
©Copyright JASSS

 

Shuguang Suo and Yu Chen (2008)

The Dynamics of Public Opinion in Complex Networks
Journal of Artificial Societies and Social Simulation vol. 11, no. 4 2

<http://jasss.soc.surrey.ac.uk/11/4/2.html>

For information about citing this article, click here

Received: 22-May-2006    Accepted: 10-Jul-2008    Published: 31-Oct-2008

Abstract

This paper studies the problem of public opinion formation and concentrates on the interplays
among three factors: individual attributes, environmental influences and information flow. We
present a simple model to analyze the dynamics of four types of networks. Our simulations suggest
that regular communities establish not only local consensus, but also global diversity in public
opinions. However, when small world networks, random networks, or scale-free networks model
social relationships, the results are sensitive to the elasticity coefficient of environmental influences
and the average connectivity of the type of network. For example, a community with a higher
average connectivity has a higher probability of consensus. Yet, it is misleading to predict results
merely based on the characteristic path length of networks. In the process of changing
environmental influences and average connectivity, sensitive areas are discovered in the system.
By sensitive areas we mean that interior randomness emerges and we cannot predict unequivocally
how many opinions will remain upon reaching equilibrium. We also investigate the role of
authoritative individuals in information control. While enhancing average connectivity facilitates
the diffusion of the authoritative opinion, it makes individuals subject to disturbance from non-
authorities as well. Thus, a moderate average connectivity may be preferable because then the
public will most likely form an opinion that is parallel with the authoritative one. In a community
with a scale-free structure, the influence of authoritative individuals keeps constant with the
change of the average connectivity. Provided that the influence of individuals is proportional to the
number of their acquaintances, the smallest percentage of authorities is required for a controlled
consensus in a scale free network. This study shows that the dynamics of public opinion varies
from community to community due to the different degree of impressionability of people and the
distinct social network structure of the community.
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 Introduction

1.1
In recent years, a large number of agent-based models have been built in order to explore
consensus and opinion dynamics. For example, the pioneering papers of Galam and Moscovici
(1991a; 1991b) proposed the first consensus models based on Ising model. Axelrod (1997) built an
agent-based adaptive model to study the dissemination of culture and revealed that local
convergence could generate global polarization. The Snazdj model (Stauffer 2001; Stauffer 2002a;
Stauffer 2002b) and rumors model (Galam 2003) can also be cited as seminal models in this area.
In addition, the research on complex networks, driven by the groundwork of Watts and Strogatz
(1998) and Barabási and Albert (1999), has become a vibrant area in academia. Many physicists
and social scientists apply networks theories and methodologies in a variety of social issues (e.g.
Watts 2002, Jones and Handcock 2003, Stauffer and Meyer-Ortmanns 2003, Galam 2002, Amblard
and Deffuant 2004, and Tassier 2004). However, there are so far few agent-based models that
formulate opinion dynamics by combining theories of complex networks.

1.2
In this study we are primarily interested in how the dynamics of public opinion formation performs
in the context of complex networks. For instance, our study is interested in determining whether:
People choose to applaud to stand or just keep sitting at the end of a brilliant concert; senior
undergraduates choose to get a job, or enroll in graduate school either at home or abroad; people
do or do not jump on the bandwagon when a new fashion appears (Leibenstein 1950). Although
the opinion of an individual seems to be trivial, the aggregation of them (that is, the public
opinion) is indeed worth being studied because new properties at a system level arise out of the
interactions at an element level (Holland 1998). We deem that figuring out the driving factors
behind these decisions or choices may shed new light on understanding the mechanism of public
opinion formation.

1.3
Sociologists regard the formation of public opinion as the result of social interactions and
communication (Powel 1951). It is noted that public opinion formation is distinguished from
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collective decision making in many studies (e.g. Moscovici and Doise 1992). Therefore public
opinion formation is not defined by either discussion or persuasion that attempts to achieve a
consensus or the principle that the minority should subordinate to the majority. Instead, in public
opinion formation, individuals' opinions only reflect the wills of themselves mainly because it is
impractical for thousands of people widely spread in a vast (i.e. countrywide) area to come
together to discuss specific issues. Based on this comparison, we summarize the common
characteristics of public opinion formation and propose a simple model for public opinion
formation without persuasion. It does not aim at an exact description of reality. Instead, by doing
some crude approximations, the model focuses on highlighting essential features of an otherwise
very complex phenomenon.

