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INTRODUCTION
Sinan Aral is the David Austin Professor of Management at MIT, Professor of IT & Marketing, and
Professor in the Institute for Data, Systems & Society where he co-leads MIT’s Initiative on the
Digital Economy. He was the chief scientist at SocialAmp, one of the first social commerce analytics
companies, and at Humin. He is currently a founding partner at Manifest Capital and on the
Advisory Board of the Alan Turing Institute, the British National Institute for Data Science, in
London. Sinan was the scholar-in-residence at the New York Times R&D Lab in 2013, and has
worked closely with Facebook, Twitter, Snap, AirBnB, Yahoo, Jet.com, Microsoft, IBM, Intel, Cisco,
Oracle, SAP, and many other leading Fortune 500 firms on realizing business value from big data
analytics, social media, and IT investments. His research has won numerous awards including the
Microsoft Faculty Fellowship, the PopTech Science Fellowship, an NSF CAREER Award, and a
Fulbright Scholarship. In 2014, he was named one of the “World’s Top 40 Business School
Professors Under 40” by Businessweek. Sinan is a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Northwestern
University, holds Master’s degrees from the London School of Economics and Harvard University,
and received his PhD from MIT.

WHY DO I CARE?
I’m deeply concerned about what social media
and the mobile internet revolution is doing to our
brains and as a consequence, to our lives. I
expected Sinan’s book to more or less make the
same argument — to advocate for radical reform
of the large tech platforms that benefit from and
exploit the model of surveillance capitalism that
Zuboff so brilliantly describes in her book and
during her appearance on Hidden Forces.
Although I was initially disappointed to learn that
Sinan seems to be largely supportive of the
underlying business models of Big Tech and
also seems to minimize the immense harm their
products have caused to the development of our
children, the discontinuity in our discourse, and
the loss of agency over our lives, I do think that
this will be a valuable opportunity to give an
intelligent advocate of surveillance capitalism’s
virtues an opportunity to make his case to
Hidden Forces listeners.
I look forward to probing into Sinan’s philosophy,
questioning some of his assumptions, and to
hopefully coming away better able to understand
his perspective about these companies and if
they can really be aligned with the hopes,
aspirations, and needs of a sentient society.
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QUOTES:
Is social media a force for meaningful connection,
collaboration, social support, and access to lifesaving
information? Or is it a propaganda machine that, left
unchecked, will destroy democracy, civil society, and
our health? Can the promise of social media be realized
without the peril? Or are they inexorably linked? —
Sinan Aral
This is the whole point of technology. It creates an
appetite for immortality on the one hand. It threatens
universal extinction on the other. Technology is lust
removed from nature. — Don DeLillo
When we investigated further, we discovered a
systematic appropriation of social media by proRussian entities that proactively used the Hype
Machine to control the Ukrainian national perception of
the events in Crimea, and the international perception
of what was happening there, to ultimately frame the
will of the Crimean people. — Sinan Aral
One thing I’ve learned, from twenty years researching and working with social media, is that these
technologies hold the potential for exceptional promise and tremendous peril—and neither the
promise nor the peril is guaranteed. Social media could deliver an incredible wave of productivity,
innovation, social welfare, democratization, equality, health, positivity, unity, and progress. At the
same time, it can and, if left unchecked, will deliver death blows to our democracies, our economies,
and our public health. Today we are at a crossroads of these realities. — Sinan Aral
The argument of this book is that we can achieve the promise of social media while avoiding the
peril. To do so, we must step out of our tendency to armchair-theorize about how social media
affects us and develop a rigorous scientific understanding of how it works. By looking under the
hood at how the Hype Machine operates and employing science to decipher its impact, we can
collectively steer this ship away from the impending rocks and into calmer waters. — Sinan Aral
While our discourse has been shrouded in sensational hysteria, the three primary stakeholders at
the center of the controversy—the platforms, the politicians, and the people—have all been pointing
their fingers at each other. Social media platforms blame our ills on a lack of regulation.
Governments blame the platforms for turning a blind eye to the weaponization of their technology.
