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Abstract: This thesis investigates the phenomena of pluralistic ignorance and the majority
illusion, exploring how these mechanisms distort perceptions of public opinion within social
networks. Pluralistic ignorance occurs when individuals privately reject a norm but publicly con-
form, misjudging others’ true beliefs due to social pressures and limited visibility of dissent. The
majority illusion arises from network structures where minority opinions gain outsized visibility
through highly connected individuals, skewing perceptions of consensus. By analysing properties
of social networks, such as clustering coefficients, degree distributions, and different dimensions,
this work compares the two phenomena, highlighting their similarities and differences. One of
the key differences is where the distortion comes from in each of the two phenomena, since one is
driven by what we fear inside, and the other by what the network shows on the outside. Examples
and theoretical models illustrate how the amplification or suppression of minority opinions are

influenced.

1 Introduction

This research aims to explore and compare two phe-
nomena that have significant implications for how
individuals perceive social realities: pluralistic ig-
norance and the majority illusion.

1.1 Definitions

Pluralistic ignorance was introduced by Katz
& Allport (1931) to describe situations in which
nearly all the members of a group privately reject
a norm but mistakenly believe that most of the
others accept it. Allport developed this concept to
explain a phenomenon: the widespread public con-
formity to social norms despite a lack of genuine
private endorsement. D. T. Miller & McFarland
(1987) proposed that pluralistic ignorance arises
most commonly in situations where individuals at-
tribute their own behaviour to a fear of embarrass-
ment, but do not assume the same motive applies
to others.

In other words, pluralistic ignorance is a phe-
nomenon in which individuals mistakenly believe

that their own beliefs, behaviours, or feelings are
different from those of the majority, when in real-
ity, the majority shares the same beliefs. This mis-
perception leads individuals to conform to adhere
to perceived norms that do not truly exist, often
suppressing personal expression and opinion.

Pluralistic ignorance was used to explain why by-
standers fail to act in emergencies (D. Miller &
Prentice, 1994) and why college students tend to
overestimate alcohol use among their peers (Baer et
al., 1991; Berkowitz, 2005; Prentice & Miller, 1993).

The majority illusion was introduced by Ler-
man et al. (2016), who studied the existence of so-
cial networks in which most agents will observe a
majority of their neighbours belonging to a certain
binary type, despite that type being rare across the
entire network. The first agents mentioned acquire
the wrong perception, meaning, the illusion, so the
majority type is different from the true distribution
within the network.

The majority illusion occurs when individuals
perceive a belief, opinion, or behaviour as more
widespread than it truly is. This misperception
arises primarily from the visibility or prominence



Figure 1.1: An instance of majority illusion. The
well-placed white minority is seen as a majority
by most of the nodes.

of certain individuals, groups, or behaviours that
disproportionately influence the perception of the
overall majority. As a result, this illusion can cre-
ate a false sense of consensus, leading individuals to
adopt or reinforce beliefs they believe to be widely
accepted, even if they are not. Essentially, even if
only a small group of individuals holds a particular
view or acts in a certain way, their high number of
connections with others can lead to the perception
that “everyone” shares that view or behaviour.

In other terms, when the majority of the
network nodes belong to a certain type but the
majority of each nodes’s neighbours belong to a
different type, a wrong perception emerges. An
example of this is shown in Figure 1.1. In the
figure, the nodes represent individuals and the
edges represent their social connections. The two
distinct node colors, black and white, correspond
to different types of agents. The black nodes form
the majority and the white nodes form the minor-
ity. However, the highly connected white nodes,
which are central and well-placed agents, create a
false perception for the black nodes, leading them
to believe that white nodes constitute the majority.

Both concepts have been studied across mul-
tiple disciplines, like psychology, sociology, and
communication studies. They shape the way
collective behaviour and decision-making within
social networks are understood, whether they are
real-world communities or virtual online platforms.
While both concepts deal with misconceptions of
majority opinions, they manifest in different ways

and have distinct consequences for the way groups
behave, spread information and form social norms.

In the context of the two phenomena, plural-
istic ignorance and majority illusion, social net-
works operate as platforms where individuals in-
fluence each other, by reinforcing or challenging es-
tablished norms. Social networks are systems of in-
terconnected individuals or groups that facilitate
the exchange of information through relationships
and interactions. These networks can be both on-
line, like social media platforms and offline, such
as communities, and they play a crucial role in
shaping behaviours, beliefs and social norms. The
structure of these networks, specifically the connec-
tions between the nodes, impacts how information
spreads, how decisions are made and how collective
behaviours form.

