Generating Events for Dynamic Social Network
Simulations
Pascal Held, Alexander Dockhorn, and Rudolf Kruse
Department of Knowledge Processing and Language Engineering
Faculty of Computer Science
Otto von Guericke University of Magdeburg
pascal.held@ovgu.de
alexander.dockhorn@st.ovgu.de
rudolf.kruse@ovgu.de
http://fuzzy.cs.uni-magdeburg.de

Abstract. Social Network Analysis in the last decade has gained remarkable attention. The current analysis focuses more and more on the
dynamic behavior of them. The underlying structure from Social Networks, like facebook, or twitter, can change over time. Groups can be
merged or single nodes can move from one group to another. But these
phenomenas do not only occur in social networks but also in human
brains. The research in neural spike trains also focuses on finding functional communities. These communities can change over time by switching the stimuli presented to the subject. In this paper we introduce a
data generator to create such dynamic behavior, with effects in the interactions between nodes. We generate time stamps for events for one-toone, one-to-many, and many-to-all relations. This data could be used to
demonstrate the functionality of algorithms on such data, e.g. clustering
or visualization algorithms. We demonstrated that the generated data
fulfills common properties of social networks.
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Introduction

Social Network Analysis is a hot topic since some years. The first investigations
where done in a static analysis of the networks. Examples for this are networks
representing friendship, or co-author relationships, between people. But social
networks, like facebook, or Twitter, are very dynamic. So a static view is too
simple. In [8] we described some algorithms which are based on events between
nodes. This could be e.g. an interaction between users of a social network, or
interactions between neurons in human brains.
The human brain consists of different regions. In each region there are a
lot of neurons which are connected. These connections cause that stimuli from
outside are passed through this network of neurons by fire events of neurons.
A group of neurons which handle the same stimuli are called functional groups
or communities. The discovery of such functional communities is very similar
to social networks analysis. [14] The history of fire events of a single neuron is
called spike train.
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There are some data sets available, e.g. the Enron Dataset, extracts from
twitter, or recordings from human brains. These are all real data sets, where we
know nothing about the base structure of the underlying data.
In this paper we present a data generator to generate events for social networks or fire events in spike trains. This data represents interaction between
different nodes in the network. We do not only represent static behavior, but
also dynamics in the underlying structure. So we can configure the generator in
a way, that clusters of nodes are changing, like in real social structures.
The generated data is based on clusters of nodes in a graph. Nodes within
the same cluster have a higher communication frequency than nodes in different
clusters. During the simulation it is possible to generate new clusters, or modify
them by adding nodes, moving nodes from one to another cluster, merging with
other clusters, split up the clusters.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In the second section we present
some fundamentals in the field of social networks and human brain spike trains.
The third section describes the generator in detail, followed by experiments with
the generated data in Section 4. In the last section we discuss our results.

2

Fundamentals

The generation of graphs, especially in social network analysis is nothing new.
There are a lot of generators, like the Kronecker graph generators [10] or the
generator from McGlohon et al. [12]. The most algorithms generate graphs which
hold some typical properties or have problems with a growing number of nodes.
Akoglu and Faloutsos developed the realistic graph generator [1] which holds
most typical properties and also enables the evolving of graphs. A good survey
of different generators is given in [3].
The main drawback of these algorithms is that evolution of the graph in most
cases is a static growing, where new nodes and edges are created. In some cases
there are also changes in the connections, but the main structure is constant.
Our focus is to create a graph, where we know the main structure of the
underlying communities, so we have a ground truth to check cluster algorithms
on dynamic graphs. Also we want to be able to change this ground structure.
Another point is that we are primary not interested in the graph itself, but
on the events between the nodes, which could be used to create such a graph.
In the following we present same requirements for spike train simulation as
well as for social network generation.
2.1

