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Abstract

The societal role played by public and individual opinions is crucial, not only be-
cause they shape our culture but also because they drive individual and - indirectly
- collective actions, by influencing political decisions. Therefore, it is important to
address and solve the problem of understanding how opinions form and evolve (in
the context of online social networks), as this has significant implications for opinion
dynamics, polarization, and social Al Despite skepticism and contrasting empirical
insights, it is evident that the digital era lead to additional complexities into this
process and posed a threat for an healthy process of opinion evolution, contributing
to the creation and maintenance of polluted information environments. In this thesis,
therefore, our aim was to investigate the interplay of biases and network effects in
driving opinion formation and diffusion in online social networks. We first review
the state-of-the-art in computational social sciences, focusing on the structures used
to model societies, such as graphs, temporal graphs, and higher-order structures.
We then delve into the milestones of opinion dynamics, discussing models that ac-
count for the impact of different underlying structures and characteristic elements
of the digital space, such as algorithmic bias. The literature on opinion dynamics
is wide, ranging from binary opinions and pair-wise interactions models to contin-
uous opinions on time-evolving higher-order systems, in a never-ending effort to
reduce the gap between reality and the models’ predictions. However, despite such
a rich set of mathematical studies, the works concerning the validation of models
on real data are scarce. Our approach was therefore two-fold. First, we developed
models of opinion dynamics that incorporate specific characteristics of the opinion
formation process and simulate their long-term consequences, i.e. until the studied
population reaches an equilibrium, if possible. This thesis places a strong emphasis
on capturing the realistic dynamics of online environments by examining the inter-
play between algorithmic and cognitive biases, which are inherent in all the models
under study. These biases are then carefully scrutinized in conjunction with other
factors, such as network effects, dynamic influences, and the presence of external
agents, including mass media. The resulting models are designed to facilitate the
analysis of various scenarios akin to those observed in social media. Additionally,
we developed a hybrid approach that leverages existing opinion dynamics models
for a time-aware user-level estimate of “open-mindedness” from real online discus-
sions data, using both Reddit and Twitter as a case study. Lastly, we employed such
methodology to “validate” one of the proposed model on a real online discussion
from Twitter around the Black Lives Matter controversy during Euro2020, introduc-
ing a possible pipeline for employing models to explain the unfolding of polluting
phenomena on social media. Throughout the work our main focus is to use the sim-
plicity and interpretability of opinion dynamics model to better understand such a
complex real phenomena.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Over the past decade, the pervasiveness of online social media and social networks
has rapidly changed how we are accustomed to searching, gathering, and discussing
information. However, the unlimited freedom to create content and the unprece-
dented information overload we are used to today can make online platforms a
fertile ground for biased, polluted phenomena. Concerns around filter bubbles,
echo chambers and (political) polarization have remained consistently present in
discourses among socio-political scientists for the last twenty years.

Such major concerns are inevitably interrelated to the dynamics of public opin-
ion (think, for example, to the growth of polarization). This made evident that un-
derstanding the process underlying the formation and evolution of opinions is a
crucial task that needs to be addressed and solved. Preoccupations are - in fact - that
said phenomena may prevent the dialectical process of “thesis-antithesis-synthesis”,
which is the basis of constructive belief and knowledge formation, with consequences
not only limited to the online world.

What are opinions? According to the Cambridge American English Dictionary, an
opinion is an idea that a person or a group of people have about something or someone
based mainly on their feelings and beliefs. As this definition points out, an opinion has
a highly subjective nature. It is inevitably entangled with psychological, cultural,
and social effects on the individual, making the process of public opinion evolution
complex and difficult to untangle. To clarify the intricate factors that influence this
process, it can be argued that internal and external factors shape an individual’s
opinion. External factors are rooted in the social and informational environment. It
is not uncommon for individuals to be influenced by the opinions of their social net-
work and the information they receive from expert or authoritative sources. On the
other hand, internal factors include personal attributes such as cultural background,
cognitive biases, and prior beliefs. Humans are - in fact - far from being perfectly
rational individuals, and the assumption that opinions form through truth-seeking
and rational reasoning is unfortunately not true in most cases.

Cognitive biases. With a limited amount of time and attention[108]], people choose
what to focus on in every area of their lives. Rather than striving for a comprehensive
and balanced perspective, people tend to gravitate towards information that aligns
with their preexisting beliefs, thereby avoiding the cognitive dissonance that arises
from encountering contradictory viewpoints. This phenomenon can be attributed to
two well-documented cognitive biases: confirmation bias and selection bias. These
cognitive biases - alone - are argued to be able to reinforce existing opinions and
hinder the development of a more nuanced understanding of complex issues, thus
leading to increasing polarization and other polluting phenomena.
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FIGURE 1.1: Statistics on Media consumption in Europe (A) and USA (B) showing the
growth of Online Social Media as news sources

The role of technology. Online social media and networks are increasingly used as
an alternative news source to mainstream media but also as a great arena to express
personal opinions, engage in discussion, and share content from other sources with
one’s network.

According to the 2023 Eurobarometer Media & News Survey reportﬂ television
remains the most common media source among Europeans, but Internet and so-
cial media use is steadily rising alongside the decline of newspaper readership (see
Chapter[I(A)). Nearly seven out of ten Europeans use online social networks at least
once a week, and according to a Pew Research Center survey conducted in 2023,
more than half of US adults in 2023 preferred digital services for getting news (see
Chapter[I[B)). In the early days, it was argued that the advent of the Internet, guaran-
teeing free access to a huge amount of information, would be a boon for democracy.
Instead, information proliferation [106], i.e., the capacity to access and contribute
to a growing quantity of information, is reducing the quantity and quality of content
many people engage with. In these environments, belief-consistent selection affects
the information users choose to interact with and the composition of their network
of interactions. While in some platforms, this is mainly determined by real-life social
ties (family, friends, colleagues...), in some other contexts, people tend to create their

Flash Eurobarometer FLO12EP — Media & News Survey (2023). General Media Use in the European
Union.
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bubble of like-minded individuals - whom they may not even know in real life - to
create a comfort zone where there is no disagreement nor conflict.

However, when we talk about online environments, the main concerns about the
causes of information environment pollution are not related to users’ cognitive be-
haviors and biases, at least not in the first instance. A major topic of discussion that
has opened up in the past decade is the effects that the pervasiveness of algorithms
that manage the online experience may have on societal dynamics. The social di-
mension of Artificial Intelligence (Al) is increasingly present in our daily lives due
to the ubiquity of complex socio-technical systems that involve people, algorithms,
and machines interacting with each other. Artificial intelligence has the potential
to empower individuals in tackling complex societal issues, yet it can also worsen
societal problems and vulnerabilities, including bias, inequality, and polarization.
For example, the user-driven biased selection process described above is arguably
reinforced by the presence of Recommender Systems (RS) and algorithmic filtering,
displaying content similar to user-created content and suggesting new connections
based on profile similarities. This is argued to create a positive feedback loop, further
reducing the amount of diversity in the user experienceﬂ - hence possibly contribut-
ing to creating and maintaining echo chambers and filter bubbles, phenomena that
may exacerbate pollution in such online environments (e.g., facilitate the spread of
misinformation). Therefore, to achieve a human-centered Al that positively impacts
society, it is necessary to understand how Al - in its different forms - can facilitate
and influence emerging social behaviors. By enhancing our comprehension of how
Al interacts with social phenomena, we can use it to limit negative consequences
and promote favorable results supporting social well-being.

Sciences of Social Phenomena. How can science understand this? Social systems
- and even more so socio-technical systems - are complex and need a complexity ap-
proach. The study of social phenomena has a long history, dating back to the ideas
of 18th-century philosophers such as Comte[47] and Hobbes[107], who proposed an
approach akin to that of the natural sciences, with a final aim of finding the “equa-
tions” governing human behavior. The development of computational power and
the availability of massive online data have given rise to real fields of research such
as sociophysics[198] and computational social science[49], that apply tools from mathe-
matics, physics, and computer science to the study of human behavior. With the rise
of online social media, an increasing number of human interactions have left a mas-
sive digital footprint that can be exploited to study, among other things, opinion for-
mation and diffusion dynamics. Nevertheless, in the past, social scientists primarily
sought to comprehend the behavior of groups of individuals by examining the basic
characteristics of individuals. However, when the objective is comprehending emer-
gent phenomena in society as a whole, such as forming a consensus on a particular
subject or the dominance of a language, it is insufficient to focus solely on individ-
uals to grasp them. The key lies in analyzing the interactions between “units”, e.g.,
people. The field of social network analysis has significantly advanced the under-
standing of these dynamics by employing tools from graph theory, network theory,
and complex systems theory. This interdisciplinary perspective is essential for com-
prehending soci(o-technic)al systems and developing effective strategies to address
challenges related to online social networks and human behavior in the digital age.

Zhttps:/ /bit.ly /2XyVGzE
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Opinion Dynamics modeling. As we stated at the beginning of this introduction,
understanding opinion formation and evolution is one of these challenges. We need
to interweave knowledge on different levels to understand this phenomenon truly.
It is not enough to understand how people — or users in the case of online environ-
ments — create lasting relationships with each other (forming social networks). We
must also understand how they interact, creating complex networks of interactions
that evolve over time and can incorporate interactions that go beyond the concept of
a couple. Finally, it is essential to understand what individual factors play a crucial
role in the process and how these interact within the network. Our unit of analy-
sis, in this case, needs attributes to enrich its meaning, which may change over time
due to relationships and interactions. The quest to grasp the fundamental mecha-
nisms of such a complex phenomenon has led to a significant body of literature on
opinion dynamics models, which serve as a primary means for understanding the
emergence of various phenomena at the opinion and public level, such as consensus
formation or polarization. Such models generally consider a population of individ-
uals and numerically simulate the interactions between them, or whenever possible,
they compute the final state analytically. Such processes are normally governed by
rules - often even very simple equations - developed according to empirically ob-
served sociological behaviors, chosen by the scientists (to try) to reproduce patterns
observed in the real world and provide a causal explanation of them.

VALIDATE THEORETICAL MODELS
USING REAL DATA

DEFINE DATA-DRIVEN MODELS

FIGURE 1.2: Positive feedback loop to understanding online opinion evolution

The goal. Within this very open area of research, this thesis aims to understand
how the interplay of biases and network effects drives the process of opinion for-
mation and diffusion in and through online social networks, building on opinion
dynamics literature with a social network analysis lens.

To tackle this goal, our approach was two-fold:

A we developed models of opinion dynamics that assume specific characteristics
of the process of opinion formation and simulate the consequences in the long
term;

B we used a hybrid approach assuming an existing opinion dynamics model and
using it to estimate the level of “open-mindedness” within real online discus-
sions;

We finally closed the feedback loop by using the estimated values from real data to
simulate a model to check which conditions had made the actual result more likely
and “validate” the theoretical conclusions previously developed.
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Thesis Structure. To coherently organize this work with respect to such points, we
divide the thesis into three macro parts as in the following:

PART I: State of the art.

This part introduces the main opinion dynamics models employed as baselines in
the present thesis. Specifically, in Chapter |2, we introduce the study of societies
through quantitative tools — which is now object of the field of sociophysics and com-
putational social sciences — focusing in particular on the structures used to model
societies (in Section [2.1), e.g. (dynamic) networks and higher order structures and
we briefly overview the main approaches to model processes on networks (in Sec-
tion 2.2); in Chapter 3} we delve into the milestones of opinion dynamics, giving
in particular more in-depth details on the Deffuant-Weisbuch model [54] and its
major extensions, which form a starting point for several works in this thesis (see
Section [3.2.4); finally Sections [3.3] and [3.4 and Chapter [4] give a — non exhaustive
— overview of the most recent advances in the field of opinion dynamics focusing
respectively on analyzing the impact of different underlying structures and charac-
teristic elements of the digital space, e.g. algorithmic bias. The chapter ends with a
small survey of data sources and approaches to bridge the gap between models and
data in approaching such biased realities (see Section [4.2)).

PART II: Models for Biased Digital Environments.

Opinion dynamics modeling requires a deeper study of models that better reflect
reality. In particular, this thesis focuses on modeling online discussions — with their
specific characteristics detailed already in Chapter |1, In Chapter [5, we studied the
impact of external information sources in a biased environment. In Chapters[6land
on the other hand, we explored the impact that different underlying structures can
have, respectively, by studying different network topologies, adaptive systems, and
higher-order structures. All these models align with this thesis’s scope: improve
the state-of-the-art of opinion dynamics, with a focus on digital realms and their
characteristic pollution elements.

PART III: Applying models to data: hybrid approaches to analyze Polluted Informa-
tion Environments.

In this part, we developed methodologies to exploit opinion dynamics models to ex-
tract knowledge from real data. In particular, in Chapter [§ we outline the methods
for estimating open-mindedness on both networks (Section and hypergraphs
(Section and we present applications of these methodologies to political dis-
cussions on Reddit during Trump’s presidency (Section [8.1), polarized debates on
Reddit (Section[8.2)), and controversial discussions on Twitter (Section 8.3).

Some of the chapters introduced in this thesis have already been presented at con-
ferences and/or published in journals:

 Chapter[5|and Section [8.3] that introduce the extension of [204] to account for
mass media influence and test the extended model against a real discussion on
Twitter are based on the following published and submitted work:

- Pansanella, V., Sirbu, A., Kertész, J., Rossetti, G. Scientific Reports (2023).
Mass Media Impact on Opinion Evolution in Biased Digital Environments:
a Bounded Confidence Model.
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* Chapter[f|that studies the opinion dynamics model developed in [204] on com-
plex network structures is based on the following published work:

- Pansanella, V., Rossetti, G., Milli, L. (2022). From mean-field to complex
topologies: network effects on the algorithmic bias model. In Complex
Networks And Their Applications X: Volume 2, Proceedings of the Tenth
International Conference on Complex Networks and Their Applications
COMPLEX NETWORKS 2021 10 (pp. 329-340). Springer International
Publishing.

¢ Chapter E] that extends the model in [204] to account for adaptive networks
topologies and higher-order interactions is based on the following published
work:

- Pansanella, V., Rossetti, G., Milli, L. (2022). Modeling algorithmic bias:
simplicial complexes and evolving network topologies. Applied Network
Science, 7(1), 57.

* Chapter[8|that describe methodologies to estimate the user-level open-mindedness
from a real online discussion and three case studies on Reddit and Twitter are
based on the following published article and student thesis:

— Pansanella, V., Morini, V., Squartini, T., Rossetti, G. (2022, November).
Change my mind: Data-driven estimate of open-mindedness from polit-
ical discussions. In International Conference on Complex Networks and
Their Applications (pp. 86-97). Cham: Springer International Publishing.

— Ferro, G., Pansanella, V., Rossetti, G. (2023, April). Modeling peer pres-
sure: a data-driven estimate of open-mindedness from high-order online
political discussions. University of Pisa, Italy. MSc Data Science and Busi-
ness Informatics.

Some works include opinion dynamics models that have been implemented
for research dissemination and open-source research. An online implementation
is available in the NDlib Python library for all these models: https://github.com/
GiulioRossetti/ndlib.git.


https://github.com/GiulioRossetti/ndlib.git
https://github.com/GiulioRossetti/ndlib.git

Part1

The Physics of Societies:
Studying Human Behavior with
Quantitative Tools






Chapter 2

The Structures of Societies

The field of Computational Social Science [144] is a rapidly evolving domain char-
acterized by the application of quantitative methodologies to study the complexities
of social systems.

This Chapter and the following two aim to provide a brief overview of the state of
the art in this interdisciplinary field, focusing specifically on the tools and techniques
that underpin this thesis work.

The complexity of human behavior — and the multitude of factors influencing it —
make it a challenging subject to study. For instance, a person’s political orientation is
shaped by a myriad of elements, including their upbringing, socio-economic context,
personal bias, and the information they consume. Predicting an individual’s future
opinion on a single issue may be impossible and unnecessary.

However, when the goal shifts to predicting the result of an election, the law
of large numbers averages over individual fluctuations, and general trends emerge.
Societies are —in fact — more than the simple sum of their parts, constituting a proper
complex system and requiring a complex system approach to understand its regular-
ities and emergent behavior, as it is already done in the fields of ecology, neurology
and economics.

Despite their differences, all complex systems exhibit similar emergent behav-
iors at the aggregate level, akin to those observed in statistical physics with gases.
Even if humans are more complicated than gas molecules, examples of emerging
regularities can be seen in time cycles in transport [16], order/disorder phases for
segregation [197], culture [9], language [174], and city structure and size [19]. Such
regularities “emerge” from the interaction of a large number of components of such
systems (and are often referred to as emerging behavior).

The quantitative approach to studying human and societal behaviors has a rich
history, tracing back to the 17-18th century. Hobbes, in 1693, was struck by the work
of Galileo on motion and elaborated on the idea of representing society in terms
of the laws of motion [107]. In A Treatise of Human Nature [118]], Hume proposed a
new science of man in the spirit of mathematics and physics. Comte then coined the
term Social Physics [47] as the science that studies the social phenomena as subject
to natural and invariable laws (then varied it to Sociology when he found out that
Belgian statistiscian Adolphe Quetelet too wrote an Essay on Social Physics). In light
of his positivist philosophy, he emphasized the importance of empirical observation
and measurement for understanding social phenomena, a task that was arduous
during the 18th century. Despite the critics, this idea made it to the digital age [182],
where our everyday actions leave a massive amount of digital traces that can be
studied and where advanced computational techniques to analyze them are avail-
able. Using a quantitative approach, hidden patterns can be uncovered, emergent
phenomena identified, and predictions about human behavior at both the individ-
ual and collective levels can be made. Following the lead of physics, mathematics,
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and computer science, scholars have finally been able to use quantitative methodolo-
gies to study the complexities of social systems. The field of computational social
science has emerged in recent years as an interdisciplinary domain that combines
insights from sociology, psychology, physics, and computer science to uncover pat-
terns, dynamics, and underlying mechanisms that govern human behavior [144, 49].

To better understand complex systems, it is important to recognize that they are
underpinned by networks that delineate the interactions between their individual
components. This is particularly relevant when studying societies as complex sys-
tems, as understanding the underlying networks is crucial to comprehending soci-
etal behavior. Therefore, in order to effectively apply quantitative tools to the study
of societies, it is necessary to first gain a solid understanding of the field of net-
work science and how it can be used to map and analyze the networks that underlie
complex systems. The field of network science is used today to understand diverse
phenomena, and network scientists have been able to uncover universal properties
of complex social networks.

Before digging into the details of network theory, let us outline some basic defi-
nitions common to every framework introduced in the present work:

¢ Unit, element, node, vertex: an individual object, agent, part of the system. In
the present work, we normally denote a set of N nodes as V = {v1, v, ..., n }.

e Interaction, relation: a set Z = [vg,vy,...,vx_1] € V. We denote the set of
interactions as R

¢ Property, attribute: information attached to a node or relation. We call the set
of properties A and let a be the assignment map sending V x R — A

¢ System: a collection of units V, relations R and attributes A, such that the
collection needs no other pieces in order to function completely or to interact
autonomously with its environment.

In the forthcoming discussion, we will outline three different frameworks to rep-
resent complex systems: graphs, temporal graphs and higher-order structures. The
graph framework (cf. Section is the predominant tool in complex network
analytics. We will briefly review its primary topological characteristics and the con-
tributions it has made to the field of network science. Conversely, the temporal (or
dynamic) framework (cf. Section and the higher-order framework (cf. Sec-
tion — both increasingly present in the study of complex phenomena — will
be overviewed in their most basic characteristics necessary to understand the cur-
rent thesis works. We conclude the present chapter with a discussion on processes
unfolding upon an underlying structure (cf. Section — that can be modelled
chosing one of these frameworks. This discussion is concluded with a mention to
phenomena that emerge from the interplay of structural and behavioral dynamics,
particularly important for the present work.

The understanding of the tools of network science will be later necessary to un-
derstand the next three Chapters, in which we will mainly discuss models of human
behavior. Specifically, in Chapter 3 we will delve in mathematical models of opin-
ion formation covering the milestones and moving to more complex models in Sec-
tions 3.3|and 3.4/ and finally — in Chapter {4{— discussing the main approaches to the
study of opinions in the digital era from a computational social science approach.
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2.1 From Graphs to Higher Order Systems: Modeling Frame-
works for Societies” Structures

2.1.1 Graphs

Complex networks provide a robust model for describing a range of phenomena,
with graphs offering a powerful representation for encoding complexity in a math-
ematical framework.

We will analyze the essential characteristics and properties researchers require
to comprehend complex systems. Specifically, we will examine the importance of
graph characteristics.

Basic definitions A graph is a mathematical structure used to model pairwise re-
lationships between objects.

Definition 1 (Graph) A graph G is formally defined as a pair G = (V, E) comprising a
set V of vertices (also called nodes) and a set E C 'V x V of edges (also called links).

An edge e = (u,v) is said to join the vertices u and v and to be incident on u
and v. A vertex may exist in isolation, i.e., it may not be joined to any other vertex.
Graphs can be either directed or undirected. In an undirected graph, the edges are
unordered pairs of vertices (i.e., (4,v) € E iff (v,u) € E), whereas in a directed
graph, the edges are ordered pairs of vertices.

Degree, degree distribution, scale-freeness One key property of a node is the
number of other nodes it is connected to. Therefore, we define the degree of a node
as:

Definition 2 (Degree) The degree of a node v, k, is the number of edges incident on node
v.

In the case of directed graphs, it is necessary to differentiate between the in-
degree (in-degree) k" and out-degree (out-degree), k9. The total degree of the node
is obtained by adding these two, k, = ki + k%“!. The total number of edges in the
graph can be determined from the degree of each node. Specifically, Equation
gives us the total number of edges as half the sum of node degrees, where k, is the
degree of node v. Equations 2.2 indicate that the total number of edges equals the
sum of in-degree and out-degree for each node, where ki and k" are the in-degree
and out-degree of node v, respectively.

1 N
L= > Y ks, (2.1)
i=0
N N
L=)Y k=) k" (2.2)
i=0 i=0

The connectivity of the network is indicated by the average degree, which can also

be expressed in terms of the total number of nodes N and the total number of edges
L as:

1

k) = —

k) =

1

N 2L
ky, = — 2.3
ko = (2.3)
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for undirected graphs and

<km> _ l ikzn _ <kout> _ l ikout _ £ (2 4)
i _NZ':Oi_ i _Nz‘zoi _N .
_ N
Pk=7N (2.5)

for directed ones.

It is also possible to define the degree of a node by using neighbor sets. Specifi-
cally, the neighbor set of a node u is defined as I'(#) = {v € V|(u,v) € Eor(v,u) €
E}. Using this definition, u’s neighbor set’s cardinality, i.e., |T'(u)|, represents u’s
degree.

We defined (k) as the graph’s average degree, useful for describing the system
through a global property. However, real-world networks frequently exhibit hetero-
geneous behaviors that averaged measures like (k) cannot capture.

In networks where the degree distribution follows a power law, indicating that
there are numerous nodes with low degrees and a few nodes with very high de-
grees, the average degree may not accurately represent the network’s characteristics
because it fails to consider the presence of these highly connected nodes, also known
as “hubs”. These networks are referred to as “scale-free” (first defined in [15], i.e.,
the network does not have a characteristic scale of “size”.

On the other hand, analyzing the degree distribution can provide valuable in-
sights into the structure and behavior of the network. The presence of hubs can sig-
nificantly impact the network’s resilience to attacks or failures. Removing a hub can
have a much more substantial effect on the network’s connectivity than removing
a node with a low degree. Inevitably, hubs can also lead to imbalances in resource
allocation within a system. This is evident in various contexts, such as the uneven
popularity distribution on social media, disparities in market success, or even in
protein-to-protein interaction networks. In socio-economic contexts, these imbal-
ances can result in extreme inequalities that are unsustainable for the societal goals
we aspire to achieve. Therefore, when studying networks with scale-free properties,
it is crucial to consider the degree distribution to understand their characteristics
comprehensively.

More details on degree distributions will be discussed when introducing differ-
ent network models in Section 2.1.11

Paths, clustering coefficient, small-worldness One of the main roles networks
play is connecting the local and the global, explaining how simple processes at the
level of individual nodes or links can have complex effects that spread across the
population. Beyond global network connectivity, of which degree is a key indicator,
other properties are necessary to understand network dynamics.

Given two nodes u,v € V, a walk between them is defined as the sequence of
edges crossed during a visit starting at # and ending at v. In complex network tasks,
paths are important to quantify coupling nodes” distance. A walk commonly has a
length, defined as the number of edges between the starting and the ending point. A
walk with the minimum possible length is called a shortest path, and it identifies a
path with the minimum number of edges between two coupling nodes. The length
of a shortest path from u to v represents the distance d(u, v) between these vertices.
The diameter diam(G) of a graph G is the maximum of the distances between nodes
in G, i.e., the length of the longest shortest path between any two vertices. Similarly



2.1. From Graphs to Higher Order Systems: Modeling Frameworks for Societies’

13
Structures

to the previous overview about the degree, real-world systems’ behavior of shortest
paths and diameters unveils not trivial patterns. The popular experiment of Mil-
gram about the six degrees of separation [159] demonstrated that social networks are
small world, namely, they tend to reduce distances between nodes. A useful quan-
tity to describe this property is the average path length (d) of a graph, namely the
average of the shortest paths for each pair of nodes. In real-world networks — par-
ticularly, in social networks — , we call small world the property that (d) depends
logarithmically on the system size [14]: (d) = llo(jg%' that is to say that the denser is
the network, the smaller will be the distance between the nodes.

To better explain the small-world effect in complex systems, we also need to
introduce the notion of the clustering coefficient. The clustering coefficient is a mea-
sure of the degree to which nodes in a graph tend to cluster together by forming
triangles. In other words, it answers the following question: “"What fraction of my
neighbors are connected?” The clustering coefficient of a node u computes the ratio
of closed triangles over all the triplets of u’s neighbors: C(u) = %, € [0,1], where
e, indicates the number of triangles formed by u’s neighbors, and k is u’s degree.

The clustering coefficient is particularly useful to capture the triadic closure ef-
fect: if a connection between A and B and between B and C exist, there is a strong
tendency to form a connection between A and C. The cohesive power of such con-
nections, also referred to as weak ties [97], are shown to be important in social net-
works for many reasons, from the diffusion of influence and information to commu-
nity organization. With a lower value of the average shortest paths of a graph, high
clustering coefficient values tend to be observed in social networks and many other
complex systems, such as power grids and brain networks [226].

Models of complex networks

The previously introduced metrics are not just useful to analyze real networks, but
also to create “random” networks incorporating some key properties observed in
the real world. Such models are commonly exploited for different tasks. Firstly, to
better understand a common property that emerges in real networks by generating
graphs with simple rules. Secondly, to test algorithms or simulate dynamical pro-
cesses over random networks while maintaining certain properties of real networks.
Statistical methods are used to match key network metrics between synthetic and
real networks to ensure accuracy. Finally, to determine the statistical significance of
observations, multiple random networks with the same characteristics as the orig-
inal network are generated and compared. Now let’s examine some of the main
models, specifically focusing on the ones employed in Part|[I}

Complete network. A complete graph is a simple graph in which an arc connects
each pair of vertices. If the network has N nodes, the total number of links present is
equal to the maximum number of possible links L = L, Obviously, in a complete
graph, the degree of each node is equal to the average degree, which is equal to
N — 1. A complete graph is often called a clique. It is clear that, in reality, there are
few complete networks. Nevertheless, this approximation is often used in diffusion
models and other models of social behaviors (see homogeneous mixing hypothesis
in Section [2.2). In reality, the number of nodes N and links L can vary enormously
and in most cases L << Ly, reflecting the fact that most real networks are “sparse”
that is, the number of links present is only a small fraction of the number expected
for a complete network with the same number of nodes.
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Random networks. Real-world networks may initially appear to be randomly con-
nected. The Erd6s-Rényi random network model, introduced by mathematicians
Paul Erd6s and Alfred Rényi in 1959 [64], generates random graphs with distinct
features. While in social networks new connections depend on existing ones, in ran-
dom graphs connections are formed without any prior knowledge of those already
existing. In this context, therefore, the term “random” is used to indicate “statisti-
cal independence”. There are two variants of the Erdds-Rényi model: the G(N, L)
model, which generates a random network with N nodes and L random links, and
the G(N, p) model, which generates a network where each pair of nodes is connected
with probability p. The G(N, p) model is more commonly used, as it allows for the
computation of many important network properties. The expected number of links
in a random network is (L) = pN(Z\éfl), with an average degree of (k) = p(N —1).
When the network is sparse, the degree distribution is approximated by a Poisson
distribution. Random networks exhibit the “small-world” property, and the average
degree (k) grows logarithmically with N. However, the average clustering coeffi-
cient in real-world networks is higher than predicted by random models.

Scale-free networks. A scale-free network is a network whose degree distribution
follows a power law:

pr~ k77 (2.6)

The Barabasi-Albert model provides a mathematical framework to understand
and generate scale-free networks, shedding light on the underlying mechanisms that
drive their formation. It was introduced by Albert-L4szl6 Barabasi and Réka Al-
bert in 1999 [15], and it generates a scale-free network by following a preferential
attachment mechanism. This mechanism is also known as “rich gets richer” or “the
Matthew effect”. The basic idea is that new nodes entering the network are more
likely to connect to nodes that already have a high number of connections. This
preferential attachment process leads to the formation of hubs, which are highly
connected nodes. The Barabasi-Albert model works like this: starting with mg linked
nodes, each time step a node u is added with m < m links, following:

Ljkj

After t steps, the BA model produces a network with N = t 4 my nodes and
mg + m; edges, characterized by a power-law degree distribution with = 3.

Py 2.7)

For a comprehensive study on graph properties and network models, refer to
[14,50].

Networks with fixed degree distributions. To achieve a broad degree distribu-
tion — instead of employing a generative process — , the simplest approach is to
enforce it directly. This involves establishing a degree sequence — using it as an
input into the network generation process — and assigning each node a degree value
from the sequence. This straightforward method forms the foundation of the con-
figuration model [169], requiring no complex mechanics. The model generates a
network where each node has a predetermined degree k;, while the connections be-
tween nodes are formed randomly. By applying this procedure repeatedly to the
same degree sequence, we can create multiple networks with the same degree dis-
tribution py. By knowing the number of nodes with a given number of edges, we
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can disregard the actual connections and instead focus on connecting the “stubs”
(half-links) of each node. This approach allows us to create a network matching the
desired degree distribution while retaining flexibility in forming node connections.
The probability of having a link between nodes of degree k; and k; is:

kik;
Pii= 501

(2.8)

Indeed, a stub starting from node i can connect to 2L — 1 other stubs. Of these, k; are
attached to node j. So, the probability that a particular stub is connected to a stub of
node jis k;/(2L — 1). As node i has k; stubs, it has k; attempts to link to j, resulting

in eq. 2.8

Networks with mesoscale structure The configuration model can incorporate high
clustering while still randomly closing triangles, resulting in a random distribution
of triangles within the network. However, real-world networks often exhibit higher
triangle correlation and form modules and assortative communities, presenting a
meso-scale topology hidden within the complex network structure.

In general, we define a community as a subset of nodes that are more intercon-
nected with each other than with the rest of the network. The primary objective of
community detection algorithms is to identify such meso-scale topologies. How-
ever, different algorithms have been developed to generate networks with a given
meso-scale structure, which can be used to test the communities found in real-world
networks against them. These benchmarks can also be used as generative network
models to create networks with a given community structure, which can serve as
a realistic proxy for a real-world network to test algorithms and simulate processes
on.

Among the most famous generators used for classic community discovery, we
find the Girvan-Newman (GN) [93] and the Lancichinetti-Fortunato-Radicchi (LFR)
[140] benchmarks, as well as the family of stochastic blockmodels (SBMs) [109, [131].
The GN benchmark [93] generates networks with a given community structure by
starting from equally sized communities with a given degree distribution and with
a mixing parameter u indicates the share of edges that a node has to nodes that are
not part of its community. This benchmark has many limitations since it has a fixed
number of nodes, its degree distribution is binomial, and it generates equally sized
communities, all characteristics rarely encountered in real networks. The LFR bench-
mark [140] fixes all the previously stated limitations, allowing for a user-defined
number of nodes, and distributes both node degrees and community sizes accord-
ing to a power law. The LFR benchmark has many parameters to generate realistic
networks: (a) &, the exponent of the power-law degree distribution of the graph,
(b) B, the exponent of the power-law size distribution of the communities in the
graph, (c) |V| number of nodes in the graph, (d) (k) average degree of the nodes,
(e) smin and s,,ax as the minimum and maximum community sizes and (f) finally
u the mixing parameter regulating the fraction of edges going outside their planted
communities. In Chapter[fl we employed this benchmark to generate synthetic net-
works with a given community structure and studied the unfolding of an opinion
dynamics model on these, under different initial conditions. The different underly-
ing structure impacted the dynamics as we will see in Chapter [6} In the SBM [109],
nodes are assigned to one of k user-defined communities; then, the links are placed
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independently between nodes with probabilities that are a function of the commu-
nity membership of the nodes. The classical SBM fails to reproduce the degree dis-
tribution of real networks (power-law/scale-free): a degree-corrected SBM allows
the identification of heterogeneous node degrees [131].

