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Background



Motivation

● Central Question in Social 
Science

● Few empirical studies relating to 
impact of opinions/values

● Key part of the human 
experience



Goals / Purpose

● Model the evolving dynamics of 
social groups and values

● Account for two trends: increase in 
opinion homogeneity and 
fickleness of individuals with 
unpopular opinions



Utility Model



Utility + Homphily

● Previous works: 

– Homophily as primary benefit of group membership
● Both sociol-demographic characteristics and values

– Ruling parties equally negative toward non-ruling



Subjective Utility Model

● Gain utility from interacting with like-
minded members

● Lose utility from interacting with other 
members

● Individuals primarily make group 
changes for their own benefit

● May also act altruistically

– Strongly: Benefit of entire group

– Weakly: Benefit of members with 
same values
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Calculating Polarization

● Measure variance of each stance, 
s, across each issue, a.
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NetSense Data



Collection Methods

● Follows 196 students in the incoming 
2011 class of Freshman at Notre Dame

● Two components

– Survey results on variety of topics 
collected during each semester

– Continuously collected Bluetooth 
information from phones of 
participants

● Interaction detected by 
physical proximity



Data



Data

● Test data vs Random Network (parenthesized)



Results



Utility Drives Group Dynamics

● Increases in utility account for 
93% of the changes made

● Those with low utility make 
frequent changes



Predicting Changes in Membership And Opinions

● Model best predicts group 
joining

– Some capacity to predict 
group leaving

– Some capacity to predict 
stance changes



Discussion



“

”

● Social group preferences are strongly egocentric

● Able to predict group joining behavior well

● More empirical analysis needed in the area
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Questions?
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