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BI1-X
[ Understanding the Wisdom and “Madness” of Crowds through

Computational Modelling]

Today, we live in a massively interconnected and digitalized society that allows
us to rapidly exchange information among huge numbers of genetically unrelated
individuals. This level of connectivity is made possible by our capacity for
integrating socially acquired information with our individual experiences in order
to inform our reasoning and decision-making processes. Human social learning
and our capacity for cumulatively innovating upon past solutions thus plays a
central role in our ability to thrive in a wide range of environmental conditions.
Yet, in addition to the benefits, there are also emerging dangers and pitfalls of
social learning mechanisms gone awry, such as the spread of misinformation,
formation of echo-chambers, and maladaptive herding which are phenomena we
are only beginning to understand. To better understand our societies as self-
organised collective phenomena, what is required is a unified language that allows
us to engage in the quantitative study of social learning and collective intelligence
observed across scales.

Although computational modelling is becoming increasingly important for the
behavioural sciences, a common framework, and computational skills necessary
to tackle interdisciplinary challenges are not always readily accessible to early
career researchers. In particular, the domain of social learning, collective
behaviour, and cultural evolution is characterized by a particularly fractured
methodological landscape. In this course, we would like to offer a conceptual
overview of why social learning is so important in understanding human (and non-
human animal) collective behaviour and cultural evolution. We will also offer an
introductory hands-on tutorial session that gives an opportunity to work on agent-
based simulations with open code in R language.

I expect students to depart the course with a foundational understanding about
how computational modelling can be used to advance the study of a wide range
of social and collective phenomena.
The tutorials are designed to arm
students with the basic skills and
theoretical understanding to
further develop their own research
agendas.
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