1.2 Relevance of the Research

The primary goal of this research is to identify the
similarities and differences between the two phe-
nomena, pluralistic ignorance and majority illusion,
within the context of social networks. It will com-
pare them by examining their mechanisms and ef-
fects within social networks. Both phenomena in-
volve distorted perceptions of what opinions or be-
haviours are common, but they differ in key ways:
pluralistic ignorance arises from individuals’ mis-
perceptions of others’ private beliefs, while the ma-
jority illusion results from structural biases in net-
work connections.

There has been little work that directly com-
pared the two phenomena or analysed their com-
bined effects within social networks. This thesis
aims to bridge that gap by providing a compara-
tive analysis, grounded in a theoretical framework
and structural insights from social network anal-
ysis. Understanding how pluralistic ignorance and
the majority illusion manifest and how they influ-
ence individuals’ perceptions and beliefs, is impor-
tant for improving our understanding of social in-
fluence, group dynamics and the spread of infor-
mation (or misinformation). By examining these
phenomena in the context of social networks, this
research provides a perspective on how group be-
haviour is shaped and how social norms are created.

This paper will also show how the structure of
social networks can amplify the impact of both plu-
ralistic ignorance and the majority illusion on the



present individuals in the social network. People
are often exposed to only certain perspectives, cre-
ating a skewed sense of consensus Lerman et al.
(2016). Understanding how these phenomena work
within social networks can help develop more ef-
fective strategies for combating misinformation, re-
ducing polarization and fostering more inclusive
and informed public discussions and beliefs.

2 Preliminaries

This section introduces the foundational concepts
of social networks that are essential for analyzing
pluralistic ignorance and the majority illusion. It
formally defines key metrics and explores the theo-
retical grounding of the two phenomena.

Pluralistic Ignorance

Definition. Pluralistic ignorance is a psychologi-
cal phenomenon in which a majority of individuals
privately reject a norm but incorrectly assume that
most others accept it, leading to widespread public
conformity despite private disagreement. This con-
cept was first introduced by Katz & Allport (1931),
who observed that individuals often misinterpret
the behaviour of others as reflecting genuine belief,
even when those others are also conforming out-
wardly due to social pressure.
Formally, pluralistic ignorance occurs when:

e A significant number of individuals privately
hold opinion A,

e But believe that the majority holds opinion B,

e Resulting in public adherence to B, even
though A is more prevalent.

This discrepancy between private beliefs and
public behaviour sustains a false norm, contribut-
ing to the suppression of widely held but privately
expressed opinions.

Majority Illusion

Definition. An agent i € V in a social network
is under a majority illusion if the majority opinion
observed in its local neighbourhood differs from the
majority opinion in the global network.

Let G = (V, E) be a graph representing the net-
work, with each agent ¢ € V assigned a binary opin-
ion ¢; € {4, B}. Let N; be the set of neighbours of
agent ¢, and let My, and My denote the majority
opinion in the local neighbourhood and the global
network respectively. Then, an agent ¢ € V is un-
der a majority illusion if My, # tie, My # tie, and
Mn, # My.

This means that both the local and global ma-
jorities are well-defined, but differ from each other.
As a result, agent i misperceives the actual preva-
lence of opinions due to biased local sampling
(Venema-Los et al., 2023).

2.1 Social Network Representation

Social networks are represented by graphs, in which
individuals are nodes and their connections are
edges. This representation allows the application
of mathematical tools from graph theory to study
how beliefs and perceptions spread and are dis-
torted within a network. More specifically, it en-
ables a systematic exploration of the influence of
the network on individual perception, norm forma-
tion and opinion dynamics.

Formally, a social network is represented as G =
(V, E), where V is the set of individuals in the net-
work, and E C V x V is the set of edges indicating
social connections.

2.2 Network Properties

Some structural properties of networks are
essential for understanding the mechanisms be-
hind pluralistic ignorance and the majority illusion:

The Degree k; of a node ¢ € V is the num-
ber of edges connected to it:

ki=W{ijeV:(ij)eE}

Nodes with high degree have more social connec-
tions and tend to be more visible in the network.
These nodes can disproportionately affect per-
ceptions of consensus, playing a key role in the
majority illusion.

