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Information and absence in decision-making contexts 

Workshop Dec. 2, 2021, 10.00 – 16.30 

Room 4A.0.68, Southern Campus, University of Copenhagen. 

Organizer: Sille Obelitz Søe, Department of Communication, University of Copenhagen. 

Registration by email to sille.obelitz@hum.ku.dk before Nov. 15th 2021. 

Decision-making is part of the human condition and plays into all aspects of human life. 

Decision-making is also one of the key factors in developments in artificial intelligence 

and other types of automated processes. Part of what goes into decision-making is 

information (in a very broad sense). Information about states of affairs, information 

about trustworthiness and credibility, information about…anything. It depends on the 

context and the decision to be made.  

However, sometimes decisions are made in the absence of information, or at least in the 

absence of some specific information. Among other things, informational absences can 

have conversational implicatures, feed into biases, and frame decision problems in a 

variety of ways. Absent information may therefore be as important to understanding 

decision-making processes as present information.  

In this workshop, we are joining forces across Department of Communication – and 

beyond – to investigate to roles of information and absence in various decision-making 

contexts for both humans and machines. We are asking questions regarding the nature 

of decision-making within disciplines such as philosophy, information studies, media 

studies, rhetoric, and computer science with a special emphasis on the role played by 

the presence and absence of information.    

Confirmed Speakers: 

 Thomas Bolander, Professor, DTU COMPUTE. Dept. of Mathematics and 

computer Science. (Logic and Artificial Intelligence). 

 Sille Obelitz Søe, PhD, Assistant Professor, UCPH, Dept. of Communication, 

Section of Digital Information and Communication. (Philosophy of 

Information/Information Studies) 

 Andreas Christiansen, PhD, Postdoc, UCPH, Dept. of Communication, Section of 

Philosophy. (Philosophy) 

 Lisa Storm Villadsen, Professor, UCPH, Dept. of Communication, Section of 

Rhetoric. (Rhetoric). 

 Christina Neumayer, Associate Professor, UCPH, Dept. of Communication, Section 

of Media Studies. (Media Studies). 
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Program: 

10.00 – 10.15: Welcome /Sille Obelitz Søe 

10.15 – 11.00: Data (in)visibilities /Christina Neumayer 

11.00 – 11.15: Coffee break 

11.15 – 12.00: Epistemic modelling of the changes we do not see /Thomas Bolander 

12.00 – 13.00: Lunch 

13.00 – 13.45: Informed Preference Voting /Andreas Christiansen 

13.45 – 14.00: Coffee break 

14.00 – 14.45: ‘Politics is First and Foremost Emotions’ /Lisa Storm Villadsen 

14.45 – 15.00: Break 

15.00 – 15.45: Algorithmic Implicature /Sille Obelitz Søe 

15.45 – 16.00: Break 

16.00 – 16.30: Wrap up and goodbye  
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Abstracts: 

Data (in)visibilities (Christina Neumayer) 

Digital and social media data are increasingly used to study a variety of social 

phenomena, and the results are used in decision-making process. This development is 

based on the assumption that digital trace data can provide insights into the nature of 

human interaction, social processes, and public opinion. In this presentation, we turn 

our attention to what remains invisible in research based on digital media data. We 

discuss data invisibilities, as they are created within four dimensions: people and 

intentionality, technologies and tools, accessibility and form, and meaning and 

imaginaries. We introduce the notion of quasi-visible data as an intermediary between 

visible and invisible data highlighting the processual character of data. Thinking about 

data invisibilities allows us to develop a more reflective and ethical field of research into 

the study of social phenomena based on digital media data. We distance ourselves from 

the assumption that all digital media data are visible and focus on the invisible; and we 

explore what we make visible and render invisible with digital data and methods. The 

presentation is an invitation for using data invisibilities as a sensitizing concept to 

reflect upon research and analysis processes when relying on digital data; and to 

eventually move toward a more reflective field of research that may inform decision-

making. The presentation is based on our article:  

Neumayer, C., Rossi, L., & Struthers, D. M. (2021). Invisible Data: A Framework for 

Understanding Visibility Processes in Social Media Data. Social Media + Society, 7(1), 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2056305120984472 

 

Epistemic modelling of the changes we do not see (Thomas Bolander) 

In fully observable environments, there is no information absence to impede ones 

deliberation or decision-making. In partially observable environments, however, the 

level of uncertainty is often so high that it becomes infeasible to keep complete track of 

ones knowledge and ignorance. Consider e.g. coming home from work in the evening. 