Simulating Spike Trains

A neuron in the human brain can be simulated as a list of events. An event
occurs when the potential of the concerning neuron increases. This means that
the neuron fires. Such an event list is commonly named spike train.
The easiest way to simulate such spike trains is a point process simulation
based on a Poisson process model [15]. This model is based on the assumption
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that the probability of a neuron firing in a given time frame [t, t + δt] is simply
given by Rδt where R is the firing rate, for sufficient small δt. The probability
is absolutely independent from the position of the last firing.
One interpretation of interacting neurons are ensembles in parallel spike
trains [11]. The main idea is, that neurons that fire together are wired together.
Borgelt et al. generate data parallel spike trains with multiple Poisson processes.
Every spike train has one generator process. Additionally one process for every
ensemble is present. The events from the ensemble process will be copied into
the individual spike trains with a given probability. These probabilities describes
how close the neurons are interacting with each other. The individual point processes of neurons within an ensemble have a lower fire rate, so the combined fire
rate together with the common fire events is the same as from other neurons.
2.2

Social Networks

One aspect of our data generator is the simulation of interactions in social networks. For this simulation the generated data should have similar characteristics
as real social networks. In this section we would like to present some of these
characteristics and how to show them. These are the small-world property, scalefree characteristics, and the structure of communities and clusters.
The Small-World Property was introduced by Watts and Strogatz [16] for
graphs with social network characteristics in 1998. It is based on the six degree of separation from Guare [5]. They focused on the average shortest path
between two nodes (global connectivity measure) L and the average clustering
coefficient (local neighborhood connectivity measure) C. In their experiments
they started with a regular graph where the nodes are placed in a ring. Every
node is connected to the k following and previous nodes. With a probability of
p they replaced a given edge by a new random one. For p = 0.0 this yield to
the original graph and p = 1.0 yield to a total random graph, with the same
amount of nodes and edges. They compared three graphs with social network
character with random graphs of the same complexity (same number of nodes
and edges) and proofed that they all follow the small-world model, which means
that L & Lrandom and C  Crandom .
The Scale-free characteristic is a another property of social networks. Typically is that not every node has the same connectivity degree. There are some
nodes with a strong connectivity to others and other nodes with much fewer
connections. This is based on the fact, that such networks grow over time. New
nodes connect themselves more probable with nodes with a strong connectivity.
For example, a new person in a friendship network will connect first to high connected friends then to other new nodes, or a new website will link to a known
common website then to another new one. Barabasi and Albert investigate in
1999 [2] this phenomenon. They found out that the degree distribution of the
nodes from social networks follow a power-law distribution.
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To proof this property in the generated data, we will run the same experiments and compare the L and C values with equivalent random graphs.
Communities and Clusters are the core phenomenon in social network. People organize in groups and these groups could be recognized in communities in
social networks. Such a group could be a group of people from the same university or a clique of friends.
The main concept of this groups is that the connectivity within a group
is much denser then the connectivity to elements outside of the group. In the
field of data mining this is called the intra-cluster-density and the inter-clustersparseness. In our work we get this property by construction. The data generator
itself supports the modeling of such clusters.
Social Networks are dynamic and not static. They evolve over time. New
elements join the network, clusters are emerging, splitting, growing, or shrinking.
Nodes change from one cluster to another. In [7] we describe how to analyze this
dynamics in clusters.
With our data generator we can generate communication events for such
dynamics in social networks.