And the people blame their governments and the platforms for inaction. But the truth is, we’ve all
been asleep at the switch. In the end, each of us take responsibility for the part we are playing in
the Hype Machine’s current direction. Not only are we all partly to blame, but we are all partly
responsible for what happens next. As Mark Zuckerberg himself has noted, governments will need
to adopt sensible, well-informed regulations. The platforms will need to change their policies and
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their design. And for the sake of ourselves and our children, we will all need to be more responsible
in how we use social media in our digital town square. There is no silver bullet for the mess we find
ourselves in, but there are solutions. — Sinan Aral
Achieving the promise of the New Social Age, while avoiding its peril, will require all of us—social
media executives, lawmakers, and ordinary citizens—to think carefully about how we approach our
new social order. As a society, we will need to utilize the four levers available to us: the money (or
financial incentives) created by their business models, the code that governs social platforms, the
norms we develop in using these systems, and the laws we write to regulate their market failures.
Along the way, we will need to design scientific solutions that balance privacy, free speech,
misinformation, innovation, and democracy. This is, no doubt, a monumental responsibility. But
considering the overwhelming influence the Hype Machine has on our lives, it is a responsibly we
cannot abdicate. — Sinan Aral
My goals in this book are to describe the science of how the Hype Machine works and to explore
how it affects our politics, our businesses, and our relationships; to explore the consequences of
the Hype Machine for our society, both positive and negative; and to discuss how we can—through
company policy, social norms, government regulation, and more advanced software code—
achieve its promise while avoiding its peril. — Sinan Aral
Under normal circumstances the liar is defeated by reality, for which there is no substitute; no
matter how large the tissue of falsehood that an experienced liar has to offer, it will never be large
enough, even if he enlists the help of computers, to cover the immensity of factuality. — Hannah
Arendt
Kogan, Moskowitz, and Niessner examined data from the SEC’s undercover investigation, which
identified fake news articles about public companies written to manipulate stock prices. By
analyzing these validated fake news stories, Kogan, Moskowitz, and Niessner were able to
systematically link the dissemination of fake news to stock price movements over time. The initial
data covered a small number of articles on a small set of
companies involved in the SEC investigation—171
articles on 47 companies. But the researchers
broadened their sample by identifying fake news using a
linguistic analysis of all the articles published on Seeking
Alpha from 2005 to 2015, and on Motley Fool from 2009
to 2014. The larger sample, which looked for linguistic
signatures of deceptive writing, was noisier than the
verified SEC sample, but it allowed the authors to
examine over 350,000 articles on over 7,500 companies
over ten years. They also analyzed investors’ reactions
to fake news before and after the SEC publicly
announced its sting operation, which drew attention to
the prevalence of fake news on these sites. The findings
reveal a great deal about how fake news moves markets.
In the verified SEC data, the publication of fake news
was strongly correlated with increased trading volume.
Abnormal trading volume rose by 37 percent over the
three days following the publication of real news articles
and 50 percent more following the publication of fake
news articles relative to real news articles. In other
words, investors reacted to fake news even more
strongly than to real news. The reactions were more
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pronounced for smaller firms and for firms with a
greater percentage of retail (as opposed to
institutional) investors. Fake articles were clicked on
and read more often than real articles, and trading
volume increased with the number of clicks and times
an article was read. And the effect of fake news on
stock prices? Fake articles had, on average, nearly
three times the impact of real news articles on the daily
price volatility or absolute return of the manipulated
stocks in the three days after the publication of fake
news, even after controlling for recent SEC filings, firm
press releases, and return volatility in the days leading
up to the article. — Sinan Aral
So did Russian interference flip the 2016 U.S.
presidential election or not? A full presidential term
after the first Russian intervention and on the eve of
the 2020 presidential election, during which Russia
and others are continuing to interfere, we still don’t know. What’s scary is we can’t rule it out. It’s
certainly possible given all the evidence. We don’t know because no one has studied it directly.