What do you know about the state of your home right before you open the door to 

enter? Most likely you will expect your couch to be more or less as you left it, though of 

course it might have been stolen, burned, torn apart by the cat or occupied by friends 

throwing a surprise party for you. Keeping track of all the things that might have 

happened to the couch is computationally infeasible, so both humans and artificial 

intelligence (AI) systems often apply a principle of “epistemic inertia”: things not 

observed to have changed are assumed not to have changed (it is closely related to the 

"common sense law of inertia” in connection with the frame problem in AI). This 

principle concludes from absence of evidence of change to absence of change. It is of 

course not a foolproof reasoning principle, and it can lead to false beliefs, as for instance 

in the false-belief tasks studied in cognitive psychology.  

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2056305120984472
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The principle of epistemic inertia is also clearly too naive if we assume other agents to 

be intentional and we ourselves have intention recognition abilities. If it is your 

birthday, and your spouse likes to surprise you, maybe it is reasonable to explicitly 

consider the possibility that there is a surprise party being prepared in your couch? The 

situation is thus this. Keeping track of all epistemic alternatives is computationally 

infeasible, so there is a need to “throw away information” (or “throw away ignorance”, 

to be more precise). However, a principle of epistemic inertia is probably throwing 

away too much, and also not a realistic model of human epistemic (doxastic) reasoning. 

In my talk, I will illustrate the problem and some possible solutions from the 

perspective of logic and AI, in particular with respect to solutions that can be applied to 

building humanoid robots with social capabilities. In more overall terms, the talk 

concerns finding logical models to deal with absence of observation of change, in 

particular models that are appropriate for applications in AI. 

 

Informed Preference Voting (Andreas Christiansen) 

Democracy is in the grip of a pair of contradicting demands: On the one hand, we want 

laws and policies to be responsive to citizens, taking their views and concerns into 

account. On the other hand, we want laws and policies to be responsive to truth and 

evidence about matters of fact that bear on them. Since voters are often (and perhaps 

even typically) ignorant of or misinformed about such matters of fact, it seems that the 

demand of responsiveness to citizens will be directly detrimental to our ability to honor 

the demand for responsiveness to truth and evidence, and vice versa. Recently, political 

philosophers and epistemologists have suggested a reform of democracy designed to 

avoid this ‘responsiveness dilemma’: Informed preference voting. In informed 

preference voting, a citizen’s vote is determined via a statistical estimation of how she 

would have voted if fully informed. In the talk I show how responsiveness to such 

hypothetical informed views can honor the democratic demand for responsiveness, but 

argue that informed preference voting does not constitute responsiveness to the right 

kind of hypothetical informed preferences.  

 

‘Politics is First and Foremost Emotions’: The Mainstreaming of Epistemological 

Populism (Lisa Storm Villadsen) 

In this talk I inquire into the relation between populist discourse and political culture as 

it revolves around the arguably greatest victory of populism so far: the reintroduction of 

appeals to emotion as the sovereign principle in political debate and the concomitant 

disregard for fact-based evidence or expert opinion. I analyse a particular case of 

promoting the status of emotions relative to knowledge, and I examine how particular 

rhetorical strategies are employed to offer attractive identity positions to readers by 

seemingly allowing for a respectable populism. Through a close textual analysis of a 



5 
 

political newsletter that argues that emotions are a legitimate and sufficient guide to 

settling political questions I show how ‘people vs. elite’ appeals undergird the text in the 

garb of a ‘common sense vs. academic/technocratic knowledge’ stance, and I discuss 

how the identity position offered to the reader supports this stance. Particular attention 

is given to the newsletter’s disarming tone and its implicit appeals to notions of 

‘common sense’. This is argued to be problematic as it promotes an approach to politics 

that encourages disregarding both factual knowledge and opposing views in the 

development and pursuit of a particular political issue.  

 

Algorithmic Implicature (Sille Obelitz Søe) 

In this talk I will outline the idea behind the the concept algorithmic implicature – 

currently a metaphor for trying to understand that which is present without being 

explicit in the automated domain – i.e. implicit attitudes, intentions, assumptions, etc. 

The idea is to develop algorithmic implicature as a full-fledged concept based on 

investigations of absence and its relation to meaning, representation, and information, 

as well as investigations of absence-based inference. The focus on absence enables us to 

address ‘that which is present without being present’ in algorithms in ways that move 

beyond current ethical concerns regarding discrimination, bias, and unfairness. 

Hopefully, the investigations of absence in decision-making processes will further our 

understanding of artificial intelligence and be especially beneficial in contexts of 

automated decision-making. 