In the present section we just scratched the surface of graph theory, focusing on
the notions necessary to understand the subsequent chapters. Despite its proven
usefulness, however, such a framework poses some limitations that we will address
in the next section, going beyond the notion of pairwise interactions.

2.1.2 Higher-order structures

Like all models, graphs are simply representations we use to understand real-world
phenomena. However, there are instances where graphs may not be expressive
enough to describe specific patterns, limiting their usefulness. The limitation of net-
works is that they only capture pairwise interactions, whereas many systems exhibit
group interactions. In social systems [190], ecology [145], and biology [58]], among
other examples, connections and relationships often occur between groups of nodes
rather than pairs.

Initial research on networks has examined collective interactions, but often inter-
preting them through the lens of pairwise networks. This approach assumes that the
influence among elements in a complex system can be broken down into individual,
two-way connections.

Recent successful research in network science, such as complex contagion or
majority-rule opinion dynamics models, accounts for multiple simultaneous inter-
actions. However, it is worth exploring mathematical models that can explicitly and
naturally describe group interactions, generalizing pairwise links to arbitrary node
sets. Simplicial complexes and hypergraphs are the ideal options to offer such de-
scriptions.

Interactions We must first define an interaction before digging into the mathemat-
ical structures used to represent higher-order interactions.

Definition 3 (Interaction) An interaction is a set T = [vg, vy, ..., V_1] containing an
arbitrary number of k basic elements of the system under study (i.e., nodes or vertices).

To resume the examples from the previous paragraph, an interaction Z can de-
scribe the coauthors of a scientific paper, a set of users in a thread of comments in
an online discussion, or a group of people visiting the same location at a given time.
The order of an interaction involving k nodes is k — 1. So a 0 — order interaction is a
node, a 1—order interaction is an edge (as defined in , and a 2—order interaction
involves three nodes. A higher-order interaction is an interaction with k > 2, and a
Higher-Order system displays higher-order interactions (conversely, a low-order sys-
tem is a system where only nodes and edges are present).

Simplicial Complexes

Simplicial Complexes (SC) are mathematical structures developed in algebraic topol-
ogy that capture higher-order interactions between constituents of complex systems.
SC have become increasingly applicable to real data due to a growing computational
toolset, becoming increasingly popular for the representation of social systems [187],
for example, in the context of diffusion analysis, e.g., studying social contagion with
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simplicial complexes [119], in time-varying settings as well [40]. They have also been
used to study the network structure of scientific revolutions [129] and the evolution
of higher-order linguistic networks in scientific texts [41]. This work has exploited
SC in Chapter [7] to model group dynamics and peer pressure influencing opinion
change.

Just like graphs are collections of edges, Simplicial Complexes are collections of
simplices o.

Definition 4 (Simplicial Complex) A Simplicial Complex C = (V,S) is defined as an
ordered pair of sets, where V are the vertices and S are the simplices, each of which is a finite
subset of V, subject to the requirement that if o € S, then every subset T of o is also in S.
Subsets T € o are faces of 0.

From the definition, it follows that a collection of n simplices K = {0y, 02, ..., 03, }
is a valid simplicial complex if for every k-simplex o = [vg,v1, ..., vx_1] € K all its
subfaces of any dimensions belong to K, too.

For example, if the triangle [a, b, c] € K, then we also require [a],[b],[c],[a, b],[a,
c],[b, c] to belong to K.

As defined, a simplicion is a clique that guarantees all induced sub-cliques exist
(while in a graph/clique complex, cliques make it impossible to distinguish the two
cases in which a sub-face is present or not).

Because any given simplex must “contain all of its faces”, it suffices to specify
only the maximal simplices, those which do not appear as faces of another simplex.
This dramatically reduces the amount of data necessary to specify a simplicial com-
plex, which helps make both conceptual work and computations feasible.

Although simplicial complexes overcome some of the problems encountered by
other lower dimensional representations, they are still quite limited by the require-
ment on the existence of all subfaces.

This requirement, i.e., the existence of all subfaces, is stronger with respect to
what is required by the hypergraph representation (see sec. 2.1.2): subfaces infor-
mation might often be unavailable from real-world networks and applied tasks.

Hypergraphs

Hypergraphs offer the broadest and most unrestricted representation of higher-
order interactions. In technical terms,

Definition 5 (Hypergraph) A hypergraph H = (V, H) is a mathematical structure de-
fined by a pair (V, H), where V is a non-empty set of nodes and H is a set of non-empty
subsets of V, called hyperedges.

Each hyperedge in H represents a higher-order interaction among the nodes in V.
Differently from simplicial complexes, hypergraphs can include a 2-order interaction
[a, b, c] without any requirement on the existence of the 1-order interactions [a,b],
[b,c], and [c,d]. We exploited this higher versatility to model online discussions in

Chapter[8land Section

Incidence matrix An incidence matrix is a mathematical object that describes the
relationship between two classes of objects.

Definition 6 (Incidence Matrix) An incidence matrix I = {I;,} is an n x m matrix
where n is the number of nodes and m is the number of relationships. The entry I;, in
row i and column « is w > 0 if node i and relationship a are incident, and zero otherwise.
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In the case of a graph, m will be the number of edges, and in the case of a hy-
pergraph, m will be the number of hyperedges. If each node can be present in each
hyperedge only once, the matrix entries can be either 1 or 0, otherwise, any positive
value represents the times the node appears in the hyperedge. Notice that the inci-
dence matrix can also be seen as the adjacency matrix of a bipartite graph with two
node sets, one of size n and one of size m.

In the case of simplicial complexes, the incidence matrix between nodes and sim-
plices can be defined in the same way.

From the incidence matrix, we can compute the node degree.

Definition 7 (Node Degree) In a hypergraph, the degree of a node v is defined as the num-
ber of hyper-edges that contain v. The degree of node i is the sum of the elements of the ith-row
of the incidence matrix, i.e., ki = Y, I(i, ), where h ranges over all hyperedges in the hy-

pergraph.

In a graph, the column of an incidence matrix always sums to 2 as the relation-
ships described are always between two nodes of the graph. In a hypergraph (or
simplicial complex), the rows of the matrix can have more than two non-zero ele-
ments as each hyperedge (simplex) can describe interactions among more than two
vertices. The degree of a node in a hypergraph can be seen as a measure of its in-
volvement in higher-order interactions.

In a hypergraph, the size of a hyperedge / is defined as the number of nodes that
participate in the interaction represented by h. Formally

Definition 8 (Size) The size of a hyper-edge h is given by the sum of the entries in the
column of the incidence matrix I that corresponds to h: |h| = Y, I1(v, h) where v ranges
over all nodes in the hypergraph.

The size of a hyper-edge is a measure of the number of nodes that are involved in a
higher-order interaction.

Adjacency Matrix From the incidence matrix of a graph, we can also construct
another matrix that fully encodes the connectivity of the graph, the adjacency matrix
A.

Definition 9 (Adjacency Matrix) The Adjacency Matrix A = IWIT + D isan xn
matrix where for i = j, a; = k; (the number of hyperedges node i belongs to), while for
i # j, ajj = wiff nodes i and j are adjacent, that is, they appear together in one, or more,
hyperedges. Here w is the number of hyperedges containing i and j.

2.1.3 Dynamic networks

While enriching the representation of complex systems with the concept of polyadic
interactions, higher-order structures — as well as the low-order counterparts — miss a
fundamental element to understanding real systems: time.

Most real-world networks are dynamic in nature, with nodes and edges appear-
ing and disappearing over time, and the nature of relationships changing as well
[112].

For the sake of completeness, we will surface an introduction to temporal (or dy-
namic) networks in the following section. This framework has been only marginally
employed in this thesis work: in Chapter [/} the concept of adaptive topology is
present, which can be better understood in the light of certain concepts pertaining to
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temporal networks; furthermore, in Chapter |8, the analyzed online discussions are
modeled as dynamic networks.

Examples of such networks include online social networks, face-to-face contact
networks, infrastructure networks, biological networks, brain/neural networks, and
ecological networks. To analyze these systems effectively, adopting a time-aware
network representation is crucial.

While analyzing such systems, the benefit of a time-aware network representa-
tion is incalculable.

To move to a temporal representation, we must first differentiate between the
types of tie evolution we are dealing with. On the one hand, we can have stable
connections that involve long-term or short-term relations, such as friendships, work
colleagues, family members, project collaborators, or paper co-authors. On the other
hand, we can have unstable connections that involve node interactions that can be
instantaneous (e.g., an email or a text message) or have a certain duration (e.g., a
phone call or a face-to-face contact) [112].

The different time scales of the topology evolution call for different representa-
tions. However, both interactions and relations can be represented through graph
series.

Definition 10 (Graph Series) A graph series DN = [Gy, Gy, ..., Gx] is a sequence of k
graphs G; = (V;, E;)

Graph series can be obtained as a series of snapshots, each one of them corre-
sponding either to the state of the network at a time ¢ (relation network); otherwise,
if we are dealing with interaction networks, each individual snapshot is constructed
by aggregating the interactions that occurred within a certain time frame or time
window. It is worth noting that, in the aggregation process, time is divided into
windows, and for each window, all node pairs with at least one connection occurring
within that segment are included in the resulting snapshot graph. Consequently, the
order of the connections within the time window, but the snapshot representation
is considered stable. However, the selection of an appropriate time window is not
a trivial task. The choice of a wider time window may seem to guarantee greater
stability, but recent literature has shown that this assumption is not always accurate
and has quantified the potential discrepancies that may result from relying exclu-
sively on wider windows for stability. In the present work, discussions on Reddit
and Twitter will be modeled as graph series, as we will see in Sections[7.3}[8.1]and [8.3]

In this section, we briefly introduced dynamic topologies. However, there is
another type of dynamics that occurs on networks, such as diffusion phenomena
(epidemics, information, innovations, opinions, etc.). In the next section, we will
give an overview of the processes that unfold on networks before moving on to a
detailed review of the literature on opinion dynamics, which is the core of this thesis.

2.2 Social Dynamics: Processes Unfolding on (Network)
Structures

Collective phenomena emerge from the interactions of (individuals as) elementary
units in complex (social) systems.

In Section 2.1, we underlined how nontrivial topological structures emerge from
the self-organization of human agents in social (network) structures.

Nevertheless, such structures also serve as substrates of (social) dynamics, and
unsurprisingly, topological characteristics play a pivotal role in the unfolding of the
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dynamics. Even if the evolution of the process occurs independently of the structure,
i.e., we consider a static structure, the two levels are interrelated.

2.21 Modeling choices for underlying structures

Understanding social dynamics requires a deep comprehension of population con-
tact patterns, which influence the ability of system units to change states. Model-
ing these patterns is key to understanding how phenomena spread and can be con-
trolled. Traditional models often use the homogeneous mixing hypothesis, assum-
ing an equal probability of contact between any two individuals. This approach,
while analytically convenient, lacks realism in social contexts. More sophisticated
models incorporate social structure, classifying individuals based on demographic
information. However, these models still lack a network structure. Contact net-
work models use network structures to represent social interactions, providing po-
tential propagation paths and influencing dynamics with their topological proper-
ties. Multi-scale models capture phenomena occurring on various spatial and tem-
poral scales, such as disease spread, where homogeneous mixing can be assumed
at lower scales. Agent-based models simulate individual agent actions and inter-
actions in detail, assessing their system-wide effects and addressing the social sys-
tem’s emergence from the micro to the macro level. Accounting for a more complex
underlying structure inevitably influences spreading speed and patterns, which de-
pend on initial infection seeds, surrounding topology, node homophily degree, and
other topological characteristics like scale-freeness or small-worldness.

2.2.2 Different dynamics require different modeling choices

From the diffusion of viruses to the emergence of cognition, from the formation of
friend groups to financial crises and power outages, emergent phenomena are de-
termined by processes that operate on an underlying complex structure. Besides
tending to reduce the variability of the initial state of the system, these processes
present their own peculiarities and are often studied by different lines of research.

Disease Spreading Models and Their Influence on Social Dynamics. The most
studied examples of processes on network structures are models of disease spread
in populations. In these models, nodes (representing individuals) can have dif-
ferent statuses, such as susceptible, infected, or immune. Mathematical models in
epidemiology, such as the Susceptible-Infectious-Recovered (SIR) and Susceptible-
Infectious-Susceptible (SIS) models, simplify the progression of infectious diseases.
These models use differential equations with parameters representing various fac-
tors, including the number of susceptible, infectious, and recovered individuals,
birth rate, natural death rate, recovery rate, and force of infection. The force of infec-
tion, which is the rate at which susceptible individuals become infected, depends on
the number of infectious individuals and represents the transmission of infection.
This leads to a nonlinear transmission of infection, generating rich dynamical be-
haviors. These models have been studied mainly with a homogeneously mixed pop-
ulation or accounting for some social structure. However, in many situations, each
person’s network of contacts is significantly smaller than the total population, mean-
ing that interactions aren’t entirely random. Network-based models address this by
assigning each individual a specific set of constant contacts. Studies on networked
populations have highlighted differences with standard homogeneous-mixing dis-
ease models.
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While the aforementioned models have been widely used to study the spread
of diseases, there’s a variety of other domains where they have been successfully
applied. Indeed, another long tradition of modelers that have been using similar
frameworks to characterize the spreading of social phenomena, such as the diffu-
sion of rumors and fads or the adoption of novelties and technological innovations.
Much early research on information diffusion, i.e., the propagation of information
through a social network structure, has been based upon the analogy with the spread
of diseases.

However, in all these situations, the social nature of the contacts that mediate
these processes calls for ad-hoc modeling adjustments that are not present in simple
disease epidemics models. Researchers have made ongoing improvements based
on classical models, developing new models such as SEIR (Susceptible Exposed In-
fected Removed) model, S-SEIR (Single layer-SEIR), SCIR (Susceptible Contacted In-
fected Removed) model, irSIR (infection recovery SIR) model, FSIR (Fractional SIR)
model, and ESIS (Emotional Susceptible Infected Susceptible) model.

Despite adjustments, epidemic models lack ingredients like peer pressure and
social influence, which are essential in social dynamics. For example, if I am thinking
about buying the new iPhone 15, I may be convinced that it is a good choice after
k% of my neighbors already bought it. Threshold models better incorporate these
drivers of change [96]. In these models, the role of underlying topology can have a
great impact on the result of the dynamics.

The social dynamics we mentioned are relatively fast processes, which bring the
population from a disordered to an ordered phase relatively fast. However, not ev-
ery social dynamic is this fast, e.g., the formation of cultural groups can take months
or years [9], in the same way as the evolution of a language [51]. Both of these pro-
cesses clearly show different outcomes if we account for social structure [99].

In the next chapter, we will delve into a specific kind of social dynamics, i.e.,
opinion dynamics. Before moving further, it is already worth mentioning that in all
these models, the behavior or state being transmitted is of a binary (or discrete) na-
ture. This simplification clearly facilitates the tracking of behavioral cascades from
a source (or multiple sources) to the entire system (or parts of the system). This fea-
ture serves the purpose of studying collective decision-making processes involving
two options, such as voting, adoption of innovations, and binary opinion dynamics,
well. However, numerous social processes are more complex and involve a contin-
uum of options rather than just a binary set. For instance, politics is often seen as
a binary choice between left and right, but in reality, it’s a spectrum that includes a
wide range of beliefs and ideologies, from socialism to conservatism and everything
in between and requires to be modeled accordingly.

2.2.3 Social Dynamics on and of networks: adaptive topologies

In Section[2.1.3} we stated that structures evolve (sometimes depending on node sta-
tuses, see, for example, homophily), while, in this section, that nodes statues evolve
(sometimes depending on network structure). It is clear that, in many domains, the
evolution of networks and the evolution of a certain phenomenon are interdepen-
dent.

Adaptive networks, also known as coevolving networks, are a modeling frame-
work where the structure of the network and the states of its nodes coevolve over
time, giving rise to complex, emergent behaviors.
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Despite the thematic diversification, certain dynamical phenomena repeatedly
appear in adaptive networks, including the formation of complex topologies, ro-
bust dynamical self-organization, the spontaneous emergence of different classes of
nodes from an initially inhomogeneous population, and complex mutual dynamics
in state and topology, assessing adaptive network as a natural framework in many
different applications. They are found in technical distribution networks such as
power grids, the mail network, the internet, or wireless communication networks.
They also appear in natural and biological distribution networks, information net-
works like neural or genetic networks, and social networks. In game theory, the evo-
lution of cooperation in simple agent-based models is studied on social networks.
Adaptive networks also appear in chemistry and biology, with models involving
adaptive networks having a long tradition in ecological research.

A simple framework in which the dynamical interplay can be studied is offered
by contact processes, which describe the transmission of some property, e.g., infor-
mation, political opinion, religious belief, or epidemic infection along the network
connections. For example, what if Susceptible individuals try to avoid contact with
Infected ones? In [98]], authors show how this simple rewiring mechanism can lead
to the emergence of global structure from local rule, with the presence of isolated
infected nodes and a single tightly connected cluster of susceptible.

The emergence of Echo Chambers [43] may be a clear example of the type of phe-
nomenon that arises from the interplay between the evolution of an attribute and
the evolution of a structure. Adaptive networks may play a crucial role in under-
standing the formation of Echo Chambers through self-organization and homophily
tendencies (individuals with similar opinions or behaviors are more likely to form
connections, leading to the formation of tightly-knit communities or clusters within
the network) and through a feedback loop that reinforces their beliefs, strengthen-
ing their ties with like-minded individuals and sever connections with those holding
opposing views, further exacerbating the Echo Chamber effect.

Adaptive networks are a promising concept for the investigation of collective
phenomena in different systems. However, they also present a challenge to existing
modeling approaches and analytical descriptions due to the tight coupling between
local and topological degrees of freedom. We will see how adaptive networks have
been used in the field of opinion dynamics in Section 3.3|and how these can be ap-
plied to model the emergence of echo chambers in Chapter
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Chapter 3

The Opinions of Societies

In Chapter [2, we introduced the idea of society as a complex system and empha-
sized that every complex system has an underlying network, which can be static or
dynamic, dyadic or polyadic. In the last section, we briefly discussed the different
phenomena that evolve on top of these structures, mentioning opinion dynamics,
without going into particular detail. In this chapter, we will provide a general intro-
duction to opinion dynamics models, establish common terminology, and examine
the main classical models.

3.1 Preliminaries

Before going into the details of the different models, some basics are necessary to
understand how opinions and their dynamics are represented mathematically. The
elements that, at least, must be represented in such a model are opinions, interaction
patterns, and time.

Opinion Dynamics models (OD models) consider a population of agents — which
may be characterized with different attributes and belong to different categories with
different characteristics — and a set of connections among those agents, on which in-
fluence can flow. Generally speaking, such a population can be modeled with a
graph G of N agents (N being the size of the population), which can go from a fully
connected graph to more complex structures. A connection between two or more
agents can also be characterized with different attributes, e.g., defining the level of
influence of that connection. In OD models, each agent i holds an opinion or a set
of opinions. Focusing on the single opinion case, the opinion of agent i at time ¢ is
a variable x;(t) which can be binary x;(t) € {0,1}, discrete x;(t) € {1,2,..,m} or
continuous (but bounded) x;(t) € [0,1]. The set of all possible opinions is called the
opinion space. Let us further denote by x(!) = [xgt), xét) pans xg\t,)] the vector of opinions
of all agents at time ¢; in some articles it is also called a profile. To define the dynam-
ics, we need two rules: (a) a rule to choose the interacting partner(s) among the
possible ones (which may incorporate parameters representing social dynamics and
external factors) and (b) an update rule for the opinion of the agent(s) after an inter-
action (which normally incorporates a set of parameters representing psychological
aspects of the opinion evolution process). Update rules can be mainly divided into
two categories: (a) synchronous, where every agent updates their opinion at time
t, given the profile of the population at time t, or (b) asynchronous, where agents
update their opinion sequentially, through one-to-one or one-to-many interactions,
and the profile of the network can be updated continuously or after a set of K inter-
actions. The dynamics end either when the population reaches an equilibrium state
(convergence) or when a stopping condition is met. The equilibrium state can be
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consensus, Polarization, or fragmentation. There is no agreed definition of Polariza-
tion, but normally —in OD literature — it refers to two groups of agents with opinions
at opposite ends of the opinion space. However, in some works, Polarization simply
indicates the existence of two groups (not necessarily distant in the opinion space).

3.2 Milestones

As we saw in Section many phenomena can be modeled with the “change of
state” abstraction, i.e., agents can be in a finite set of different states or — in other
words — choose among a finite set of actions. It must be recognized, however, that
this is not a modeling choice suitable to every context or domain; some social phe-
nomena require a continuous approach.

In the opinion dynamics literature, when x; € {01, 0y, ...,04 }, i.€., the agents have
a finite set of possibilities, we are in the realm of discrete models. Such models can
be useful to model the choice of a political candidate, a product, or answers in a
survey. Most discrete models are binary state models, i.e. x;(t) € {0,1},{—1,1}.
When we only have two states, the dynamical rules of the model are incorporated in
the transition rates, the probability — at time t — that an agent changes their opinion
from one state to the other. In analogy with epidemic spreading (cf. Section [2.2),
agents become infected with rate F and recover with rate R. The functional form
of the transition rates F and R determines the type of model we have as well as its
stationary states of collective opinion.

In the field of physics, research has been largely focused on discrete opinion
spaces due to their strong analogy with spin systems. In some cases, these spaces
have been expanded to incorporate more than two spin values, resulting in a closer
approximation to continuous opinion dynamics.

3.2.1 Voter models

In its original formulation, the Voter model was intended for the study of the compe-
tition of species [46]. However, it was soon employed to explain opinion formation
dynamics [110]. The most general formulation in the family of Voter models is the
Non-linear Q-voter model [35]. The basic idea is that N voters (agents) can hold
only one of two opinions: {—1, +1}. At each time step:

1. A set of g nodes is chosen at random

2. If they agree a random neighbor copies their opinion; if they disagree the agent
flips its opinion with probability €,

This model reduces to the classical Voter model [110] when g = 1 and €¢; = 0.
In this case, we are assuming linear dependence of the opinion change rates of the
relative fraction of neighbors in the opposite state; the linear dependence resembles
a mechanism of blind imitation, where agents “are infected” by the status of a ran-
domly selected neighbor.) In the g-voter model, consensus in a group (of size q) is
necessary for an individual to imitate their neighbors” opinions. This implies a non-
linear dependence on the relative fraction of neighbors in the opposite state and has
been used to model competition of species or languages, besides more complex pro-
cesses of opinion dynamics. This model reduces to the Sznajd model [215] when q = 2
and €; = 0. Both the Sznajd model and the Q-Voter model employ the theory of social
impact [141], which takes into account the fact that a group of individuals with the
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same opinion can influence their neighbors more than one single individual, simi-
larly to threshold models in spreading processes. The Sznajd model also adds a form
of information noise ps, which models the social temperature: the individual has a
probability ps, of making a random decision instead of following the social impact
rule (peer pressure, herding,...). When considering only the basic interaction rule on
a complete network, all these models reach consensus in the steady state. Even in
their simplicity, these models are able to capture some real-world phenomena and
are still employed as a baseline for extensions and more complex dynamics. Despite
the similarities of these models with spreading, a key difference is that opinion dif-
fusion is up-down symmetric, i.e., the dynamical equations are invariant to the state
exchange (x = 0 <+ 1). In simple or complex contagion (threshold models) the biolog-
ical process of infection and recovery or the adoption/resistance to a new innovation
are typically different (cf Section[2.2).

3.2.2 Majority rule models
A population of N agents takes discrete opinions {—1, +1}. At each time step:

1. A group of r agents is chosen at random (r can be fixed or drawn from a specific
distribution)

2. All agents take the majority opinion within the group (there is a bias towards
+1 (the status quo) in case of tied situations .

This is the basic principle of the Majority Rule (MR) model, which was proposed
to describe public debates [83] and, in particular, the situation where an initial hostile
minority is able to convince the majorityE]favored by a basic and natural mechanism
inherent to free public debate. In the context of complex contagion models (cf. Sec-
tion[2.2), a step function transition rate suggests that individuals will only adopt the
“prevailing” opinion within their local network. This concept is akin to the Majority
Rule model, where agents require a specific count or proportion of their neighbors
to hold a contrary view before they alter their own stance.

A common approach in modeling involves treating the opinion variables as real
numbers (or vectors with multiple real components). This method aims to depict
people’s views on various subjects not as a fixed range of options, but as positions
on a continuum, with a concept of separation between them. Models of continuous
opinion may employ an (in-)finite range for their state variables or even periodic
boundary conditions where the interval’s extremes actually signify the same view-
point.

3.2.3 DeGrootian models.

Suppose a population of N individuals needs to decide the value attributed to a
parameter 0 by acting together as a team or committee (i.e., the price of an object)
and suppose each individual has his own subjective opinion on the value of the
parameter (which can be a point estimate or a probability distribution): in this case,
binary opinions are not well suited.

IThis idea is inspired by the concept of social inertia. In psychology and sociology, social inertia is
the resistance to change or the endurance of stable relationships in societies or social groups. It is the
opposite of social change. https://bit.ly/3hGBXVz [80]

ZAs it happened with the referendum for the Maastricht agreement in France in 1992 [76] https:
/ /bitly /3EqhmhW
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The DeGroot model [55] is a simple opinion dynamics model where opinions are
continuous in the range x; € [0,1] and the updates are synchronous: at each time step
individuals do not gain new insights or obtain new information, but can discuss
with each other to update their opinion. Therefore, the dynamics is given by:

x(t) = Wx(t —1) = Wx(t —2) = --- = W'x(0) 3.1)

where W is a row stochastic matrix of the weights agents put on the opinion of
their neighbors, which can be interpreted as how much they trust their neighbors’
opinions on that subject and, therefore, how much that specific agent will influence
their opinion change throughout the dynamic.

The reaching of a consensus is determined by the presence of highly influential
agents, i.e., agents who other highly influential individuals trust.

The Friedkin-Johnsen model [77,|78] is the first extension of an opinion dynamics
model which included the idea of stubborn agents that is encoded giving each agent
a level of susceptibility to influence in [0, 1]

x(t + 1) = DWx(®) + (I-D)x(0) (3.2)

where D is the matrix of susceptibility, with susceptibility being (1-d;). Stub-
born agents in the Friedkin-Johnsen model are those who resist influence from their
peers, maintaining their initial opinions throughout the dynamics. Their presence
can significantly influence the dynamics of opinion formation, potentially slowing
down the convergence to consensus, making the network more resilient to noise, and
strategically influencing the outcome of discussions. If the matrix of susceptibility is
the identity matrix, the model reduces to the DeGroot model.

3.2.4 Bounded confidence models.

While consensus is an interesting phenomenon to understand, it is not the only state
worth attention. One of the most famous and earliest ways of preventing trivial
consensus is the introduction of bounded confidence in opinion dynamics models.

The so-called Bounded Confidence models constitute a broad family of models
where agents are influenced only by peers having an opinion sufficiently close to
theirs, namely below a certain confidence threshold €. This characteristic is justified
by sociological theories such as homophily. This is the tendency of individuals to
associate and bond with similar others in terms of various attributes, such as demo-
graphics, beliefs, values, and interests, often summarized with the famous proverb
“birds of a feather flock together” [157]. The presence of homophily has been proven
in various contexts [161, 82], online social networks being one of the most disputed
in recent years — especially when considering the dimension of political opinions
[43]. In this context, in fact, homophily is accused of fostering divides and Echo
Chambers [43], where people of similar ideologies only interact with each other, re-
inforcing their opinions and eventually increasing their Polarization. An extended
overview on the role of such “bias” and other drivers of such unintended and unde-
sired phenomena is present in Section

Bounded confidence, however, can also be interpreted, for example, a lack of
understanding, conflicts of interest, or social pressure [54]. This threshold has also
been referred to as open-mindedness [150], while some may argue that it is more
similar to influenciability. While there are certainly differences between bounded
confidence and open-mindedness, for the purposes of this thesis, it may be useful to
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consider them as related concepts, and in the remainder of this thesis, we often use
the two terms as synonymes.

Two of the milestones in BCMs are the models by Deffuant-Weisbuch [54], and
Hegselmann-Krause [104]. Both of these models are grounded in the concept of
repeated averaging within the constraints of bounded confidence, but they diverge
in their respective communication protocols.

Due to its importance in the present thesis, let’s start with the definition of the
Deffuant-Weisbuch model (DW Model model) in its most general form [149].

Definition 11 (DW Model) Let there be a population of N agents and an appropriate opin-
ion space X € R?. Given an initial profile x(0) € X", bounds of confidence €1, €3, ...,€x > 0,
influence parameters M = (y;;)i, j = 1N and a norm |).||, the DW Model is a random pro-
cess (x(t))teN where at each discrete time step t a pair (i, ) of agents is randomly selected
from the population. The selected pair performs the action

xi(t+1) = {’;22 + i (i () — 2:(8) 3ff (|2 (8) — x; (1) || < e

iff ||xi(t) — xj(t)|| < € to update the opinion of agent i. The same for agent j. If €1 = €, =
o = EN OF If Wij = UV ic(12,.,Ny we call the model homogeneous respectively in bounds of
confidence or in influence parameters. Otherwise heterogeneous.

The parameter u represents the influence strength between two agents in the popu-
lation. Specifically, ;; represents the influence that agent j has on agent i when they
interact where p;; = 0 means that agent i trusts so little agent j that they will not
change their opinion even if j’s falls within their bound of confidence; if y;; = 0.5
agent i average their opinion with agent j’s, however, if the parameter is symmetric,
it means instantaneous agreement between the two agents (both taking their aver-
age opinion); finally it is normally not studied the presence of influence ratios above
0.5 meaning that both agents value more the other’s opinion than their own and — at
the extreme case of y;; = 1 agent i takes agent j’s opinion and vice versa.

In this thesis work, we will mainly refer to Deffuant’s model in its initial formu-
lation [54]. In that model, the space of opinions is X & [0,1], and the parameters are
homogeneous over the whole population with e € [0,1] and y € [0,0.5].

In the homogeneous model with a common confidence bound (¢), it has been
demonstrated that the system converges to a limiting opinion profile. In this sce-
nario, any pair of opinions x; and x; are either equal (x; = x;) or their difference
exceeds the confidence bound (|x; — x;| > €), rendering further changes in opinions
impossible regardless of the choice of i and j. Moreover, it is worth noting that the
average opinion across all agents remains conserved throughout the dynamics, but
this conservation property is exclusive to the homogeneous case.

Heterogeneous DW Model.  Heterogeneity has been studied as well. The first
study taking into account heterogeneity [150] divided the population into two
classes of agents, namely the open-minded and the close-minded ones. They stud-
ied a set of 192 closed-minded agents (e1 = 0.2) and eight open-minded agents
(€2 = 0.4) and saw that in the short run, the cluster pattern of the closed-minded
(two big clusters) dominated while in the long run, the one of the open-minded (con-
sensus) evolved. Consensus can be achieved by mixing closed- and open-minded
agents even if both bounds of confidence are far below the critical value of the con-
sensus transition (e.g., €1 = 0.11 and €2 = 0.22). However, a notable dynamic
was the drift of open-minded clusters towards those of close-minded agents, which
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could amplify any initial asymmetries in the opinion profile. Consequently, the final
consensus could significantly deviate from the initial average opinion. Chen et al.
[38] considered a version of the DW Model where each agent had its own confidence
bound. As for the homogeneous model, it is shown that when the DW Model is het-
erogeneous in confidence levels, the network will reach a final state in which any
pair of agents either are in agreement or the distance between them is greater than
the confidence radius of the two (on complete graphs). Consensus is (almost surely)
reached iff J;,€; > 1 for any initial profile x(0). Heterogeneity can be further exacer-
bated by placing bounds of confidence on edges instead of nodes. In the model by
Shang [199], each edge (i, j) has a level of bounded confidence €;; representing how
agent i is open to agent j’s opinion.

