn’t) but just gives noise around constant values. 

• Adding news as well can do no better than generate relatively trivial trends 

(lots of bad news means lots of negative attitude: so what!) 

• To get a turning point (and not a very convincing looking one at that) one 

needs to implement cognitive dissonance reduction in a rather extreme form 

(namely the “impossible” condition that no two attitudes can have the same 

sign). 

• Leads to a new conceptualisation of these systems as needing to involve 

“discrepancy maintenance” (just as the psychological data - however elderly 

and patchy - pushed us away from the class of “narrowing envelope 

models”.) 

• Other possibilities: Not an exogenous media but one that thrives by 

amplifying existing divergences? 



22. Is this a “result?” 

 

Revisit the logic 

of the Schelling 

model: You will 

almost certainly 

not be able to tell 

which 

components are 

needed to 

roughly match 

the real data just 

by reflection. 



23. Another example: Social networks 

Random 

mixing: “No 

network” 

Static 

network: 

Start 

Static 

network: 

End 

Dynamic network: 

Under what 

circumstances can 

it sustain divergent 

attitudes? 



24. Tentative conclusions 

• Even getting an ABM to look “a bit like real data” is harder than 

you might think. Maybe that’s why too much of it doesn’t try! 

• Some people study social networks: What “external” evidence is 

there that social networks “matter” to social systems? This kind 

of ABM might provide such evidence. 

• Evidence has definite limitations. For example, psychological 

experiments don’t always seem to show the same thing or 

explain how these divergent results can be reconciled. 

• What about the risk of equifinality? (Networks + news = 

cognitive dissonance + extremists?) 

• How do we use existing knowledge in ABM? 


