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Supplement to:  

Grimm V, Berger U, DeAngelis DL, Polhill JG, Giske J, Railsback SF. 1010. The 
ODD protocol: a review and first update. Ecological Modelling 221: 2760-2768. 

This supplement can be used as a template for writing ODD model descriptions. It contains 

Section 3 of the manuscript. After reading the explanations and typing the answers to the 

question, ODD users should have a clear and complete ODD model description of their indi-

vidual- or agent-based models. Questions and explanations should, of course, be deleted then. 

ODD Template  

1
The model description follows the ODD (Overview, Design concepts, Details) protocol for 

describing individual- and agent-based models (Grimm et al. 2006
2
, 2010

3
).  

1. Purpose 

Question: What is the purpose of the model? 

Answer: ...  

Explanation: Every model has to start from a clear question, problem, or hypothesis. There-

fore, ODD starts with a concise summary of the overall objective(s) for which the model was 

developed. Do not describe anything about how the model works here, only what it is to be 

used for. We encourage authors to use this paragraph independently of any presentation of the 

purpose in the introduction of their article, since the ODD protocol should be complete and 

understandable by itself and not only in connection with the whole publication (as it is also 

the case for figures, tables and their legends). If one of the purposes of a model is to expand 

from basic principles to richer representation of real-world scenarios, this should be stated 

explicitly.  

2. Entities, state variables, and scales  

Questions: What kinds of entities are in the model? By what state variables, or attributes, are 

these entities characterized? What are the temporal and spatial resolutions and extents of the 

model?  

Answer: ...  

Explanation: An entity is a distinct or separate object or actor that behaves as a unit and may 

interact with other entities or be affected by external environmental factors. Its current state is 

characterized by its state variables or attributes. A state variable or attribute is a variable that 

distinguishes an entity from other entities of the same type or category, or traces how the enti-
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ty changes over time. Examples are weight, sex, age, hormone level, social rank, spatial coor-

dinates or which grid cell the entity is in, model parameters characterizing different types of 

agents (e.g., species), and behavioral strategies. The entities of an ABM are thus characterized 

by a set, or vector (Chambers, 1993; Huse et al., 2002), of attributes, which can contain both 

numerical variables and references to behavioral strategies.  

One way to define entities and state variables is the following: if you want (as modelers often 

do) to stop the model and save it in its current state, so it can be re-started later in exactly the 

same state, what kinds of information must you save? 

If state variables have units, they should be provided. State variables can change in the course 

of time (e.g. weight) or remain constant (e.g. sex, species-specific parameters, location of a 

non-mobile entity). State variables should be low level or elementary in the sense that they 

cannot be calculated from other state variables. For example, if farmers are represented by 

grid cells which have certain spatial coordinates, the distance of a farmer to a certain service 

centre would not be a state variable because it can be calculated from the farmer’s and service 

centre’s positions.  

Most ABMs include the following types of entities: 

 Agents/individuals. A model can have different types of agents; for example, wolves and 

sheep, and even different sub-types within the same type, for example different functional 

types of plants or different life stages of animals. Examples of types of agents include the 

following: organisms, humans, or institutions. Example state variables include: identity 

number (i.e., even if all other state variables would be the same, the agent would still 

maintain a unique identity), age, sex, location (which may just be the grid cell it occupies 

instead of coordinates), size, weight, energy reserves, signals of fitness, type of land use, 

political opinion, cell type, species-specific parameters describing, for example, growth 

rate and maximum age, memory (e.g., list of friends or quality of sites visited the previous 

20 time steps), behavioral strategy, etc. 

 Spatial units (e.g., grid cells). Example state variables include the following: location, a 

list of agents in the cell, and descriptors of environmental conditions (elevation, vegeta-

tion cover, soil type, etc.) represented by the cell. In some ABMs, grid cells are used to 

represent agents: the state and behavior of trees, businesses, etc., that can be modeled as 

characteristics of a cell. Some overlap of roles can occur. For example, a grid cell may be 

an entity with its own variables (e.g., soil moisture content, soil nutrient concentration, 

etc., for a terrestrial cell), but may also function as a location, and hence an attribute, of an 

organism. 