1.4
The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In section 2, we introduce the factors affecting
public opinion formation. In section 3, we give a basic description of our model and a detailed
analysis of its simulations. We offer concluding comments in Section 4.

Factors affecting public opinions

2.1
In order to fully understand the complexity of factors that attribute to public opinion formation, we
contextualize the discussion of the model by proposing a theoretical framework, in which the roles
of individual attributes, environmental influences and information flow are examined. The
framework serves as the underpinning of our model when constructing parameters and hypotheses.

Individual attributes

2.2
In any social system individuals are diverse and complex. We rely on Jager's (2000) definition of
the micro-level driving factors of human and we assume that the following individual attributes
affect the formation of individual opinions:

Value orientation. The value orientation, defined as preference for a particular distribution of
outcomes for oneself and others, is an important behavior-determining factor in social
systems (Messick and McClintock 1968; McClintock 1978). For instance, idiosyncratic
preferences inculcated in each person by the culture, lead a person to be personally inclined
to opt, for example, for a positive rather than a negative attitude (Amaro de Matos 2004).
Needs. People make decisions to meet their various needs: subsistence, protection, affection,
understanding, participation, leisure, creation, identity and freedom (Max-Neef 1992). The
combination of needs and the opportunity of fulfilling these needs results in a level of need
satisfaction, which motivates individuals to pursue certain opportunities.
Ability. People have physical, financial, and social resources that are governable to meet
their needs. People's ability to use these resources determines their behavioral control over
various opportunities. People consider their available resources comprehensively and make
benefit-and-loss analysis with given limitations (of computation, of information, and so on).
Emotion. People make choices not only by evaluating the consequences and their probability
of occurring, but also and even sometimes primarily at a gut or emotional level (Bechara
2004). At high emotional intensity, there are discontinuous "jumps" in the behavior (Bosman
et al 2006).
Personality. Extraversion and agreeableness are personality factors affecting the behaviors of
individual decision making (Koole et al 2001). Other factors, like risk preference, are also
important. A risk-taking individual may be adventurous in the process of making choices,
while a risk-averse one is cautious when taking actions.

Environmental influences

2.3
Human existence cannot be separated from the environment where human beings live. In this
study, we divide environmental influences into two levels:

1. Macro-level environmental influences include technology, economy, demography
(population), institutions and culture (Vlek 1995) and thus affect individual behaviors. Even
in a setting of no direct interaction between individuals, there is a chance that the individuals
face significant and perhaps even coercive social pressure to conform (Amaro de Matos
2004). A leader, a societal majority or other non-tangible factors, may influence the
direction of everybody's attitude. For example, individuals may decide to buy Coca Cola
rather than Pepsi Cola simply because they are big fans of one movie star who likes to drink
Coca Cola.

Global or top-down control is often used when building a multi-agents model. What we
mean by top-down control (Sanderson 2000) is not to manipulate the rules of individual
behaviors, but instead use global information to govern. Alfred W. Hubler (2005)
demonstrated the advantage of considering both patterns of information process — bottom-
up and top-down, in comprehending the emerging patterns and dynamics. Although he
demonstrated his theory through a model of the competition of plant seedlings for sunlight
and water, it remains applicable and relevant to how society functions.

2. Micro-level environmental influences are defined as the interactions between neighbors or
acquaintances at a local level. Neighborhood effects carry significant influences on many
behavioral outcomes, such as criminal activity, drug and alcohol use, childbearing out of
wedlock, schooling and church attendance (Case and Katz 1991). Local interactions models
in economics highlight how agents' preferences, information, choices or outcomes are
directly affected by other agents' behavior and are not, as commonly believed, mediated
primarily by markets (Conley and Topa 2003).These local interplays are subject to
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individuals' expectations and from their long-term learning and adaptation (Holland 1996).
At this point, we do not think the issue of public opinion formation falls into the field of
game theory, because traditional game theory often assumes that players have knowledge of
the entire environmental structure and of other players' decision making process (Sato et al.
2004).

Information flow

2.4
Flow is considered a fundamental concept in complex adaptive systems. Three types of flow are
identified: material flow, energy flow and information flow. Nevertheless, not all flow presents
simultaneously in a single system. For example, in Holland's echo model (1996), only material
flow and information flow coexist. Since in the context of public opinion formation, few elements
of material flow or energy flow are observed among individuals or between individuals and the
environment, in our study, we merely take into account information flow.