The Hegselmann-Krause model (HK) [104] also incorporates the concept of
bounded confidence but opinion updates are synchronous. In fact, at each time step,
a random agent i is selected (like in the DW Model), and the set of neighbors N;,,.
within the confidence bound epy is identified. The opinion of the agent, which is a
continuous value in [—1, 1], is then updated according to

wt+1) = Y “fé(t)

€Ny

(3.3)

‘ ’
JEHK

the idea is that the opinion of an agent is given by the average opinion of their
selected within-bound neighbors.

3.3 Opinions with Structures: Bringing Opinion Dynamics
Modeling a Step Towards Reality

Complexity is one of the principles governing our world, and the collective behavior
of a system can hardly be understood and predicted by considering individual units
in isolation. To represent the underlying structure of the population, the first at-
tempts at opinion dynamics modeling employed mainly complete networks, square
lattices, or — at most — random graphs with a given density. While the complete
network choice can be suitable to some contexts, such as a small group of people
discussing a topic, the assumption that every individual is connected to every other
individual — or at least can communicate to — is pretty strong, and in real settings,
this rarely happens. Researchers have demonstrated that individuals are intercon-
nected through social networks — offline and online — which limit the set of possible
interactions and make them subject to network effects, making it necessary to de-
scribe such systems through the lens of network theory (see section 2.1.1). In recent
years, it has been argued that networks themselves — even temporal, multilayer rf]
[132, 23], or feature-richﬁ [121, 45] — cannot be enough to provide a complete de-
scription of the system. For example, social mechanisms such as peer pressure can-
not be modeled with pairwise interactions because they only arise when a group is

3Multilayer networks also consist of nodes and edges, but the nodes exist in separate layers, repre-
senting different forms of interactions, which connect to form an aspect. Aspects, or stacks of layers,
can be used to represent different types of contacts, spatial locations, subsystems, or points in time.
The edges between nodes in the same layer of an aspect are called intralayer connections, whereas
edges between nodes in different layers are interlayer connections.

4Feature-rich networks are defined as complex network models that expose one or more features
in addition to the network topology, thus including multilayer and temporal networks, but also at-
tributed networks, location-aware networks, probabilistic networks, and heterogeneous information
networks.
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considered. Finally, even the assumption of a static network structure may be too
stringent. Links are broken and created for reasons that may be (in)dependent on
the dynamics taking place on the network. Moreover, pairwise contacts happen at a
point in time, and interaction timing distribution is mostly heavy-tailed [13], which
is not captured by classical agent-based simulations of opinion dynamics models
where timing is mainly Poissonian.

3.3.1 Scale-freeness, small-worldness and other topological characteris-
tics playing a role on opinion dynamics

Although the mean-field approximation and regular lattice structures are still com-
monly used as a starting point, more recent analyses and extensions of established
models often utilize generative network models (refer to section as a founda-
tional structure. In actual social networks, individuals are typically farther apart
than in complete networks but closer together than in regular lattices (known as
small-worldness) and exhibit diverse connectivity patterns (referred to as scale-
freeness). As a result, researchers have begun to investigate the impact of network
structure on opinion dynamics. An example of this is the Deffuant-Weisbuch model,
which has been analyzed on various network structures, including scale-free net-
works [228], where the threshold of consensus, i.e., € > 0.5 still holds [73]. Build-
ing on these findings, researchers have explored the interplay of scale-freeness with
other realistic elements, such as the presence of directed edges [210], heterogeneous
influence rates [100], discretized opinions [211] (including in the multidimensional
case) [124, 123, 3||, different psychological characteristics of agents [139], and stub-
bornness [117]. While the baseline model produces Polarization primarily as a result
of ”“close-mindedness,” taking into account various factors such as scale-freeness,
specific initial distributions, other psychological factors, and the presence of opinion
leaders [128] or informed agents [1] can lead to different outcomes.

While scale-freeness has significant implications for the diffusion of influence,
other network characteristics found in the real world are also crucial to consider
when studying how opinions form and evolve. For example, Meng et al. [158] in-
vestigated the Deffuant model on various network structures, such as deterministic
synthetic networks, random synthetic networks, and social networks constructed
from Facebook data. Similarly, Gandica et al. [85] applied the same model to small-
world networks, specifically Watts-Strogatz (un)directed networks [226], as well as
Amblard and Deffuant [5].

3.3.2 Relationships are not static: opinion dynamics on evolving and co-
evolving topologies

In recent years, scientists have increasingly utilized dynamic networks (cf. Sec-
tion as a modeling framework for studying spreading phenomena, such as
opinion diffusion. While incorporating realistic contact patterns, previously men-
tioned studies miss the key ingredient that people’s connections change over time
due to various reasons; just think of the formation and dissolution of friendships,
bounded time spent with schoolmates, and following and unfollowing users on on-
line social media.

Temporal networks, which account for the sequence of interactions, have re-
cently emerged as an effective model for human interactions due to their time-
varying “proximity”. These networks have shown that temporal patterns such as
contact orders, burstiness, and heterogeneous lifetimes can significantly influence
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dynamics, leading to behaviors that differ greatly from those observed in static net-
work representations. In binary models of opinion dynamics — as in similar models
of epidemics — wider inter-event time distributions slow down the ordering dynam-
ics [67, 216]; moreover, studies on continuous opinions suggested that aggregated
networks consistently overestimate the speed of consensus formation [148] with re-
spect to empirical contact sequences. From [42], it also emerges that a higher influ-
ence on the final state of the population (average opinion at steady state) is exerted
by agents with a longer waiting inter-interaction time.

The principle of homophily plays a crucial role in the coevolution of opinions
and connections. While we can only be influenced by connections that exist, it is
also true that some of these connections are formed or broken specifically due to
changes in our belief systems and opinions. This is because individuals tend to seek
out and maintain relationships with others who share similar beliefs, values, and
interests. As a result, the process of opinion and interaction/relationship evolution
are inevitably tied in the long run. To include such interplay in diffusion models, the
concept of adaptive or coevolving networks has been introduced (cf. Section [2.2.3),
and a vast literature on adaptive versions of classical models has been rapidly evolv-
ing in recent years.

Due to the additional complexity of studying such interplay, starting efforts fo-
cused on the Voter Model (cf. Section [3.2.T). In the adaptive version, pairs of voters
can either change their opinions or break their connections [233, 92]. The concept of
“rewiring” a link — when a connection is not “satisfying” — was introduced by Nar-
dini et al. [167] by connecting agents in a random network instead of a complete one.
The concept of rewiring due to discording interactions will be encountered again in
Chapter

Bounded confidence models (e.g., DW Model) somehow already incorporate the
idea of homophilic behavior in the sense that agents only interact with others whose
opinions are close to their own. One might wonder why an agent would stay con-
nected with someone with whom he or she disagrees when, for example, environ-
ments such as social networks allow us to connect with people similar to us and
break them with people we think are too different.

A simple way to model this is to introduce a rewiring mechanism into the model,
where agents can break their connections and form new ones — possibly with others
whose opinions are closer to their own [130] — [135]. A random agent i — with a
certain probability p — will rewire the link with agent j to another agent z if i and j's
opinion distance exceed the confidence bound (with probability 1 — p a normal DW
Model interaction happens), or a different tolerance threshold [130].

Sequential processes of rewiring and social influence are studied in [224], simi-
larly to [86]]. In [86] first the network grows according to both preferential attach-
ment and and homophily, then a bounded confidence opinion evolution unfolds on
the network.

The model predicts the same phenomena in [194], showing how the human ten-
dency to be influenced by information and opinions to which one is exposed and
the dislike of disagreeable social ties facilitated by social media may lead to the for-
mation of Echo Chambers. Social influence and rewiring can create completely seg-
regated and polarized Echo Chambers, and this phenomenon is accelerated in the
presence of both strong influence and common unfollowing.
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3.3.3 Peer pressure and other higher-order effects on opinion dynamics

The importance of higher-order structures in social systems has been highlighted in
Section

In the last decade, there has been a growing interest in the study of opinion dy-
namics on higher-order structures, such as simplicial complexes [113} 195, |193]] and
hypergraphs [105, [168].

The idea that a “group” of “concording” agents is necessary to influence a single
agent has already been developed in the framework of threshold models (cf. Sec-
tion[2.2). Moreover, group interactions have already been considered in some opin-
ion dynamics models family, i.e., the majority rule models [83], but the underlying
structure employed is still a network.

In [113], the idea of a dynamic (adaptive) topology is combined with higher-
order structures (simplicial complexes) to formulate an adaptive voter model where
the nodes are also subject to peer pressure if they are part of the same simplex.

The model starts from the classical adaptive voter model in which, in addition
to “persuasion” events, “reconnection” events are also considered in which links be-
tween nodes with opposite opinions are redirected to nodes with the same opinion
(again, in fact, opinions can take values exclusively in the set {—1,+1}). However,
in the present model, the authors consider higher-order interactions through which
the social mechanism of peer pressure can be modeled. According to this mecha-
nism, if three individuals are connected by a bond of friendship and a situation of
disagreement arises in the group, the majority opinion within the group will likely
prevail. The model proposes a minimal extension of the adaptive voter model in
which to consider a triangle of agents (i.e., a subgraph of 3 vertices fully connected)
a group of friends, using an additional structure beyond nodes and vertices. The
chosen structure is the 2-simplex: a triangle of nodes forms a friendship if there is
a two-dimensional symplex between them beyond the one-dimensional symplexes
(the arcs). Since nodes can have an opinion only in the set —1, +1, within that struc-
ture, there is always a well-defined majority towards one or the other opinion.

At each time step, an arc is chosen randomly:

1. If the arc is not part of a two-dimensional simplex, the rule of the classical
adaptive voter model applies, i.e., if the nodes have opposite opinions, then
with probability p € [0,1] one of the vertices (chosen with equal probability)
reconnects the arc to a node with its own opinion, chosen randomly from the
remaining vertices, otherwise with probability 1 — p one of the two randomly
chosen vertices changes its opinion and adapts it to the opinion of the other; if
the two nodes have the same opinion, nothing happens.

2. If the arc is part of at least one two-dimensional simplex and the two nodes
have opposite opinions, then with probability g € [0, 1], a simplex is randomly
chosen, and the majority persuades the minority with probability p. With prob-
ability g — 1, the classical adaptive voter model is applied instead, and then the
arcs are reconnected.

3. Nothing happens if the arc is part of at least one two-dimensional simplex but
is inactive.

Regarding the creation of a simplicial complex from a network (V, E), in the
present model, the authors chose to take the initial population of triangles in the
graph, and a set S of these are declared 2-simplexes while the remaining are simple
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triangles. Since some of the simplexes might be destroyed through a rewiring event,
each time this happens, another triangle is chosen to become a two-dimensional
simplex. The simulations performed on such a model show that the heuristic that
peer pressure leads to Polarization is true.

The dynamic rule of the Deffuant-Weisbuch model for pairwise interactions (Def-
inition states that at each time step, the two agents’ opinion is updated only if
their opinion difference is less than the confidence bound.

If we change the underlying social structure of the model from a graph to a hy-
pergraph, interacting pairs become interacting groups modeled by hyperedges.

In the HOID model [195]], the dynamic rule determines that, at each time step, a
random hyperedge 1 is selected, and every node included in & updates its opinion
with the following rule:

X, if maxjcpx;(t) — minicpxi(t) <€
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Where ¥, = ﬁ Y jcn Xj is the average opinion of the agents linked by the hyper-
edge h. This means that the opinion update happens only if the opinion differences
between all the interacting neighbors are less than the given confidence bound e.
In other words, a context influences the agents” opinions only if it does not include
users with opinions too distant with respect to the rest of the group, which, instead,
precludes the possibility of reaching a consensus. This kind of group interaction
is different from the one proposed in the Hegselman-Krause model: the difference
stands in the fact that in this higher-order model, the distances between all nodes
within the hyperedge matter, while in the HK model, only the distance between a
given node and its neighbor have an impact on the opinion change of the target
node. Consequently, a dissenter can block the interaction of all other agents in the
hyperedge in the HOID model, a mechanism absent from the HK model.

Like with pairwise interactions, the confidence bound value is fundamental and
has a great impact on the outcome of the model implementation. A small confidence
bound prevents many group discussions from being influential, especially the more
confrontational ones. Moreover, with low confidence bound, the probability of an
interaction to be influential decays exponentially with respect to the size |h| of the
hyperedge since larger groups of agents with very different opinions have a lower
probability of reaching a consensus. While higher confidence bound levels bring
consensus, low values cause opinion fragmentation and Polarization. The interest-
ing insight drawn from [195] is that with the hypergraph configuration, there is not
a sharp transition to a consensus like in [54].

Similarly, in [105], a Hypergraph Bounded Confidence Model (HBCM) is de-
fined. In this case, to generalize the notion of confidence bound to hyperedges, au-
thors define a discordance function that maps a hyperedge and an opinion state to a
real number and quantifies the level of disagreement among the nodes that are inci-
dent to a hyperedge, to determine whether or not these nodes update their opinions.
Authors in [105] consider the following family of discordance functions:

dy(h,x) = ( Y (i — )2 (3.5)

ich

|h| =1

which is parameterized by the scalar «, where X;, = Y ;c;, x;/|h|. If the discordance
dy(h,x(t)) is less than the confidence bound €, the hyperedge h e is concordant at
time ¢t. Otherwise, it is discordant. In the case of & = 1, dy(h, x(t)) is equal to the
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unbiased sample variance of the opinions of the nodes that are incident to /. The
scaling parameter \h\%l prevents advantaging hyperedges with few nodes over ones
with many nodes when there is an opinion update. In the model, at each time step,
a hyperedge h € H is selected at random according to some probability distribution
(e.g., uniform distribution). If the discordance function is less than the confidence
bound € th nodes i € h update their opinions x; to the mean opinion Xj,; otherwise,
their opinions do not change. One way to think about this update is that nodes are
“peer pressured” into conforming to the mean opinion of the group when the overall
discordance of the group is sufficiently small.
More formally:

Xy, ifiechandd(h,x) <e

xi(t+1) = { xi(t) otherwise (3.6)

3.4 Opinions with External Information

The first generation of opinion formation models lacked a crucial element in the
process — the presence of mass media or an information environment. As pointed
out by several studies [156, 33,217} 188,114, 28, (94, [189], the impact of mass media on
shaping our culture, ideology, and opinion spectrum cannot be ignored. While social
influence (i.e., word of mouth) plays a significant role in opinion formation, news,
or political propaganda, exposure can also affect our belief system, e.g., convincing
an initially skeptic individual to wear masks and practice social distancing during a
pandemic [4].

Generally speaking, most models incorporating mass media add a probability of
interacting with such external agent p,, or adopting its opinion.

Different dynamical regimes — such as fragmentation or disorder — emerge
by adding an additional layer of mass media communication [156] in the DW
Model, also when considering additional repulsive behaviors [154] or heterogeneous
bounds of confidence [188].

The most straightforward extension of the DW Model comes from [33]]; here, the
whole population interacts with a single mass media every T generations, showing
that an open-minded population converges to the external opinion. If populations
are close-minded, the final state exhibits richer dynamics based on €, T, and the
value of the promoted opinion. To ensure pluralism and prevent conformity, a plu-
rality of media with different orientations is fundamental [25].

In [188]], the authors analyzed two cases: one with only two bounds of confi-
dence and another where each individual has their own characteristic level of con-
fidence. The interaction of individuals with the mass media is determined by their
confidence level and the mass media intensity (p,,). With probability p,,, if the dif-
ference between an individual’s opinion and the mass media’s opinion is less than
the individual’s confidence level, the individual interacts with the mass media and
updates their opinion accordingly. With probability 1 — p;,, the individual interacts
with others in the system based on their confidence levels and updates their opin-
ion. The mass media’s persuasion capacity is analyzed by calculating how often it
persuades more than half of the population to follow its opinion. The study shows
that the persuasion capacity of the mass media is optimal for intermediate levels of
heterogeneity and is sensitive to the initial conditions and parameter values. The
authors also found a counter-intuitive effect where the persuasion capacity of the
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mass media decreases if its intensity is too large. In Chapter 5 we will see that the
implementation of the ABMM Model resembles this model.

Research on German political propaganda [24] and the impact of media on Brexit
[227] highlights the importance of considering external influence as a force capable
of steering the opinion evolution towards a desired goal. In addition to the natural
factors that influence opinion formation, external agents such as governments, com-
panies, or terrorist groups may have a vested interest in shaping public opinion on a
particular topic or product [53]], e.g., influencing the adoption of innovations. These
agents may use propaganda or other tactics to promote a specific opinion over others
[74] or [151] to achieve a certain value for the consensus opinion through their ac-
tions. Moreover, external agents may also try to prevent people from reaching more
extreme opinions to mitigate potential risks [217]]. This could be achieved through
various means, such as limiting access to certain information or using persuasive
techniques to steer public opinion towards a more moderate stance. The optimal
behavior — however — may be counter-intuitive: e.g., an aggressive media campaign
might fragment the population, and the desired goal would become impossible to
reach [87]. The potential risk of such models has been highlighted in [209], “serving
and guiding commercial companies, politicians, populist movements (such as the
anti-vaccination activists), etc.”.

Besides their potential to manipulate public opinion, mass media are argued to
be one of the drivers of the rising Polarization in Western societies (polarizing ef-
fects of news media (e.g., McLaughlin,2018)), particularly through the enhancement
of Echo Chambers [57]. The impact of media on political Polarization is complex
and not always straightforward. While some studies suggest that media fragmenta-
tion and partisanship contribute to increased ideological and affective Polarization
among people [142], others argue that media may not always have a significant ef-
fect on Polarization [221,219]. Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that under
certain conditions, exposure to political information can actually reduce Polarization
[136, 230].

Overall, the mixed findings indicate a need for further examination and evalua-
tion of the existing research on this topic.

While there have been prominent discussions around (political) Polarization in
the last 20 years, it needs to be acknowledged that in the last few years, we saw
the rise of Polarization E] — with the related Echo Chamber phenomena — increased
social media use, more partisan media, and other elements that together contribute
to the creation of a biased or Polluted Information Environment. We will dig deeper
in Chapter 4 into the main characteristics of such biased environments and their
possible effects on the process of opinion evolution, which is one of the key research
questions behind this thesis.

5Pew Research Center - U.S. Politics & Policy (2017). The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows
Even Wider. Geiger, Abigail
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Chapter 4

Biased Societies: The Role Of
Biases In Polluting Information
Systems

In contemporary society, the manner in which individuals access and consume in-
formation has undergone a significant transformation. Over the past decade, social
media platforms have become an indispensable aspect of daily life. These platforms
facilitate the sharing of information, expression of opinions, and interaction with
peers. Consequently, the ways in which individuals interact, consume information,
and communicate with others have been fundamentally altered. Traditional media,
such as newspapers and television programs, rely on human editors to curate con-
tent for large consumer groups. As a result, there are numerous consumers but a rel-
atively limited number of newspapers and television programs. In contrast, social
media platforms employ recommender systems that function as editors, selecting
content tailored to each user’s individual preferences. This personalized approach
has significantly impacted the dissemination of information within society, marking
a departure from the methods employed by traditional media outlets.

Digital age communication has evolved into new paradigms characterized by
multiplicity, interactivity, the absence of space-time barriers, and, most notably, an
unprecedented level of freedom of expression. When users post content online, they
often move beyond one-to-one communication, fostering an interactive exchange of
opinions with a potentially infinite user base. Sociologists attribute the success of
social media platforms to these blurred boundaries, which result in interactions that
are immediate, global, and heterogeneous. Every user has the opportunity to express
their opinion on various debates or disseminate news, sometimes even becoming
a citizen journalist or going viral for a day. Individuals now have the power to
shape public discourse and influence opinions on a global scale. This shift has led
to a more decentralized flow of information, where traditional gatekeepers, such as
news organizations and editors, no longer have exclusive control over the narrative.
Consequently, the influence of social media on public opinion has become a critical
area of study for researchers, policymakers, and media professionals alike.

While the freedom of expression and lack of boundaries on social media plat-
forms have led to numerous benefits, they also come with significant drawbacks.
In the early days, it was argued that the advent of the Internet, guaranteeing free
access to a huge amount of information, would be a boon for democracy. It is not
disputed that social media have some advantages, in this sense: information is freed
from the barriers of classical journalism and mainstream media, every user can be a
“journalist” and promote their points of view, multiplying information sources and
contents. However, as information becomes more accessible, it also becomes more



36Chapter 4. Biased Societies: The Role Of Biases In Polluting Information Systems

open to influences from non-traditional actors — in most contexts, anyone can create
and disseminate information. Online platforms can inadvertently increase the likeli-
hood of encountering malicious behaviors or content and (un)intentionally enhance
harmful phenomena like Polarization and Echo Chambers, creating what is called a
Polluted Information Environment.

Definition 12 (Pollution) In the context of online social media, we define pollution as “the
(measurable) effects of an endogenous/exogenous phenomenon that deviates/tempers the un-
folding of a public debate/opinion formation process”. Some examples of widely known pol-
luting phenomena are d/misinformation campaigns, coordinated misbehavior (e.g., a politi-
cal botnet), cyberbullying, biased content/interaction recommendations, exposure to extrem-
ist agents/media, etc.

Definition 13 (Polluted Information Environments — PIEs) We define PIEs as those
online environments where the existence of polluted contents and behaviors biases opinions,
exchanges, and public debates.

Pollution effects: emergence of Echo Chambers, ideological Polarization, and Fil-
ter Bubbles Before delving into the description of some of the possible drivers of
information pollution in online social networks, let us stop to focus on some defini-
tions of the main concerns related to these realities.

Definition 14 (Filter Bubble) The term Filter Bubble traditionally denotes the sphere of
information that an online user can access, which is argued to be steered and excessively
personalized by algorithms governing digital platforms.

Eli Pariser first introduced the concept of Filter Bubbles, suggesting that recom-
mendation algorithms limit the diversity of content users encounter, creating a per-
sonalized sphere of interests and search preferences [181]. The theory posits that
continuous exposure to content that aligns with one’s existing beliefs can lead to
further Polarization and association with like-minded individuals. However, this
conclusion hinges on the assumptions made about the cognitive processes involved
in opinion change (e.g., motivated reasoning and selective exposure).

In general, the term Polarization refers to the division into two sharply contrast-
ing groups — or any number of politically relevant dimensions — or sets of opinions
or beliefs in other domains [155].

This term is usually used in the context of the social or political domain, where it
indicates the divergence of political or social attitudes towards ideological extremes,
ultimately leading to “partisan” attachments; as such is driven by a range of factors
from socio-political issues, to cultural, social, and economic changes.

The political situation in the United States in recent decades serves as a clear
illustration of this phenomenon. Indeed, the survey conducted by the Pew Research
Center [36] unequivocally indicates a steady escalation of the ideological division
between the political parties. Particular concerns, in this domain, arise over affective
form of Polarization. The concerns rising on this increasing Polarization are due to
the idea that a certain extent of “social cohesion” is necessary for democracies to
function, e.g., for governments to perform actionable changes.

The relationship between online platforms and Polarization is complex and un-
resolved. Recent research suggests media usage amplifies Polarization, but method-
ological issues exist, such as non-operational definitions and studies focusing on
single platforms (e.g., Twitter) [136]. Other studies suggest the implication direction
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is reversed, i.e., polarization levels influence social media use [173], and platforms
may enhance divisive content, leading to misconceptions about out-groups [10].

When polarized views on controversial issues are shared and reinforced among
a group of individuals, Echo Chambers (as defined by Sunstein [214]) emerge.
Broadly speaking, the term Echo Chamber refers to a situation in which beliefs are
amplified or reinforced through repeated communication within a closed system, in-
sulated from opposing perspectives. Thus, the definition of this phenomena [43] is
mainly based on the theory of selective exposure [133] (with selection operated both
at user-level and at platform-level through filtering algorithms) and of confirmation
bias [170]. However, the concerns on Echo Chambers and Filter Bubbles go further,
suggesting that this homophilic selection will not only confirm pre-existing beliefs
but will reinforce people’s views, exacerbating extremis.

Despite the prevalence of the phenomenon, a formal definition of Echo Cham-
bers remains elusive. It is important to note that both Polarization and Echo Cham-
bers (and one may argue also Filter Bubbles, to some extent) exist in real-world sit-
uations as well and have been discussed in the socio-political literature for decades;
the discourse on Echo Chambers, for example, is clearly tied to concerns about frag-
mentation of public discourse, existing well before the digital age.

However, it is also worth noting that Polarization and Echo Chambers typi-
cally arise around controversial issues, such as societal or political topics, and are
not harmful phenomena per se. The internet is replete with online groups of peo-
ple united by shared interests, such as a specific genre of music, a sports team, or
even homophilic groups formed around individuals facing particular challenges,
like mental health issues.

Before delving into the technical aspects of these phenomena, it is prudent to
address a recent surge of skepticism among researchers [62, 30]. The topic of discus-
sion is characterized by an absence of comprehensive definitions for both the Filter
Bubble and Echo Chamber phenomena, as well as of universally applicable method-
ologies for assessing their existence.

However, despite differing viewpoints, we cannot ignore that the influence of
social media on our daily lives has concerning implications that call for further
scrutiny.

To better understand the motivations behind the emergence of such polluted re-
alities, it is essential to consider to what extent such phenomena are solely a conse-
quence of social media or if they reflect socio-psychological aspects and have always
existed, albeit on a smaller scale.

In the contemporary media landscape, consumers are presented with an over-
whelming array of information across various formats. This necessitates the need
for consumers to make discerning choices about their information intake.

Definition 15 (Information Proliferation) Information proliferation refers to the rapid
growth and dissemination of information, both structured and unstructured, in contempo-
rary society.

This phenomenon is driven by advancements in technology, such as social media,
mobile devices, and the internet, which enable individuals to access, create, and
share information more easily and quickly than ever before [106].

This unprecedented flow of information overwhelms users (people); they cannot
digest this information diet in its integrity. They are forced to select what to process
and eventually share. This selection process is inevitably influenced by a number of
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biases, e.g., cognitive and algorithmic, which - as we suggested in the brief discus-
sion above — are argued to be among the main drivers of these harmful phenomena
(Polarization, Echo Chamber, etc.).

Cognitive biases It is obvious that we have a limited amount of time and atten-
tion [108] to dedicate to information (whether it is gathering information, reasoning,
or discussing it with our peers): this means that humans or — in the online world
— users are exposed to a limited amount of content and interactions. However, the
choice of which users/content to engage with is not made with the aim of having
a balanced diet, but it is highly affected by cognitive biase For example, when
there is too much information, and we can choose what to focus on, we tend to con-
centrate on the pieces that confirm our own existing beliefs and ignore details that
may contradict our own beliefs H Individuals tend to overcome this psychologi-
cal distress through selective exposure [102] and confirmation bias [170], meaning
they select and disseminate information that reinforces their pre-existing ideologies
while avoiding opposing viewpoints. This behavior can be only exacerbated by the
information overload experienced daily [106]. An experiment from 2009 found that
when presented with different news articles, people tend to select news based on
anticipated agreement, i.e., news from sources they know to be closer to their lean-
ing [122]. Evidence of political Polarization and selective exposure was also found
on blogs [143] and social networks like Twitter [89].

By understanding the role of individual biases and the psychological mecha-
nisms behind information selection and endorsement, we can better comprehend
the factors that contribute to the formation and reinforcement of opinions in both
online and offline environments.

These biases can affect our “opinion-making” process, as they may cause us
to overlook pivotal information or focus only on evidence that confirms our as-
sumptions. As much of the literature on Echo Chambers suggests, in the context
of social media and news consumption, confirmation bias can lead to the rein-
forcement of pre-existing beliefs and attitudes, making people more susceptible to
dis/misinformation and polarized views.

Theoretical models [54] suggest that when confirmation bias is strong enough,
it can lead to Polarization even without other contributing factors. When other bi-
ases, such as selection bias, interact with confirmation bias, the impact on opinion
formation and Polarization can be more significant.

Birds of a feather flock together Individual biases can easily translate into group
biases when individuals consciously or unconsciously choose with whom to interact
and communicate.

One factor that influences the formation of friendships and interactions is ho-
mophily, one of the most robustly documented social phenomena.

Definition 16 (Homophily) Homophily is the tendency of individuals to associate and
bond with others who are similar to them on some dimensions [157]].

Various dimensions contribute to homophily, such as gender [201], age [206], ge-
ographical location, shared habits [72], attitudes towards life [232]. Both homophily

Thttps:/ /bit.ly /3EtGWCT
2Cognitive dissonance is the process for which people experience discomfort when presented with
information that challenges their beliefs or decisions [71]


https://bit.ly/3EtGWCT

Chapter 4. Biased Societies: The Role Of Biases In Polluting Information Systems39

and its counterpart heterophily act as fundamental principles in the choice of peo-
ple’s social circles [197, 65]. Such relationships between node interactivity and the
properties carried by the nodes can be extremely useful in diffusion processes and
opinion contagion dynamics [6]. Academic discourse reveals little doubt that ho-
mophily exists as a grouping tendency in humans, but many questions remain as to
how homophilic relationships are formed and the effects of these relationships. As
emerges from these examples, homophily may act on two levels: there is homophily
that is induced by structural constraints and opportunities, and there is homophily
that is chosen according to preferences. In off and online social networks, selective
exposure led by cognitive dissonance and confirmation biases [70], in fact, does not
only affect the information users choose to interact with but also the composition of
their network of interactions. While, in some platforms, this is mainly determined
by real-life social ties (family, friends, colleagues...), in other contexts, people tend
to create their personal bubble of like-minded individuals — who they may not even
know in real life — to create a comfort zone where there is no disagreement nor con-
flict.

It emerges that homophily — reducing diversity in information and network
reach — is an essential ingredient of the fragmentation of (political) discourses and
Echo Chambers phenomena [116, 115, 166, 160, 7].

Media biases Besides social interaction, the information environment is largely
constituted by external sources (mainly in the form of mass media broadcasts), en-
hancing awareness of e.g., socio-political issues and events [95,114]. The importance
of mass media has been widely recognized, and traditional mass media have been
argued to influence individual and public health [29, 225] on issues ranging from
eating disorders [218]], tobacco consumption [81], and vaccinations [200]. Moreover,
news articles, TV news, and political talk shows all play a central role in shaping
opinions.

Especially when it comes to the communication of political information — essen-
tial for informed electoral decisions [34] —, mass media serve as the central platforms
for political discourse and primary source of political information [68]], holding the
power to manipulate how people think about internal and international politics
[207].

Given this power, one would hope that mass media would at least provide their
audiences with reliable news and truthful representations. Nonetheless, media cov-
erage often exhibits an internal bias, reflected in the news and commonly referred
to as media bias [101]. Various definitions of media bias and its specific forms exist,
each depending on the particular context and research questions studied.

Definition 17 Media bias (slanted news coverage) is an internal bias in media coverage,
both intentional and systematic [229).

Media bias can manifest in various forms, influencing the way stories are pre-
sented and perceived. For instance, an article may exhibit bias by intentionally pro-
moting a specific opinion on a topic or by crafting a memorable narrative, often
through the emphasis on particular aspects or the use of sensational language [32].
In the political realm, unbalanced coverage can lead to bias by disproportionately fo-
cusing on certain topics or entities, thereby skewing the overall representation [202].
Agenda setting is another prevalent political practice that leverages media outlets to
shape public discourse. By selectively reporting or concealing information, media
outlets can influence the overarching narrative. According to a study on the impact
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of media bias, editorial slant — a measure of the quantity and tone of a media outlet’s
candidate coverage as influenced by its editorial position — has been found to affect
voter behavior [61]. In this context, Brockman and colleagues which investigated
the impact of partisan media on voting behavior [27]. The researchers recruited a
sample of regular Fox News viewers, a right-wing media outlet, and incentivized
them to watch CNN, a left-wing media outlet, for a month. The findings of this
study are particularly intriguing, as they reveal substantial effects of watching CNN
instead of Fox News on participants’ factual perceptions of current events, such as
the COVID-19 pandemic and the positions of the 2020 presidential candidates. The
two media outlets exhibited markedly different topic coverage. Fox News appeared
to downplay negative information about then-President Trump and the severity of
the coronavirus, while CNN did not extensively cover protests against racism or
criticize then-candidate Biden and the Democrats.