 Environment. While spatial units often represent environmental conditions that vary over 

space, this entity refers to the overall environment, or forces that drive the behavior and 

dynamics of all agents or grid cells. Examples of environmental variables are temperature, 

rainfall, market price and demand, fishing pressure, and tax regulations.  

 Collectives. Groups of agents can have their own behaviors, so that it can make sense to 

distinguish them as entities; for example, social groups of animals, households of human 

agents, or organs consisting of cells. A collective is usually characterized by the list of its 

agents, and by specific actions that are only performed by the collective, not by their con-

stitutive entities.  
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In describing spatial and temporal scales and extents (the amount of space and time represent-

ed in a simulation), it is important to specify what the model’s units represent in reality. For 

example: “One time step represents one year and simulations were run for 100 years. One grid 

cell represents 1 ha and the model landscape comprised 1,000 x 1,000 ha; i.e., 10,000 square 

kilometers”. 

3. Process overview and scheduling 

Questions: Who (i.e., what entity) does what, and in what order? When are state variables 

updated? How is time modeled, as discrete steps or as a continuum over which both continu-

ous processes and discrete events can occur? Except for very simple schedules, one should 

use pseudo-code to describe the schedule in every detail, so that the model can be re-

implemented from this code. Ideally, the pseudo-code corresponds fully to the actual code 

used in the program implementing the ABM. 

Answer: ...  

Explanation: The “does what?” in the first question refers to the model’s processes. In this 

ODD element only the self-explanatory names of the model’s processes should be listed: ‘up-

date habitat’, ‘move’, ‘grow’, ‘buy’, ‘update plots’, etc. These names are then the titles of the 

submodels that are described in the last ODD element, ‘Submodels’. Processes are performed 

either by one of the model’s entities (for example: ‘move’), or by a higher-level controller that 

does things such as updating plots or writing output to files. To handle such higher-level pro-

cesses, ABM software platforms like Swarm (Minar et al., 1996) and NetLogo (Wilensky, 

1999) include the concept of the ‘Model’, or ‘Observer’, itself; that is, a controller object that 

performs such processes.  

By “in what order?” we refer to both the order in which the different processes are executed 

and the order in which a process is performed by a set of agents. For example, feeding may be 

a process executed by all the animal agents in a model, but we must also specify the order in 

which the individual animals feed; that is, whether they feed in random order, or fixed order, 

or size-sorted order. Differences in such ordering can have a very large effect on model out-

puts (Bigbee et al., 2006; Caron-Lormier et al., 2008).  

The question of when variables are updated includes the question of whether a state variable 

is immediately assigned a new value as soon as that value is calculated by a process (asyn-

chronous updating), or whether the new value is stored until all agents have executed the pro-

cess, and then all are updated at once (synchronous updating). Most ABMs represent time 

simply by using time steps: assuming that time moves forward in chunks. But time can be 

represented in other ways (Grimm and Railsback, 2005, Chapter 5). Defining a model’s 

schedule includes stating how time is modeled, if it is not clear from the ‘Entities, State Vari-

ables, and Scales’ element. 

4. Design concepts 

Questions: There are eleven design concepts. Most of these were discussed extensively by 

Railsback (2001) and Grimm and Railsback (2005; Chapter. 5), and are summarized here via 

the following questions:   

Basic principles. Which general concepts, theories, hypotheses, or modeling approaches are 

underlying the model’s design? Explain the relationship between these basic principles, the 

complexity expanded in this model, and the purpose of the study. How were they taken into 
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account? Are they used at the level of submodels (e.g., decisions on land use, or foraging the-

ory), or is their scope the system level (e.g., intermediate disturbance hypotheses)? Will the 

model provide insights about the basic principles themselves, i.e. their scope, their usefulness 

in real-world scenarios, validation, or modification (Grimm, 1999)? Does the model use new, 

or previously developed, theory for agent traits from which system dynamics emerge (e.g., 

‘individual-based theory’ as described by Grimm and Railsback [2005; Grimm et al., 2005])? 

Answer: ...  

Emergence. What key results or outputs of the model are modeled as emerging from the adap-

tive traits, or behaviors, of individuals? In other words, what model results are expected to 

vary in complex and perhaps unpredictable ways when particular characteristics of individuals 

or their environment change? Are there other results that are more tightly imposed by model 

rules and hence less dependent on what individuals do, and hence ‘built in’ rather than emer-

gent results?  