2.5
In order to fully imagine information flow, it is often depicted visually through its topological
properties, which ultimately helps us understand the pattern of information flow. On the largest
scale, the collectivity of individuals (e.g. a community, a city or a nation) can be viewed as a giant
network; within this giant network, a "link" is the acquaintanceship between two persons. In fact,
research shows that the topological properties of a social network considerably affect its function
and overall organization (Vazquez et al. 2004; Weisbuch et al. 2005). Small world networks can
be highly clustered, like regular networks, yet they have small characteristic path lengths, like
random graphs (Watts and Strogatz 1998). Scale-free networks differ from lattices by the
inhomogeneity of connectivity and by their smaller diameters. In social networks, the
characteristic path length refers to the total average length of shortest paths between two
individuals. If the network structure of a community is parallel to a regular network, information
transferring tends to be slow within the neighborhood; if it is parallel to a random network,
information travels rapidly and widely; if it is analogous to a small world network or a scale free
network — such as the collaboration graph of film actors (Watts and Strogatz 1998; Barabási et al.
1999), information can also diffuse rapidly, yet most information diffusion takes place within a
limited neighborhood.

2.6
Furthermore, the information flow in public opinion formation should be distinguished from
informational cascade that has been observed in a number of conformity models (Bikhchandani et
al 1992; Kawaguchi 2004). An informational cascade occurs when it is optimal for an individual,
having observed the actions of those ahead of him, to follow the behavior of the preceding
individual without regard to his own information (Bikhchandani et al. 1992). The problem of
utilizing informational cascade models to explain public opinion formation is three-fold. First, in
public opinion formation decisions do not have to be made sequentially. Second, in public opinion
formation, people do not ignore choices of those behind them. Third, people in public opinion
formation can change their opinions every moment during the process.

The model

3.1
To visualize the problem of public opinion formation in a simple manner, we develop a simple
computational model. It aims, by making crude approximations, to discover certain essential
aspects of opinion dynamics. Our model is based on two hypotheses:

1. The social environment is homogeneous for everyone. In other words, each agent shares the
same macro-level environment.

2. No discussion and persuasion are considered in the process of public opinion formation. By
making this hypothesis, we distinguish our model from collective decision models.

Basic descriptions

3.2
We consider a population of N (For clarity, N=900) interacting agents. Many earlier models, such
as the Ising model (Galam and Moscovici 1991a; Galam and Moscovici 1991b), the Sznajd model
(Sznajd-Weron and Sznajd 2000), the compromise model (Ben-Naim et al. 2003) and the
constrained voter model (Vazquez et al. 2003), focus on quantifying agents' evaluations on a given
issue, using either a discrete or a continuous variable. Our study is concerned with the options
agents choose rather than how agents evaluate possible options. For simplicity, we concentrate on
a case of three options; three is the minimum number that gives non-trivial results and yet permits
us to explore the dynamics of the model. Let sj,i be a Boolean variable to denote the choice of
agent j upon option i (i = 1, 2, 3). For example, s20,2 =1 means that agent No.20 is in favor of
option 2, and s20,1 and s20,3 should necessarily be equal to 0.

