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Interesting Research 

What makes research interesting? According to Murray S. Davis, theories are interesting when 

they “deny certain assumptions of their audience” (1971). In particular, interesting theories move a 

story from the general to the specific or vice versa. Davis suggests twelve ways in which this is 

accomplished by “interesting” theories (Organization, Composition, Abstraction, Generalization, 

Stabilization, Function, Evaluation, Co-relation, Co-existence, Co-variation, Opposition, and Causation). 

This semester we have been studying theories surrounding the emergence of complexity. We 

have seen how simulation techniques like agent-based modeling and genetic algorithms can enhance 

our understanding of complex phenomenon. The very nature of this type of research supports theories 

that can be considered “interesting” in several of Davis’ categories, particularly Organization and 

Composition, but also potentially Abstraction.  

Davis characterizes “Organization” as theories that show “what seems to be organized 

(structured) phenomenon is in reality a disorganized (unstructured) phenomenon” (or vice versa) 

(1971). The classic El Farol problem is an example of this. W. Brian Arthur introduced the problem in a 

1994 paper and showed that, given the constraints of bar-attendee preferences, attendance at the El 

Farol bar was not actually a disorganized phenomenon but in fact self-organized to an equilibrium 

attendance.  

“Composition”, according to Davis, is a theory that shows “what seems to be a single 

phenomenon is in reality composed of assorted heterogeneous elements” (and vice versa) (1971). This is 

the classic problem best investigated by agent-based modeling, which helps us uncover the “assorted 

heterogeneous” agents that together create a single complex phenomenon. Take, for example, the 

study of traffic jams as presented in Resnick’s Turtles, Termites, and Traffic Jams – although one might 

think they are organized around a single accident or area of road construction, simulation modeling 

shows that they can occur as a result of individual, heterogeneous vehicles moving at variable speeds 

(1994). 

One type of “Abstraction” is seen in propositions that “assert that what appears to be the 

property of a whole is actually the property of the individuals which make up this whole.” This brings to 

mind simulations that model fractals or earthquakes, which are interesting studies in the area of 

complexity. In a fractal, the shape of the whole is actually the property of the individual shapes that 

make up the whole. Similarly, a large earthquake is made up of thousands of smaller earthquakes that 

reach a critical point. 

My term paper for this semester uses agent-based modeling to investigate the question of how 

to choose which “influencers” to target to seed word of mouth marketing (WOMM). WOMM has gained 

interest in the last three decades as a viable strategy for marketers, particularly with the increasing 

popularity of online communication, social networking, and user-generated content. Researchers have 

modeled algorithms for targeting influencers in static social networks (i.e. a network of co-authorships). 



Walrath – p.2 

However, “real” social networks are dynamic. I will explore whether or not the algorithms that are 

optimal in a static network hold up in a dynamic one.  

Davis generalizes his definition of “interesting” research by saying that “an audience finds a 

proposition ‘interesting’ not because it tells them some truth they did not already know, but instead 

because it tells them some truth they thought they already knew was wrong” (1971). If the targeting 

algorithms thought optimal on a static network are shown to be sub-optimal in my simulated dynamic 

social network, then this research will prove particularly interesting by that definition. If the opposite is 

true, however, the work may prove non-interesting.  
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