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Problem 

Many interesting phenomena emerge as the result of individual 
choices made by large numbers of interacting people. 

To study these phenomena we need to do experiments. 

But these can be expensive, impractical, or unethical to carry out 
in the real world. 

Solution 

Virtual experiments use simulated scenarios instead of 
the real world. 

Participatory simulation means that only small numbers 
of human participants are needed. Large populations are 
created using simulated “bots” who copy the behaviour of 
the human subjects. 

Potential applications 

Study of emergent social phenomena such as: 
 epidemic spread – see example below; stock market behaviour; 
viral marketing; social networks; spread of rumours and news... 

Computer gaming 

The model shows that the best way to 
behave in an epidemic is to be very 
cautious and stay at home until it is 
over... 
But what do people really do? 

 back-end simulation of epidemic 
spreading in a large population 

 front end presented as a game to be played by 
experimental subjects 

 current work: a more realistic 
and immersive front-end 

Listening to the morning 
news reports 

At the marketplace. How many people 
should I contact today? 

Is it safe to go to work? 

Example: application in epidemiology 

How am I doing? 