The Degree Distribution P(k) is the prob-
ability that a randomly selected node has a



particular degree k:
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The Clustering Coefficient C; of node i quan-
tifies the extent to which its neighbors are intercon-
nected:
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where e; is the number of edges between the
k; neighbors of node i. The average clustering
coefficient C' across the network reflects local
cohesion. Local cohesion refers to how tightly
connected a node’s immediate neighbourhood
is within a network. It describes the extent to
which a node’s neighbours are also neighbours
of each other. High clustering can reinforce local
norms (expectations) and help sustain pluralistic
ignorance by reinforcing local conformity (Watts
& Strogatz, 1998).

In many real-world social networks, the dis-
tribution of node degrees is not uniform or
normally distributed, but instead highly unequal.
Such networks have a highly skewed degree
distribution, meaning that while most nodes
have relatively few connections, a small number
of nodes, called hubs, have extremely many. This
structural inequality is central to the formation
of perceptual distortions in networks, such as the
majority illusion.

A particularly well-known class of highly skewed
networks are the scale-free networks, first intro-
duced by Barabdsi & Albert (1999). An example of
such a network can be seen in Figure 2.1. Such a
model is based on two principles:

e Growth: The network expands over time
through the addition of new nodes.

e Preferential Attachment: New nodes are more
likely to connect to existing nodes with higher
degrees.

These mechanisms result in a degree distribution
that follows a power law:

P(k) o k7

Figure 2.1: An example of a scale-free network
created using the Barabasi-Albert model. Most
of the nodes have a small number of connections,
while a few nodes have a significantly larger
number of connections.

where P(k) is the probability that a randomly se-
lected node has degree k, and « is a constant typ-
ically in the range 2 < « < 3. This implies that
although most nodes have a small number of con-
nections, a few nodes (hubs) have an exceptionally
large number, making the network scale-free.

What scale-free networks and highly skewed net-
works share is their structural asymmetry, which
can significantly affect information visibility and
belief perception. In particular, these hubs are often
disproportionately observed by other nodes, which
lead to majority illusion (Lerman et al., 2016),
where a behavior held by a few highly connected
nodes appears widespread.

Thus, highly skewed and scale-free networks play
an important role in this research by enabling a
structural distortion of social reality: the amplifica-
tion of minority views via topological prominence.

2.3 Assumptions and Limitations

To maintain analytical clarity, this research adopts
the following simplifying assumptions.

Social networks are treated as static structures.
While real-world networks evolve over time, a static
approach allows for the isolation and comparison of
structural and cognitive effects.



This study does not involve primary data col-
lection or surveys. Instead, it relies on theoretical
modelling and analysis of existing literature and
models.

Although many studies on opinion dynamics
rely on simulations, this thesis focuses on concep-
tual and comparative modelling. It refers to exist-
ing simulation-based results to support key points
where appropriate.

Therefore, these constraints are acknowledged
and help delimit the scope of the study while pre-
serving its theoretical depth and relevance.

3 Results

Drawing upon established literature, graph the-
ory and social network analysis, this Results sec-
tion offers a comparative analysis on the mecha-
nisms, manifestations and consequences of major-
ity illusions and pluralistic ignorance. It examines
how they operate independently and together. This
analysis addresses the central research question:
“What are the key similarities and differences be-
tween pluralistic ignorance and the majority illu-
sion, and how do they influence the amplification
or suppression of minority opinions?”. The results
are organised to highlight the similarities and dif-
ferences across different dimensions, including their
dependency on specific graph structures and prop-
erties of social networks, such as network connec-
tivity patterns, node centrality, and clustering. Ad-
ditional attention is given to the effects of the two
phenomena on social perception and their broader
consequences for the visibility and expression of mi-
nority beliefs.

3.1 Core Differences

To systematically understand how pluralistic igno-
rance and the majority illusion influence public per-
ception and group behaviour, a comparative anal-
ysis is conducted along their key aspects. Although
both lead to distorted perceptions of social consen-
sus, they do so through distinct processes.

o Mechanism:

Pluralistic ignorance arises from a cognitive
misperception of others’ private beliefs. Indi-
viduals mistakenly believe that their own pri-
vate rejection of a norm is unique, leading

them to conform publicly despite internal dis-
agreement.

In contrast, the majority illusion comes from
a structural misperception created by the net-
work’s topology. Here, the way nodes are con-
nected distorts the visibility of all the beliefs in
the network, causing certain views to appear
more widespread than they truly are.