3.3
As discussed in Section 2, individuals have different private incentives. In a very large population,
it is not feasible to describe the different individual incentives. Luckily, such manipulation is also
unnecessary because our model aims to examine not only the interactions between individuals and
the environment, but also the influence of different social network structures on model behaviors.
Undue emphasis on detailed description of the diversity of agents does not help us to meet our
primary objective, to explore the mechanism of the model. In this study, the distribution of private
incentives is modeled by a probability density. We define a random variable ti, ranging from 0 to
1, and ti follows uniform distribution. Vector T = (t1, t2, t3) denotes the intrinsic evaluations on
each option.
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3.4
Opinions of individuals in a heterogeneous society evolve under the influences of acquaintances.
In previous models (e. g. Laguna et al. 2005), agents are distributed in a hierarchy of different
authority levels. Here we equip each agent with a continuous variable vi, measuring the influence
on other agents when its choice is i. We assume that v follows a uniform distribution in [0, 1] in
small world and random networks. However, we consider two hypotheses — uniform distribution
or proportional distribution with respect to the distribution of v in scale free networks. We assume
the influence parameter in small world and random works follows random distribution instead of
proportional to the number of acquaintances for two reasons. First, a random distribution of the
influence is inherent in the generating processes of small world and random works. Unlike the
preferential choices in scale-free networks, agents establish their connections in a random way, and
thus agents do not consider the influence of others when establishing a connection. Second, a well-
connected agent may not be the person who has great influential power. For example, film stars
know and are known by a lot of people; however, their acquaintances (e.g. their fans) may not
agree with the opinions of these film stars on issues like health care reform or anti-terrorism. In
this case, the connectivity of an agent has little to do with his or her influential power. In contrast,
scale free networks distinguish themselves from other types of networks by the key feature of
preferential attachment (Barabási and Albert 1999). Preferential attachment addresses the point that
new vertices attach preferably to those who are already well connected. In reality, people are
willing to be known by influential persons. The connections are established "purposely" rather than
"randomly". As a result, those influential individuals are by and large also well-connected.
Therefore, we model another scenario besides uniform distribution in which the influence
parameter in scale free networks is proportional to the number of acquaintances.

3.5
At the beginning of the simulation, agents initialize their choices based on the evaluation vector T.
In other words, each agent goes for the option upon which he/she places the highest evaluation. In
the following steps, agents interact with each other by exchanging information. Each agent receives
decision signals from its acquaintances, and then calculates the weighted average value, which is
used to formulate the influence of the environment. Let vector H = (h1, h2, h3) denote the
environment influence of every opinion. The mathematical expression of h is:

(1)

where agent j connects with agent i. Figure 1 presents an example to show how to compute the
environment influence.

Figure 1. The process of calculating the environment influence

3.6
Agents balance their desire to provide an honest signal of their intrinsic preferences against the
pressure to conform, and then get the total utility function, U. U is the conclusive variable for
agents to switch their choices within each simulation step. The expression of U is given by Cobb-
Douglas function (Cobb and Douglas 1928):

(2)

The indices β and 1-β are elasticity coefficients of environment influence and intrinsic factors,
respectively.

3.7
To examine the dynamics under a variety of information diffusion structures, we consider four
types of complex networks: regular, small world, random and scale-free. We use the method of
Watts and Strogatz (1998) as a reference and we treat the collection of agents as a ring of n
vertices, each connecting with k nearest neighbors, and then a regular network has been
constructed. We choose a vertex and the edge that connects it to its nearest neighbors in a
clockwise sense. With probability p (p=0.3), we reconnect this edge to a vertex chosen uniformly
at random over the entire ring, with duplicate edges forbidden; we continue this process,
circulating around the ring and proceeding outward to more distant neighbors after each lap, until
each edge in the original network has been considered once. We do this until we get a small world
graph. Increasing p until p=1, all edges are rewired randomly and then the graph itself becomes a
random graph. As for the construction of scale-free networks (Aleksiejuk et al. 2002), we start
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with a full-connected network with m (m < 30) vertices. Since m is far smaller than N, how the m
vertices connect does not affect the topology of the whole network. Then, additional N-m nodes
are added as follows: each new node is linked to k existing nodes, with a probability proportional
to the number of connections that these existing nodes have. When the new link happens, it
increases the number of connections by one for both nodes. The algorithms of network
construction can be found in Appendix 1.

Results

3.8
Our model aims primarily at shedding light on two questions. First, what equilibrium
characteristics does the system demonstrate as the network structure changes? Second, to what
degree will the model dynamics be altered once we add some macro control to the model?

3.9
In the first step (t=0), each agent initializes their opinions based upon interior evaluations. The
evaluation is generated by a random number [0, 1]. They compare evaluations among three options
and then exercise choices. Agents with the same choice form a group. The collectivity of agents
who are in favor of one option is called the install base (Gandal 2002) of this option. To minimize
the disturbance of the install base on system dynamics, each option has roughly the same number
of supporters in the initial state. We suppose that the influential factors of an agent follows
uniform distribution in four types of networks as mentioned above. To minimize the disturbance
from the initial states of agents, we run models using the same data in terms of influential factors
and interior evaluations. Starting at the initial configuration, the model proceeds in a way as shown
in Appendix 2.

