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Polarized attitudes towards minorities 
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Do you generally think 
positively or 

negatively about 
Muslims in the 
Netherlands? 

Representative  random sample  N=1089  
TNS Nipo.  De Beer & de Kraker, 2014 
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Opinion polarization 
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Modeling opinion polarization 
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Negative influence Persuasive arguments 

(Flache & Macy, 2011; Macy et al., 2003; Jager & Amblard, 
2005) 

(Mäs & Flache, 2013) 



Opinion polarization in a small network 
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Negative influence Persuasive arguments 

Opinion scale 



Opinion polarization in a small network 
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Negative influence Persuasive arguments 

Opinion scale 



Decreasing abstraction: step 1 
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Low segregation High segregation Medium segregation 
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Negative influence Persuasive arguments 

•  Spatial segregation of the two groups 
•  Local interactions 
•  Two groups: *

(Feliciani, Flache, Tolsma 2017) 
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Effects of (stylized) segregation 
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Negative influence 

Low segregation High segregation 

Persuasive arguments 

Low segregation High segregation 

(Feliciani, Flache, Tolsma 2017) 



Alignment between demographic group and opinion 
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Negative influence Persuasive arguments 

•  Global alignment: yes 
•  Local alignment: yes 

•  Global alignment: no 
•  Local alignment: mild 

(Feliciani, Flache, Tolsma 2017) 
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•  Homogenous population density 

•  One demographic attribute 

•  Group clusters are perfectly 

homogenous 

•  Group boundaries are artificially sharp 

Decreasing abstraction: step 2 



Proportion of 
non western immigrants 

(2012) 
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Data source:  © Centraal Bureau voor de 
Statistiek, 2014 
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•  Population density 

Model calibration 
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•  Ethnic minority 
% Non-western immigrants 

•  Age 
% Residents older than 44 

•  Household income 
% households whose income 
belongs to the lowest 40 percentiles  
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Interaction neighborhoods 

Moore neighborhoods Ego-hoods 
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Interaction neighborhoods 



22 

Extensions 

•  Linear 

•  Beta distribution with parameters 

ɑ=β=3 

•  Future work: calibrating opinions? opinion 

freq. 

Initial opinion 

Interaction structure 



PVV voters 
(Dutch general election 2012) 
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Two competing theories 

•  Contact theory (Allport, 1954) 

•  Ethnic threat theory (Blumer, 1958; Sherif and Sherif, 1969) 

+ Segregation 
(- chances of  

interethnic contact) 

Prejudices 
and 

xenophobia 

Support for 
radical right-wing 

parties 
⇒   + 

+ Segregation 
(- perception of the 

outgroup) 

⇒   
+ 

Ethnic competition 
on scarce resources 

Support for 
radical right-wing 

parties 
⇒ - ⇒ - 
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The math behind the model 
•  Weight w 

–  Measure of agents’ similarity 
–  Used to model homophily and xenophobia 

• Negative influence 

  

  

•  Persuasive arguments 
  

  

•  Opinion update 
–  Opinion range [-1; 1] is assured by a truncating 

function  
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Dimensions of segregation 

•  Symmetry in groups’ size 

•  Cluster homogeneity 

•  Cluster size 
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Measures of opinion polarization 

•  Polarization index   

-1 +1 Opinion scale 

Extremists 

•  Mean and variance of opinion 

•  Count of extremists 



Emergence of opinion consensus 
Through positive influence 
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Through processes of 
Negative influence and Persuasive arguments 
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Emergence of opinion (bi-)polarization 
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Negative influence 
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Persuasive arguments 


