
Theoretical groundwork in social dynamics research

Aral and Walker1  cleverly show that, in the marketplace, influential individuals tend not to be 
susceptible to influence from others, while susceptible individuals tend not to be influential. 
Additionally, they show that influence increases with age, while susceptibility decreases. These 
findings are valuable not just because they show how goods are consumed, but because they could help 
us understand how social interactions shape individual choices from politics, to lifestyle, to fashions. 
Our theoretical work2-6  causally explains these results and suggests that they hold true across social 
domains.

Our models show that whenever individuals share ideas (beliefs, attitudes, etc.), the ideas that increase 
influence and decrease susceptibility in the individual spread more readily. This is because influential 
individuals effectively transmit the very ideas that make them influential, and because non-susceptible 
individuals cling to their ideas, including those that lower susceptibility, and transmit them repeatedly. 
For example, few young people consider wealth a top priority7,8. But this idea spreads successfully 
because wealth makes one more influential (likely to convince others that wealth is important) and less 
susceptible to alternatives (unlikely to willingly stop being wealthy).  Over time and with exposure to 
many ideas, individuals accumulate those that lower susceptibility and increase influence (the others 
won't be retained or transmitted, by their very nature) and so the individuals become ever more 
influential and less susceptible. In our example, more individuals value wealth with increasing age.

These models make predictions not tested by Aral and Walker, such as that highly educated individuals 
may be both influential and relatively susceptible3,5,9. The models, however, do not consider individual 
characteristics such as gender and relationship status, which Aral and Walker found important. Thus 
their results highlight the possibility for fruitful collaboration between empirical and theoretical 
research of social dynamics and the forces that shape our lives.
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