Origin:

The origin of pluralistic ignorance is internal,
rooted in psychological factors such as fear of
social sanction, desire to conform, or lack of
safe spaces for open expression. People pri-
vately hold beliefs that differ from what they
perceive to be the norm, but remain silent
due to anticipated disapproval or rejection. As
a result, a false consensus emerges: everyone
thinks they are alone in their belief, even if
many privately agree.

In contrast, the majority illusion originates
from external structural properties of the so-
cial network, specifically, local visibility bias.
This occurs when a behaviour or belief, al-
though rare globally, is disproportionately vis-
ible in individuals’ local neighbourhoods. In
highly skewed or scale-free networks, nodes
with a high degree can make minority-held
behaviours appear widespread simply because
they are seen more often.

Manifestation:

In pluralistic ignorance, individuals conform
outwardly to a norm they privately reject,
maintaining a false consensus.

The majority illusion manifests when individu-
als adopt behaviours or beliefs they perceive as
popular, although, in reality, only a minority
holds those views.

Network Dependency:

Pluralistic ignorance shows a moderate depen-
dence on the social network’s structure, par-
ticularly within small groups characterised by
a high clustering coefficient. In these clusters,
individuals frequently interact with close peers
who tend to share similar social norms. Be-
cause people observe others publicly conform-
ing to certain beliefs or behaviours, even when



many privately disagree, these norms become
self-reinforcing and appear dominant. Exper-
imental evidence shows that such clustered
network structures facilitate the spread and
maintenance of behaviours and social norms
by reinforcing local consensus (Centola, 2010).
Also, Bergstrom & Bak-Coleman (2019) show
that the structure of online social networks can
skew individuals’ perceptions of public opin-
ion, leading to a phenomenon “information
gerrymandering.” This occurs when a strate-
gically connected minority has disproportion-
ate influence over the network, causing their
views to appear more common than they are.
The result is a reinforcement of local consen-
sus and misperceptions, similar to the dynam-
ics of pluralistic ignorance, illustrating how
network topology can systematically distort
collective decision-making. However, pluralis-
tic ignorance does not depend entirely on the
global network structure. Rather, it mostly
arises from social pressures and fears of rejec-
tion within these local communities.

In contrast, the majority illusion shows a high
dependency on specific global network topolo-
gies. A special case are the scale-free and
highly skewed networks. These networks are
characterised by a few nodes with exception-
ally high degrees and many nodes with few
connections. These nodes have disproportion-
ate influence, and their behaviours or opinions
are seen by a large portion of the network. If
they hold minority views, their visibility gets
amplified, creating the illusion that these views
are widespread. The majority illusion thus crit-
ically depends on the structural properties of
the network, but it can also arise in networks
with relatively uniform degree distributions,
depending on how behaviours are distributed
across nodes.

Visibility in Social Perception:

Visibility plays an important role in pluralistic
ignorance, since the invisibility of private be-
liefs (they are hidden) remains largely hidden
from others, hence contributing to the appear-
ance of the phenomenon.

In the majority illusion, visibility is central,
since a few well-connected (popular) individ-

uals disproportionately shape the perceived
popularity of beliefs, skewing collective percep-
tion.

e FEffect on Minority Viewpoints:

Pluralistic ignorance suppresses the expression
of the actual majority viewpoints, even when
they are widely held but kept private.

The majority illusion, conversely, amplifies the
visibility of minority-held views when those
views are held by well-positioned or highly con-
nected individuals.

e Underlying Psychological Process:

The psychological process behind pluralistic
ignorance is the fear of deviance or social re-
jection, which discourages individuals from ex-
pressing different beliefs.

The majority illusion relies on an illusory con-
sensus created by the structure of the network,
where the high visibility of some minority opin-
ions leads to a false impression of widespread
acceptance.

Together, these features show how pluralistic ig-
norance and the majority illusion, while both lead-
ing to distorted social perceptions, operate through
distinct yet complementary processes, primarily
cognitive and internal, and the other structural and
external. ‘Table 3.1’ summarises this comparative
analysis and serves as a framework for understand-
ing their specific roles in shaping social dynamics.
The contrast highlights the complementary nature
of the two concepts. One (pluralistic ignorance)
masks agreement with minority views, while the
other (majority illusion) makes them seem more
popular than they really are.