Factors influencing this bias include ownership or a specific political or ideologi-
cal stance of the outlet and its target audienceﬂ Media choices can also be influenced
by their profit-oriented nature, leading to content selection aligned with the audi-
ence’s interests that fuels this profit, disregarding issues and problems (and portions
of the population, such as minorities) that would guarantee fewer earnings [63].

Undoubtedly, media bias constitutes a significant factor influencing the quality
of any information environment, contributing to further polarizing an already bi-
ased population towards more extreme positions to increase their revenues, satisfy
their investors” needs, and help politicians set their agendas.

Algorithmic biases The characterization of the present information environment
— from the perspective of biases — is not yet complete.

Cognitive, relationship, and media biases have been deeply ingrained in human
nature, likely since the dawn of human interaction, shaping our social interactions,
decision-making processes, and the way we consume and share information. In the
digital age, these biases have become even more pronounced, as algorithms and
artificial intelligence systems can — arguably — amplify and perpetuate them.

The proliferation of information in the digital age has made it essential for al-
gorithms to filter and recommend content, easing user navigation in the vast sea of
online information, which would otherwise be overwhelming. In 2013, Facebook
disclosed that an average user’s News Feed could display around 1,500 stories, but
only 300 are selected based on factors like user interaction, engagement metrics, past
behavior, and user actions such as hiding or reporting postsﬁ

Recommender systems on online social platforms often aim to maximize user en-
gagement as one of their primary objectives. User engagement refers to the level of
interaction and involvement that users have with the platform, which can be mea-
sured through various indicators such as time spent on the platform, number of
clicks, likes, shares, and comments. By providing personalized and relevant recom-
mendations, recommender systems can increase user satisfaction, encourage users
to spend more time on the platform, and foster interactions among users.

It is important to note that focusing solely on maximizing engagement can have
some unintended consequences. For instance, recommender systems that prioritize
engagement may inadvertently promote content that is controversial, polarizing, or
sensational, as such content tends to generate more interactions and reactions from

3Reuters Institute (2022). Digital News Report.
4Meta for Business (2013). News Feed FYI. https://www.facebook.com/business/news/
News-Feed-FYI-A-Window-Into-News-Feed
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users. For example, simulations in [37] showed how focusing solely on user engage-
ment can lead to overexposure to negative content, Polarization, and concentration
of social power in the hands of the most toxic users.

This can lead — as argued by a number of scholars — to the amplification of Echo
Chambers, Filter Bubbles, and the spread of dis/misinformation, which can have
negative effects on the overall health of the online social network, contributing to
the creation and maintenance of a Polluted Information Environment.

Besides the already mentioned problems, algorithmic recommendations —in con-
junction with individual choices — have other unintended (social) consequences, e.g.,
an enhancement of preferential attachment mechanisms, boosting the popularity of
already popular accounts on Twitter [213].

While substantial evidence exists indicating that recommender systems may con-
tribute to the emergence of polarization, echo chambers, and filter bubbles, establish-
ing a direct causal link between these phenomena and recommender systems poses
a significant challenge.

Despite these formidable challenges, numerous studies have provided indirect
evidence of the relationship between recommender systems and these harmful con-
sequences. These studies often rely on observational data, simulations, or controlled
experiments with limited scope. While they may not definitively establish a direct
causal link, they strongly suggest that recommender systems play a significant role
in shaping the information landscape and can contribute to the emergence of these
phenomena.

Despite the lack of understanding of the relationship between recommender sys-
tems and harmful consequences at individual and societal levels, possible solutions
to tackle the ethical concerns around these technologies are already present in the
literature.

In [88], authors study algorithmic techniques for dismantling Echo Chambers,
connecting users with opposing views.

4.1 Models of pollution

As was to be expected, the last 20 years have seen the proliferation of opinion dy-
namics models that have tried to incorporate elements of information pollution,
recreating synthetic PIEs in a certain sense, or have, in any case, tried to develop
models that propose mechanisms that reproduce pollution phenomena such as Echo
Chambers and Filter Bubbles, suggesting that they depend on factors intrinsic to in-
formation exchange and not distortions introduced by the evolution of the way we
interact and communicate.

In the following, we will introduce some of the main opinion dynamics models
that attempt to incorporate specific characteristics of online social networks, in par-
ticular, the presence of recommender systems and algorithmic bias, which is one of
the cornerstones of the work developed in this thesis.

One of the initial efforts at comprehending the impact of biases in opinion evo-
lution is the model proposed by Deffuant and Weisbuch [54]. The bias is intro-
duced through a single parameter, known as the “confidence bound” or ”confidence
threshold”, which shows that agents exclusively influence each other when their
opinion distance is less than a specific threshold.

However, in recent years, there has been significant debate surrounding the role
of social media platforms in society.
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A key question is whether the recommender systems deployed by platforms to
deliver content to users have any tendency to foster Polarization/radicalization and
phenomena of Echo Chambers and Filter Bubbles. Already in 2015, [152] argued
that personalization algorithms would foster Polarization under the assumption that
opinions are reinforced when we interact with like-minded individuals, while they
would actually weaken Polarization if we assume rejection on discordant interac-
tions, calling for more empirical research on the assumptions.

The real mechanisms are far from being assessed up to this day.

Algorithmic bias amplifies opinion fragmentation and Polarization: a bounded
confidence model Deffuant-Weisbuch model already predicted Polarization when
the confidence threshold was low. In 2019, Sirbu and colleagues [204] studied the
effects of biasing interactions towards like-minded individuals in a bounded confi-
dence model.

Definition 18 (Algorithmic Bias model — AB Model) Let us assume a population of N
agents, where each agent i has a continuous opinion x; € [0,1]. At every discrete time step,
an agent i is randomly picked from the population, while j is chosen from i’s peers according
to the following rule:

_ A
Yidy”

If their opinion distance is lower than a threshold €,
their opinion according to Eq.

pi(j) (4.1)

X; — xj| < €, then both of them change

The AB model introduces another parameter to model the algorithmic bias:
v > 0. This parameter represents the filtering power of a generic recommendation
algorithm: if it is close to 0, the agent has the same probability of interacting with
all its peers. As 7y grows, so does the probability of interacting with agents holding
similar opinions while interacting with those who hold distant opinions decreases.
Therefore, this extended model modifies the rule to choose the interacting pair (i, )
to simulate a filtering algorithm’s presence.

dij = |x; — xj| is the opinion distance between agents i and j, so that for y =
0.0 the model goes back to the DW-model, i.e., the interacting peer j is chosen at
random from i's neighbors or — in other words — every neighbor is assigned the
same probability to be chosen.

Results showed (on a fully connected network) how algorithmic bias, i.e., the
tendency to interact more with similar opinions because of algorithmic personaliza-
tion, may induce fragmentation and Polarization even in settings where the baseline
model predicted consensus. Also, clusters tend to be more distant, and consensus
needs more time to be reached.

The task of understanding the role of recommender systems on opinion evolu-
tion and its interplay with various drivers of such dynamics has been tackled with a
variety of different approaches, reaching different results.

Primarily, these models support the central assertion of [204], which states that
recommender systems contribute to Polarization and diminish content diversity
[90]. Polarization escalation has been corroborated in [[186|[185,/183]] within the realm
of binary opinions, involving a blend of ”similarity bias” and “popularity bias”
[21], where the debate space is marked by ambiguity [60] and influenced by socio-
cognitive biases [220]. As previously mentioned in Chapter #, homophily could be a
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crucial factor in the formation of Echo Chambers, an effect that may be intensified by
people recommender systems, as confirmed by [44]. Another intersecting aspect is
the presence of “influencers” within online social networks (OSNs). In this context,
algorithmic personalization may not only promote personalization but also facilitate
the development of Echo Chambers surrounding structurally privileged influencers
[84].

It is worth noting that, while audits and models show that recommender sys-
tems increase the levels of pollution, studies on real data suggest that these are not
the primary drivers of Polarization and radicalization; this apparent “paradox” may
arise due to models not accounting for users choices, which are rarely to consume
niche content (e.g., extremist content) [191]. Authors therefore stress the importance
of modeling user choices and call for a nuanced interpretation of “algorithmic am-
plification”. Other studies suggest that — even if cognitive /algorithms did not play a
role — the ecosystem’s characteristics would be sufficient in creating Echo Chambers
[75].

From this discussion, the only certain thing that emerges is that modeling per-
sonalization algorithms is not simple because we don’t know much about how these
algorithms work in real settings yet.

4.2 Explaining pollution: bridging the gap between models
and data

Although assumptions and simplifications are made in building the presented opin-
ion dynamics models, they have proven very useful in explaining well-known phe-
nomena in opinion formation. This literature on opinion dynamics models is wide,
going from binary opinions and pair-wise interaction models to continuous opin-
ions on time-evolving higher-order systems, trying to narrow the gap between the
models and the real systems from a theoretical perspective.

Despite online social networks offering such a huge opportunity to retrieve peo-
ple’s opinions, friendships, interactions, and discussions, there is still a lack of quan-
titative analysis of real data, and empirical approaches are claimed to be the next
necessary step by many researchers in the field. Application to real data to validate
models’ conclusions is still very scarce, and the lack of this kind of approach is one
of the two major issues addressed in our work.

Common data sources Online Social Networks (OSNs) like Facebook, Reddit,
Twitter, and YouTube have become valuable sources of data for understanding opin-
ion dynamics due to their ability to track user behavior and infer opinions from con-
tent.

Reddit. Redditﬂ is a widely-used online platform where users can submit var-
ious types of content, such as text posts, links, images, and videos, and engage in
discussions through comments. Reddit’s attractiveness as a data source stems from
several factors. Firstly, its popularity ensures a vast amount of data available for
analysis. According to Similarweb Ltd. (September, 2023), Reddit ranks as the 18th
most popular website globally. The platform is organized into “subreddits”, which
are topic-specific communities. Most subreddits are public, and even private ones
can often be accessed upon request. Public subreddits can be viewed, commented
on, and voted on by all registered users, and the data can be downloaded for free

Shttps:/ /www.reddit.com/
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by any registered user. With over 138,000 active subreddits, researchers can easily
identify and study specific populations. Reddit is an anonymous environment that
allows users to express their true beliefs, making it a valuable resource for studying
sensitive topics. Researchers can access Reddit data through the site itself or its APIs.
Reddit’s official API is free and publicly available, offering a range of functions. Ad-
ditionally, there are alternative ways to access Reddit data, such as Pushshift, a social
media data collection, analysis, and archiving platform founded by Jason Baumgart-
ner in 2015 [20]

Twitter. Twitter H is a microblogging platform where users can post short mes-
sages called tweets and interact with others through replies, retweets, and likes. Twit-
ter provides a wealth of data that can offer insights into public opinion and behav-
ioral responses in specific situations [39)]. Researchers have been able — up until a
few months ago ﬂ — to freely analyze tweet content, user interactions, and infor-
mation dissemination to understand opinion dynamics on Twitter [2]. The plat-
form’s data availability and structure have contributed to its widespread success
among researchers and third-party developers. Twitter data is freely available, pub-
lic by default, primarily textual, and easily understandable. Twitter data can be
categorized into two types: tweet-related information and user-specific information.
Tweet-related information includes the textual content, time and location of produc-
tion, and relational nature of the messages. User-specific information comprises the
username, self-declared location, and lists of users followed and following the user.
Despite its simplicity, this information can be combined to provide valuable insights
into various aspects of Twitter usage, such as posting topics, strategies, and commu-
nity formation and evolution.

Other platforms like Gab, Mastodon, Weibo, TikTok, and Instagram also of-
fer unique opportunities for studying opinion dynamics and user behavior. Gab
emphasizes free speech and user privacy; Mastodon is an open-source, decentral-
ized social network; Weibo is a Chinese microblogging platform; TikTok is a short-
form video-sharing platform popular among younger audiences; and Instagram is a
photo and video-sharing platform that highlights the visual aspects of social inter-
actions. Each platform provides distinct features, data accessibility, and research po-
tential, making them valuable resources for understanding various aspects of online
social interactions. By leveraging the wealth of data available on these platforms,
researchers can gain valuable insights into the dynamics of opinions and behaviors
in the digital age.

Opinion dynamics models validated with real data. Conclusions from different
models appear to be realistic and seem to explain some real-world phenomena in a
plausible way. However, there is no agreement on which models and characteristics
better represent social interactions, and one of the reasons is that there is a scarcity
of research in this direction. Outputs from discrete models have been compared to
patterns seen in the data, such as voter model and election output data.

Recently, past voting records and the voter model were used to forecast election
results in the US and UK [222]. In some cases, distributions seen in real data from
surveys [147, 208, [134], social experiments [212], or social media [231] are used to
tune parameters or modify agent-based models manually.

6Twitter has been recently rebranded to XE] For the sake of this thesis, we will continue to refer to it
as Twitter to not create discontinuity in terminology throughout the work and with previous literature.
Shttps: / /www.engadget.com /twitter-shut-off-its-free-api-and-its-breaking-a-lot-of-apps-222011637.
html
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Agent-based models of opinion dynamics have the advantage of including
causal mechanisms that make the models interpretable. However, they do not ex-
ploit the availability of data, and parameter calibration is a manual and difficult task.
Some researchers have tried to tackle the opinion dynamics understanding problem
in the last years using more empirical approaches. Some studies employ Bayesian
learning techniques. Monti et al. in [163|] proposed a learnable generalization of an
opinion dynamics model [125] and tried to estimate the backfire effect and latitude
of commitment of a political discussion on Reddit. This kind of approach maintains
the causal interpretation possible while allowing for model selection and hypothesis
testing on real data. In this study, the only observables considered are actions and in-
teractions, while in [203], opinions are considered fully observable, and estimation
of parameters through maximum-a-posteriori is used to find the most influential
nodes. The approach is applied to Twitter and Reddit datasets. In [52], an ad-hoc
model of opinion dynamics is developed, and then Bayesian inference is used to cal-
ibrate model parameters from real data. The model was further developed in [137],
where each user is assigned a recurrent neural network to learn non-linearly from
past timings and opinions.
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Chapter 5

Mass Media Impact on Opinion
Evolution in Biased Digital

Environments: a Bounded
Confidence Model

Opinions and beliefs shape individual behavior, which drives human actions and
a society’s collective behavior, influencing politics, public health, and the environ-
ment. Changes in public opinion - even the formation of committed minorities -
may profoundly affect decision-making and politics: a recent example is the tempo-
rary suspension of the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine during March 2021} which has
caused a slowdown in the vaccination strategy [22, [180], with possible direct con-
sequences on public health. Therefore, to understand emergent collective behavior,
it is desirable to understand better how these different factors interact to shape our
opinions.

Why do we need models to understand opinion formation? We need them be-
cause the process of opinion formation, traditionally studied by social scientists or
psychologists, is the result of the interaction of internal and external factors.

Social interactions [165] are the main ingredient driving the opinion evolution
process. According to social influence theory [79], an interaction between social
agents typically reduces the difference between their opinions or, at worst, leaves
it unchanged. Besides social influence, opinion formation also depends on the in-
formation people collect from external sources (mainly in the form of mass media
broadcasts), enhancing awareness of socio-political issues and events [95,114]. For
instance, traditional mass media have been argued to influence individual and pub-
lic health [29, 225] on issues ranging from eating disorders [218], tobacco consump-
tion [81], and vaccinations [200].

Besides information social agents can access, and how information is presented
to them, a series of internal mechanisms play an important role in shaping opinions
and beliefs. The way people process information is, in fact, far from being perfectly
rational and is highly influenced by psychological factors and cognitive biaseﬂ Psy-
chological studies [126, [127] have observed that people, both online and offline, feel
discomfort when encountering opinions and ideas that contradict their existing be-
liefs, i.e., experience cognitive dissonance [70]. Such cognitive biases have often been

IReuters Institute (2021). Suspension of AstraZeneca Shots Is 'Political Decision’: Ttaly’s Medicines Reg-
ulator Head. https:/ /bit.ly /3ki4WKk7

ZBuster Benson. Cognitive bias cheat sheet. An organized list of cognitive biases because thinking is hard.
(2016)https:/ /betterhumans.pub /cognitive-bias-cheat-sheet-55a472476b18
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studied through models of bounded confidence [54], i.e., the tendency to ignore be-
liefs that are too far from our current ones, or mimicking the backfire effects [175],
i.e., the tendency to reject countering evidence and to strengthen the support to the
current belief.

While such a dynamic has always existed, how people retrieve information has
profoundly changed in the last twenty years. Television remains the most common
media source among Europeans ﬂ but the use of the Internet and online social net-
works (OSNs) is steadily rising alongside the decline of the readership of newspa-
pers.

However, OSNs are also environments where individuals express their opinions,
discuss, and share content from other sources. These environments are ruled by al-
gorithms that filter and personalize each user’s experience accordingly to their and
their friends” past behavior. This is intended to maximize users’ engagement and
enhance platform usage; however, it is theorized that filtering algorithms and rec-
ommender systems are likely to create an algorithmic bias [204]. By showing peo-
ple only narratives aligned with their own existing beliefs, a positive feedback loop
is obtained, reducing the amount of diversity in the user experience, contributing
to the creation and maintenance of echo chambers [43] and filter bubbles [26, [181,
91]. Although personalization is essential in information-rich environments (to al-
low people to find what they are looking for and increase user engagement), there
is great concern about the negative consequences of algorithmic filtering. Therefore,
understanding how these different factors impact public opinion and how cognitive
and algorithmic biases play a role in social influence mechanisms is essential to en-
rich our understanding of human behavior and also to define mitigation strategies
to avoid unintended consequences.

In this Chapter, and in the following ones, we approach such a goal through the
lens of opinion dynamics models [35|205}/172,[171, 149} 59, 234, |183]]. In particular we
extend and study the AB Model [204] (which, in turn, extends the Deffuant-Weisbuch
one [54]) to account for the role of external agents in a biased online environment
(cf. Chapter [5), network effects (cf. Chapter [6) and adaptive network topology (cf.
Chapter[7) with the possibility of higher-order interactions (cf. Chapter[7).

The content of this Part refers to 3 articles [177, 176, 179].

In the following, we extended [204], adding the possibility to specify a number of
external mass media agents, defining the opinions they promote, and the frequency
of agent-media interactions. We conducted numerical simulations to examine this
extended model and analyzed the outcomes within the context of mean-field sce-
narios. In Sections and we will exploit the here-developed model and a
methodology for the estimation of the confidence bound to perform a case study on
a real-world network. We will see how this model — initialized with the real network
structure and the initial opinion distribution inferred from the data — calibrated with
a heterogeneous € distribution estimated from real data effectively captures a behav-
ior that the baseline model fails to capture.

The rest of this Chapter is organized as follows: in Section we define the
model and describe the performed simulations in greater detail, and we also de-
scribe the metrics used to analyze the results; in Section we present and discuss
the main results obtained from the simulations of the Algorithmic bias model with
mass media; in Section we sum up the work done, outline limitations and some
future directions.

3Eurobarometer (2022). Media & News Survey 2022. https:/ /europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/
detail /2832
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FIGURE 5.1: Example of agent-to agent and agent-to-media interaction with 4 = 0.5 and
€ = 0.3. In the example, an agent with opinion 0.7 has a different probability of choosing
one of the four neighbors, represented by the thickness of the arrows in the figure. After
changing opinions due to the peer-to-peer interaction, the target agent chooses to interact
with one of the three media, with a probability p,,. The choice of which media to interact
with is determined according to 7, in the same way as in the social interaction: the higher
the bias v, the higher the probability of interacting with a media promoting a closer opinion
to the current one of the agent. If the media falls within the agent’s confidence bound e,
the agent averages his opinion with the one of the media; otherwise, nothing happens. The
media opinion, instead, remains unchanged.

5.1 Model and methods

To introduce in the study of opinion dynamics the idea of a recommender system
generating an algorithmic bias, the classical DW Model [54] was previously extended
in the Algorithmic Bias model (or AB Model, hereafter) [204]. Our work is an ex-
tension of the AB Model to include external information. The DW Model has been
defined in Definition [11} while a definition of the AB Model can be found in Defini-
tion[18} both in Chapter

To briefly recap, in the DW Model, we have a population of N agents, where each
agent i has a continuous opinion x; € [0,1]. At every discrete time step, a pair (i, f)
of agents is randomly selected, while in the AB Model, at every discrete time step,
an agent i is randomly picked from the population, while j is chosen from i’s peers
according to Definition 18}

_
Yridy”

where 7 indicates the bias strenght and d the opinion distance between i and j.
In both models, if the chosen agents” opinion distance is lower than a threshold
€, |x; — xj| < ¢, then both of them change their opinion according to Equation (5.1):

pi(j)

xi(t+1) = x; 4+ p(x; — x;)

xj(t+1) = x4+ p(x; — x;j). (5.1)

The AB Model introduces another parameter to model the algorithmic bias:
v > 0. This parameter represents the filtering power of a generic recommendation
algorithm: if it is close to 0, the agent has the same probability of interacting with
all its peers. As 7y grows, so does the probability of interacting with agents holding
similar opinions while interacting with those who hold distant opinions decreases.
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5.1.1 The Algorithmic Bias Model with Mass Media Agents

We now present our extension of the AB Model, tailored to analyze the effects of mass
media propaganda. We chose to model mass media as stubborn agents connected
to everyone in the population, i.e., agents whose opinions remain fixed during the
dynamic process and can interact with the whole population. This choice simplifies
real-world media outlets that may instead change the promoted point of view, be-
ing influenced by public opinion or politics. However, we assume that our analysis
is temporally constrained and that such changes are unlikely. A completely mixed
population model that every individual can use any media - offline and online - as
an information source. The fact that individuals often have a limited set of sources
among which they choose is due mainly to cognitive and technological biases, which
we are trying to capture with this model. Finally, we allow an arbitrary number of
media sources M instantiated with custom opinion distribution X3, to explore differ-
ent scenarios in the present model. To regulate the interactions with media outlets,
we added another parameter, namely p,, € [0,1], which indicates the probability
that during each iteration of the model simulation - in addition to interacting with a
peer - each agent interacts with a media m € M.

Definition 19 (Algorithmic Bias model with Mass Media ABMM Model) Let us as-
sume a population of N agents, where each agent i has a continuous opinion x; € [0,1] and
a population of M mass media with fixed continuous opinions x,,, € [0,1]. At every dis-
crete time step, an agent i is randomly picked from the population, while j is chosen from
i’s peers according to Definition If their opinion distance is lower than a threshold €,
|x; — x| < €, then both of them change their opinion according to Equation (5.1). With
probability p,, € [0,1] agent i picks a mass media agent m € M according to Definition
(if M| > 1). I |x; — x| < €, agent i updates its opinion according to Equation .

Figure[5.T]illustrates an example of an interaction (both agent-to-agent and agent-
to-media) and its effects on the node’s opinion in the presented model.

To conduct our experiments, we implemented the AB Model with mass media
within the NDIib [192] Python library. This library has many opinion dynamics,
epidemic models, and a large user base. Adding our model to the library increases
its availability to the scientific community.

5.1.2 Analyses and Measures

We simulate our model on a fully connected population of 100 agents, where the ini-
tial opinions are uniformly distributed, and we averaged the results over 100 runs.
Like in [204], to avoid undefined operations in equation Definition (18, when d;; = 0
we use a lower bound d. = 107%. We imposed the simulations to stop when the
population reaches an equilibrium, i.e., the cluster configuration will not change
anymore, even if the agents keep exchanging opinions. We also set an overall max-
imum number of iterations at 10° to account for situations where an equilibrium
may never be reached. To better understand the differences in the final state, we
studied the model for various combinations of the model parameters. We are in-
terested in whether the different numbers and positioning of mass media and the
growing interaction probability influence the final configuration, enhancing or re-
ducing fragmentation and radicalizing individuals towards more extreme opinions,
all other parameters being equal.

We replicated the work of [204] by setting a null probability to interact with the
media to define a reliable baseline for comparison.
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In the simulations, we evaluated the model on every combination of the param-
eters over the following values:

e pm takes values in [0.0,0.5], with steps of 0.1 - where for p,, = 0 the model
becomes the AB Model.

e ¢ takes value in [0.1,0.5], with steps of 0.1.

e v takes value in [0.5,1.5], with steps of 0.25, and 0.0 - where for v = 0 and
pm = 0 the model becomes the DW Model.

* u = 0.5, so whenever two agents interact, if their opinions are close enough,
they update to the average opinion of the pair.

We analyzed different scenarios to understand the effects of (i) one media, either
extreme with a fixed opinion of x,,; = 0.0 or moderate with an opinion of x,,; = 0.5,
(ii) two extremist media with x,,1 = 0.05, x,,, = 0.95 and (iii) two extremist media
and a moderate one with opinions x,,; = 0.05, x,,2 = 0.5, x;;3 = 0.95.

Measures

We used different measures to interpret the results, each equally necessary to un-
derstand the final state of the population. The first and most intuitive measure to
understand fragmentation is the number of clusters present on average at the end of
the dynamic. We used a naive clustering technique to partition the final opinion dis-
tribution into clusters: we sorted the final opinions in each run and set a threshold.
Starting from one extreme, the corresponding nodes belong to two clusters every
time two consecutive opinions exceed the threshold. Optimal results were obtained
using a threshold of 0.01. Once we divided the population into opinion clusters, we
compute the cluster participation ratio, as in [204]:

(Xici)?
Yicr

where c; is the dimension of the ith cluster, i.e., the fraction of the population we can
find in that cluster. In general, for n clusters, the maximum value of the participation
ratio is n and is achieved when all clusters have the same size. At the same time, the
minimum can be close to one if one cluster includes most of the population and a
tiny fraction is distributed among the other n min 1.

To grasp the attractive power of the media in each setting, we also computed the
number of nodes present in the clusters centered on the media opinion. Specifically,
we consider the percentage of agents that hold opinions in the range [x,;, — A, Xy, + A
with x,, being the media opinion and A = 0.01.

C =

(5.2)

5.2 Results

The present work aims to extend the Algorithmic Bias model [204] to understand
how interacting with mass media in a biased environment (i.e., ruled by recom-
mender systems and filtering algorithms) influences the outcome of the opinion
evolution. In our simulations, we consider 100 agents with continuous opinions
in the interval [0, 1], which can model opinions on any issue, with values 0 and 1
representing the most extreme opinions. The agents are allowed to interact with
each other at discrete time intervals and with a fixed number of M stubborn agents,
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representing traditional media outlets that promote a fixed opinion over the whole
time period. To represent this environment realistically, interactions (agent-to-agent
and media-to-agent) are subject to cognitive and algorithmic biases. The stronger
the algorithmic bias, -y, the higher the probability of interacting with similar agents
and the lower the probability of interacting with different ones. Cognitive bias -
specifically bounded confidence - limits interaction to an agent’s opinion neighbor-
hood: two agents influence each other (according to social influence theory, adopt-
ing their mean opinion) if and only if their initial opinion distance is below a certain
threshold €. This parameter is constant across the whole population and over time.
In the remainder of the present work, we often refer to it as the level of “open-
mindedness” of the population because bounded confidence and open-mindedness
both involve a willingness to consider different perspectives within certain limits.
On the other hand, influenciability refers to being easily swayed by others, regard-
less of the strength of their arguments. Thus, we felt that open-mindedness was a
more appropriate term for describing the bounded confidence threshold in our work
(for example, as in [196]]). However, it’s important to note that in opinion dynamics
models, behavioral and psychological factors are often simplified and represented
by model parameters. As a result, nuances can be lost, and the bounded confidence
threshold could also be interpreted as influenciability. To control the frequency of
interactions with the media, we set a fixed probability p;, - constant over time and
across the whole population - which defines how likely it is to interact with a news
piece (stubborn agent) after a user-to-user interaction. In our experiments, we as-
sumed a mean-field context (e.g., all individuals can interact with all other agents
without any social restrictions), which is a good starting point for analyzing the be-
havior of an opinion dynamics model. The model is detailed in Section 5.1}

The scenarios we analyzed in the present work are (i) a single moderate media
(x; = 0.5), to discover whether a “moderate message ” would prevent the pop-
ulation from polarising in cases where it would happen without propaganda; (ii)
extremist propaganda, where there is only one news source promoting a fixed ex-
treme opinion (in this case, it was set to x,;, = 0.0, but the same conclusions hold for
1.0); (iii) two polarised media sources, promoting two opinions at the opposite sides
of the opinion spectrum (x,,; = 0.05 and x,2 = 0.95); (iv) finally, we also investi-
gated a more balanced scenario where there are two polarised media sources (same
as above) and a moderate one (promoting the central opinion of the spectrum, i.e.,
Xm3 = 0.5).

Without external effects, the population tends to: (i) polarise around moderately
extreme positions (i.e., 0.2 and 0.8) when agents are “close-minded” (¢ < 0.32); (ii)
reach consensus around the mean opinion (i.e., 0.5) when agents are “open-minded”
(€ > 0.32), while the recommender system increases polarization/fragmentation, as
shown in [204].

In the remainder of this section, we analyzed these four different media land-
scapes and their effects on the opinion dynamics compared to the baseline model
[204].

5.2.1 A moderate media in a biased environment favors the emergence of
extremist minorities

In the first setting, we analyzed the effects of a “moderate message” on the opinion
formation process, i.e., a single mass media promoting a central opinion (x,, = 0.5).
We start from the hypothesis that such a media landscape may counteract the po-
larizing effects of a low bounded confidence € or the fragmenting effects of a high
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FIGURE 5.2: Average number of clusters in the moderate setting. In the figure, the aver-

age number of clusters of the final opinion distribution is represented as a function of the

algorithmic bias o and the probability of user-media interaction p;, for different bounded
confidence values €. Values are averaged on 100 independent runs of each setting.
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FIGURE 5.3: Average percentage of agents in the media cluster (0.5) in the moderate set-

ting. In the figure, the average percentage of agents in the moderate cluster (0.5 +- 0.01) of

the final opinion distribution is represented as a function of the algorithmic bias v and the

probability of user-media interaction p,, for different bounded confidence values €. Values
are averaged on 100 independent runs of each setting.

algorithmic bias . Bounded confidence, as in the baseline model, can be so high
that all agents are eventually drawn towards the same opinion (regardless of the
strength of algorithmic bias), as in the case of € = 0.5 (Figure 5.2(D)). In general, in
this setting, both cognitive and algorithmic biases maintain the effects they have in
the baseline model: a higher confidence bound is more likely to push the population
towards consensus, while a higher algorithmic bias increases the level of fragmenta-
tion in the final opinion distribution.

What emerged from our simulations is that, when interactions are not mediated
by the recommender system (y = 0), fragmentation increases with the frequency of
agent-to-media interactions: in fact, the average number of opinion clusters at equi-
librium (see Figure[5.2) increases with (p,,). Such tendency is due to the fact that, by
increasing p,,, the portion of the population that initially has the media within their
confidence bound moves towards such opinion faster than in the baseline model,
thus reducing the probability of attracting agents at a distance greater than € from
the media that, in turn, will eventually stabilize around more extreme positions.
When the social dynamic is, instead, mediated by a filtering algorithm, biasing the
choice of the interacting partner towards like-minded individuals, the level of opin-
ion fragmentation in the population is initially lower (for small p;,) with respect to
the baseline model (p,, = 0.0), but - likewise - it grows as agent-to-media interactions
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become more frequent. These results disprove our initial hypothesis that a “mod-
erate” propaganda may straightforwardly counter polarization/fragmentation. In-
stead, promoting a single “moderate” opinion may not push the population to con-
form towards the desired point of view. Fragmentation is reduced only when the
frequency of interaction with media is low. Otherwise, it also becomes a fragment-
ing factor.

Besides the number of clusters that coexist in the stable state, if we look at
the whole opinion evolution process, we can see that there is always a portion
of the population clustering around the media opinion (i.e., with opinion x; €
[0.5+ / —0.01], while a small fraction assumes extremist positions. Figure[5.3|shows
this cluster’s population percentage. The more open-minded the population and the
higher the frequency of agent-to-media interactions, the larger the portion of agents
that the media can rapidly attract towards the average opinion: thus, pushing the
population towards consensus and countering the slowing down effect created by
the algorithmic bias. Moreover, as we can see from Figure 5.3, while in the baseline
model, only a narrow portion of the population assumes the mean opinion when a
moderate media is promoting that opinion, we can see that the portion of the pop-
ulation ending in the moderate cluster in the steady state grows even with just a
low probability to interact with the media and narrow open-mindedness threshold.
Therefore, while consensus is not fully reached, a major cluster around the media
is observed. Conversely, in the case of media absence (p,, = 0.0), there is a higher
variability in the final size of the moderate cluster. Even when a consensus forms,
it is not necessarily around the mean opinion. Otherwise, the population polarizes
around mildly extreme ones (around 0.2 and 0.8), avoiding the creation and mainte-
nance of strongly extremist minorities, as it happens in the present model.