3

Data Generator

We already introduced a broad area of applications for graphs. However, all
variants require the graph structure or the type of output to comply special
constraints. For that reason the generator needs to be easily adjustable for a
multitude of network characteristics. The implemented data generator is able to
produce different types of static and dynamic graphs. It consists of methods for
defining the structure of the start graph and allows the import of scripts, which
describe changes to specified points in time. The basic behavior of the generator
and script functionalities will be outlined in the following sections.
The graph is divided into several clusters. Each network structure of a cluster
is generated using the model proposed by Barabási in [2]. This model proposes a
growing network starting with m0 nodes. Further nodes are sequentially added
to the graph and connected using m(≤ m0 ) edges. The probability of a node
having k edges follows a power-law with an exponent of ymodel = 2.9 ± 0.1.
By definition the network structure of each cluster will organize itself into a
scale-free stationary state. We use the same model to decide which clusters are
connected. Connecting nodes will be drawn at random.
The firing rates and intervals in a cluster can be configured by entering constant values or a distribution where values are drawn of. The generator therefore
supports the creation of poisson processes by using gamma distributions to determine time intervals between two events as it was modeled in [15]. Nodes and
clusters store corresponding parameters and can be manipulated through script
functions as it will be explained later.
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Generated events will be stored and exported in a .csv-file. The respective
format can be set in the command line and be of one of the following types:
Communication with one source and single/multiple targets: Every entry will contain the time of the event, the id of the source node and targets
of the communication. ”time; idsource ; idtarget(s) ”
Groups of nodes active at the same time: This format does not include
information about the direction of any communication and stores simultaneously active nodes per time frame. ”time; idsource(s) ”
Activity of single nodes: The third format records undirected potentials per
node and can be used to record spike trains. ”time; idnode ”
The main focus of our designed program lies on enabling the user to preconfigure changes of the network in a script file. This way analysis techniques can be
brought to the test for already known features of the dynamic graph. Currently
provided script-functions and their possible applications are listed below:
Delete/add nodes/clusters: Nodes and clusters can be added/deleted at specified time points. E.g. new people are joining a network, a neuron dies
Change behavior of individual nodes: Adjust firing rates, activity or cluster assignments per node. E.g. a person starts to communicate more frequently, communication partners change because of a new job, a neuron
fires more often because a stimulus changed
Change behavior of clusters: Adjust activity of the whole cluster. E.g. a
group of people starts to communicate more often to organize an event,
a brain region changes activity level while sleeping, the visual part of the
brain adapts to changes in visual stimuli
Divide or merge clusters: Multiple clusters are merged to form a new one,
a cluster will be divided in parts. E.g. circle of friends splits after finishing
school, departments are joined to minimize communication costs, special
stimuli only activate specific parts of the brain

4

Experiments

The generator was tested on the simulation of spike trains and social networks.
The former was compared to another generator used by Borgelt el al. [11] which
is based on a model from Nawrot et al. [13]. We evaluated different measures
relating to spike trains and social networks. Our test cases will be presented in
the following sections. Our evaluation platform was an HP Z400 with 6GB RAM
and a 3.45 GHz 6-core Intel Xeon processor. However the program only used one
core for the generation process. Event generation for our biggest test-case (1000
Cluster, 100 000 Nodes and 25 000 000 Events) took about 7 minutes.
4.1

Spike Trains

In spike trains the activity potentials per node are recorded. Therefore we chose
the third output type for our generator. Both tools were used to generate 50
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nodes, 10 forming a single ensemble and 40 nodes for noise. Events were recorded
over ten seconds. The nodes firing rates were set to an average of 20 events per
second. The ensemble had a copy rate of 50 percent, therefore an average of half
of the ensemble nodes participated on events of the whole ensemble.
First we checked for similarity of individual spike trains of both tools by
using a Kolmogorow-Smirnow test for the distributions of time intervals between
consecutive events per node. The average of recorded p-values was ∼ 0.55. For
this reason we can accept the hypothesis that both distributions were drawn
from the same continuous distribution.
n11 n00 − n01 n10
1
− p
2 2 (n10 + n11 )(n01 + n00 )(n11 + n01 )(n00 + n10 )
n01 + n10
=
n11 n00 − n01 n10
n10 + n01
=
n11 + n10 + n01
n01 + n10
=
n∗∗

dCorrelation =
dY ule
dJaccard
dHamming

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

We continued the analysis of our generator by binning resulting spike trains
into 1000 bins of size 0.01 second to transform them into a binary matrix. This
was used to calculated distance matrices for the four distance measures Correlation (1), Yule (2) [17], Jaccard (3) [9], and Hamming (4) [6]. The results are
shown in Figure 1. The distance matrices for hamming and yule distance show
clearly the similarity of the first ten nodes forming an ensemble. Distances of
noise-noise and noise-ensemble combinations were much higher.
4.2

Social Network

Our second evaluation involves the generation of social networks. We created
four graphs with the following configurations.
–
–
–
–

Graph
Graph
Graph
Graph

1
2
3
4

=
=
=
=

5 clusters with 20 nodes each
3 clusters with 50 nodes each
5 clusters with 10, 20, 30, 40 and 50 nodes
25 clusters with 25 nodes each