3.2 Similarities

While pluralistic ignorance and the majority
illusion emerge from distinct mechanisms, cogni-
tive misperception and structural visibility bias
share key features that contribute to distorted
perceptions of social reality. Understanding these
similarities shows how both human psychology
and network structure can interfere with people’s
ability to accurately judge what most others truly
think or believe.



Table 3.1: Comparison between pluralistic ignorance and majority illusion across key dimensions.

Dimension Pluralistic Ignorance Majority Illusion

Mechanism Cognitive misperception of others’ pri- | Structural misperception of visible be-
vate beliefs liefs due to network topology

Origin Internal: fear of social sanction, lack of | External: local visibility bias
open expression

Manifestation Individuals conform to a norm they pri- | Individuals adopt behaviors perceived
vately reject as popular

Network Depen- | Moderate (reinforced by clustering) High (amplified in scale-free and highly

dency skewed networks)

Visibility in Social

Perception liefs

Important; the invisibility of private be-

viduals shapes perception

Effect on Minority

Viewpoints but hidden views

Suppresses expression of widely held

well-placed views

Underlying Psycho-
logical Process

Fear of deviance or rejection

work structure

1. Misperception of Social Consensus

At their core, both phenomena lead to an inaccu-
rate understanding of what beliefs, attitudes, or be-
haviours are most popular within a group. Plural-
istic ignorance involves individuals mistakenly as-
suming that their private opinion is unique, thereby
reinforcing a norm they privately reject, since they
adjust their behaviour based on a perceived group
consensus that does not actually exist (Prentice &
Miller, 1993). Similarly, the majority illusion causes
individuals to perceive a minority opinion as widely
held because highly connected individuals (nodes
with a high degree) disproportionately hold and ex-
press it (Lerman et al., 2016). In both cases, indi-
viduals’ local observations result in global misper-
ceptions, shaping social behaviour based on false
assumptions.

2. Reinforcing Feedback Loops

Both phenomena are sustained and amplified
through feedback mechanisms. In pluralistic igno-
rance, public conformity by individuals (who be-
lieve others support the norm) validates and prop-
agates the norm they privately question, suppress-
ing opposing views even more (D. T. Miller & Mec-
Farland, 1987). In the majority illusion, the feed-
back loop occurs as the network structure causes
minority opinions to be disproportionately visible,

leading to a skewed perception that these opinions
are widespread, which in turn can reinforce their
visibility or attention within the network (Lerman
et al., 2016; Hodas & Lerman, 2014). These feed-
back loops lock groups into self-reinforcing social
illusions, regardless of the actual underlying distri-
bution of beliefs.

3. Reliance on Local Observations

A key structural similarity is that both phenom-
ena rely on individuals forming impressions based
on local or partial information. In pluralistic igno-
rance, this occurs because dissent remains hidden,
since people cannot observe others’ true private at-
titudes and thus rely on observable behaviour (Cen-
tola, 2010). In the majority illusion, local exposure
is biased toward nodes with a high clustering coef-
ficient, which views dominate their neighbourhood;
Ugander et al. (2011) show that real-world social
networks, such as Facebook’s, show strong local
clustering, which shapes the visibility and spread
of opinions within those neighbourhoods. In both
cases, the reliance on samples of the social network
leads to misjudgments about the majority opinion.

3.3 Network Topologies

Understanding how social network structures shape
collective perception is essential to explaining the

Central; visibility of few popular indi-
Amplifies visibility of minority-held but

Ilusory consensus based on local net-




occurrence of pluralistic ignorance and majority il-
lusion. Two distinct types of network topologies,
clustered networks with high clustering coefficients
and scale-free networks, play important roles in fa-
cilitating these phenomena.

In Clustered Networks with high clustering
coefficient, nodes tend to form tightly connected
groups where neighbours are also interconnected,
creating dense local clusters (Watts & Strogatz,
1998). In such networks, there is a high local in-
formation flow, and individuals predominantly in-
teract within their immediate cluster. This struc-
tural property supports pluralistic ignorance by re-
inforcing local social norms through repeated ex-
posure to public conformity signals, despite private
opposition. Within these clusters, the lack of ex-
posure to different opinions reduces opportunities
for correcting misperceptions about others’ private
beliefs. The localized reinforcement leads to stable,
self-sustaining false consensus within each cluster,
even if the true distribution of beliefs differs (Cen-
tola, 2010).