However, when interactions are mediated by a filtering algorithm - > 0, the
media can attract a smaller fraction of the population since agents holding more ex-
treme opinions are much less likely to interact with those in the sphere of influence
of the moderate media. Overall, our experiments showed that the algorithmic bias
maintains its fragmenting power: specifically, as the bias grows, the extremist clus-
ters that coexist with the moderate one increase in size but also in dispersion, even-
tually splitting into multiple smaller clusters. At the same time, the fragmenting
effect of the recommender system decreases the size of the moderates/neutrals clus-
ter, especially in the case of moderately close-minded populations (Figure [5.3), but
not in a significant way (at least with the population size considered in the present
work).

5.2.2 Extremist media shifts consensus in open-minded populations

To investigate the effects of extremist propaganda and its effectiveness in shifting the
consensus towards the desired opinion, we set the number of mass media outlets to
M =1 and the promoted opinion to x,, = 0.0.

Like in the moderate setting, the baseline model’s cognitive and algorithmic bi-
ases effects also remain in this setting. In the same way, an increase in the frequency
of interaction with extremist propaganda (when = 0) translates into an increase in
the fragmentation of the final population. The number of clusters of the final opinion
distributions, in fact, grows with p,, (Figure[5.4). For example, when the population
is close-minded (¢ = 0.2), in the absence of propaganda (p,, = 0), in the final state,
there are two main clusters (on average), while as p,, increases, the number of clus-
ters approaches 3. In the same way, as the population is more “open-minded” - so
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FIGURE 5.4: Average number of clusters in the extremist setting. In the figure, the aver-

age number of clusters of the final opinion distribution is represented as a function of the

algorithmic bias 7y and the probability of user-media interaction p,, for different values of €.
Values are averaged on 100 independent runs of each setting.
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FIGURE 5.5: Average percentage of agents in the media cluster (0.0) in the extremist set-

ting. In the figure, the average percentage of users in the extremist cluster ([0.0, 0.01]) is

represented as a function of the algorithmic bias 7y and the probability of user-media inter-

action p;, for different values of €. Values are averaged on 100 independent runs of each
setting.

the number of clusters in the baseline model is lower - interacting with the propa-
ganda still generates an increase in the number of clusters (moving the population
from consensus around one opinion to clustering around two opinion values for
€ = 0.3 and also € = 0.4, even if in this case on average there is a consistent majority
cluster). Despite the fact that an extreme opinion is promoted (while, without ex-
ternal effects, agents tend to conform to moderate positions), in this case, bounded
confidence or, in other words, the level of “open-mindedness” of the population, can
be so high that all agents are eventually drawn towards the same opinion, as in the
case of € = 0.5 (Figure D)). This fact still holds when the interactions are medi-
ated by a recommender system (y > 0), biasing the choice of the interacting partner
towards like-minded individuals, but it is less evident due to the fragmenting power
of the algorithmic bias. For example, when the population is close-minded, we tend
to have an average of three or four clusters in a biased environment.

It is important to note that, compared to the moderate situation, the fragmenting
effect of the external media is stronger for an extremist message. The number of
clusters reported in Figure[5.2is generally smaller than that reported in Figure[5.4]

In the present model, differently from the baseline , i.e., pm = 0.0, the popu-
lation splits into more than one cluster when y > 0 and e is sufficiently low. One of
these clusters always forms around the extreme media opinion (x,, = 0.0) while - as
the bias grows - the rest of the population either clusters around a single value on the
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opposite side of the opinion spectrum or fragments into multiple small clusters (and
their distance from the extremist propaganda increases with the open-mindedness
of the population). This effect is stronger as the algorithmic bias increases and as the
frequency of interaction with the media grows. In the case of extremist propaganda,
as we can expect, a higher portion of the population in the stable state is an extrem-
ist, holding the same opinion promoted by the media (see Figure . Additionally,
the higher the open-mindedness of the population, i.e., the higher the confidence
bound e, the higher the dimension of the extremist cluster - until (¢ > 0.5) the pop-
ulation is entirely attracted towards this extreme position (Figure D)). However,
as the bias increases, the final number of opinion clusters increases, and the average
number of agents in the extremist cluster decreases: the fact that algorithmic bias
increases fragmentation in the population causes - in this case - the formation and
maintenance of an “opposition” cluster, countering the process of complete radical-
ization of the population. As the bias increases, of course, this cluster becomes more
dispersed with respect to its average opinion, and for extreme biases, it fragments
into a series of small opinion clusters. Therefore we can conclude that algorithmic
bias acts as a partial protector against the message of one extremist media.

It is also worth noticing that, with p,, > 0, all other parameters being equal,
the size of the extremist cluster does not increase with the probability of interaction
with the media; on the contrary, the maximum size is reached for low or intermedi-
ate values of p,, (see Figure [5.5). Also, in this case, such behavior is tied to the fact
that even if the frequency of interaction with the media increases, those agents that
initially are within the sphere of influence of the media will converge towards an ex-
tremist position more rapidly, thus losing the ability to attract those who are outside
of it. When dealing with close-minded agents, less frequent propaganda can attract
a higher fraction of the population with respect to more intense propaganda. If the
population is open-minded, the frequency of interactions with the media loses most
of its discriminant power: if at least half of the agents are already initially influence-
able by the media, the whole population will converge toward the media opinion.

5.2.3 Polarised media increase the divide
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FIGURE 5.6: Average number of clusters in the polarised setting. In the figure, the average

number of clusters of the final opinion distribution is represented as a function of the algo-

rithmic bias 7 and the probability of user-media interaction p;, for different values of the
cognitive bias €. Values are averaged on 100 independent runs of each setting.

Public debates are often characterized by bi-polarity, a situation where two op-
posing views are proposed and debated. For example, media polarization in the U.S.
has increased in the past half-decade, and both liberal and conservative partisan me-
dia are likely contributing to polarization in the Cable news networks [153]. While
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acknowledging that our synthetic setting represents a simplification of the complex
dynamics at play, it nevertheless presents a scenario that merits further investiga-
tion.

To recreate such a scenario - even if simplistically -, we simulated the presence
of two extremist media outlets in the population, promoting opinions at the oppo-
site sides of the opinion spectrum, - i.e., we set x,,; = 0.05 and x,2, = 0.95. As
expected, the presence of two polarised media increases the system’s polarization,
which would already naturally arise due to the effects of the cognitive and algorith-
mic biases (¢ < 0.3), but the presence of the media pushes the population towards
the media opinions - which are more extreme than the ones that naturally form in
the baseline model (see Figure A)—(B)). The presence of these two media, more-
over, can bring the population towards polarization/fragmentation even in cases
where the baseline model would predict full consensus (¢ = 0.4), a fragmentation
exacerbated by the recommender system effects (see Figure C)-(D)). On the other
hand, in “close-minded” populations, the byproduct of agent-to-media interactions
increasing the number of opinion clusters is that the rapid polarization of the ex-
tremes of the population results in the formation of a cluster of “moderate” agents,
coexisting with polarized groups. On the one hand, this reduces the level of polar-
ization in the population with respect to the baseline model. On the other hand,
the polarized subpopulations are more extremist than in the baseline. As the fil-
tering power of the recommender system increases, such a moderate cluster splits
into multiple small ones, still concentrated around the center of the opinion spec-
trum. Moreover, as the algorithmic bias grows, the two extremist clusters reduce
their sizes, and more agents become neutral, even if they hold a wider range of
opinions. This is because a reduced fraction of agents interacts with extremist media
and/or peers that end up in the extremist cluster early in the process. Therefore, they
cannot attract a more significant portion of the population with respect to the case
where the filtering power of the recommender system is more robust. As the open-
mindedness of the population grows, an increasingly stronger algorithmic bias is
needed to maintain the moderate cluster, and, in most cases, the population tends to
polarise, with the two sub-populations approaching the media opinions. The popu-
lation is, in this scenario, ultimately radicalized around very extreme positions (0.05
or 0.95), similar to the case of a single extreme media. Finally, the recommender sys-
tem makes the polarization process faster than what was observed in the baseline
model, allowing fewer opinion clusters to coexist during the opinion dynamics.

5.2.4 Open-minded populations are unstable in a balanced media land-
scape

In the last setting, we considered a more balanced information environment, with
the presence of two extremist media in the population, promoting opinions at the
opposite sides of the opinion spectrum, - i.e., we set x,,; = 0.05 and x,, = 0.95,
alongside with a moderate media, with x,,3 = 0.5.

In this setting, agents can retrieve from mass media both moderate and extremist
points of view.

This more balanced news diet appears to foster fragmentation still. In fact, the
higher the frequency of agent-to-media interactions, the more fragmented is the fi-
nal population, as we can see from the average number of opinion clusters in the
final population, which grows with p,, (Figure and from the average pairwise
distance, indicating how far are the peaks in the final opinion distribution.
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FIGURE 5.7: Average number of clusters in the balanced setting. In the figure, the average

number of clusters of the final opinion distribution is represented as a function of the algo-

rithmic bias y and the probability of user-media interaction p,, for different € values. Values
are averaged on 100 independent runs of each setting.

In this case, the algorithmic bias maintains its fragmenting power for a close-
minded population (i.e., € < 0.3). As the bias grows, the number of clusters in-
creases, but it never exceeds three (Figure [5.7(A)-(B)) since the population tends
to converge towards the media opinions rapidly. The combination of a higher fre-
quency of agent-to-media interactions, and the fact that interactions are biased to-
wards similar opinions, allows each media to rapidly attract a portion of the popu-
lation towards the promoted opinion.

On the other hand, in open-minded populations, € > 0.4, the relationship with
the bias changes: from our experiments, it emerged that fragmentation is higher for
low (Figure [5.7(C)) or intermediate (Figure 5.7(D)) values of the algorithmic bias ,
as the number of clusters in the final opinion distribution shows.

However, due to a stronger bias, the fragmentation that arises in the final state
is not like the one reached in [204]. In that case, it was a stable state. In this case,
the dynamic never reaches equilibrium, and agents keep changing their opinions
influenced by the fixed opinions of the media.

Nevertheless, in the cases where consensus can be reached, if open-mindedness
is high, the dynamic is still unstable, and it takes a long time for the population
to reach a consensus. Let us recall that the distance between two adjacent media
is 0.45, so when € = 0.4 agents holding an opinion between 0.10 and 0.45 or be-
tween 0.55 and 0.9 can be attracted by the moderate media and one extremist media
that falls within their confidence bound, and this generates an unstable stationary
state preventing the system from reaching equilibrium. Obviously, the higher the
open-mindedness, the higher the number of clusters (and the average entropy of the
final distribution) since agents are distributed on a wider opinion spectrum, and real
clusters do not form. This effect is counteracted by a high algorithmic bias, which
practically impedes the interaction with the furthest media, even if in the range of
the confidence bound.

5.3 Discussion and Conclusions

A bounded confidence model of opinion dynamics with algorithmic bias and mass
media agents was presented and studied in a mean-field setting. The model is an ex-
tension of the Algorithmic Bias model — defined in Definition [18]in the present
thesis — to include one or more mass media outlets. In the present work, media are
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modeled as stubborn agents, each promoting a fixed opinion and connected to ev-
ery agent of the population. We analyzed four different settings, each representing
a specific media landscape: in the first, a single moderate media is present; in the
second, the single media supports extremist propaganda; in the third, two polarised
media promote extreme and opposite opinions; and in the latter, a third media, pro-
moting a moderate opinion, is added to the polarised setting.

Our experiments reveal that mass media have an essential role in pushing people
towards conformity and promoting the desired point(s) of view, but not in a straight-
forward manner, as adherence to the media message depends highly on cognitive
and algorithmic bias and on the strength of the media itself. As we saw in the “mod-
erate setting” (Section[5.2), an open-minded population tends to conform to moder-
ate opinions, and only a few individuals will not. The main result of the “moderate
message” is concentrating the central consensus cluster around the desired value.
As expected, the size of the non-conforming clusters increases with algorithmic bias
and decreases with open-mindedness. However, the size of the extremist noncon-
forming clusters also appears to increase in the strength of the moderate message.
This is counterintuitive and indicates that, in general, not only the message has to
be moderate, but also the frequency with which the message is presented has to
be reduced. Moderation is necessary for all aspects to maximize adherence to the
message.

Analyzing the results of the “extremist propaganda”, we saw that the power to
push individuals towards the media opinion is not dependent on such opinion. In
this case, the open-minded population tends to become extremist because agents
are pushed toward the media opinion and conform to that value. Again, we observe
that the maximum adherence to the media message is always obtained for moderate
frequencies of interaction with media.

In a polarised media landscape, with two poles promoting extreme and opposite
opinions, the more “open-minded” is the population - or, in other words, the easier
it is to change peoples” minds - the more likely the population will end up in one or
two (oppositely) polarised extremist clusters. Also, in such a scenario, even when
there would be a consensus around a moderate opinion, a higher frequency of in-
teraction with the two extremist media is enough to push the population towards
polarised stances, with two clusters forming around the media opinions.

In a balanced media landscape, when populations are close-minded, the more
agents interact with mass media, the more they attract a portion of the population
towards the promoted opinion. The effects of cognitive biases, i.e., bounded confi-
dence, generally maintain the same role they have in the baseline model: the more
“open-minded” is the population, the easier agents conform around the promoted
opinion(s). However, when agents have access to multiple information sources (be-
sides their peers’ opinions), “open-mindedness” leads to a population of indecisive
individuals and unstable dynamics that prevent the system from reaching equilib-
rium.

We typically give a positive value to a highly open-minded population, i.e., a
population where agents have a high confidence bound. However, a higher open-
mindedness in the presence of mass media may mean that the whole population is
attracted to an extremist position, as we saw in the case of extremist propaganda
or two polarised media. Even if the media is not extremist - it still means that the
population conforms towards a single point of view, converging faster and perfectly
towards a single opinion value, making agents subject to external control by those
who can manipulate the information delivered by the media. Similarly, we usually
give a positive value to the final consensus setting. However, as we already said,
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consensus also means conformity, homologation to a standard, which may be im-
posed from the outside and manipulated through media control to achieve the goals
of those in power and hardly the optimal situation for our societies and democracies.

The large amount of research that has focused on detecting the strength and the
effects of recommender systems and algorithmic biases moves from the idea that
the presence of such biases traps users into echo chambers and/or filter bubbles,
preventing them from getting confronted with a balanced information diet and thus
polarising/fragmenting the population into a series of opinion clusters that do not
communicate. Even though this is still far from being proven, even if we assume that
this effect is true, it is worth asking ourselves whether this always has a negative ef-
fect. For example, from our work, it emerged that the presence of a recommender
system alongside a moderate message facilitates the emergence and maintenance of
extremist minorities, which coexist with a group of moderates. However, both a
lower confidence bound, €, and a higher algorithmic bias, 7y, when acting in a con-
text where there is extremist propaganda or two polarised extremist media, avoid
the complete radicalization/extremization of the whole population and counter the
complete polarization by favoring the presence of a moderate cluster in both cases.
We also observed that the recommender system facilitates convergence in a balanced
setting where the population is open-minded. Indeed, it prevents the dynamic from
being completely unstable - i.e., avoiding agents continuously changing their opin-
ion and never reaching a stable state due to the presence of conflicting sources.

The present work is a preliminary step toward analyzing the interplay of social
and media influence in digital environments and presents several limitations. We
focused on mean-field scenarios, which prevents us from considering possible net-
work effects on the results of the opinion evolution process. While this is a sound
starting point, the obtained insights must be tested against different network struc-
tures or real networks to employ the proposed model to analyze and understand
reality fruitfully. Moreover, social connections change in real settings, influencing
subsequent interactions and opinion exchanges. As we will see in Chapters [p|and
for the Algorithmic Bias model without mass media, network effects should be taken
into account: greater sparsity in the underlying network structures appears to pro-
mote polarization and fragmentation in the Algorithmic Bias model, and it is possi-
ble that a similar effect may be observed in the model presented in this study.

We will also see in Chapter [6] that mesoscale structure may promote different
outcomes on the dynamic based on the different initial conditions. Here, we studied
this model on a real network that exhibits two polarized communities. Experiments
suggest that this may favor consensus even for lower confidence threshold levels. In
order to verify this hypothesis, more convergence analysis needs to be performed on
different modular networks and with different initial conditions. The present model
could then be studied on adaptive network topologies to understand the interplay of
the dynamics on/of the network. Moreover, in our work, bias has a role in the choice
of the media only when in the presence of two or more sources. Even in the presence
of a single externally promoted opinion, some agents who are too far away from that
position may still have a small probability of interacting with it. To account for such
a pattern, the probability of interacting with the media - which is now homogeneous
across the whole population - could be made heterogeneous and dependent on the
distance between the agent’s opinion and the promoted opinion and heterogeneous
levels of agent engagement with mass media can be integrated within the model.

Although all the different models demonstrate that an open-minded population
can reach a consensus on all issues, it is an unrealistic assumption. Regardless of how
open-minded they may be, each user will still have an inherent preference towards
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one side of the opinion spectrum. To address this, we propose extending the current
model to incorporate a baseline opinion that consistently influences the user in that
direction. Finally, as we will see in Chapter [§} real populations may have hetero-
geneous (opinion-dependent) levels of “open-mindedness”, which could be taken
into account to specify agents’ peculiarities better, as well as heterogeneous activity
levels as in [146]. Similarly to “open-mindedness” and activity levels, we plan to
augment the current model with data-driven insights on media bias and user inter-
actions with mass media and authoritative voices via online social networks. This
will enable us to understand better the long-term impact of such interactions and
how their influence differs from that of peers. One missing aspect in this context is
undoubtedly a “dynamic” behavior from users, including the creation/destruction
of links and the evolution of € and p,, with increasing/decreasing polarization. Ad-
ditionally, there needs to be more evolution in the media’s behavior or a more re-
alistic user-media relationship. The media should be aware of the cognitive biases
of their users, and not all media outlets have the entire population as their audi-
ence. The more polarized the media are, the more likely they are followed by only
a portion of the already aligned population, thereby promoting ideas aligned with
that population segment. Another aspect not considered is that in a real setting, the
“media” or stubborn agents may not be mainstream media with which everyone can
interact but specific influential users within the network. This model would need to
be adapted in such a scenario, considering that these stubborn agents are no longer
connected to the entire population but only to certain nodes. Furthermore, the nodes
they are connected to might depend on the opinions of those nodes and the opinions
they promote. While our model has some drawbacks, as discussed above, it also has
some advantages: it is simple, it can be tested on various topologies, it considers
psychological, technological, and external factors, and it allows for flexibility in the
number and opinions of the media.
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Chapter 6

The role of different network
structures

In network science, connectivity is established when there is a path connecting any
two nodes in a network, which is crucial for the proper functioning of network-
based services, including communication networks. This particular property is
also observed in online social networks despite their large size and sparseness,
demonstrating the emergence of a massive connected component. According to the
Erd6s—-Rényi random network model [64], a giant connected component emerges
when the average network degree is 1. Real networks also display the small-world
phenomenon [226]], leading to a short average path length between two randomly
chosen nodes that is proportional to the logarithm of the system size. Consequently,
in a city with roughly 100,000 inhabitants, any two individuals are connected in just
3 or 4 steps. Real networks exhibit hubs, which are nodes significantly more con-
nected than others. The Barabdsi—Albert model [15] explains this scale-free degree
distribution by attributing the presence of hubs to the network’s growth and pref-
erential attachment. This phenomenon can lead to unequal resource distribution, as
seen in social media, market success, and protein-to-protein interaction networks.
In socio-economic scenarios, this could cause unsustainable levels of inequality, hin-
dering the attainment of desirable social outcomes for society. Additionally, network
clustering, as measured by the local clustering coefficient, is a common property of
real networks, which expect higher clustering than the Erd6s-Rényi model (for a
more detailed explanation on networks and their properties, see Chapter|2|and Sec-
tion [2.1).

Real networks have therefore an innate tendency to polarize and segregate, as
demonstrated by their intrinsic characteristics. In digital environments, such a ten-
dency is further exacerbated by Al-powered tools that, using big data as fuel, make
personalized suggestions to every user to make them feel comfortable and, in the
end, maximize their engagement [181]. Even if this kind of suggestion can be ben-
eficial for a user at the individual level, from a societal point of view, it can lead to
alarming phenomena in a wide range of domains.

In Chapter |5, despite accounting for an additional element of realism, i.e., the
presence of mass media influencing the agents, we still considered a fully connected
population, disregarding possible network effects on the dynamics.

In this Chapter and the following, we investigate the expected effects of the in-
terplay between Al-powered tools (leading to algorithmic biases) and the emergent
properties of underlying structures. In particular, moving from the results discussed
in [204] where a mean-field context is assumed (e.g., all individuals can interact
among them without any social restrictions), in the present, we aim to study the
effect that different network topologies have on opinion formation and evolution
when in the presence of a filtering algorithm.
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Our goal is to verify if/how networks” structure exacerbates the polarization
and fragmentation generated by the cognitive and algorithmic bias’s presence. We
want to verify if moving from a complete network with L, links to a network with
L << Lyax links and a predetermined topology influences the final simulation state,
making it harder for the population to reach a consensus or ultimately preventing it.

To such extent, and to allow results reproducibility, we focus our analysis on
well-known network models, namely Erd6s—-Rényi [64] (to capture sparsity and the
small-world phenomenon), Barabasi—Albert [15] (for the role of hubs and scale-free
degree distribution) and Lancichinetti-Fortunato-Radicchi benchmark [140] graphs
(henceforth referred to as LFR graphs). Our research aims to finally investigate
whether, in realistic environments, opinions remain trapped inside communities or
not and which are the effects of different topologies on the steady state of the mod-
eled dynamic process, e.g., whether they facilitate/ counteract polarization/ frag-
mentation or promote consensus. For a thorough description of these generative
network models characteristics, please refer to Chapter 2land Section m

Adopting such controlled environments, used to simulate the social structure
among a population of interacting individuals, we analyze the behaviors of the Al-
gorithmic Bias model [204] and discuss the role of graph properties on the observed
simulation results.

6.1 Experimental analysis and results

In all scenarios, we set the number of nodes N = 250. For the ER network, we fix the
p parameter (probability to form a link) to 0.1 (thus imposing a supercritical regime,
as expected from a real-world network); we obtain a random network composed of
a single giant component with an average degree of 24.94. In the BA network, we
set the k parameter (number of edges to attach from a new node to existing nodes)
to 5, thus creating a network with an average degree equal to 9.8.

We generated nine different networks using the LFR benchmark (N = 250). The
parameters used for its construction have been set as follows:

* power-law exponent for the degree distribution, v = 3;
¢ power-law exponent for the community size distribution, = 1.5;

e fraction of intra-community edges incident to each node,
MLER € {0.1,0.5,0.9},‘

* average degree of nodes, < k > = 10;

* minimum community size min; = 50, thus losing the power-law community
size distribution and generating 4 communities of similar sizes in the end.

The parameter urrr controls the number of edges between communities, thus re-
flecting the network’s amount of noise. Therefore, the network with prg = 0.1 has
better-defined communities than the one generated with prr = 0.9.

Like in [204], to avoid undefined operations in equation Definition when
dix = 0 we use a lower bound d. = 10~%. The simulations are designed to stop
when the population reaches an equilibrium, i.e., the cluster configuration will not
change anymore, even if the agents keep exchanging opinions. We also set an overall
maximum number of iterations at 10°. To account for the model’s stochastic nature,
we compute the average results over 10 independent executions for each configura-
tion, where the initial opinion distribution is always drawn from a random uniform
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probability distribution in [0,1]. To better understand the differences in the final state
concerning the different topologies considered, we study the model on all networks
for different combinations of the parameters. We are interested in whether, param-
eters being equal, the different topology influences the final cluster configuration
enhancing polarization and fragmentation, but also the dynamics of the process, by
slowing down the convergence or reducing the density of the final opinion clus-
ters. In the simulations, we tested the model on every possible combination of the
parameters over the following values:

* ¢ takes a value from 0.2 to 1.0 with the step of 0.1.

¢ 7 takes value from 0 to 2.0 with the step of 0.2; for v = 0 the model becomes
the DW Model.

* u = 0.5, so whenever two agents interact, they update to the pair’s average
opinion if their opinions are close enough.

For the simulations of the AB Model on the LFR benchmark networks, instead,
we tested the model over the following values:

* ¢ € {0.2,0.3}. We impose this choice because in the mean-field, for these val-
ues, the number of clusters grows with increasing gamma, and we obtain a
situation of polarization and fragmentation:

e 7€ {00,05,1.0,15,2.0};

¢ u = 0.5. With this value, whenever two agents interact, if their opinions are
close enough, they update to the pair’s average opinion.
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FIGURE 6.1: Average number of clusters across topologies. The figure displays the average

number of clusters as a function of € and v, over 10 runs. We show the results both for 7

from 0 to 2.0 with a step of 0.2 and € from 0.2 to 1.0 with step 0.1, respectively for a complete
network (A) a random network (B) and a scale-free network (C)

Average number of clusters. To analyze the results of the simulation, we start by
taking into account the number of final opinion clusters in the population to under-
stand the degree of fragmentation that the different combinations of the parameters
produce. This value indicates how many peaks there are in the final distribution of
opinions and provides a first approximation of whether a consensus can be obtained
or not. To compute the effective number of clusters, accounting for the presence of
major and minor ones, we use the cluster participation ratio, defined in Section
where c; is the dimension of the ith cluster, i.e., the fraction of population we can find
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in that cluster. In general, for m clusters, the maximum value of the participation ra-
tio is m and is achieved when all clusters have the same size, while the minimum can
be close to 1, if one cluster contains most of the population and a very small fraction
is distributed among the other m - 1.

From Figure we can see that the behavior of the model across the different
network topologies is very similar: the growth of the confidence bound € allows the
population that initially ended up as polarized to reach a full and perfect consensus,
at least up to a certain value of the algorithmic bias . The experiments on the
three different networks show how the population either converges to one or a few
significant clusters or fragments over a wide range of opinions when 7 is above a
certain threshold: the final state shows tens of clusters populated by few agents that
cannot merge in the time span allowed in these experiments.

Even in the mean-field for v > 1.6, the effect of the algorithmic bias is too strong
to be mitigated by an increment in the bounded confidence parameter €. The total
number of clusters grows with v from values around 10 to values around 70.

However, the population only has 10° iterations to reach convergence, and in
some cases, the process reaches this bound without having reached equilibrium, as
we will see later in this paragraph. In [204], the maximum number of iterations was
set to 107, allowing the population always to reach a steady state. While analyzing
what happens when time goes to infinite is important, it is also important to under-
stand how the final status may change with a much shorter dynamic. The present
results could mean that consensus - even if theoretically possible - may never be
reached in a real setting where there is a finite amount of time to discuss a topic and
the population may instead remain fragmented.

Considering only v < 1.4, we can see that up to this value, the results remain the
same described in [204]: for € > 0.4 a consensus is always reached, even if it tends to
become less and less perfect, while for € < 0.4 the number of clusters increases with
the bias, which brings the population to a polarization of opinions even in situations
where the DW Model [54] would have produced a full consensus.

Introducing a different network topology, such as a random network or a scale-
free network, however, produces a change in the behavior for very strong biases.
Such a result suggests that a sparser topological structure has a small impact on the
observed results until the introduced bias is not strong. However, as the algorithmic
filtering grows stronger, the sparsity has a very severe impact, preventing consensus
- even in cases where it was observed as a possible outcome in mean-field. More-
over, while for o values below the fragmentation threshold, the effective number
of clusters is very similar across the three different network topologies, in the frag-
mented state, we can see that in the scale-free case, the number of clusters is higher
- on average - than in the random case and both show overall higher values with
respect to the complete networks. It is not clear how this different behavior depends
on the topology and how it depends on a different average degree and thus the total
number of links in the networks, but we can assume that the more the sparsity, the
more it gets difficult for opinion clusters to merge when the bias limits very much
the number of agents to interact with.

Average pairwise distance. To study the degree of polarization/fragmentation, we
computed the average pairwise distance between the agents” opinions. Given an
agent i with opinion x; and an agent j with opinion x; at the end of the diffusion
process, the pairwise distance between the two agents is d;; = |x; — x;|. The average

N Eo)
== —. In every network,

pairwise distance in the final state can be computed as



6.1.

Experimental analysis and results

0.2 0.110.120.110.110.120.120.120.13
0.3 URPINEGEEINIEL.06 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.12 IRTIUSTY
[’ S0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 {JB40.160.17
[ANIl 000 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 ARIEJO
[sNH .00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 (IO 160.17!
Sl 00 0.00 0.000.000.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 {ENHO:160.17
[ORJ0- 00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 MMIH016.0.16|
SR:Il0. 00 0.00 0.00 0.000.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 (RNHOMB0.16)

PO .00 0.000.00 0.000.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 IKEAONB0. 16,

0.00.204060.81.01.21.41.61.82.0

0.120.110.120.110.120.120.130.14

0.170.16

0.000.000.000.00 0.000.000.00 0.01 [EPY0.16 016

0.00.204060.81.01.21.41.61.82.0

0.120.120.120.120.120.130.11 [RGB EIRTIS
0.020.040.03 0.05 (K3 0.09 0.14(08

0.010.000.000.000.000.01 0.01 (B0 0:16 0:16

0.000.000.000.00 0.00 0.00 0.01 [STHONS 0216 0515

0.00.2040.60.81.01.21.41.61.82.0

v Y g

(a) complete (b) random (c) scale-free

FIGURE 6.2: Average opinion distance across topologies. The figure displays the average

pairwise opinion distance as a function of € and <y, over 10 runs. We show the results both

for 7 from 0 to 2.0 with a step of 0.2 and € from 0.2 to 1.0 with step 0.1, respectively for a
complete network (A) a random network (B) and a scale-free network (C)

the average opinion distance goes from a minimum value of 0.0 when the population
reaches a full consensus, and every agent holds the same opinion to a maximum
value of 0.15 — 0.17 when there are tens of opinion clusters in the population. We
can observe that such a distance follows the same pattern identified in the number of
clusters: it decreases as € grows and grows with . However, an important thing to
point out is that while the difference in the number of clusters can be very high, the
opinion distance differences are not so high between a state with three final clusters
and a state with 80 final clusters. Indeed, when the opinion distribution is very
fragmented, the different clusters tend to get closer to each other. This holds for the
three different networks considered in this work.

There are also some cases in the complete network where the average pairwise
distance decreases despite the number of clusters in the final state is higher. This
result suggests that the final peaks in the opinion distribution are indeed all very
close to each other, and with a longer simulation, a lower level of fragmentation
could be reached.

That considered, we can state that the average pairwise distance is suitable to
highlight the transition from consensus to polarization or a limited number of clus-
ters. However, it is not suitable to characterize a growing fragmentation or an inter-
mediate state where there are still many cluster growing closer to each other before
merging.

Time to convergence. Finally, we consider the time to convergence. The time to
convergence is measured as the number of iterations (each constituted by N pairwise
interactions).

Figure compares the evolution of the time to convergence as a function of
€ and <. The three plots all show a similar behavior: the main impact on time to
convergence (since y and N are fixed) is given by <. In particular, for every value
of the parameter € in every network the convergence slows down until it reaches its
peak for a certain value of the bias, then the time to convergence starts to decrease
as the bias grows.

Mesoscale structure. We saw from the previous analysis that changing the topol-
ogy of the network, even with a low average degree and a scale-free structure -
doesn’t affect much the dynamics. To understand how - instead - the addition of a
mesoscale structure may affect the process of opinion diffusion we simulated three
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FIGURE 6.3: Average number of iterations to convergence across topologies. The figure

displays the average number of iterations to convergence as a function of € and v, over 10

runs. We show the results both for  from 0 to 2.0 with step of 0.2 and € from 0.2 to 1.0

with step 0.1 respectively for a complete network (A) a random network (B) and a scale-free
network (C)

different scenarios over the previously described LFR networks and we analyzed the
same measures as a function of 7, € and also yrrr. We fixed three different settings:

i) the opinions are uniformly distributed across the whole population, like on
complete, random, and scale-free cases previously analyzed;

ii) a random mean opinion to each community is assigned, and then the opinions
are normally distributed within the community with standard deviation equal
0.01;

iii) the opinions are normally distributed with predefined means
€ {0.25,0.5,0.75,1.0} and a standard deviation equal 0.01.