Noise was excluded in all three generation processes. The activity and communication intervals per node were gamma-distributed with α = 1 and β = 0.35.
We compared the average path length and the average cluster coefficient
of the generated graphs to random graphs with same number of total edges.
Recorded values are shown in Table 1.
It has been shown that for all three generated graphs the small-world model
(L & Lrandom and C  Crandom ) is applicable. We used the same set of graphs
to test for scale-free characteristics. We used the procedure, described in [4].
It uses a bootstrapping hypothesis test to maximize the Kolmogorow-Smirnow
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Fig. 1. Distance matrices for jaccard, correlation, yule and hamming distance

statistic to test for a goodness-of-fit between the data and the power law. The
resulting p-values need to be ≥ 0.1 to accept the power-law distribution as a
plausible hypothesis. Responding p-values per graph are shown in Table 1. The
results were all significant (≥ 0.1) and therefore a power-law distribution can be
accepted as a hypothesis.
Forming communities and clusters is directly inferred by the generation process. Each cluster will be generated as a separate graph using the model proposed
by Barabási in [2]. Noise can be added by defining a base probability for intercluster-events for a whole cluster or by adding specified noise nodes. Dependent
on the chosen cluster definition it is possible to design clusters of nodes which
are active at the same time, in equal distributed time intervals or are more likely
to talk to each other than to nodes from different clusters.
To show the dynamic capabilities of our generator we created graphs with two
clusters of 20 nodes each and used a simple script, which included the following
commands:
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Graph 1 Graph 2 Graph 3 Graph 4
Lgenerator
Lrandom
Cgenerator
Crandom
p

4.30
2.83
0.40
0.07
0.5

4.73
2.97
0.27
0.05
0.5

4.38
2.96
0.30
0.35
0.5

6.45
3.28
0.42
0.14
0.9

Table 1. Measured average shortest path length and clustering coefficient per graph
compared to a random graph with same number of edges, p-values for accepting a
power-law distribution as plausible hypothesis

–
–
–
–
–

t1 ,
t3 ,
t5 ,
t7 ,
t9 ,

move five nodes from cluster one to cluster two
add five new nodes to cluster one
remove five nodes from cluster two
lower the cluster activity of cluster two to 50%
set cluster activity of cluster two back to 100%

We recorded the number of inter- and intra-cluster events per second and averaged those over ten generation processes. Recorded values are binned per separate graph configuration and presented in Table 2 and Figure 2.

t0−1 t1−3 t3−5 t5−7 t7−9 t9−10
Intra-cluster events one 133 67 139 137 134 133
Intra-cluster events two 138 200 197 161 75 164
Inter-cluster events
13 12 16 15 11 12

Table 2. Evolution of event frequency for dynamic graph, values represent average
count of events per second, time-intervals are based on different graph configurations

The influence of the script can be seen in the changes of events. Both clusters
start with nearly the same number of events per second. The intra-cluster communication of cluster one is reduced in time frame two, because the number of
nodes changed from 20 to 15. Simultaneously an increase for intra-cluster communication of cluster two was recorded. After reinserting five nodes to cluster
one, the number of events went back to the initial value. No further significant
changes of cluster ones communication level were observed. In contrast records
for cluster two include a decrease of events in time frame four, which is correlated
with the decrease of nodes. In the following time frames the communication level
was first set to 50% and in time frame six set back to 100%, which is observable
in the number of events of cluster two, as well. The number of inter-cluster events
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Time Step
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Fig. 2. Evolution of event frequency for dynamic graph, values represent average count
of events per second, time-intervals are based on different graph configurations

was constant on a lower level than intra-cluster communication. This can be explained by the set base communication probability of pbase = 0.01. However, the
number of expected events can be changed by adjusting this parameter.

5

Results and Outlook

We presented a generator for the creation of static and dynamic graphs. The
generator in its current version was able to produce reasonable data as a base
for multiple graph related problems. The comparison with a previous available
spike train generator showed that spike trains with similar distributions of eventintervals can be created. Furthermore predefined ensembles could be detected
in calculated distance matrices. Social network experiments demonstrated the
ability to create graphs with small world properties and scale-free characteristics.
All these processes can be combined with a script for planning changes in the
graph structure. Therefore researchers will be able to test analysis techniques
for dynamic graphs on event data containing predefined features.
Until the tool gets released we will concentrate on refurbishing the current
generation process. Configurations with a high number of events per second
(> 100) can still be too much afflicted with noise in the resulting distributions.
Additionally further script functions will be added to insert more dynamic characteristics to the graph.
The implementation of our generator could be downloaded from http://
iws.cs.uni-magdeburg.de/~pheld/publications/IPMU2014/.
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