Answer: ...  

Adaptation. What adaptive traits do the individuals have? What rules do they have for making 

decisions or changing behavior in response to changes in themselves or their environment? 

Do these traits explicitly seek to increase some measure of individual success regarding its 

objectives (e.g., “move to the cell providing fastest growth rate”, where growth is assumed to 

be an indicator of success; see the next concept)? Or do they instead simply cause individuals 

to reproduce observed behaviors (e.g., “go uphill 70% of the time”) that are implicitly as-

sumed to indirectly convey success or fitness?   

Answer: ...  

Objectives. If adaptive traits explicitly act to increase some measure of the individual's suc-

cess at meeting some objective, what exactly is that objective and how is it measured? When 

individuals make decisions by ranking alternatives, what criteria do they use? Some syno-

nyms for ‘objectives’ are ‘fitness’ for organisms assumed to have adaptive traits evolved to 

provide reproductive success, ‘utility’ for economic reward in social models or simply ‘suc-

cess criteria’. (Note that the objective of such agents as members of a team, social insects, 

organs—e.g., leaves—of an organism, or cells in a tissue, may not refer to themselves but to 

the team, colony or organism of which they are a part.)  

Answer: ...  

Learning. Many individuals or agents (but also organizations and institutions) change their 

adaptive traits over time as a consequence of their experience? If so, how?   

Answer: ...  

Prediction. Prediction is fundamental to successful decision-making; if an agent’s adaptive 

traits or learning procedures are based on estimating future consequences of decisions, how 

do agents predict the future conditions (either environmental or internal) they will experience? 

If appropriate, what internal models are agents assumed to use to estimate future conditions or 

consequences of their decisions? What tacit or hidden predictions are implied in these internal 

model assumptions?  

Answer: ...  

Sensing. What internal and environmental state variables are individuals assumed to sense and 

consider in their decisions? What state variables of which other individuals and entities can an 

individual perceive; for example, signals that another individual may intentionally or uninten-

tionally send? Sensing is often assumed to be local, but can happen through networks or can 

even be assumed to be global (e.g., a forager on one site sensing the resource levels of all oth-
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er sites it could move to). If agents sense each other through social networks, is the structure 

of the network imposed or emergent? Are the mechanisms by which agents obtain infor-

mation modeled explicitly, or are individuals simply assumed to know these variables?  

Answer: ...  

Interaction. What kinds of interactions among agents are assumed? Are there direct interac-

tions in which individuals encounter and affect others, or are interactions indirect, e.g., via 

competition for a mediating resource? If the interactions involve communication, how are 

such communications represented?  

Answer: ...  

Stochasticity. What processes are modeled by assuming they are random or partly random? Is 

stochasticity used, for example, to reproduce variability in processes for which it is unim-

portant to model the actual causes of the variability? Is it used to cause model events or be-

haviors to occur with a specified frequency?  

Answer: ...  

Collectives. Do the individuals form or belong to aggregations that affect, and are affected by, 

the individuals? Such collectives can be an important intermediate level of organization in an 

ABM; examples include social groups, fish schools and bird flocks, and human networks and 

organizations. How are collectives represented? Is a particular collective an emergent proper-

ty of the individuals, such as a flock of birds that assembles as a result of individual behav-

iors, or is the collective simply a definition by the modeler, such as the set of individuals with 

certain properties, defined as a separate kind of entity with its own state variables and traits? 

Answer: ...  

Observation. What data are collected from the ABM for testing, understanding, and analyzing 

it, and how and when are they collected? Are all output data freely used, or are only certain 

data sampled and used, to imitate what can be observed in an empirical study (“Virtual Ecol-

ogist” approach; Zurell et al., 2010)?  

Answer: ...  

Explanation: The ‘Design concepts’ element of the ODD protocol does not describe the mod-

el per se; i.e., it is not needed to replicate a model. However, these design concepts tend to be 

characteristic of ABMs, though certainly not exclusively. They may also be crucial to inter-

preting the output of a model, and they are not described well via traditional model descrip-

tion techniques such as equations and flow charts. Therefore, they are included in ODD as a 

kind of checklist to make sure that important model design decisions are made consciously 

and that readers are aware of these decisions (Railsback, 2001; Grimm and Railsback, 2005). 