3.10
Computational modeling allows great flexibility in implementation of timing and process. To
demonstrate how timing can be implemented, we consider two updating procedures: random and
sequential. By sequential we mean agents update opinions in a serial order from No. 1 to No. 900.
At first, we take it for granted that sequential updating is more likely leading to a consensus than
random updating. By simulation, however, we find that in both cases, this conjecture cannot be
validated for the differences of model dynamics are not sufficiently significant. The simulations
under a regular network can be seen in figure 2. We varied network types and observed similar
test results for 30 runs each case. Even in the case of sequential updating, agents consider both
anterior and posterior information in terms of decision signals, which is the critical difference from
the information cascade model (Bikhchandani et al. 1992).

Figure 2. Comparison of two information updating mechanisms. Here, both simulations are run
under the situation that the average connectivity is 30 and β is 0.5 with a regular graph. The left
two graphs are lattices in which the color of each cell represents the opinion of one agent. The

right two graphs are the evolving curves of public opinion.

3.11
In the rest of this section, all simulations are done in a way that agents update opinion states
randomly. In regular graphs, we find that no matter how β changes, there is always opinion
fragmentation. Even if we increase the value of β up to 1 — that is, the behavior of agents is
thoroughly subject to the environment influence, global consensus still fails to appear. We also
remodeled the standing ovation problem (Miller and Page 2004) using the Swarm platform, and
got similar results: there is no global consensus in auditorium. This is because regular graphs have
long characteristic path lengths, which narrow down the scope of information diffusion.

3.12
Nevertheless, simulations associated with the three other types of networks report different results.
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We adjusted the value of β as well as the average connectivity (AC) of the graph, and ran the
model 30 times for each combination of β and AC to compare outcomes under different scenarios
(see Table 1, 2 and 3). CPL in the tables denotes the average of characteristic path length for 30
runs. The statistical data denote the average numbers of opinions (ANO) in stable states. The data
within parentheses are the standard deviations of ANOs whereas no parenthesis means zero
standard deviation. As shown in each table, a higher AC follows a smaller CPL, which promises a
higher efficiency of information diffusion. Notice that under some combinations of AC and β,
ANO are not integers, indicating multiple outcomes for runs. For instance, when AC is 30 and β is
0.7 within a small world graph, the number of opinions in a stable state can be equal to either one,
two or three. Recall that the initial states of all agents have been predetermined for each run, so
this uncertainty can be traceable to nonlinear factors endogenous in a deterministic system. In
other words, the random process of network construction, ungoverned by exterior conditions,
attributes to the multiform of results. For the combinations in which the standard deviations are not
equal to zero, an unequivocal prediction of the number of opinions seems to be impossible. We
refer to these combinations as sensitive areas.

Table 1: The average number of opinions in small world networks

SW Graph
(p=0.3)

β

AC CPL 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.7 0.9
6 7.46(1.30) 3 3 3 3 3

10 4.27(0.22) 3 3 3 3 3
30 2.60(0.04) 3 3 2.96(0.20) 2.04(0.81) 1.71(0.62)
50 2.20(0.05) 3 3 2.23(0.43) 1.46(0.51) 1

Table 2: The average number of opinions in random networks

Random Graph β
AC CPL 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.7 0.9
6 6.7(1.32) 3 3 3 3 3

10 4.12(0.52) 3 3 3 2.37(0.74) 1.33(0.55)
30 2.32(0.37) 3 3 2.39(0.50) 1 1
50 2.0(0.14) 3 3 2.13(0.34) 1 1

Table 3: The average number of opinions in scale-free networks

Scale-free Graph β
AC CPL 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.7 0.9
5.99 3.85(0.28) 3 3 3 3 1.63(0.97)
9.99 3.11(0.17) 3 3 3 1.25(0.53) 1