From Figure it seems that the dynamics remains qualitatively the same as
in the previous cases. A higher € foster consensus while as 7y grows so does frag-
mentation. However, even with opinion randomly distributed across population, it
seems that the mesoscale structure reduces the fragmenting effects of the bias (Fig-
ure [6.4(A)-(B)) resulting in a lower number of clusters for very high values of bias.
If we start assigning to each community a random mean opinion and distributing
opinions across community members with a small variance (Figure C)—(D)) we
can see that fragmentation is overall reduced. When the mean opinions of the com-
munities are more distant than the confidence bound (Figure E)—(F)) we always
obtain four to five final clusters since different communities cannot merge, and even-
tually, when the selection bias is very strong, some of them split into more than one
cluster. However, in the case of polarized communities, if the mean initial opinions
are less distant than the confidence bound, the dynamic remains the same: we see a
slow rise from polarization to fragmentation as the bias grows.

6.2 Discussion and Conclusions

In this Chapter, the Algorithmic Bias model - developed within the framework
of bounded confidence - was simulated on complete, random scale-free network
topologies. Such an analysis was conducted to discover and characterize the differ-
ences affecting model simulation outcomes while moving from a mean-field scenario
(as proposed by the original authors) toward more complex ones.

Algorithmic bias is argued to be an existing factor affecting several (online) social
environments. Since interactions occurring among agents embedded in such reali-
ties are far from being easily approximated by a mean-field scenario, in our study,
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FIGURE 6.4: Average number of clusters for a given value of € as a function of yi; rr and 7.

we aimed to understand the role played by alternative network topologies on the
outcome of biased opinion dynamic simulations.

From our study, it emerges that the qualitative dynamic of opinions remains
substantially in line with what was observed assuming a mean-field context: an
increase in the confidence bound ¢ favors consensus. In contrast, the introduction
of the algorithmic bias y hinders it and favors fragmentation. Conversely, both sim-
ulations” time to convergence and opinion fragmentation appear to increase as the
topology becomes sparser and the hub emerges. Therefore, our analysis underlines
that, alongside the algorithmic bias, the network’s density heavily affects the de-
gree of consensus reachability, assuming a population of agents with the same initial
opinion distribution.

We also investigated how an underlying community structure affects the dynam-
ics. What emerged is that the community structure enhances the consensus, and a
larger algorithmic bias has the only effect of slowing down the convergence process.
As already stated by the authors in , the initial condition is crucial to determine
the final state. Our work showed that polarized communities that are further than
the confidence bound cannot converge and that an increasing bias may favor splits
into two or more clusters within the same community, even when the starting opin-
ions were very close. In Chapter[7} we will see additional extensions of the AB Model
that cope with more realistic scenarios involving dynamic network topologies and
higher-order interactions.
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Chapter 7

Modeling Algorithmic Bias in
Opinion Dynamics: Simplicial
Complexes and Evolving Network
Topologies

Despite belief-consistent selection and confirmation bias playing a critical role in
opinion formation, the diversity of content/sources encountered during daily activ-
ities is not the only driver of such complex realities. Peer pressure-like phenomena
play a role in shaping people’s opinions [8, 103]] and therefore should be considered
when addressing the study of how public opinion evolves in social networks. People
are likely to experience social pressure in both face-to-face and digital interactions.
For example, suppose three individuals are mutual friends, and there is a disagree-
ment on a particular topic. In that case, the majority opinion within the group will
likely prevail, and the minority will adopt the majority opinion. Within social net-
works like Twitter, users participate in binary opinion exchanges with other users,
i.e., through direct messaging, which can be modeled as binary interactions. How-
ever, the possibility of sharing tweets and engaging in public discussions opens the
question of how participants can be influenced by others” opinions expressed in the
thread and, in turn, influence their peers” opinions.

Understanding how different social mechanisms may influence the direction of
public opinion and the levels of polarization in society has always been a crucial
task, and a great challenge for computational social scientists [49]. Unfortunately,
empirical studies on how opinions form and evolve - influenced by environmental
and sociological factors - are still lacking [183]]. Indeed, if on one side moving toward
data-driven analyses is necessary, on the other, models are essential to comprehend
causes and consequences within controlled scenarios. Unfortunately, classic opinion
dynamics models are often very simplistic and cannot capture the complexity of the
observed phenomenon.

In the last twenty years, indeed, “digital era” specific characteristics are being
included in recent opinion dynamics models, i.e., algorithmic personalization [152,
204, (185, 184, 186] to understand what changes this new world brought into the
way public opinion is shaped; however, several others are still missing making thus
leaving room for more accurate modeling (see Section[d.1]for an extended discussion
on the matter). Among such often neglected peculiarities, we can list the temporal
dynamic of social interactions. Not only do network topologies evolve, but often this
evolution is co-dependent on the dynamic process taking place over the networks,
such as opinion exchange [157]. For this reason, recent efforts focus on studying
opinion dynamics on dynamic/adaptive networks [194, 130, 111, [120] also in the
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context of the Deffuant-Weisbuch and other bounded confidence models [135, {130,
194], describing the effects of the evolution of the underlying network structure on
the final state of the population and explaining the effects of the opinion exchange
on the structure topology (Section [2.2.3).

Despite group phenomena being present in classical opinion dynamics models
(see [83]), it has been recently recognized the importance of using higher-order struc-
tures to explain and predict collective behaviors that could not be described other-
wise [18,105] - e.g., peer pressure.

In [204] and [177] (see Chapter [), it emerged that the dynamics and final state
are mainly determined by € and -y, with the confidence threshold enhancing con-
sensus and the bias enhancing fragmentation. Comparing simulations performed
on complete, ER, and scale-free networks, it emerged that the role of the underlying
topology is negligible concerning the effects of the model parameters (thus, con-
firming what was previously observed in [228, |73| 210] for the scale-free scenario).
However, a higher sparsity implies that fragmentation emerges for lower values of
the algorithmic bias.

Moving from the results discussed in Chapter [p| where static network models
and binary interactions were assumed, in the following Chapter, we aim to study the
effects of adaptive networks (Section [2.2.3)- where the dynamic of the network de-
pends on the opinion dynamics - and higher-order interactions (Section have
on opinion formation and evolution when in the presence of a filtering algorithm.
To such an extent, we focus our analysis on the same network models employed in
Chapter [6| namely Erdés-Rényi [64] and Barabasi-Albert[15]. Adopting such con-
trolled environments, used to simulate the social structure among a population of
interacting individuals, we analyze the behaviors of the two extensions of the Algo-
rithmic Bias model [204] and discuss the role of arc rewiring towards like-minded
individuals and peer pressure within 2-cliques.

This Chapter is organized as follows. In Section [7.1] we introduce the two exten-
sions and describe our experimental workflow; in Section we discuss the main
finding of our simulations; Section [7.3| concludes the Chapter while opening to fu-
ture investigations.

7.1 Model and Methods

7.1.1 Algorithmic Bias: from Fixed Topologies to Adaptive Networks

Despite this being a crucial step towards reality, assuming that social networks are
static during the whole period is unrealistic. Interactions and relationships evolve,
and this evolution influences and is influenced by the dynamical process of opinion
exchanges and the presence of recommender systems and filtering algorithms for
the construction of the social network, reinforcing the tendency toward homophilic
choices.

In the present work, we extended the baseline model [204] introducing the pos-
sibility of arc rewiring, creating the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model (AB Model
henceforth), where peer-to-peer interactions are affected by algorithmic biases, and
the networks evolve influenced by such interactions, bringing people to connect to
peers with opinions within their confidence bound.

Definition 20 (Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model — AB Model) Let us assume a pop-
ulation of N agents, where each agents i has a continuous opinions x; € [0,1] and a pop-
ulation of M mass media with fixed continuous opinions x,,, € [0,1]. At every discrete
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time step, an agent i is randomly picked from the population, while j is chosen from i’s peers
according to Definition 18| If their opinion distance is lower than a threshold € then both of
them change their opinion according to Equation (5.1)). If their opinion distance is above €:

e with probability p, we remove the link (i,j) and randomly add a link (i,z), iff |x; —
Xz <€

* with probability 1 — p, the DW Model is applied, i.e., both opinions and network
structure remain unchanged.

FIGURE 7.1: A schematic illustration of the rewiring step under bounded confidence. In

this example the confidence bound is € = 0.2. In (A), we can see that the interacting pair (i, )

has an opinion distance further than the confidence bound. For this reason (B) node i tries

to break the arc (i,j) and form a new arc (i,z) (with probability p,, with probability 1 — p,

nothing happens). Node z is chosen randomly between the remaining nodes in the network.

In the case that |x; — x;| < € the arc (i, j) is broken and the arc (i, z) is formed. Otherwise, if
|x; — x| > €, the rewiring fails, and the network structure remains the same.

We added to the AB Model a new parameter, namely p, € [0,1], indicating the
probability that the agent in a situation of cognitive dissonance decides to rewire



Chapter 7. Modeling Algorithmic Bias in Opinion Dynamics: Simplicial

76 Complexes and Evolving Network Topologies

FIGURE 7.2: Example of the AABSC model. Examples of different cases in the Adaptive
Algorithmic Bias Model on Simplicial Complexes. In (A), a triangle (i, ,z) is chosen, and
the minority node adopts the mean opinion of the majority. In (B), there is no minority, so
the three agents adopt their average opinion. In (C), there is no majority: nothing happens.
In (D), there is no majority, and agent i rewires the discording arc with j towards a more
like-minded agent. The process in (D) is the same described in Figure

their link instead of just ignoring their peer opinion. To maintain the model as simple
as possible, this parameter is assumed to be constant across the population and does
not depend on the opinion distance. To rewire the arc, a node z is randomly selected
from the set of non-neighboring nodes, and if |x; — x;| < ¢, the agent z links to the
agent i, otherwise the structure of the graph remains unchanged (see Figure [7.1 for
an example of this process and Algorithm [I] for the process pseudocode).

Without considering the algorithmic bias in the choice of the interacting peer,
our work is similar to [135} 130]. In [135] the process of rewiring works in the same
fashion as in the present work, however, every time the rewiring option is chosen
over the standard DW Model update rule, the old link (i,j) is broken and a new
link (i,z) is formed towards a random non-neighboring agent, even if this agent’s
opinion is beyond 7’s confidence threshold. Even in [130] the rewiring process has a
different formulation diverging from the proposed one due to the following speci-
ficities: (A) at iteration, a set M of discordant edges is rewired and then a set K of
edges undergoes the process of opinion update (i.e., if M < K opinion change faster
than node rewire, like in the present work); (B) during the rewiring stage the node
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Algorithm 1 Rewiring

Given the pair (7,j) where d;; > €
Randomly select a vertex z from the remaining vertices of the graph
if |x; — x;| < € then
The arc (i, ) is removed from the graph
5: The arc (7,z) is added to the graph
else
The structure of the graph remains unchanged

selection does not happen entirely at random, rather it is “biased” towards similar
individuals (still allowing the connection with peers with opinions beyond the con-
fidence threshold); finally (C) the confidence bound and the tolerance threshold for
the rewiring are modeled as two independent parameters.

Our implementation assumes a “zero-knowledge” scenario where agents are not
aware of the statuses of their peers beforehand: once rejected the algorithmically bi-
ased interaction suggestion, if an agent decides to break the tie and search for a new
peer to connect with it will not rely (for that task) on other algorithm suggestions.
We adopt such modeling since in social contexts (e.g., in online social networks), the
status of unknown peers is hardly known by a user - at least before a first attempt
at interacting with them. Moreover, not delegating the identification of potential
peers to connect with to the “algorithm”, we allow users to react to a first non-
successful system recommendation independently (i.e., during the same iteration,
the user prefers not to trust the algorithm. Instead, he/she makes a blind connection
choice). Therefore, rewiring a link toward a like-minded individual is not always
feasible given the limits of users’ local views.

7.1.2 Beyond pairwise interactions: modeling peer pressure

As introduced in Section[2.1.2} different structures can be employed to model higher-
order interactions. However, in the specific context of this Chapter, we chose to em-
ploy Simplicial Complexes, since the idea is that a triangle of connected agents may
experience peer pressure because it constitutes a group of friends, a strong friend-
ship relationship, where in addition to the binary friendships there is a higher-order
relationship among these agents. Since a triadic friendship, denoted by a triangle
on the social network, does include the binary friendships between each of the three
individuals, we propose and analyze an extension of the Algorithmic Bias model to
include second-order interactions: the Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Com-
plexes (inspired by [113] and adapted to the context of bounded confidence models
with continuous opinions). This allows us to incorporate peer pressure in an envi-
ronment where confirmation and algorithmic biases are still present.

In order to implement peer pressure, i.e., a mechanism for which the majority
opinion pressures the individual “minority” one to conform, we first need to de-
fine what a majority is in the context of a continuous opinion dynamics model. We
choose to consider two nodes “agreeing” if their opinion distance is below the con-
fidence threshold, i.e., |x; — xj| < €, similarly to [135].

Definition 21 Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Complexes — ABSC Model Let us
assume a population of N agents, where each agent i has a continuous opinions x; € [0,1]
and a population of M mass media with fixed continuous opinions x,,, € [0,1]. At every
discrete time step, an agent i is randomly picked from the population, while j is chosen from
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Algorithm 2 Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Complexes

Given two vertex n1,n2 linked by an edge (n1,12)
Compute the set T of the triangles including (n1, n2)
3: if T = @ then
Baseline rule
else
6:  Choose t € T with t = {(n1,n2), (n1,n3), (n2,1n3)} choosing n3 according to
Definition I8
for any possible permutation (i, j, z) of the nodes in T do

9: if [x;(t) — x;(t)| < e and |x.(t) — avg(x;(t),x;(t))| < € then
newOpinion = avg(x;(t), xj(t), x2(t))
xi(t+1),x;(t +1),x:(t + 1) = newOpinion
12: return
else if [x;(t) — x;(t)| < eand |x(t) — avg(x;(t), x;(t))| > € then
newOpinion = avg(x;(t), xi(t))

15: xz(t+1), x;(t + 1), x;(t + 1) = newOpinion
return
else
18: continue

If none of the three pairs forms a majority, nothing changes

i’s peers according to Definition If the set of triangles T incident on (i, j) is nonempty,
the model selects a third node z from T according to Definition Otherwise, the model
goes back to the AB Model rules. Once the interacting triplet is chosen, if two agents form
a majority (|x, — xp| < €, two scenarios may arise:

* agent c already “agrees” with the majority, i.e., its opinion distance from the average
opinion of the majority is below the confidence threshold

e the third agent is in a situation of cognitive dissonance with the majority, i.e., its
opinion distance from the average opinion of the majority is beyond the confidence
threshold

In the former scenario, the attractive behavior of the pairwise model is adapted to the
triadic case: the agents take the average opinion of the triplet; in the latter, we implemented
peer pressure by making the three agents adopt the average opinion of the majority.

Rewiring takes place with probability p, between the disagreeing pair (i,]) with |x; —
xi| > € when T is an empty set or a “majority” cannot be found in T.

The ABSC Model rules are detailed in Algorithm 2]

Our goal here is to understand the effects of higher-order interactions in a biased
environment on the degree of fragmentation reached by the population in the final
state. To such an extent, we tested this extended model on the same two graph
models: ER [64] and a scale-free [15] network.

7.1.3 Experimental settings

Like in [204], to avoid undefined operations in Definition [18, when d;; = 0 we use
a lower bound d. = 10~%. The simulations are designed to stop when the popula-
tion reaches an equilibrium, i.e., the cluster configuration will not change anymore,
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even if the agents keep exchanging opinions. We also set an overall maximum num-
ber of iterations at 10° as was done in Chapter @ We compute the average results
over 30 independent executions for each configuration to account for the model’s
stochastic nature. The initial opinion distribution is always drawn from a random
uniform probability distribution in [0,1]. To better understand the differences in
the final state concerning the different topologies considered, we study the model
on all networks for different combinations of the parameters. We are interested in
understanding the effects of a co-evolving topology affected by homophily on the
dynamics of public opinion in a population and the consequences of peer pressure
when moving from pairwise to higher-order interactions.

Moreover, we are also interested in whether — parameters being equal — different
initial network topologies influence the final cluster configuration in such extended
models. We tested our model, seeding the co-evolution with two different network
topologies: an Erd6s—Rényi (random) and a Barabdasi-Albert (scale-free). We set the
number of nodes N = 250 in both networks. For the ER network, we fix the p
parameter (probability to form a link) to 0.1 (thus imposing a supercritical regime,
as expected from a real-world network); we obtain a network composed of a single
giant component with an average degree of 24.94. In the BA network, we set the
m =5 (i.e., the parameter regulating the number of edges to attach from a new node
to existing nodes), thus obtaining a network instance with an average degree equal
t0 9.8

In our simulations, we evaluated the different models on the different possible
combinations of the parameters over the following values:

* ¢ takes a value from 0.2 to 0.4 with a step of 0.1. We chose these values because
these are the values for which, in the AB Model, we can observe a shift from po-
larization to fragmentation and from consensus to polarization. Higher values
of € lead to consensus regardless of the strength of the algorithmic bias until
the bias is high enough and fragmentation explodes.

¢ 7 takes a value from 0 to 1.6 with a step of 0.4; for v = 0 the model becomes
the DW Model. We would see only fragmented final states for higher values of

7.

* u = 0.5, so whenever two agents interact, they update their opinions to the
pair’s average opinion if their opinions are close enough

* p, (for the Adaptive version of the models) takes a value from 0.0 to 0.5 with a
step of 0.1; for p, = 0.0 the model becomes the AB Model in the case of the AB
Model.

To analyze the simulation results, we start by considering the number of final
opinion clusters in the population to understand the degree of fragmentation pro-
duced by the different combinations of the parameters. This value indicates how
many peaks there are in the final distribution of opinions and provides a first ap-
proximation of whether a consensus can be obtained or not. To compute the effec-
tive number of clusters, accounting for the presence of major and minor ones, we
use the cluster participation ratio, as in [204] (see Section where ¢; is the di-
mension of the ith cluster, i.e., the fraction of the population we can find in that
cluster. In general, for m clusters, the maximum value of the participation ratio is

!Note that the empirical average degree slightly deviates from the expected asymptotic value (<
k >= 2m = 10) due to statistical fluctuations introduced by the random seed used by the generative
process.
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m and is achieved when all clusters have the same size, while the minimum can be
close to 1, if one cluster contains most of the population and a small fraction is dis-
tributed among the other m — 1. To study the degree of polarization/fragmentation,
we computed the average pairwise distance between the agents” opinions. Given
an agent i with opinion x; and an agent j with opinion x; at the end of the diffusion
process, the pairwise distance between the two agents is d;; = |x; — X |. The average
(=N dij)
pairwise distance in the final state can be computed as % While the asymp-
totic number of opinion clusters and the degree of polarization are essential metrics
to describe the results of the dynamics qualitatively, the time to obtain such a final
state is equally so. In a realistic setting, available time is finite, so if consensus forms
only after a very long time, it may never actually emerge in the population. Thus,
we measure the time needed for convergence (to either one or more opinion clus-
ters) in our extended model, recalling that every iteration is made of N interactions,
whether pairwise or higher-order (triadic).

7.2 Results and discussion

7.2.1 Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model: close-mindedness leads to segre-
gation in co-evolving networks

Our simulations suggest that allowing users to break friendships that cause dis-
agreement in a biased online environment has little effect on the levels of polariza-
tion/fragmentation when the evolution of the network is remarkably slower than
the process of convergence towards a steady state into one or more opinion clusters.
However, when two or more opinion clusters form, allowing the rewiring process to
continue eventually breaks the network into multiple connected components.

To understand the effects of the interplay of cognitive and algorithmic biases and
the probability of link rewiring, we start by looking at the average number of final
clusters. Figure|7.3[shows the average number of clusters as a function of p, and 7y
fore € {0.2,0.3}.

We can observe from the first row of each heatmap that, without rewiring (p, =
0.0), the behavior of the Algorithmic Bias model discussed in Chapter|6]is recovered:
fragmentation is enhanced by the bias, while higher values of € counter the effects
of the bias and drive the population towards a consensus around the mean opinion
of the spectrum. We already saw in Chapter [f] that concerning the mean-field case,
when the topology is sparser even for € > 0.4 for a sufficiently large bias, the final
states result in a high number of clusters or even not to be clustered at all, i.e., in
the final state opinions are still uniformly distributed across the population since
the bias is so strong that even like-minded people (whose opinion distance is below
the confidence bound) can never converge to each other because they will unlikely
interact.

Erdés-Rényi network. In Figure (A)-(B), we can see that in the DW Model, i.e.,
v = 0.0 adding the possibility to rewire arcs during conflicting interactions does not
change the final number of clusters on average. For € = 0.2 we obtain a polarized
population for every value of p,. A consensus is always reached for € > 0.3, specifi-
cally for e = 0.3, the main cluster coexists with smaller clusters. In comparison, for
€ = 0.4, a perfect consensus around the mean opinion is always reached.

The co-evolving topology does not impact the dynamics of the Algorithmic Bias
model either: the adaptive topology does not change the fact that the system reaches
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FIGURE 7.3: Average number of clusters in the steady state of the Adaptive Algorithmic

Bias model. The average number of clusters in the final state of the Adaptive Algorithmic

Bias model as a function of v and p, for (A) e = 0.2 and (B) ¢ = 0.3 starting from the

Erdés—Rényi graph and (C)-(D) starting from the scale-free Barabasi—Albert graph. These
values are averaged over 30 runs.

consensus or polarization. Plots in Figure A)-(B) show the population moving
from two to three clusters in € = 0.2 and from one to two clusters in € = 0.3 and
always reaching a consensus for € = 0.4, even if we consider p, = 0.5.

For what concerns the time (i.e., the number of total interactions) the population
needs to reach an equilibrium, we can see how the general behavior of the baseline
model is kept, even when the network co-evolves with a biased opinion dynamic.
Convergence is relatively fast when interactions are not biased, while it slows down
as the bias grows until it reaches a peak, after which it speeds up again. Until the
peak, a higher number of iterations positively correlates with a higher number of
clusters. In contrast, even if convergence is faster, the population is spread across the
opinion space after the peak. Since the bias is strong, two agents cannot get closer
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in the opinion distribution after the first few interactions, and the condition to reach
the steady state is met very quickly. Moreover, every node has a limited network of
agents to interact with; with a strong bias, they always exchange opinions with the
same agents. Not much can change once they adopt their average opinion, even in
the long term.
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FIGURE 7.4: Average number of iterations to convergence in the Adaptive Algorithmic

Bias model. Average number of iterations to convergence in the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias

model as a function of ¢ and p, for (A) € = 0.2, (B) ¢ = 0.3 and (C)-(D) in a scale-free
Barabasi—Albert graph. These values are averaged over 30 runs.

We can see from Figure[7.4(A)-(B) that this measure is less dependent on the pop-
ulation’s open-mindedness as the bias level mainly influences it. However, we can
see from the average values that an increase in € often means a small convergence
speed-up, all other parameters being equal.

When we introduce the possibility of rewiring, convergence is generally slower.
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Deleting edges beyond one’s confidence bound denies agents the possibility of par-
ticipating in a possible path toward convergence. This does not mean that the pop-
ulation cannot converge; instead, a higher number of total interactions is needed.
Without bias, it is worth noticing that a small probability of arc rewiring p, = 0.1
in a close-minded population (¢ = 0.2) has the slowest time to convergence. Arc
rewiring towards like-minded individuals and selection bias combined slow down
convergence, especially in close-minded populations (i.e., € = 0.2): we can see that
even for a relatively small bias and a relatively small probability of arc rewiring, the
steady state needs tens of thousands of iterations, while without arc rewiring less
than one hundred would be enough.

Barabasi-Albert network. In Figure C)-(D), we can see that the same results
that were drawn for the ER network also hold for scale-free networks, though, on
the latter, fragmentation is higher on average, and the same level of fragmentation
arises for lower values of the bias.

Also, for the time at convergence, similar conclusions can be drawn. However,
in the scale-free network, the peak is always reached for v = 1.2, regardless of the
value of p;. As p, grows, the convergence slows down so much that the system can
no longer reach a steady state, and for higher values of the bias, convergence is much
faster, while in the ER network, it is overall slower.

To sum up, we can say that the process of co-evolution of the network, along
with the diffusion of opinions in the population, does not affect the final opinion
distribution in terms of the number of opinion clusters. This is because when there
is no bias - or the bias is low - despite a lot of conflicting interactions happening,
the process of convergence is too fast with respect to the process of link rewiring to
separate the network into many different opinion clusters, enhancing fragmentation;
when the bias is high - instead - despite this already has a fragmenting effect, it
also reduces the number of conflicting interactions and therefore slows down the
process of network evolution, even more, leaving the network structure practically
unchanged when the population reaches its steady state.

Despite not changing the final number of opinion clusters, it impacts the net-
work’s topology, as we can observe from the examples in Figure [7.5/and Figure
In this case, we performed experiments with the same initial configuration of the
Erd6s-Rényi network (i.e., 250 nodes, p = 0.1, and uniformly distributed initial opin-
ions). We stopped the simulations when no opinion change (nor arc rewiring) hap-
pened for 1000 consecutive iterations. In these case we set € = 0.2 and we compared
results for v € {0.0,0.5} and p, € {0.0,0.5}. As we can observe, polarization oc-
curs when the network is static, meaning that there are two opinion clusters in the
population while the network structure remains unchanged.

As we can observe from Figure E)—(F), the two opinion clusters tend to sep-
arate into two different components or - at least - into two different communities
on the network, with fewer and fewer inter-communities links when rewiring is al-
lowed. After 100 iterations (Figure E)), there is still one connected component,
but two polarized communities started to form . It is also worth noticing that, in the
steady state (Figure F)), every node is connected only to agents holding identical
opinions since there are three separate components, each holding perfect consensus.
The long left tail of the degree distribution in Figure[7.5(H) is due to the two-nodes
component. If we do not consider that component, the final degree distribution is
substantially similar to the distribution in Figure [7.5(H) with a slightly lower vari-
ance. Introducing an algorithmic bias in the process slows down the convergence, as
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evolution of network structure and opinions in the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model on the
Erd6s-Rényi graph for e = 0.2, p, € {0.0,0.5} and y = 0.0.

40- | | 40+ ya | \
E / % /

1. . 1. \

< . _< : N
0= = 0= =
5 20 25 30 35 5 20 25 30 35

(B) Steady state (C) Initial condition (D) Steady state

404 y
) | T | - / B
N b \
%20+ . \
104 N
N Y -
5 20 25 30 35 T 5 20 25 30 35

(E) t=100 (F) Steady state (G) t=100 (H) Steady state

FIGURE 7.6: Example of the effects of the adaptive topology on the Adaptive Algorithmic
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evolution of network structure and opinions in the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model on the
Erd6s-Rényi graph for € = 0.2, p, € {0.0,0.5} and y = 0.5.

we can see from the example in fig Figure E) where - starting from the same initial
configuration - the network does not present node clusters holding similar opinions
after 100 iterations (while this was the case in the absence of bias). This is because
bias skews interactions towards more like-minded nodes, further slowing down the
process of arc rewiring by reducing the amount of discording encounters. We can
see from Figure [7.6(F) that, in this case, equilibrium is reached before two compo-
nents could form on the network, but there are two well-separated communities,
each holding a separate opinion. While a steady state in terms of opinion clusters
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may be reached within a few iterations, which are not enough to separate the net-
work into different components, if we allow the process to go on until there are no
possible rewirings - since every node is connected to agreeing nodes - the network
eventually splits into two or three components when opinions are clustered. Even
when the maximum number of iterations set in such simulations is not enough, we
can still see that links between polarized opinion clusters are fewer and fewer over
time.

7.2.2 Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Complexes: Peer
Pressure Enhances Consensus.

In the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Complexes, we introduced a
simple form of higher-order interaction where three agents can influence each other -
as a group - if they form a complete subgraph. Introducing higher-order interactions
lets us model the phenomenon of peer pressure, where the majority edge pushes
the minority node to conform to their ideology. If there is no minority opinion, we
assume there would be an attractive dynamic similar to the one present in the binary
case, i.e., the three nodes attract each other and adopt the mean opinion of the group.

The main result from our simulations is that peer pressure promotes consensus
and reduces fragmentation with respect to the binary counterpart. Besides this gen-
eral conclusion, we can observe in Figure that the model’s behavior is different
in the two chosen networks and that 7y and p, still play a role in shaping the final
state of the population.

Adaptive DW Model on Simplicial Complexes on complex topologies.  Before
analyzing the effects of peer pressure and algorithmic biases on the Algorithmic Bias
model, we briefly analyze the results for the DW Model, i.e., v = 0.0.

We can observe in Figure [7.7(A) that in the ER network, a perfect consensus is
always reached, regardless of the level of bounded confidence and rewiring proba-
bility (the number of clusters is 1 in every execution of the model and the standard
deviation of the final distribution is always 0).

Also, in the scale-free network (Figure [7.7(B)), the consensus is always reached,
but it is not always perfect and depends on both the confidence bound € and the
probability of rewiring p,. In a static network (p, = 0.0), introducing peer pressure
reduces fragmentation: in the case of € = 0.2, for example, the baseline model would
lead to polarization, on average. Changing the update rule to account for group in-
teractions and social pressure reduces the level of fragmentation in the final state. It
leads almost the whole population to converge on a common opinion. Not surpris-
ingly, increasing the confidence bound enhances consensus in the same way as in the
baseline model. However, in this case, increasing the probability of rewiring reduces
fragmentation leading the population to a perfect consensus. In particular, we can
see from Figure[7.7)(B) that for e = 0.2 perfect consensus is reached for p, > 0.2, for
pr > 0.0 in the case of € = 0.3 and always in the case of € = 0.4.

Erd6s-Rényi network. Simulating the Algorithmic Bias model on Simplicial Com-
plexes on the chosen ER graph, for € = 0.2 we can see how the population always
reaches a consensus for low values of the bias, while for v > 1.2, peer pressure is not
enough to stop the population from polarizing into two opposing clusters. How-
ever, if compared with the same results with only pairwise interactions (Figure [7.3),
it is clear that fragmentation is strongly reduced.
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FIGURE 7.7: Average number of clusters in the steady state for the Adaptive DW Model

on Simplicial Complexes. The average number of clusters in the final state for the Adaptive

DW Model on Simplicial Complexes fixing v = 0.0, as a function of € and p; for (A)-(B) an

Erd6s-Rényi graph and (C)-(D) a scale-free Barabasi-Albert graph. These values are aver-
aged over 30 runs.

For ¢ = 0.3, the qualitative dynamic remains the same. However, the aver-
age number of clusters is reduced overall due to the population’s higher open-
mindedness, and the population splits into two clusters only in a few cases. In con-
trast, in most simulations, a majority cluster forms along with a few smaller ones.
When the population is open-minded, i.e.,, € > 0.4, consensus is always reached
around the mean opinion (i.e., 0.5). The only effect of a higher algorithmic bias is
that a few agents cannot converge into the main cluster. Introducing the possibility
of rewiring towards a more like-minded individual after a conflicting interaction en-
hances polarization when combined with a mild or high selection bias (i.e., vy > 0.8).
The population converges into two or three clusters when the confidence thresh-
old is low (either two polarized clusters or two polarized clusters and a moderate
one). When the population is mildly open-minded (e = 0.3), the system converges
into one or two clusters (either two polarized clusters or a moderate cluster). At the
same time, it always reaches a consensus for higher values of the confidence bound
(around the mean opinion).

As we did for the previous model, we also analyzed the average time to conver-
gence.

From Figure[7.9] we can see that a higher bias slows down convergence like in the
binary model. It is slowed down so much that the population cannot reach a steady
state within the imposed time interval. While in the model by Sirbu et al. [204],
the level of open-mindedness did not play a crucial role in the time at convergence,
in this case, we can see that increasing the open-mindedness of the population also
means a faster convergence towards an equilibrium.
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€ = 0.2, (B) ¢ = 0.3 and (C)-(D) in a scale-free Barabasi—Albert graph. These values are
averaged over 30 runs.