For example, almost all ABMs include some kinds of adaptive traits, but if these traits do not 

use an explicit objective measure the ‘Objectives’ and perhaps ‘Prediction’ concepts are not 

relevant (though many ABMs include hidden or implicit predictions). Also, many ABMs do 

not include learning or collectives. Unused concepts can be omitted in the ODD description.  

There might be important concepts underlying the design of an ABM that are not included in 

the ODD protocol. If authors feel that it is important to understand a certain new concept to 

understand the design of their model, they should give it a short name, clearly announce it as a 

design concept not included in the ODD protocol, and present it at the end of the Design con-

cepts element. 
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5. Initialization 

Questions: What is the initial state of the model world, i.e., at time t = 0 of a simulation run? 

In detail, how many entities of what type are there initially, and what are the exact values of 

their state variables (or how were they set stochastically)? Is initialization always the same, or 

is it allowed to vary among simulations? Are the initial values chosen arbitrarily or based on 

data? References to those data should be provided. 

Answer: ... 

Explanation: Model results cannot be accurately replicated unless the initial conditions are 

known. Different models, and different analyses using the same model, can of course depend 

quite differently on initial conditions. Sometimes the purpose of a model is to analyze conse-

quences of its initial state, and other times modelers try hard to minimize the effect of initial 

conditions on results. 

6. Input data 

Question: Does the model use input from external sources such as data files or other models 

to represent processes that change over time? 

Answer: ... 

Explanation: In models of real systems, dynamics are often driven in part by a time series of 

environmental variables, sometimes called external forcings; for example annual rainfall in 

semi-arid savannas (Jeltsch et al., 1996). “Driven” means that one or more state variables or 

processes are affected by how these environmental variables change over time, but these envi-

ronmental variables are not themselves affected by the internal variables of the model. For 

example, rainfall may affect the soil moisture variable of grid cells and, therefore, how the 

recruitment and growth of trees change. Often it makes sense to use observed time series of 

environmental variables so that their statistical qualities (mean, variability, temporal autocor-

relation, etc.) are realistic. Alternatively, external models can be used to generate input, e.g. a 

rainfall time series (Eisinger and Wiegand, 2008). Obviously, to replicate an ABM, any such 

input has to be specified and the data or models provided, if possible. (Publication of input 

data for some social simulations can be constrained by confidentiality considerations.) If a 

model does not use external data, this element should nevertheless be included, using the 

statement: “The model does not use input data to represent time-varying processes.” Note that 

‘Input data’ does not refer to parameter values or initial values of state variables. 

7. Submodels 

Questions: What, in detail, are the submodels that represent the processes listed in ‘Process 

overview and scheduling’? What are the model parameters, their dimensions, and reference 

values? How were submodels designed or chosen, and how were they parameterized and then 

tested? 

Answer: ... 

Explanation: The submodels are presented in detail and completely. The factual description of 

the submodel, i.e., equation(s) and algorithms, should come first and be clearly separated 

from additional information. From what previous model this submodel was taken or whether a 

new submodel was formulated, and why, can be explained. If parameterization is not dis-
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cussed outside the ODD description, it can be included here. The parameter definitions, units, 

and values used (if relevant) should be presented in tables. 

Any description of an ABM and its submodels will seem ad hoc and lack credibility if there is 

no justification for why and how formulations were chosen or how new formulations were 

designed and tested. Because agent-based modeling is new and lacks a firm foundation of 

theory and established methods, we expect ODD descriptions to include appropriate levels of 

explanation and justification for the design decisions they illustrate, though this should not 

interfere with the primary aim of giving a concise and readable account of the model. Justifi-

cation can be very brief in the Overview and Design concepts sections, but the complete de-

scription of submodels is likely to include references to relevant literature, as well as inde-

pendent implementation, testing, calibration, and analysis of submodels.  

ODD-based model descriptions consist of the seven elements described above; however, in 

most cases it will be necessary to have a simulation experiments or model analysis section 

following the model description (see Discussion).  

 