29.97 2.30(0. 02) 3 3 2.18(0.50) 1 1
49.94 2.04(0.01) 3 3 2.08(0.27) 1 1

3.13
Two salient features are found in these tables: (1) as AC and β increase, ANO decreases from 3 to
1. This suggests that systems with higher AC and β are more likely to conform and reach a global
consensus (It is worth to be noted that Amblard and Deffuant (2004) find the same phase transition
with a different model and they further suggest that the consensus results more from the
redundancy of links than from the average shortest path. However, the latter can also be
considered as an indirect indicator of the redundancy). (2) Sensitive areas exist in all three
networks. The difference among the three tables lies in that the average number of opinions in
table 1 is equal to or larger than that in Table 2, and both of them are equal to or larger than that in
table 3.Yet, the difference is not remarkable. It may be explained by the fact that one topological
character may be shared by a small world, random and scale-free networks. All three networks
have similar characteristic path lengths given the same average connectivity. However, a relatively
small CPL does not necessarily follow a small ANO. Figure 3 shows us an example to the point in
a random graph (β=0.7). When CPL equals to 2.65 with connection being 6, the result of ANO is
3; in contrast, when CPL equals to 2.65 with connection being 30, the result of ANO is 1. Based
on this observation, we argue that it is sometimes problematic to use the characteristic path length
as the single parameter to predict the number of opinions when reaching equilibrium.
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Figure 3. Comparison of equilibrium between two connections with the same characteristic path
length in a random network

3.14
The control, handling, and possible manipulation of information are now major issues in social
organizations including economy, politics, defense, and even in fashion and personal affairs
(Galam 2003). Hence, our model considers the role of authoritative individuals in the general
public. We define authoritative individuals as agents with influential factors larger than a given
threshold (for example, vi > 0.85 in this model). Our purpose is to examine on what condition
agents follow the opinions of authorities and which type of network facilitates an expected
consensus most effectively. We designed the experiment as follows: based on the same initial state
as above simulations (here β = 0.7), we fix the opinions of agents with the highest influential
factors as option A (blue-colored in Figure 2 and 3). Notice that even by doing this, option A still
has an disadvantage in terms of the number of its supporters, compared with option B and C.
Therefore, it is reasonable to claim that the positive network effect (Katz and Shapiro 1994) of an
installed base doesn't account for the success of option A provided that A dominates the public
opinions at the end. Suppose that the influence of agents follows uniform distribution, we write
down the minimum percentage of authorities (MPA, also an average for 30 runs) required to reach
an equilibrium where all agents go for opinion A (Table 4). That is, the opinion of the general
public is consistent with that of the authorities and thereby the result turns out to be exactly what
has been expected.

Table 4: Minimum percentage of authorities for a controlled consensus

AC 10 20 30 40 50
Nets

Small world 14% 3% 2.6% 3.3% 3.6%
Random 6% 2.6% 2.4% 2.7% 3.1%

Scale-free 6%
(1%)

6%
(1%)

6%
(1%)

6%
(1%)

6%
(1%)

3.15
By comparing MPA of small world network and random network in table 4, we uncover some
interesting results: (1) MPA in random networks is smaller than the counterpart in small world
networks. That is , in order to reach a controlled consensus of opinion A, a social network with a
random structure needs a relatively low proportion of authoritative individuals. On the other hand,
in a small world structure agents in random networks can effectively exploit their authorities to
impose their opinions on others, regardless of the actual value of their opinions. (2) As AC
increases from 10 to 50, MPA in small world and random networks descends notably at first. After
reaching a lowest point, however, AC goes up slowly. A possible explanation of this tendency
might be that a relatively higher AC facilitates the diffusion of authoritative opinions.
Nevertheless, when agents have too many connections with other ones, they are overwhelmed with
information from both authoritative and non-authoritative individuals. As a consequence, the role
of authoritative opinions is compromised due to the disturbance from non-authorities. This
situation calls for a higher MPA for the purpose of generating the expected equilibrium. We have
unfolded here the tendencies of the dynamics of public opinion, and not an exact quantitative
determination of any data. In scale-free networks, we find that MPA refuses to fluctuate with AC.
Because the probability of finding a highly connected vertex decreases exponentially with its
connectivities (Barabási and Albert 1999), most authoritative agents by random selection are not in
the position of hub nodes (hub nodes have the highest connectivity). Low connectivity of
authorities frustrates the diffusion of their opinion, and hence, a higher MPA is required for a
global consensus of opinion A in scale-free networks. Besides random distribution, we also run the
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simulations under the hypothesis that the influential factor of an agent in scale-free networks is
proportional to its connectivity. The results of MPA are shown in the parentheses of table 2. Under
this assumption, agents with the highest influential factors are exactly those with the highest
connections. The opinion of authorities can be diffused to the largest extent. Consequently, a quite
small percentage (1%) of authorities can sway the systemic equilibrium.