Barabéasi—Albert network. In the scale-free network, the model’s behavior is
slightly different: a higher probability of arc rewiring seems to reinforce consen-
sus: we can see that when p, = 0.0, the number of clusters in the final opinion
distribution is higher as y grows. This small fragmentation is reduced as p, grows.
For example, in the case of a close-minded population, i.e,, ¢ = 0.2, we can see
that, without rewiring, a consensus is possible until the algorithmic bias is not very
strong. However, it is not a perfect consensus (like in the ER network), but there is a
major cluster coexisting with many agents scattered across the opinion space. More-
over, such a cluster does not necessarily form around the mean opinion but can be
pretty extreme (with the final consensus below 0.2 or above 0.7). For v = 1.2, the
population becomes polarized: two homogeneous and opposed clusters form, and,
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pr for (A) € = 0.2 and (B) € = 0.3 in an Erd6s-Rényi graph and (C)-(D) in a scale-free
Barabasi—Albert graph. These values are averaged over 30 runs.

in some cases, there are few “outlier” agents around the mean opinion or further at
the extremes. Finally, for v = 1.6, the population splits into multiple clusters: still, in
most cases, two major polarized clusters form alongside a variety of minor clusters
below, between, and above the two. Two cohesive groups coexist with a population
of individuals scattered across the opinion space so that the final distribution is not
so different from the initial one: multiple opinions are still present in the population
and cover the whole range [0,1]. Raising p, to 0.1 prevents fragmentation, but for
strong biases, the population polarizes. For p, > 0.2, consensus is always reached.
However, as in the baseline case (without rewiring), consensus does not necessar-
ily form around the center of the opinion space but can vary and form on strongly
extreme opinions. An increase in open-mindedness also counters the fragmenting
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FIGURE 7.10: Example of the effects of the adaptive topology on the Algorithmic Bias

Model on Simplicial Complexes on the Erd6s-Rényi graph. An example of the effects

of the adaptive topology on the Algorithmic Bias Model on Simplicial Complexes on the

Erd6s-Rényi graph for e = 0.2, p, € {0.0,0.5} and v = 0.0. The convergence towards

consensus is faster and is always reached before the network can cluster around different
opinions.

effects of the algorithmic bias. The average number of clusters reduces as € grows,
all other parameters being equal. In the case of a highly mildly open-minded pop-
ulation, i.e., € = 0.4, consensus can be prevented only with an extreme algorithmic
bias (y = 1.6) and without the possibility of arc rewiring. Moreover, in the scale-free
topology, convergence is faster with respect to the ER network.

As we can see from Figure and Figure since, in this case, the consensus
is enhanced by peer pressure and triadic interactions that also fasten convergence,
opinions reach a steady state before the topology of the network can impact the
process. We can observe that neither opinions nor nodes segregate during the pro-
cess. Figure shows that in the absence of an algorithmic bias, consensus can be
reached within a few iterations, even with low confidence bound. Figure shows
how introducing an algorithmic bias does not prevent the population from reaching
a consensus but slows down the process, even with the help of peer pressure mech-
anisms. Comparing v = 0.0 and y = 0.5 after ten iterations, we can see how, in the
first case, the population has already reached a consensus, while in the second, two
opinion clusters are still present in the network. Due to the fast convergence process
towards consensus, even if rewiring is allowed, it does not significantly impact the
network structure, as shown in Figure [7.10(E)-(H) and Figure[7.1T(E)-(H).

7.3 Discussion and Conclusions

Algorithmic bias is an existing factor affecting several (online) social environments.
Since interactions occurring among agents embedded in such realities are far from
being easily approximated by a mean-field scenario, in our study, we aimed to un-
derstand the role played by alternative network topologies on the outcome of bi-
ased opinion dynamic simulations. From our study in Chapter [6] it emerged that
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convergence process.

the qualitative dynamic of opinions remains substantially in line with what was ob-
served assuming a mean-field context: an increase in the confidence bound € favors
consensus. In contrast, introducing the algorithmic bias,  hinders it and favors
fragmentation. Conversely, both simulations’ time to convergence and opinion frag-
mentation appear to increase as the topology becomes sparser and the hub emerges.
Therefore, our analysis underlines that, alongside the algorithmic bias, the network’s
density heavily affects the degree of consensus reachability, assuming a population
of agents with the same initial opinion distribution. The present work extends the
work in Chapter[6] proposing two extensions of the model and analyzing such exten-
sions on the same two complex networks as in Chapter [p] leaving out the complete
network. The first extension considers a straightforward mechanism of arc rewiring
so that the underlying structure co-evolves with the opinion dynamics, generating
the Adaptive Algorithmic Bias model. The second adds a peer pressure mechanism,
considering triangles as simplicial complexes, where a majority - if there is one - can
attract a disagreeing node, pushing them to conform. We found that - in general - the
role of bounded confidence and algorithmic bias remains the same as in the baseline
models, with the former enhancing consensus while the latter enhancing fragmenta-
tion. Going from a static to an underlying adaptive topology does not strongly affect
the dynamics, leading to the same number of opinion clusters in the steady state.
However, suppose we allow the agents to continue interacting with each other. In
that case, opinion clusters eventually lead to the formation of mesoscale structures,
then finally separating the network into different connected components. On the
other hand, peer pressure enhances consensus, reducing the effects of low bounded
confidence and high algorithmic biases. Such a model suggests how different soci-
ological and topological factors interact with each other, thus leading populations
towards polarization and echo chamber phenomena, contributing to the creation
and maintenance of inequalities on social networks. These models can also be em-
ployed to study different phenomena besides opinion diffusion, such as the effects
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of peer pressure on the adoption of different behaviors where social network struc-
ture and psychological factors play a role. The present work presents some of the
limitations already considered in [204] while overcoming others. The existence of
bounded confidence, for example, and the fact that it is constant across the popu-
lation is an assumption that should be empirically validated, along with the role of
algorithmic filtering in influencing the path toward polarization/fragmentation. We
went beyond the concept of static networks considering an adaptive topology; how-
ever, to further investigate the role of arc rewiring, a more thorough analysis of the
model’s parameters’ effects on the network’s topology should be made. The present
implementation of a rewiring mechanism is just one way to incorporate the fact that
users hardly know their neighbors” state before interacting with them; however, a
mechanism considering only the set of agents with opinions within the confidence
threshold would be a useful comparison to the present model. Moreover, to better
understand the role of homophily in the sense of friendship formation and its rela-
tion to the online social network environment, the role of the recommender system -
and therefore algorithmic bias - a biased mechanism simulating “link recommenda-
tions” could be implemented - as in [130]. Finally, the importance of social interac-
tions in opinion formation is undeniable. However, external media can be essential
in polarizing opinions or driving the population toward consensus. For this reason,
we feel their role needs to be further investigated while embedded in an algorithmi-
cally biased environment.

Despite having added several layers of realism to the classical DW Model, all the
works presented in Chapters[5]to[7]lack empirical validation and are not validated on
real data. In Part III, we will see how models of opinion dynamics can be exploited
to understand real online discussions better.






Part 111

Applying models to data: hybrid
approaches to analyze Polluted
Information Environments

93






95

Chapter 8

Open-mindedness in Polluted
Information Environments:
Feedback Loop between Models
and Data

This thesis began by discussing PIEs and the biases that create distortions in the
process of opinion evolution, accentuated by the presence of online social networks.

One of the most debated and analyzed phenomena on online social networks
is the tendency to observe political polarization [48} (162, (12, 163], i.e., the diver-
gence of political attitudes to ideological extremes not aiming at reaching any form
of synthesis. Indeed, as recalled in Chapter 4}, social media blurred the boundaries
of communication and democratized content diffusion. However, the fact that we
can potentially engage with a lot of different information does not mean that we
can engage with and be positively influenced by opposing or even mildly differ-
ent stances. Controlled experiments on Twitter, for example, show how exposure to
opposing views may, actually, polarize users more [11].

As introduced in Chapter [ in the process of shaping their belief systems, hu-
mans are not entirely rational entities and are influenced by a range of cognitive
biases [170, 138]. Notably, confirmation bias is a prevalent issue, which is the in-
clination to dismiss information that contradicts pre-existing beliefs. This is often
manifested in two ways: a) individuals tend to engage with those who share similar
views [157], and b) they tend to disregard interactions with those who hold oppos-
ing views [54]. Regrettably, this tendency to connect with those who share similar
beliefs and to overlook differing perspectives can lead to a compromise in open-
mindedness [223]]. This can further intensify and polarize their views, ultimately
contributing to the creation and perpetuation of echo chambers [214].

One of the most exploited approaches for understanding the effects of differ-
ent kinds of biases on public opinions - especially political opinions - is through
mathematical models of opinion formation [205], where parameters incorporate psy-
chological factors (e.g., cognitive biases) affecting individual opinion evolution (see
Chapter 3| for a general description of opinion dynamics models and a discussion
of the main milestones in the field). Despite having some advantages, opinion dy-
namics models lack empirical validation [183]. However, thanks to the advent of the
Internet - and with the rise of social media - an increasing part of human interac-
tions leave a massive digital footprint that can be exploited to study the dynamics of
opinion formation and diffusion. Following such reasoning, since different models
or different parameter values can predict different, even opposite, effects of biases



Chapter 8. Open-mindedness in Polluted Information Environments: Feedback

%6 Loop between Models and Data

on opinions [152], there is a crucial need for empirical works to study and quan-
tify socio-psychological and external drivers of the dynamics. We saw in Section
a brief overview of the main approaches in bridging the gap between models and
data.

Recognizing the need for empirical investigation [183], our focus shifted towards
examining how cognitive biases impact opinion evolution within a real social net-
work.

Drawing from the Deffuant-Weisbuch model’s [54] premise of bounded confi-
dence during social influence, we aimed to construct a methodology for quantifying
this threshold using real-world data. We developed two distinct methodologies (see
...) in order to deal with both network and hypergraph frameworks.

The primary focus of this investigation centers on the estimation of open-
mindedness distributions in different Reddit discussions.

We begin this Chapter by detailing the analysis undertaken in Section
wherein we quantified the monthly shifts in open-mindedness over an 18-month
span within the r/politics subreddit in the discussions during the Trump presidency.

In the subsequent Section, Section we applied both methodologies to esti-
mate the six-monthly levels of open-mindedness across three distinct controversial
topics (Minorities Discrimination, Gun Control Regulations, and Politics) within the
realm of Reddit. Notably, we investigate the contrasts between the utilization of
networks and hypergraphs as structural models for discussions.

Furthermore, our investigation extends to Section wherein we employ the
developed methodology to estimate user-level confidence bounds within a dual-
snapshot network. This estimation subsequently serves as the foundation for a novel
approach: simulating a heterogeneous bounded confidence version of the ABMM
Model introduced in Chapter |5, leveraging the estimated values to discern a model
setting that best accounts for observed patterns in real-world data.

This Part provides valuable insights into the dynamics of online discussions
and opinion polarization by leveraging novel methodologies to estimate open-
mindedness distributions across diverse contexts, shedding new light on the struc-
tural and temporal factors that drive opinion change and consensus formation in
online communities.

The content of this Part refers to 2 articles — [178] and [179] — and a Master’s
Thesis [[69].

8.1 Open-mindedness in political discussions during
Trump’s presidency on Reddit

Political polarization, the divergence of political attitudes to ideological extremes,
is a widely debated and analyzed phenomenon on online social networks. Social
media has blurred the boundaries of communication and democratized content dif-
fusion, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that we engage with and are influenced
by opposing or mildly different stances. Humans, who are not perfectly rational,
are affected by a series of cognitive biases in the process of forming their belief
systems. Confirmation bias, the human tendency to ignore content that counters
their prior beliefs, leads to individuals choosing to interact with like-minded indi-
viduals and ignoring interactions with the “opposite faction”. This can compromise
their open-mindedness, exacerbating and polarizing their views even more and ul-
timately leading to the formation and persistence of echo chambers.
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Mathematical models of opinion formation, which incorporate psychological fac-
tors like cognitive biases, are often used to understand the effects of different kinds
of biases on public opinions, especially political opinions. However, these mod-
els lack empirical validation. With the advent of the Internet and the rise of social
media, human interactions are leaving an increasing digital footprint that can be
exploited to study the dynamics of opinion formation and diffusion.

The purpose of this work is to empirically study the effects of political polar-
ization on users’ open-mindedness over time, particularly within the context of
online social networks. The research focuses on a twenty-month discussion on
r/politics, the largest political subreddit on Reddit, and aims to understand how
open-mindedness is distributed within the population and over time and whether
there is a significant difference in the level of open-mindedness in relation to politi-
cal leaning. The study leverages the vast amount of big data traces left from online
social networks to quantify socio-psychological and external drivers of opinion dy-
namics.

The results of the analysis suggest that different subpopulations’ open-
mindedness distributions are stable over time and statistically different, with Moder-
ates/Neutrals and Republicans showing more nuanced close-mindedness patterns
compared to Democrats. The research also highlights how Reddit users tend to be
consistent in their open-mindedness attitude over time, showing, on average, low
degrees of variance and dispersion.

8.1.1 Methodology: estimating open-mindedness on networks

In the following, we describe the first methodology developed to determine the level
of open-mindedness - or bounded confidence - of users participating in an online
discussion. The methodology is general and can be applied to different social net-
works and online contexts. The algorithm describing this methodology - as well as
a detailed discussion of how it works - is provided below.

As already stated in the introduction to this chapter, in order to understand the
levels of open-mindedness involved in the process of changing one’s political lean-
ing, we started by assuming a simple process of opinion evolution at the individual
level, based on a very well known model of opinion formation [54]. In opinion dy-
namics models, agents update their opinions after interacting with their neighbors
according to simple mathematical rules. For example, we recall that in [54], agents
average their opinion with the opinion of their interacting peer, which is randomly
chosen from the pool of their neighbors, if and only if their opinion distance is be-
low a certain threshold representing the open-mindedness of the population (see
Definition [1I). The hypothesis that open-mindedness is a characteristic trait of an
entire population and not a characteristic that varies from individual to individual
is strong and probably unrealistic. For this reason, in the present work, we assume
a Deffuant-like process of opinion update (i.e., users averaging their opinions with
the opinions of their interacting partners in a pairwise fashion) and provide a data-
driven time-aware estimate of individual-level open-mindedness. To estimate users’
tendency to be influenced by their neighbors, we developed a simple approach (see
Algorithm [3|for implementation details) that takes as input the weighted interaction
network at time t (a snapshot network, see Section for more details) and the
opinions of the agents at time t and time ¢ + 1. In the estimation procedure, we se-
lect each node u for which we have both opinions x,,(¢) and x, (¢t + 1) (Algorithm
line 1) so that we can estimate how much the interactions that happened in that time
step influenced the opinion change and therefore obtaining an estimate for the level
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Algorithm 3 Confidence bound estimation algorithm.

G; = Weighted undirected interaction network at time t;

Vi = set of nodes at time t;

E; = set of weighted edges at time t;

x,(t) = opinion of agent u at time ¢;

dyy = |xu(t) — x,(t)| = opinion distance between u, v € V at time t;
CB = estimated confidence bounds.

if u € V41 then
Procedure to estimate X, (f + 1) and CB,,

3: Nyt = {v|(u,v) € Et};n = | Nyl
XN, [1..n] = Array of opinions of nodes v € N
if Ny # @ then
6: Sort Xy, [1...n] by dy, in ascending order.
X,.(t +1)[0...n] array of estimated opinions
Xu(t+1)[0] = x,(t)
9: E = [0...n] array of estimation errors
E[0] = 1.0
for i=1; i=n; i++ do
12: Xy = XNu,t [l]
)/(:(t-ﬁ— 1)[1'} _ Xu(t+1)2[i—1]+xv
E[i] = | X, (t+ 1)[i] — xu(t + 1)
15: min, = E[n]
for i=n; i=0; i- do
e = E[i]
18: if e < min, then
min, = e
j=i
21: Ta(t+1) = X, (t+ 1]

CB = |xu (t) — XNy il

of bounded confidence. After selecting 1, we order all the interacting partners (the
neighbors of the node in the snapshot network) from the closer to the further by the
opinion distance absolute value d,,,(t) = |x,(t) — x;(t)| (Algorithm B|line 6). Then
we compute an estimate ¥, (f + 1) by iteratively averaging the new estimate with the
interacting neighbors (Algorithm [3|line 13). The final estimated value %, (t + 1) is
the one that minimizes the error with respect to the real value x, (f 4 1) (Algorithm[3]
lines 15-22). Finally, we compute the confidence bound as the distance in absolute
value with the neighbor that represents the point of minimum in the estimation er-
rors sequence (Algorithm {3|line 25). With the proposed approach, we can compute
an estimate only for the subset of users present in two consecutive observations (i.e.,
months) and have at least one link (i.e., interaction) in the snapshot graph.

8.1.2 Data Collection.

For the purpose of this work, we built a dataset of political discussions on Red-
dit. Reddit is a popular social platform that allows users to post content to individ-
ual forums called subreddits, each dedicated to a specific topic. Such a categorized
structure makes it easy to find users involved in specific debates. To assess the open-
mindedness of users over time, we decided to select a quite controversial domain,
i.e., politics. For a more detailed description of Reddit and its value for researchers,
please refer to Section[4.2]

Among the thousands of subreddits talking about politics we choose
r/polit icsﬂ since it is the largest political subreddit and further, it is not aligned

Thttps:/ /www.reddit.com/r/politics/ “r/politics is for news and discussion about US poli-
tics.”
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FIGURE 8.1: a) Top: For each month, the number of users who participated in the debate.
Bottom: For each month, the percentage of users that are stable across contiguous months.
b) Authors’ leaning distribution in the whole time period.

with a specific ideology but rather is visited regularly by users having different po-
litical beliefs. Notice that, as highlighted in the subreddit description, r/politics
mainly refers to political discussion in the US. Thanks to the Pushshift API [20], we
collected all posts and comments shared on the subreddit from May 2018 to Decem-
ber 2019, i.e., about one year and a half of Donald Trump’s presidency - covering all
discussions of 1,089795 users. As shown in Figure , the number of users who
participated in the debate tends to increase over time, and further, more than 60%
of users are stable across contiguous months, meaning that they continue posting or
commenting at least for two consecutive months. The code and the data used for
this work are available in a dedicated GitHub repositoryﬂ

8.1.3 Ideology Estimate.

To assess if the open-mindedness of users evolves over time, we have to establish
the ideology of users in different time periods. Since we are dealing with users
debating political issues in the US, we try to categorize them with respect to the
US two-party system: Republican and Democratic. For such a purpose, we model
the task of predicting users’ political alignment as a text classification problem. In
other words, we leverage users’ posts to measure their degree of alignment with Re-
publican and Democrat ideologies. To accomplish this task, we leverage an LSTM
model that we trained on Reddit US political texts in previous works by Morini et
al. [163, 164]. In detail, to train such a model, we defined a ground truth com-
posed of Reddit posts belonging to subreddits known to be either Pro-Trump or
Anti-Trump (i.e., r/The_Donald for the first group and r/Fuckthealtright and
r/EnoughTrumpSpam for the second). Accordingly, we modeled the text classifica-
tion task as a binary problem. During model selection, we perform a 3-fold Cross-
Validation trying different hyper-parameters configurations and obtaining the best
performances on the validation set (i.e., the average accuracy of 82.9%) using GloVe
word embeddings and 128 LSTM units H

Consequently, we apply the model to the r/politics dataset in order to infer
posts leaning for all the population. Notice that we apply it separately for each
month in order to assess users’ ideology stability over time. For each textual content,
we obtain model predictions ranging from 0 to 1 (i.e., the model confidence), where 1

Zhttps:/ / github.com /ValentinaPansanella/OpenMindednessReddit.git
3For further details on the model selection and evaluation steps, the reader should refer to our
previous works [163}[164]


https://github.com/ValentinaPansanella/OpenMindednessReddit.git

Chapter 8. Open-mindedness in Polluted Information Environments: Feedback

100 Loop between Models and Data

N NR ND NN E <k> r
183296 88285 36385 58626 1271080 6.97 0.020

TABLE 8.1: Network statistics averaged across the 20 considered months: number of users
N, divided in Republican N, Democrat Np and Neutral Ny, number of edges E, network
average degree (k), and network assortativity r with respect to the political leaning.
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FIGURE 8.2: For each ideology, users’ transition probabilities over contiguous months.

means that the post aligns itself with Republican (specifically Pro-Trump) ideologies
while 0 with Democrats (specifically Anti-Trump) ones. Then, for each user u who
participated in the debate in each month m, we compute his leaning score, L, ;, as the
average value of his monthly posts leaning as follows:

Yyep,,, Prediction Score(p)
| P m

where P, is the set of posts shared by a user u in each month m. Since we are
interested in assessing if users with polarized opinions tend to move to more mod-
erate positions, we discretized such leanings into three intervals: Democrat if L, ,, <
0.4; Republican if L, ,, > 0.6; while Neutral if 0.4 < L,,, < 0.6. By adding a third
label, we make sure to capture users with highly polarized ideologies. Figure
shows the authors’ leaning score distribution for the whole time period obtained by
averaging users’ monthly scores. Such a distribution confirms what was observed
in a recent work [52] that focuses the analysis on the r/politics subreddit too:
Republican users (530,909) outnumber Democrat ones (185,256) and Neutrals users
(373,630) show a tendency towards republicans beliefs.

(8.1)

Lu,m =

8.1.4 Network Definition.

Given the users for which we inferred their ideology, we define their interaction
networks for each month to take into account the evolution of leanings in time. The
resulting networks have Reddit users as node sets, V, and as edges the set of pair
(u,v) € V for which a reply of u to a v’s post or a comment exists. We set each
edge weight to represent the total number of comments exchanged between two
users. Also, we label users (i.e., nodes) with their discretized leaning score L, ,, (i.e.,
Republican, Neutral, and Democrat). In Table we provide the main averaged
network statistics across the 20 considered months.

8.1.5 Ideology Stability over Time.

As a preliminary analysis, we try to understand how users’ ideologies evolve. In
detail, we are interested in exploring if users are stable and consistent with the same
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FIGURE 8.3: Estimated open-mindedness CB distribution from May-2018 to December-2019.

Distributions of the estimated confidence bound CB over the whole time period. All distri-
butions are positively skewed and constant over time.

ideology or instead tend to change opinions according to specific events. We model
such an issue in terms of transition probabilities for such a purpose. In other words,
for each user, we compute his probability p;; to move from state i to state j over
contiguous months. Notice that, in this scenario, state stands for the user’s ideology
(i.e., Republican, Neutral or Democrat).

In Figure we show, for each ideology, the probability of users to change or
remain in their states (i.e., leanings) over contiguous months. At first glance, we
can observe similar behavior for all the political ideologies: users tend to be rooted
in their position over months, with a probability to remain in their state ranging
around 0.60 for Democrat and Neutral leanings and around 0.70 for Republican.
Moreover, Republican users - when changing their state - foster a more neutral po-
sition instead of moving to Democrat beliefs (differently from Democrats). These
attitudes reflect the extreme polarization that characterizes the US political debate
in the Trump Era . However, for all the considered ideologies, we also notice an
evident fluctuation of opinions in favor of Democrats and Neutrals around Novem-
ber 2018, precisely when (i.e., 6 November) the Democratic Party won control of the
US House from the Republican Party. Indeed, this was a decisive moment in which
Democrats won the seats needed to take the House after capturing districts where
President Trump was unpopular.

8.1.6 open-mindedness distributions

Figure [8.3| underlines that the distribution of the estimated open-mindedness CBis
stable during the considered time period in the analyzed discussion. Moreover, it
also highlights that the majority of the analyzed users is “close-minded”, i.e., their
confidence bound is CB < 0.2, which is considered to be a sufficient condition for
the population to become polarized in the long term, according to [54]. This means
that most of the users participating in this discussion can hardly be influenced by
neighbors holding distant opinions, even if they interact with these users during the
considered time period, like in the case of this discussion, where the network has
a low assortativity with respect to the political leaning (see network assortativity in
Table 8.1). However, we can also see that the distributions at each time step have
a very high variance, allowing the presence of individuals having a level of open-
mindedness close to 1.0 - indicating that some of the users can also be influenced by
people holding very different opinions and changing their expressed political lean-
ing accordingly. The distribution of the estimated confidence bound for the opinions
is less skewed between October and November 2018, i.e., around the US House of
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2018. Distributions of the estimated confidence bound CB for the different political leanings:
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Representatives elections. Such behavior confirms the data-driven analysis based
on transition probabilities performed in Section in this time window, Repub-
licans, which normally have a highly skewed distribution, seemed to be somehow
more open-minded, and their average confidence bound is higher.

In Figure we reported the estimated distribution for Democrat, Neutral, and
Republican users (we took the orientation at time t and estimated the confidence
bound CB between time ¢ and ¢ 4 1). Only three months are present in this figure,
i.e., the three months around the US House election, but conclusions still hold for
the other months considered in this work. We can see from Figure 8.4|that there are
differences in the distribution of open-mindedness when we consider political ori-
entation. Both neutral and republican distributions are positively skewed, and the
distribution has a long right tail. Also, the Democrats” distribution has a right tail,
but much less than the others. From our analysis, it appears that Neutral individuals
are also the most close-minded, while Democrats have a wider range of confidence
bound levels. Their distribution is not as skewed as the others, and many users
have a very high level of bounded confidence, i.e., they change their opinion sig-
nificantly over contiguous time periods under the influence of their neighbors. Re-
publicans, like Neutrals, have a positively skewed confidence bound distribution,
even with a higher average confidence bound. We performed a 2-sample KS-test
comparing the distributions of the estimated confidence bound for each political
leaning (e.g., Democrat vs. Republican CB) within each time step obtaining a p-
value ~ 0.0, supporting the conclusions that distributions are different for the three
political leanings. Finally, while we can say that population-level open-mindedness
is reasonably constant over time, i.e.,, we have the same mix of open-minded and
close-minded individuals participating in the discussion, we do not have informa-
tion about how variable open-mindedness may be at the individual level. In this
analysis, each user may have a different value of open-mindedness at each time step,
making not only the overall distribution heterogeneous but also the distribution at
the individual level. To understand how much individual bounded confidence may
vary, we computed the standard deviation of our estimate for each observed user -
Figure Reddit users” open-mindedness tendencies appear stable in time, show-
ing a characteristic low standard deviation, . Such a result is also confirmed by the
distribution of the Fano dispersion index (Figure - i.e., the ratio between vari-
ance ¢ and mean value, u, of the estimated individual open-mindedness scores.

The observed Fano values, prevalently distributed in the range 0 < ‘772 < 1, identify
under-dispersed behaviors, thus expressing consistent patterns of stability.
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FIGURE 8.5: Users” open-mindedness stability analysis. (A) Distribution of individuals’
open-mindedness standard deviations; (B) Distribution of individuals’ open-mindedness
dispersion indexes (variance over mean value).

8.1.7 Conclusions

When applied to study the political debate that took place on Reddit during the
first two years of the Trump presidency, our proxy unveiled the existence of char-
acteristic distributions for well-defined sub-populations: Moderates/Neutrals and
Republicans being more close-minded on average than Democrats. The proposed
longitudinal analysis also unveiled that the observed Reddit users tend to maintain
a stable behavior for what concerns their open-mindedness, exhibiting low variance
and underdispersion.

Indeed the current study, like all empirical ones, suffers from limitations. In par-
ticular, it leverages a data-driven estimate of the political leaning that can be subject
to errors and cannot be fully validated on ground truth external data. Moreover,
although Reddit users tend to be particularly involved in political discussions, the
population variability in time and the sparsity of observation data do not allow us to
estimate the open-mindedness of less active individuals. For each month, we were
not able to estimate the open-mindedness of 40 — 50% of nodes since we have no
information on the opinion at time ¢ + 1 or the user does not have neighbors on the
network at time .

As future works, we plan to enhance the proposed estimation procedure, allow-
ing for asymmetric open-mindedness. Additionally, we will investigate the inter-
play of open-mindedness and known polarization phenomena (e.g., the presence
of echo chambers) in order better to characterize the role of different individuals in
their emergence.

8.2 Estimating Open-Mindedness in Controversial Reddit
Discussions: A Comparative Network and Hypergraph
Approach

In Section [8.1) we developed a data-driven time-aware methodology that estimates
users’ open-mindedness, starting from users’ interactions represented as networks,
to overcome the lack of data-driven approaches to calibrate and validate opinion dy-
namics models. However, in many online contexts (e.g., Reddit), people mainly par-
ticipate in group discussions, which could be better captured by exploiting higher-
order structures, e.g., hypergraphs. As more thoroughly explained in Section
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these structures model user interactions as subsets of nodes called hyperedges in-
stead of pairs.

In this Section, we want to expand the methodology described in Section
and understand the differences emerging from using the two different frameworks
to model online discussions. In particular, we want to estimate user-level open-
mindedness using the algorithm in Section and compare the differences in the
estimation of opinions and open-mindedness with respect to the other case. More-
over, we want to compare the different discussions to account for topic-specific be-
haviors, which could not emerge from the work in Section [8.1| due to the employ-
ment of a single dataset.

In order to do this, we chose three different datasets, which are all built on “con-
troversies”, in which we expect users to have similar behaviors from a cognitive
perspective in their process of interactions and opinion change.

8.2.1 Methodology: estimating open-mindedness on hypergraphs

The current lack of data-driven approaches that validate models on real data has
led us to develop a data-driven time-aware methodology [178] that estimates users’
open-mindedness, starting from users’ interactions represented as networks, de-
scribed in Section In many online contexts, such as Reddit, Twitter, Facebook
Groups, and other platforms, people primarily engage in group discussions, which
can be better understood by examining higher-order structures rather than pairwise
interactions.

One crucial characteristic of higher-order structures is peer pressure, a potent
social force that can mould the behavior and beliefs of the group’s constituents. Al-
though an individual may feel free to express their genuine thoughts during a one-
on-one interaction, the collective viewpoint can significantly impact a group setting,
causing individuals to conform even if it means suppressing their own views. This
kind of “spiral of silence” phenomenon can amplify certain opinions and suppress
others, leading to polarization and echo chambers.

In a pairwise framework, this phenomenon would be less observable as it is a
collective behavior rather than an individual one.

In order to account for such characteristics, we extended the approach described
in Section to hypergraphs.

The primary prerequisite for initiating the estimation process remains unaltered:
a node must be present in two consecutive time intervals, as stated in line 1 of Algo-
rithm 4 In the context of networks, the opinions of nodes adjacent to u during the
time interval t were gathered in the array N, as specified in line 3 of Algorithm 3|
To adapt Algorithmfor hypergraphs, certain modifications are necessary. In partic-
ular, it is essential to collect the political inclinations of all nodes encompassed within
the hyperedges of the star ego network of node u. To achieve this, an array of arrays,
Xc,,, is defined in line 5 of Algorithm [4 with each nested array corresponding to a
hyperedge in the star ego-network of u. These arrays contain the political leanings of
all neighboring nodes within the respective hyperedge. The cardinality of the array
Xc,, is equivalent to the number of hyperedges in which node u is present. To derive
the array XCW the average political leaning of all nodes included in each hyperedge
containing node u at time ¢ is computed, as outlined in line 8 of Algorithm 4 This
array is analogous to the Xy, , array employed in line 3 of Algorithm 3| The array
will be utilized to estimate the opinion of the node in the subsequent interval t + 1.
For each value in the array Xc,,, the opinion of node u at time t + 1 is iteratively
estimated (as shown in line 16 of Algorithm [4) by averaging the current %, (t + 1)
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with each element of Xc, ,. The optimal estimated opinion, i (f + 1), is determined
by minimizing the discrepancy between the estimated value x,(t + 1) and the ob-
served opinion at the following interval | Xy (t+1), as demonstrated in lines 20 to 22
of Algorlthml The confidence bound, CB, is computed as the absolute value of the
difference between node u’s opinion and the mean value of the hyperedge opinions
that yielded the smallest estimation error, as indicated in line 28 of Algorithm 4]

Algorithm 4 Estimating open-mindedness on hypergraphs.
V; = set of nodes at time ¢;
H; = set of hyperedges at time ¢;
Cu,+ = set of hyperedges of the node u star ego-network;
x,(t) = opinion of agent u at time f;
CB = estimated confidence bounds.

if u € Vi1 then N
2: Procedure to estimate X, (f + 1) and CB,,

|Cut| = n;

4. if C,, t # @ then
[1...n] Array of opinions of the node u star ego-network

ut

6: Cy[1.-.11] Array for the average opinion for each hyperedge
for1 0; i=n; i++ do
. D' 1 _ LCu, [i]
8: Xey, [i] = \C,L',[‘iﬂ
X, (t+1)[0...n] Array of estimated opinions
10: Xu(t+1) = xu(t)
E = [0...n] Array of estimation errors
12: E[i]=1.0
fori=1; i=n;it++ do
14: Xy = XC“', [Z}
Xu(t+ i) = KA
16: E[i] = |Xu(t + 1)[i] — xu(t +1)]
mine = E[n]
18: for i=n; i=0; i- - do
e = E[i]
20: if e < min, then
min, = e
22: j=i
B(t+1) = K+ 1]
24 CB=|xu(t) - X, [l

The primary distinction between the two methods lies in the manner in which
the estimated opinion of node u is calculated. In Algorithm 3} the estimated opinion
is derived from the mean of the individual neighbor’s opinion that resulted in the
smallest error. Conversely, in Algorithm |4, the estimation is based on the average
opinion of the interaction context of node u that produced the lowest error. In the
former approach, interactions occur pairwise between neighboring nodes, whereas
in the latter, interactions transpire simultaneously among nodes connected by the
same hyperedge. Consequently, the hyperedge is regarded as the interaction con-
text in the second method. This distinction highlights the unique characteristics of
each algorithm and their respective approaches to estimating node opinions within
different network structures.