Scale-Free Networks (example in Figure 2.1)
exhibit a heterogeneous degree distribution follow-
ing a power law, where a small subset of nodes,
called hubs, have disproportionately many connec-
tions (Barabdsi & Albert, 1999). A heterogeneous
degree distribution means that nodes differ widely
in how many connections they have. While most
nodes have only a few links, a few hubs possess a
very large number of connections. This uneven dis-
tribution follows a power law, with the probability
P(k) that a node has k connections roughly pro-
portional to k~7, where v typically ranges between
2 and 3. This topology is especially facilitating the
majority illusion, where minority opinions held by
influential hubs become highly visible across the
network, leading many nodes to overestimate their
prevalence (Lerman et al., 2016). Because many
low-degree nodes connect directly to these hubs, the
minority view appears disproportionately common
in local neighbourhoods, generating a global per-
ception that contradicts the actual minority status
of the opinion.

These two types of networks demonstrate that
the structural features of clustered and scale-free,
selectively amplify different types of social misper-
ceptions: clustered networks facilitate pluralistic ig-
norance by promoting local conformity and hiding
private dissent, whereas scale-free networks create

the conditions for majority illusion by enabling a
small set of well-connected nodes to skew global
visibility of minority beliefs.

3.4 Interaction Effects

When pluralistic ignorance and the majority illu-
sion co-occur, their interaction can drastically dis-
tort public opinion. This section outlines two pri-
mary interaction types:

(a) Reinforcement Dynamics

A challenging scenario can appear when a small
but strategically positioned minority opinion, am-
plified by the majority illusion, is perceived as
broadly accepted across the network. Meanwhile,
most individuals privately disagree but refrain from
expressing their dissent, mistakenly believing they
are alone in their opposition, due to pluralistic igno-
rance. This creates a reinforcing feedback loop: the
minority opinion’s overrepresentation via highly
connected nodes (hubs) boosts its visibility, encour-
aging public conformity, which in turn suppresses
the expression of the actual majority’s private be-
liefs (Centola, 2010). Over time, this can result in
a false consensus, making the minority view ap-
pear overwhelmingly dominant and discouraging
change.

(b) Opinion Cascades

Alternatively, the mismatch between individ-
uals’ private beliefs and their perceptions of the
majority can create unstable social dynamics
characterised by opinion cascades. Here, the pop-
ulation initially appears unified behind the visible
majority view (due to the majority illusion), but
disagreement exists beneath the surface (due to
pluralistic ignorance). Once a triggering event,
such as a revelation, external shock, or influential
dissent, breaks the silence, suppressed minority
opinions may suddenly erupt in widespread public
expression, cascading rapidly through the network
(Centola, 2010). These cascades demonstrate the
fragility of the distorted consensus and reveal how
pluralistic ignorance masks true opinions until
collective behaviours suddenly shift, sometimes
dramatically (Mason et al., 2017).

To illustrate the interaction of the two phe-
nomena, ‘Table 3.2’ categorises four scenarios,
evaluating their effects on public and minority
viewpoint perception.



Table 3.2: Interactions of Pluralistic Ignorance and Majority Illusion

Scenario | Pluralistic Ignorance | Majority Illusion | Effect on Public Impact on
Perception Minority
Viewpoints
A v X False belief in what Hidden majority
the majority seems views remain
to support unvoiced
suppresses
disagreement
B X v Minority appears Artificial
dominant due to amplification of
structural bias minority viewpoint
C v v Reinforced illusion Strongest
of consensus suppression of
dissent and spread
of false norms
D X X Accurate norm Genuine minority
perception opinions can be
expressed and
evaluated

Scenario A: Individuals suppress their views
due to perceived peer pressure, even though most of
them secretly agree. It is mostly common in offline
communities with strong social conformity because
direct face-to-face interactions, limited anonymity,
and close social monitoring intensify pressure to
publicly conform, causing individuals to suppress
opposing opinions despite privately sharing them.
For example, Kuran (1995) explores how individ-
uals in authoritarian or repressive societies often
conceal their true opinions due to fear of social
sanctions, leading to widespread public conformity
despite private disagreement.

Scenario B: A minority appears widespread due
to visibility bias. On platforms like X, for instance,
a small number of highly connected influencers ad-
vocating for a controversial political stance can
make it appear dominant within users’ feeds, de-
spite broad disagreement among the general popu-
lation. This structural bias leads many to overesti-
mate the popularity of marginalized opinions, im-
pacting discourse and potentially polarizing opin-
ions (Lerman et al., 2016).