Conclusions

4.1
In this study, we summarize three factors affecting the formation of public opinion. They are
individual attributes, environmental influences and information flows. We present an agent-based
model where conforming behavior may lead to homogeneity or segregation into distinct groups. By
exploring the dynamic characteristics of systemic equilibrium with different elasticity coefficients
of the environmental influence, mechanisms of information updating as well as network
topologies, we gain some important insights. In the regular geometry of social relationships, the
system manifests itself by local consensus and global diversity. When the social relationship is
modeled by small world networks, random networks or scale-free networks, however, the result is
sensitive to elasticity coefficients of the environmental influence and the average connectivity of
networks. Ultimately, the higher the average connectivity of the network is, the fewer opinions
remain at the end. During the simulations for certain average connectivity, sensitive areas are
discovered unexpectedly. The system in sensitive areas presents determinate randomness so that
the number of opinions when reaching equilibrium remains uncertain. We also find that it might be
misleading to predict the number of surviving opinions merely based on the characteristic path
length of the network, since a short characteristic path length may possibly accompany with a low
average connectivity, which determines the systemic dynamics more directly and essentially.

4.2
We examine the role of information control, and find that few individuals with the highest
influence, namely authorities in this paper, can sway the balance of outcomes. In a social structure
of small world networks or random networks, increasing the average connectivity facilitates the
diffusion of authorities' opinion. However, in the process of decision-making, people will be
subject to disturbances from non-authorities. While a moderate average connectivity may be
preferable for the public to form a specific opinion in small world or random networks, the role of
authorities in a community with a scale-free structure remains immune to the change of the
average connectivity. Provided that the influence of individuals is proportional to the number of
their acquaintances in scale-free social networks, the smallest proportion of authorities is required
to reach a controlled consensus. Our findings address the extent to which a community would
reach a consensus on certain issues. The findings suggest that different communities exhibit
different dynamics that is attributable to the different degree of impressionability of people and the
distinct structure of the social network of community.

4.3
To conclude, we have presented a simple model of opinion dynamics which is able to reproduce
some of the complexities the social reality. The model may be generalized to a large spectrum of
social, economical and political phenomena that involve conformity effects. But more thoughts and
studies should be performed before getting to a clear proposal scheme. One limitation of this study
is that we don't address the question how much the results are sensitive to the initial even
distribution of intrinsic preference types. The preliminary results reported here suggest many
avenues for future research. For example, in real life not every person is open-minded and ready to
change opinions. Therefore, it would be interesting to introduce stubborn agents into the model. In
addition, we can also take into account the scenario in which mutually connected agents share
similar preference and form groups or strata.

Appendix 1: the algorithms of network construction

Small world network:

Define a 2-D array, crunode[][], as the adjacent matrix of the network;
Initialize crunode[][] by the regular network;
For each vertex i
 For each vertex j connected with i
  Generate a random number, p, in [0, 1];
  If p is smaller than the probability of rewiring, then
   Break the link between i and j;
   Select a vertex randomly and connect it with i;
  End_if
 End_for
End_for

Random network:

Initialize crunode[][] by the regular network;
For each vertex i
 For each vertex j connected with i
  Broke the link between i and j;
  Select a vertex randomly and connect it with i;
 End_for
End_for

Scale-free network:

Let d be the number of links that new vertexes are to be added in the net.
Let k be the number of links that one vertex connects with others. 
Construct a regular net with 2*d vertexes.
For the vertex i 2*d : size
 Do



  Select an existing vertex from 0 to i-1 randomly, marked by v;
  If v has not been linked with i, then
   Calculate the probability that i connects with v 

   If p(k) is larger than the generated random number in [0,1], then
     Connect i and v;
    Increase ki and kv by one.
   End_if
  End_if
 While ki is less than d
End_for

Appendix 2: the process of updating

For each agent i:
 Let utility[] store the utility of agents toward different choices;
 Let propensity[] store interior evaluation.
 Let influence[] store the influence from agents connecting with i;
 Let b be the psychological weight for balancing interior preference and outer influences.
 For each agent j connecting with i:
  For each decision modality k:
   If the decision of agent j is k, then increase the value of influence[k] by agent j's weight;
  End_for
 End_for
 For each decision modality k:
  utility[k] = (influence[])b (propensity[])1-b;
 End_for
 Update the state by comparing utility[k].
End_for
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