8.2.2 Datasets

Given that the emergence of online social network platforms has revolutionized po-
litical expression and participation, enabling individuals to access news and infor-
mation, and engage in active discussions with other users, we decided to continue
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using Reddit, a popular platform for opinion sharing and political debates, as the
primary source of data for this study (see Section[4.2] for more details).

The data used in this research was previously retrieved for a study on network
echo chambers by Morini et al. [163]] using the Pushshift API [20].

The collected posts cover the period from January 2017 to July 2019, which cor-
responds to the first two and a half years of Donald Trump’s presidency. This period
was characterized by highly polarized political discussions, reflecting the divisive
nature of the Trump Era. Additionally, the dataset includes the mid-term elections
held on November 6, 2018, where the Democratic party gained control of the U.S.
House of Representatives while the Republican party maintained control of the U.S.
Senate.

To gain insights into different sociopolitical issues and study how interactions
vary based on the discussion topic, the data was collected from several subreddits
via Reddit List and divided into three distinct datasets:

¢ Gun Control: This dataset focuses on discussions related to gun control policy.
It includes posts and comments from subreddits both in favor of and against
gun legalization.

* Minorities Discrimination: This dataset encompasses discussions on discrim-
ination against minorities. It includes users with conservative ideas as well as
those advocating for gender, sexual, and racial equality.

¢ Politics: This dataset comprises posts and comments from general political
discussions, providing a broader view of the U.S. sociopolitical landscape.

Opinion estimation. To label each user with a political opinion based on the text
of their posts and comments, a BERT text classifier [56] was trained. A ground truth
dataset was created by selecting subreddits known to have highly polarized posi-
tions, such as "r/The_Donald,” ”r/FuckTheRight,” and

”r/EnoughTrumpSpam.” The BERT model was then applied to the Gun Control, Mi-
norities Discrimination, and Politics datasets, generating a prediction score ranging
from 0 to 1. A score of 1 represents a pro-Trump ideology, 0 represents an anti-Trump
ideology, and scores in between indicate a neutral or moderate stance. For the pur-
pose of this work, we assumed that a pro-Trump ideology aligns with Republican
political leaning, an anti-Trump ideology aligns with Democrat political leaning,
and a neutral stance represents a moderate position. Differently from Section
data aggregation was conducted by semester instead of monthly. This was done
because there are more users present in contiguous semesters than in contiguous
months, which leads to more robust estimations of user opinions due to increased
user activity, such as multiple posts. Moreover, this allowed us to estimate the open-
mindedness of a higher percentage of users, since we need two contiguous opinions
for the methodology detailed in Section The users” six-monthly political lean-
ing scores, denoted as L, s, are computed as the average value of the monthly post
leaning for each user u participating in the discussions during each semester s. The
calculation is performed using Equation (8.1), aggregating over a semester s instead
of a month m. Here, P, s represents the set of posts shared by user u in each semester
s. The resulting L, s values range from 0 to 1 and are discretized into three inter-
vals: L, s < 0.4 for Democrats, L, s > 0.6 for Republicans, and 0.4 < L, s < 0.6 for
Moderates, as already done in [164]. This third label is used to identify users with
a political position that does not align exclusively with either the Democratic or Re-
publican party. After the data collection and pre-processing, interaction structures
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were built from the Reddit discussions, using both snapshot graphs and snapshot
hypergraphs modeling frameworks and a semester as a time window to aggregate
data.

Graph definition

Each snapshot network denoted as G, is constructed as an undirected weighted
graph. The graph consists of a set of nodes, V;, where each node represents a user
who participated in the discussion at time s. Users participate in the discussion by
posting or commenting on other users’ posts. An edge (u, v) is present between two
users if they have commented on each other’s posts. Additionally, each node in the
network has an attribute representing their political leaning, denoted as L, ;.

The weight of each edge (u,v) is represented by an integer number, w;(u,v),
indicating the number of interactions (reciprocal comments) between users u and v
during semester s.

Gun control dataset
Interval | Nodes | Edges | Avg Cl. Coeff. | Avg Deg. | N. Comp. | Density
01-072017 | 833 4044 0.1898 9.7095 8 0.01167
07-122017 | 847 3925 0.1687 9.268 6 0.010955
01-072018 | 1054 | 3942 0.1363 7.4800 4 0.0071
07-122018 | 985 3478 0.1090 7.0619 16 0.0072
01-072019 | 1046 | 3601 0.0904 6.8853 6 0.006589

TABLE 8.2: Snapshots graph properties for the Gun Control dataset for each time window

Minority dataset
Interval | Nodes | Edges | Avg Cl. Coeff. | Avg Deg. | N. Comp. | Density
01-072017 | 1040 | 3765 0.214 7.240 3 0.00697
07-122017 | 1004 | 3465 0.200 6.902 5 0.00688
01-072018 | 1170 | 3832 0.185 6.550 5 0.0056
07-122018 | 1113 | 3594 0.161 6.458 6 0.0058
01-072019 | 1126 | 3405 0.154 6.048 5 0.00538

TABLE 8.3: Snapshots graph properties for the Minority dataset for each time window

Politics dataset
Interval | Nodes | Edges | Avg Cl. Coeff. | Avg Deg. | N. Comp. | Density
01-07 2017 917 2525 0.165 5.507 4 0.0060
07-12 2017 746 1816 0.149 4.869 10 0.0065
01-07 2018 825 2179 0.138 5.282 5 0.0064
07-12 2018 775 1787 0.124 4.612 5 0.0059
01-07 2019 686 1411 0.098 4114 11 0.0060

TABLE 8.4: Snapshots graph properties for the Politics dataset for each time window

In tables and we summarized the networks’ characteristics for each
dataset during the five intervals.

During this period, the number of users increases, allowing insights into the evo-
lution of users” political leanings L, ;. More than 60% of users are present across
consecutive months, which is essential for computing the open-mindedness level.
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For the Gun Control and Minorities datasets, the number of nodes steadily in-
creases over time, indicating increased user engagement in discussions related to
these controversial topics during the Trump era. Significant events, such as the Park-
land mass shooting in February 2018, may have influenced user participation, as
evidenced by a sudden increase in users in the third semester of the Gun Control
dataset.

For what concerns the opinion distribution of the population within each
semester, the Gun Control and Minorities datasets demonstrate a roughly uniform
distribution, with a good proportion of Republicans, Democrats, and Moderates. In
the Politics dataset, instead, the distribution is skewed, exhibiting a low proportion
of Republican users participating in the discussions, compared to the other two po-
litical leanings.

Hypergraph Definition

The same datasets introduced in the previous paragraph were also modeled using
the (snapshot) hypergraph framework, as presented in Section[2.1.2} The nodes and
their opinion variables remain the same, as do the temporal intervals of six months
each, resulting in five hypergraph snapshots.

Leveraging the original temporal networks, the hypergraph structure is inferred
by means of all the maximal cliques [66]. In this way, the hyperedge becomes the
context of interaction of the nodes included in it, highlighting the multiplicity of
points of view that simultaneously participate in the discussion. Most hyperedges
include few nodes, indicating that the contexts of interactions analyzed are mostly
small. The majority of nodes are included in less than 25 hyperedges for the Gun
Control dataset and less than 10 for the other two datasets.

Not every hyperedge links the same number of nodes, so an insight into the
distribution of the hyperedge dimension is shown in figure [8.6| respectively for Gun
Control, Minorities, and Politics dataset.

Gun control Minority Politics
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—— Democrat Democrat —— Democrat
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FIGURE 8.6: Node degree distributions for each dataset (Gun control, Minority and Politics)
in the hypergraphs.

8.2.3 Results

In the following, we present and discuss the outcomes gained by employing the
methodology described in Section and Section on each of the datasets
presented in Section

From our analysis, it emerges that regardless of the type of underlying struc-
ture employed to model discussions and regardless of the topic discussed (at least
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FIGURE 8.7: open-mindedness Distributions. In the left column, we plot results obtained

with the methodology described in Section [8.2.T) on the data described in Section[8.2.2] In

the right column, we plot results obtamed w1th the methodology described in Section|8.1.1

on the data described in Section[8.2.2] Colors refer to political leaning as estimated with the

procedure of Section[8.1.3} blue indlcates Democrats, green Moderates, and red Republicans.

Each row represents a dataset (from top to bottom): Gun Control, Minority Regulation, and
Politics.

while remaining in the realm of controversial discussions), Reddit users are over-
all “close-minded” — which may drive the users towards more polarized point of
views — although this does not emerge from the temporal evolution of the opinion
distribution in these datasets.

As we can see from Figure|8.7, the median CBis steadily below 0.35, which is the
known threshold for consensus, for what concerns the model as described in [54].

More specifically, in the Gun Control dataset, Moderates are the most close-
minded group in both configurations, but their CB is lower in the hypergraph, with
a mean value of 0.2 and a narrower interquartile range. This tendency of having a
lower - median - CB in the hypergraph configuration is present in all datasets. The
lowest (median) CB values in the graph framework are always from Democrats or
Republicans, while in the hypergraph, the lowest values are from the Moderates.
In the Minority dataset, only Republicans show similar behaviors in both configu-
rations. Democrats are the least close-minded, followed by Republicans and then
Moderates. The hypergraph configuration shows a higher CB level. In the Politics
dataset, the trends of the three political leanings are very similar in both configura-
tions, i.e., the median CB presents a u-shaped evolution in the four semesters, and in
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FIGURE 8.8: User-level standard deviation of CB for both Hypergraph (left column) and
Graph (right column) frameworks.

particular, in the last semester, the third quartile is above 0.5. This may be due to the
fact that — in this specific subreddit — the republican population is a minority and,
over time, is less and less strongly anchored to its political leaning and “opens its
mind” to evolve towards more moderate positions. The hypergraph configuration
produces higher CB values and a higher level of estimated opinion error. Over-
all, the hypergraph configuration tends to produce higher values of CB and estima-
tion error compared to the network configuration. This is attributed to the context
of group interactions modeled by the hyperedges, which amplify the influence of
nodes with more distant opinions during the opinion estimation process.

The higher-order approach confirms results obtained in Section [8.1| on the sta-
bility of the distributions over time: despite changing the modeling framework and
the time-window for aggregating data, we can see from Figure [8.7| (left column) that
subpopulations (by political leaning) tend to show the same open-mindedness dis-
tribution over time.

One may ask if this stable behavior depends on user-level stability or not: as
showed in Figureusers have a low temporal variability with respect to CB, which
suggests that users with a higher threshold tend to maintain such level of open-
mindedness over time, and the same applies to users with a lower threshold. This
confirms the insights described in Section 8.1}

An interesting finding of this analysis is that open-mindedness and homophily
— computed as the mean variance of the opinions on the hyperedges each user par-
ticipates in — are not correlated (the Pearson correlation coefficient is 0.04), i.e., en-
gaging with a more diverse context does not affect having a higher (or lower) open-
mindedness.
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This encourages the idea that open-mindedness — or, one may say, influencia-
bility — is a cognitive feature that plays a role in the process of opinion change of
individuals, regardless of their tendencies to select narrower or broader contexts of
interactions, i.e., having homophilic or heterophilic discussions, in a given period of
time.

A necessary step in the procedures in Sections and is the estimation
of the user’s opinion at time t + 1 to compute CB. In the analysis across various
datasets, we observed a distinct pattern of estimation errors between the hypergraph
and graph frameworks. The estimation error of x, (t + 1) is computed as the absolute
value of the difference between the node u observed opinion and the estimated node
opinion (Algorithm [3|line). The hypergraph framework, which inherently captures
higher-order interactions, yielded higher estimation errors across all datasets: gun-
control (0.084), minority (0.065), and politics (0.046). On the other hand, the graph
framework, which encapsulates pairwise interactions, demonstrated lower estima-
tion errors for the same datasets: guncontrol (0.061), minority (0.054), and politics
(0.04). This discrepancy in estimation errors could be attributed to the inherent com-
plexity of the hypergraph framework, which may not always provide a more accu-
rate representation of the unfolding of social influence in online discussions. The
graph framework, despite its higher simplicity, appears to be more effective in this
context, possibly due to its ability to capture the essential dynamics of the discus-
sions without the added complexity of higher-order interactions. However, it is im-
portant to note that these results do not undermine the potential of the hypergraph
framework in modeling complex social phenomena. Rather, they highlight the need
for further research to refine the application of hypergraphs in the field of computa-
tional social sciences, particularly in the context of online social networks, opinion
dynamics, and polarization.

8.2.4 Conclusions

In this Section, we used a data-driven approach to estimate the level of individ-
ual open-mindedness in different controversial debates on Reddit about U.S. poli-
tics. The data collected covers three main discussion topics: gun control legislation,
minority discrimination, and general socio-politics arguments. The data is orga-
nized in two different network structures: graphs (pairwise interactions) and hyper-
graphs (high-order interactions). The work aims to estimate the confidence bound
CB, which represents the maximum opinion distance between users” opinions for
active interaction between them, from real interaction data. The results show that
the majority of Reddit users are closed-minded, with the Moderates being the most
closed-minded subpopulation and Republicans surprisingly showing an increase in
open-mindedness in the case of discussing Political topics. Most results confirm in-
sights already obtained in Section

8.3 From models to data to models: understanding real opin-
ion dynamics on Twitter

This last section focuses on a key aspect that brings together the culmination of our
research efforts. The aim here was to bridge a noticeable gap in the existing research
by creating a synthesis of the entire doctoral study.
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Our main goal was to gain a comprehensive understanding of how opinions
evolve in complex social networks, with a focus on the interplay between algorith-
mic biases, bounded confidence, and real network structures.

In Chapter 5| we developed a novel opinion dynamics model, namely the ABMM
Model. We also came up with a novel approach to estimate an important parameter
of this model — namely the confidence bound (¢) — with a particular emphasis on
making it adaptable to individual users in Section

Despite employing the proposed methodology for descriptive purposes —i.e., to
analyze the user-level distribution of open-mindedness in online political discus-
sions — the potential impact of such an approach was not fully exploited in the pre-
viously described case studies.

In this last section, we decided to use the methodology in Section[8.1.Tto calibrate
a heterogeneous version of the ABMM Model.

Our case study revolved around the Euro 2020 “taking the knee” controversy —a
polarizing subject widely discussed in mass media and social networks, with distinct
narratives. Our investigation aimed to unravel the phenomenon where intensely
polarized debates gradually transition into depolarization over time.

8.3.1 Dataset and Methods

The dataset used in this study spans approximately one month, from June 10th to
July 13th, during which the EURO2020 matches were played. To focus our analysis
on relevant conversations, we applied hashtag-based filtering, targeting discussions
related to Italy’s matches, the tournament itself, and the topic of taking the knee.
This filtering process yielded a collection of 38,908 tweets authored by 16,235 unique
users.

We adopted a hashtag-based approach to infer Twitter users” opinions regarding
taking the knee during EURO 2020. A manual annotation process was employed
to classify 2,304 hashtags from the dataset. Each hashtag was assigned a numerical
value based on its alignment with the pro or against stance, with &3 indicating a
clear position, 1 indicating a close association, and 0 assigned to neutral or irrele-
vant hashtags. We calculated the non-neutral hashtag values within each tweet by
averaging its classification value (C;). Similarly, for each user (1), we computed their
overall classification value (C,) by averaging the classification values of their tweets.
To facilitate integration with our opinion dynamics model, the initial pro/against
scores, ranging from —3 to 3, were normalized to a range of [0,1]. Additionally,
we discretized the leanings into three categories: ”"Pro” (if C, < 0.4), "Against”
(if C, > 0.6), and "Neutral” otherwise, encompassing users with highly polarized
viewpoints.

From the collected data, we constructed an undirected attributed temporal net-
work, where nodes represent users and edges capture their interactions, including
retweets, mentions, quotes, and replies. The resulting network comprises 15,378
nodes and 36,496 edges. To serve as initial and final states for validating our model,
we divided the network into two snapshots: the first corresponding to the group
stage and round-of-16, and the second representing the period from the quarterfi-
nals to the final. This division was chosen based on specific reasons that will be
further specified. As our model does not consider the temporal evolution of links,
we retained only the nodes present in both snapshots. The temporal element was
disregarded, resulting in two undirected snapshot networks: Gy, with nodes labeled
according to their leaning in the first period, and G;, with nodes labeled according
to their leaning in the second period. This simplification aligns with our model’s
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assumption of a static network. The two snapshot graphs consist of 2,925 users
(approximately 20% of the total) and 9,081 edges. Notably, the giant connected com-
ponent comprises 2,894 nodes and 9,054 edges.

Experiments on real data

The experiments were carried out with the following parameters:

* The underlying network structure is G: each node u in the interaction network
is an agent i and each leaning C, in G is an opinion x; with x; € [0, 1].

* We tested both homogeneous and heterogeneous bounded confidence levels.
For homogeneous values we considerede € {0.2,0.3,0.4}; for heterogeneous
values, each agent i is assigned with a level of bounded confidence €; obtained
applying the procedure in Section Algorithm [3|to Gy, G;.

* The parameter p,, takes values of either 0.0 (in the absence of mass media, the
model becomes the Algorithmic Bias Model with heterogeneous €) or 0.5.

¢ The parameter -y varies in the range of [0.0, 1.5] with increments of 0.5; for
v = 0.0, we obtain the Deffuant-Weisbuch model with heterogeneous €.

* The parameter y is set to 0.5, i.e., when two agents interact, they adopt their
average opinion.

e The maximum number of iterations is set at 10°.

¢ Simulations terminate when the maximum opinion change remains below a
threshold of 0.01 for at least 500 consecutive iterations.

We performed a comprehensive analysis to examine the influence of different
scenarios on opinion evolution. Our investigation encompassed five distinct media
landscapes:

* One mass media with opinion x,, = avg(pro) = 0.28
e One mass media with opinion x,, = avg(neutral) = 0.49
* One mass media with opinion x,, = avg(against) = 0.87

* Two mass media with opinions x,1 = avg(pro) = 028 and x,2 =
avg(against) = 0.87

 Three mass media with opinions x,,; = avg(pro) = 0.28, x,» = avg(against) =
0.87 and x,,3 = avg(neutral) = 0.49

Since in these experiments every agent i has a different level of bounded confi-
dence €;, to account for parameter heterogeneity, we applied the opinion change rule
of the Algorithmic Bias Model with Mass Media in the following way:

o if dij < €; xi(t+1) = (xz-(t) —f-Xj(t))/Z
o if di]‘ < €j x]‘(t-i— 1) = (xi(t) +X]‘(t))/2

e ififd;; > €; & d;j > €; nothing happens
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i.e., a heterogeneous version of the baseline model.

Since we performed only one run per scenario, it is not feasible to compute the
same metrics used in the mean-field analysis. Therefore, we choose to compare the
simulation outcomes under various conditions on the real network with the actual
opinion values in G;. This allows for a direct assessment of the simulation results
against the empirical opinion data at the specified time point. Specifically, we con-
ducted one simulation for each scenario and compared the results with G; by exam-
ining the final states. To assess polarization and the presence of echo chambers in
both real data and simulation outcomes, we adopted the approach presented in [43].

These plots provide insights into the formation of echo chambers within an in-
teraction network by analyzing the behavior of individual nodes in relation to their
neighbors” behavior. As in [43], we measure polarization in our simulation results
based on the correlation between a user’s leaning and the average leaning of their
nearest neighbors (ego network).

8.3.2 Results: Algorithmic bias depolarizes discussion on EURO2020
“taking the knee” controversy

apinion

(B) G (C) pm =05,v =15, (D) pm =05, =15,
X = 0.87 X = 0.28

FIGURE 8.9: Joint distribution of the opinion of users and average leaning of their neigh-
borhood. We display the first snapshot Gy (initial matches) (A); the second snapshot G;
(quarter-finals to final) (B); the final state of the simulation of the Algorithmic Bias Model
with Mass Media and Heterogeneous Confidence Bounds with p,, = 0.5, v = 1.5 and
xu = 0.87(C); and the final state of the simulation of the Algorithmic Bias Model with Mass
Media and Heterogeneous Confidence Bounds with p,; = 0.5, ¥ = 1.5 and x,,, = 0.28(D).

Despite trying to capture possible real dynamics with mathematical models of
opinion formation, such synthetic settings may fail to capture peculiar characteris-
tics of real networks, e.g., scale-free degree distributions and modular structures, but
also polarized initial conditions, which may characterize discussions around contro-
versial topics. Such diverse conditions may lead to different conclusions than the
ones obtained in the mean-field case. For this reason, we exploited an empirical net-
work collected from Twitter during EURO2020, where Italian users expressed their
stances on the controversy around taking the knee in favor of the Black Lives Matter
protests [31]. We simulated our model using this network as a starting condition
(both topology and initial opinion distribution) for different values of the model’s
parameters.

Our findings suggest that consensus may be reached in the final state when con-
sidering a homogeneous confidence threshold in scenarios with no media present or
only a single media source. Even if such results are not averaged over multiple runs,
these results may imply that scale-free degree distributions and modular topologies
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enhance consensus when the population has a homogeneous level of bounded con-
fidence that is not lower than 0.2. However, an exception arises when there are no
media sources, and a parameter value of y=1.5 is applied. In this case, the final
opinion distribution becomes fragmented, characterized by two main clusters cen-
tered around the average leaning of the “pro” faction and the average leaning of the
“against” faction. In this case, the bias may be too strong for users to converge to-
ward a common opinion. When two polarized media sources are introduced, opin-
ions are concentrated around a moderate opinion in the final distributions. It ex-
hibits a Gaussian shape, suggesting that the population tends to converge towards
a common opinion in this case too. However, the presence of polarized media may
keep users leaning toward more extreme positions. Adding a “moderate” media
to this scenario, our observations reveal that the final opinion distribution remains
symmetric and peaked around the center of the opinion spectrum. However, the
distribution variance decreases compared to the previous scenario, i.e., people tend
to homologate even more around a single opinion value, and variability is reduced.
Furthermore, as the bias (y) increases, the variance continues to decrease, and for
v = 1.0, a single main opinion cluster emerges in the final state. Nevertheless, if the
bias increases, e.g., v = 1.5, the final distribution splits into distinct opinion clusters
centered around the media opinion. Moreover, since assumptions of homogeneous
parameters are considered unrealistic, we exploited a methodology developed in
Section to estimate user-level open-mindedness (¢;) and simulated a heteroge-
neous extension of our model.

As displayed in Figure[8.9(A), users were embedded into echo chambers around
pro and against stances on the discussion during the first two matches. However,
when considering the period from the quarter-finals to the final (Figure [8.9(B)), the
same users are mainly clustered around positions in favor of kneeling, and polar-
ization appears to be reduced. Simulations of our model, which exploits the first
network as initial conditions of the simulations and accounts for heterogeneous lev-
els of the confidence threshold estimated from the data according to the procedure in
Section appear to confirm some of the insights offered by the mean-field anal-
ysis on the complete network with homogeneous parameters. The main conclusion
that also holds in a real setting is that the algorithmic bias favors opinion fragmen-
tation but, in doing so, helps to reduce the level of polarization of the network (see
Figure C) and (D)) when there is an external source (or even a highly influential
user) promoting one stance over the other. However, the setting that better captures
the real opinion evolution can be seen in Figure [8.9(D), where a stubborn agent is
promoting a fixed opinion aligned with the stance in favor of players “taking the
knee”. However, in Figure [8.9(C), where the media is aligned with the opposite
stance, the community that becomes less polarized is the other one, differently from
the real situation.

8.3.3 Conclusions

Real network structures, characterized by scale-free degree distributions, modular
structures, and polarized initial conditions, clearly impact the results of the dynam-
ics of the present model. When open-mindedness is homogeneous across the popu-
lation, users tend to converge towards a single opinion value, which depends on the
initial average opinion and the opinion promoted by a single media. When the me-
dia landscape is more heterogeneous, i.e., media supporting two opposite stances,
the population still tends to conform to a moderate stance. However, the final distri-
bution has a higher variability, with some users maintaining more extreme leanings.
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Such variability is reduced when the media landscape actively promotes more mod-
erate stances. In the case study, cognitive biases do not play a role in the result of the
dynamics, while the role of the algorithmic bias remains the same as in the baseline
model. However, when inferring open-mindedness levels from empirical data and
using the real distribution of the parameter to simulate the model, results show a
final polarization distribution closer to the real ones, and the depolarizing role of
the algorithmic bias emerges. Specifically, the real final state is well approximated
by the setting where there is a recommender system biasing interactions and a mass
media promoting an opinion aligned with the “pro-taking-the-knee” faction.
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Conclusion

In the conclusion of this thesis, we circle back to our original aim: to unravel the
complex interplay between biases (Section and network effects (Chapter [2) in
the process of opinion formation and diffusion (Chapter 3) within online social net-
works. Our approach to reaching this goal was twofold.

In all Chapters of Part II, we developed new models of opinion dynamics, tai-
lored for the specific characteristics of such online environments and their possible
polluted nature. We simulated the long-term outcomes of these dynamics. In partic-
ular, we focused on studying the interplay of algorithmic bias, skewing interactions
towards like-minded individuals, with complex network structures, to understand
if scale-freeness or mesoscale structures impact the process of opinion formation dif-
ferently (Chapter[6). The novelty of this work is not on the developed model — which
is the same as [204] — but the analysis of the role of the underlying structure and the
study of the role of initial condition (of both opinions and structure) on Polarization
and Echo Chamber phenomena.

In Chapter [/, we encompassed the idea of an inevitable interplay between the
process unfolding on the population (opinion evolution) and the dynamics of the
population (the evolution of the social network structure), especially online social
networks, allowing greater freedom to users with respect to the offline world, are
characterized by bubbles of similar individuals connecting and interacting. The AAB
Model simulates this mechanism with a simple rewiring rule: when two agents inter-
act and “disagree”, they can rewire their link toward a like-minded individual. The
same Chapter also explores the role of peer-pressure in such biased environments.
The ABSC Model incorporates the idea of a majority pressuring a single individual
to conform using the Simplicial Complex framework as the underlying structure,
where network triads become 2-simplexes. Unsurprisingly, this higher pressure to-
wards conformity enhances consensus despite the polarizing power of the biases
interplaying in the process. Although purely theoretical, such models incorporate
elements of realism that can help researchers, policymakers, and platform owners
reason about the unintended harmful effects caused by online behaviors and adopt
countermeasures to avoid them.

In Chapter |5, we developed an extension of [204], namely the ABMM Model,
to investigate the role of external agents, possibly (in)voluntarily steering the dy-
namics towards a desired goal. We analyzed different media landscape and their
effects on the final state of the population (employing a mean-field approach in
the present Chapter); the results led us to re-discuss the positive/negative mean-
ings normally given to the role of bias (cognitive and algorithmic) and consen-
sus/polarization/fragmentation states, showing how by changing external condi-
tions, a previously undesirable outcome can become desirable. Despite the novelty
of this work, a necessary advancement is to investigate the impact of different types
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of media sources on opinion formation and dissemination. This thesis has demon-
strated the strong influence of media on individual opinions. However, not all media
sources are created equal. Future research could explore how the credibility, bias, or
type of media source (e.g., mainstream media vs. social media) affects the opinion
dynamics in online environments.

The role of social Al in shaping online opinion dynamics is a critical finding of
this thesis. This underscores the need for future research on developing Al algo-
rithms that promote diversity of opinions and prevent the formation of echo cham-
bers. This could involve exploring Al bias mitigation techniques, such as fairness-
aware machine learning or differential privacy. Additionally, there is a need for
methods to evaluate the fairness and transparency of Al algorithms. How can we
ensure that these algorithms are not inadvertently contributing to the polarization
of opinions?

Part III surveys methodologies developed using an existing opinion dynamics
model (the Deffuant-Weisbuch model [54]) to estimate user-level time-aware distri-
butions of open-mindedness in real online discussions. In Chapter 8| we detail two
different methodologies for the Graph (Section[8.1.1) and Hypergraph (Section[8.2.1)
frameworks, and we show three different case studies on different datasets from
Reddit and Twitter to understand the generalizability of our results and provide
more robust conclusions.

The first two case studies respond to a desire to analyze the role of open-
mindedness within polarized discussions on notoriously controversial issues.
Specifically, we decided to study discussions of a political nature on Reddit (focusing
on the US) and to go on to understand the distribution of open-mindedness within
such populations, modeling the interactions (post-comments) as both networks and
hypergraphs. The results obtained are, of course, not generalizable — they depend
on the platform, topic, time window, and even the methodology chosen — however,
they lay a first building block for the development of methods that take advantage
of the simplicity and interpretability of opinion dynamics models to interpret real
phenomena. The last section of this part (Section closes the loop that forms the
idea behind this thesis: being able to create a feedback-loop between models and
data to try to explain real phenomena. Again, clearly, we cannot say that the results
are generalizable beyond the specific case study, but — building on the methodology
developed in Section 8.1/ and the model developed in Chapter [5— we simulated a
heterogeneous version of the ABMM Model using as initial conditions those of a real
Twitter discussion around the protests concerning the Black Lives Matter movement
during the 2020 Europeans. Simulations of the model calibrated with real data show
that the presence of a recommendation algorithm and an external force proposing
a single opinion are the most likely conditions explaining the real evolution of the
dynamics.

While this thesis work presents innovative and strong elements that contribute to
advancing opinion dynamics models and studying human behavior in online social
environments, it is important to acknowledge that there are also some limitations. In
addition to the specific limitations discussed in each chapter, we will briefly outline
some general limitations that apply to the entire work. It is worth noting that while
data-driven elements are present, this work primarily focuses on modeling a spe-
cific class of models. This decision was made because these models are particularly
suited to the goals of the work. However, it is important to acknowledge that there is
no empirical evidence to suggest that they are the best possible models for studying
offline and online human behavior. A comparison with other classes of models may
offer a more comprehensive perspective, allowing the reader to distinguish which
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results are generalizable and which are dependent on the specific characteristics of
the model. One potential direction for future research is to delve deeper into the
role of individual characteristics in shaping online opinion dynamics. While this
thesis has focused on the collective behavior of individuals in online environments,
there is a need to understand how individual differences contribute to these dynam-
ics. For instance, how do personality traits, cognitive biases, or demographic factors
influence an individual’s susceptibility to conform to the dominant opinion? How
do these individual characteristics interact with the social and technological factors
identified in this thesis? It is important to acknowledge that the thesis presents data-
driven work. However, the framework for calibrating and validating the models
through real data presented may benefit from further development to increase its
depth and generalizability to other models and case studies. This aspect needs fun-
damental improvement. One limitation of data-driven studies is that the evolution
of a population’s views is a slow process (beyond special cases such as might have
been the one presented in Section [8.3), whose effects may only be observed in the
long run. How do opinions change as individuals interact with different people or
are exposed to different information over time? How do echo chambers and po-
larization develop and persist in the long run? Conducting longitudinal studies on
the evolution of opinions rather than limiting ourselves to relatively short periods
may be necessary. Longitudinal studies can be essential to understanding the long-
term effects of changes in opinion. However, collecting and analyzing such a large
amount of data can pose inherent difficulties.

In conclusion, this thesis has comprehensively explored opinion dynamics in on-
line environments. It has revealed the complex interplay of individual behaviors,
social interactions, and Al algorithms in shaping these dynamics. Understanding
these processes will be crucial in fostering healthy and productive online discourse
as we navigate the digital age. The journey may be challenging, but the potential re-
wards - a more inclusive, diverse, and balanced online world - are worth the effort.
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