Scenario C: This is the most extreme case, in
which structural visibility and psychological sup-

pression combine and create a powerful false con-
sensus. Minority views dominate not just externally
but become internalized, skewing public opinion.
his interaction is further discussed above in section
(a) Reinforcement Dynamics.

Scenario D: An ideal case where perceptions
align with actual distributions.

4 Discussion

This research’s objective was to explore the similar-
ities and differences between two phenomena, plu-
ralistic ignorance and the majority illusion, within
the context of social networks. Even though they
are distinct by definition and through their mecha-
nisms, both contribute to a broader issue: the dis-
tortion of public opinion within social networks.

By grounding the research on established liter-
ature, graph theory and social network analysis,
the study highlighted the interplay between indi-
vidual cognitive biases and structural characteris-
tics of social networks. It stressed how collective
misperceptions can emerge and then persist, even
in the absence of explicit misinformation.




Throughout the research, it became clear that
these misperceptions are not random. They are in-
fluenced by several properties of the networks in-
dividuals are part of, such as the connections in
between the individuals, how visible certain voices
are and how information circulates through the sys-
tem.

Importantly, the thesis referred to the fact that
the two phenomena can reinforce one another.

4.1 Broader Implications

By analysing how network characteristics interact
with cognitive biases, this research sheds light on
the mechanisms that distort collective decision-
making. When individuals base their choices on
mistakenly assumed social norms, believing that
others support ideas they in fact reject, public pol-
icy, voting behaviour, and social mobilisation can
be significantly skewed. Such distortions can lead
to ineffective or even harmful group outcomes.

The findings have direct implications for misin-
formation management. Pluralistic ignorance con-
tributes to self-censorship, making it difficult to
identify true public consensus. Simultaneously, the
majority illusion inflates niche opinions, increas-
ing their perceived legitimacy. Together, they can
create fertile ground for misinformation to thrive,
especially when minority beliefs (e.g., conspiracy
theories) are algorithmically promoted and main-
stream views are silently withheld.

From a policy perspective, recognising the dual
nature of these distortions can make it possible
to foster more accurate perceptions. For instance,
transparency tools that expose actual distribution
of views, like surveys, could help combat pluralis-
tic ignorance. Also, the effects of the majority il-
lusion can be reduced by changing how informa-
tion spreads on social networks. For example, giv-
ing more equal visibility to different voices, rather
than always showing the most popular or influential
ones, can prevent minority opinions from appearing
more common than they really are.

One of the most critical contributions of this re-
search is based on its ethical implications for Al
Social media platforms increasingly rely on Al-
driven recommendation algorithms that prioritise
content based on engagement, rather than accu-
racy or representativeness. This algorithmic am-
plification can intensify both pluralistic ignorance

and the majority illusion, by: suppressing opposing
but widely held opinions, boosting visibility of vo-
cal but marginal views and encouraging echo cham-
bers and filter bubbles. Future Al systems should
be evaluated not only for fairness and bias in con-
tent, but also for their broader societal effects, also
when it comes to how they shape users’ understand-
ing of what others believe.

4.2 Further research

Building on the insights of this study, prospective
research ideas emerge.

A direction involves empirical studies using real-
world data from platforms like X, Reddit, or Tik-
Tok. By combining network analysis with senti-
ment and belief inference techniques, researchers
could attempt to detect pluralistic ignorance, such
as widespread private disagreement masked by pub-
lic silence and majority illusions, like niche views
appearing dominant due to influencer visibility. For
example, natural language processing could be used
to compare public statements with anonymous sur-
vey data on private beliefs. Follower networks could
be examined for structural biases where minor-
ity opinions gain disproportionate exposure. Then,
continuous analysis could trace the rise and fall over
time, revealing moments of abrupt opinion shifts
or corrections. This research idea would also pro-
vide valuable tools for platform moderation, policy-
making, and media literacy efforts.

Moreover, given the important role of platform
algorithms in shaping social perception, another
idea could be to design and test algorithmic inter-
ventions aimed at combating the false perception
of consensus caused by the majority illusion and
pluralistic ignorance. These would aim to mitigate
visibility bias without suppressing freedom of ex-
pression. This could be achieved by implementing
diversity-enhancing recommendation systems that
intentionally expose users to a wider range of views.
Also, there can be implemented transparency tools
that show users how popular a belief really is across
the platform. Such systems could be evaluated in
both simulated environments and real-world plat-
forms, balancing ethical exchange between engage-
ment, user control and accuracy.
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