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GENERAL OBJECTIVES, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND SCIENTIFIC

RELEVANCE

Since Shelling’s ‘segregation model’ in the early 1970s, the use of a computational approach to simulate the
interactions between a number of agents gained attention in many social science areas. Bordering
contemporaneous developments in game theory, the emergence of agent-based models (ABMs) opened up
novel theoretical and methodological perspectives to the understanding of various social processes. The
approach gained steam in the following decades, when opportunities arose from increased computational
power that became conveniently available. The launch of specialised venues like the Journal for Artificial
Societies and Simulation and of resources like Leigh Tesfatsion’s web site.

Yet, the impact of ABM on social science research — from economics to sociology to public policy — has
been relatively modest so far. Within public policy, some ABM studies have been made in such areas as, for
example, land use (Matthews et al 2007), urban planning (Ligmann-Zielinska and Jankowski 2007), income
tax evasion (Bloomquist 2006), financial regulation (Krachkovskaya and Asquer 2015), terrorism (Elliot and
Kiel 2004), and transport (Maggi and Vallino 2016). By and large, however, the ABM approach has not
really delivered any significant advance in theorising the policy process, and its impact on policy advice and
practice has been similarly rather modest.

This panel aims to address the question of how ABMs can help advance public policy research and theory.
The panel will welcome papers that:

a) Provide a review and critical appraisal of ABMs in public policy research and theory;

b) Use ABMs in original public policy research;

c) Discuss theoretical and methodological issues for advancing the use of ABMs in public policy research;
d) Discuss the use of ABMs in policy advice and practice.

Papers may be either theoretical or empirical. Theoretical papers may discuss the limitations and
weaknesses of ABMs, and the reasons why the ABM approach has not been strongly related to public
policy frameworks and scholarly traditions so far. Empirical papers may present original studies that use
ABMs for analysing public policy issues and/or producing policy advice or evaluations.
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