Unfortunately, until we do democracies worldwide will remain vulnerable. — Sinan Aral
Our findings surprised and disturbed us. In all categories of information, we discovered, false news
spread significantly farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than the truth—sometimes by an order
of magnitude. While the truth rarely diffused to more than 1,000 people, the top 1 percent of false
news cascades routinely diffused to as many as 100,000 people. It took the truth approximately six
times as long as falsehood to reach 1,500 people and twenty times as long to travel ten reshares
from the origin tweet in a retweet cascade. Falsehood spread significantly more broadly and was
retweeted by more unique users than the truth at every cascade depth. (Each reshare spreads the
information away from the origin tweet to create a chain or cascade of re-shares. The number of
links in a chain is the cascade’s “depth.”) False political news traveled deeper and more broadly,
reached more people, and was more viral than any other category of false news. It reached more
than 20,000 people nearly three times faster than all other types of false news reached just 10,000
people. News about politics and urban legends spread the fastest and was the most viral.
Falsehoods were 70 percent more likely to be retweeted than the truth, even when controlling for
the age of the account holder, activity level, and number of followers and followees of the original
tweeter and whether the original tweeter was a verified user. While one might think that
characteristics of the people spreading the news would explain why falsity travels with greater
velocity than the truth, the data revealed the opposite. For example, one might suspect that those
who spread falsity had more followers, followed more people, tweeted more often, were more often
“verified” users, or had been on Twitter longer. But the opposite was true. People who spread false
news had significantly fewer followers, followed significantly fewer people, were significantly less
active on Twitter, were “verified” significantly less often, and had been on Twitter for significantly
less time, on average. In other words, falsehood diffused farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly
than the truth despite these differences, not because of them. So why and how does fake news
spread? — Sinan Aral
Lies spread online through a complex interaction of coordinated bots and unwitting humans working
together in an unexpected symbiosis. Social bots (software-controlled social media profiles) are a
big part of how fake news spreads. We saw this in our Twitter data when we analyzed Russia’s
information operation in Crimea in 2014 and in the decade of data in our broader Twitter sample.
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The way social bots are used to spread lies online is both disturbing and fascinating. First, bots
pounce on fake news in the first few seconds after it’s published, and they retweet it broadly.
Second, bots mention influential humans incessantly. If they can get an influential human to retweet
fake news, it simultaneously amplifies and legitimizes it. — Sinan Aral
So, reflection helps us distinguish truth from falsity, repetition causes belief, & corrective information
doesn’t seem to backfire even though a confirmation bias generally leads us to believe what we
already know. These findings give us leads for fighting fake news. — Sinan Aral
These studies demonstrate the unprecedented power of the Hype Machine to spread behavior
change. Online peer effects, triggered by the trillions of likes, pokes, posts, referrals,
advertisements, notifications, shares, check-ins, and ratings we send and receive every day over
the Hype Machine change our thinking and behavior. The important question now is: how do we
manage change in a hypersocialized world? Advertisers, politicians, public health officials, and
small business owners can no longer just think about the direct effects of their messaging in the
Hype Machine. They must also consider the social effects created by this messaging, the
influencers who disproportionately spread behavior change, and the consequences of ignoring our
new networked reality. As Rob Cain noted, the era of the networked consumer (and voter and
citizen) is in full swing. We need new strategies for a hypersocialized world. — Sinan Aral
We’re trending away from James Surowiecki’s vision of the wisdom of crowds, toward what his
intellectual foil, Charles MacKay, called “the madness of crowds.” How we design, use, and
regulate the Hype Machine will determine whether it leads us toward wisdom or madness. The
Hype Machine of today is built for madness, but it could be built for wisdom. My thinking about how
to design it away from our collective pathologies was first sparked by a lunch I had in New York
City. — Sinan Aral
When you aggregate online ratings over many products and consumers, across different categories
and platforms, you get a curious distribution that looks like a J, with lots of 5s and 4s, a moderate
number of 1s and 2s, and very few 3s. The J-curve of online star ratings is surprisingly consistent.
If you’re near a computer, head to Amazon and browse a few items at random. It doesn’t usually
matter which item or category you choose; the ratings are usually J-shaped. Highly rated products
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tend to have a flatter J, like a hockey stick with fewer 1s, while products with average ratings tend
to have a sharper J with more 1s. But the J-shape is ubiquitous: lots of 5s and 4s, fewer 1s and 2s,
and very few 3s. But why? The evidence points to three potential explanations. First, there’s a
purchasing bias. . . . Consumers who have had either really good or really bad experiences are
more motivated to provide ratings. . . . Another contributing factor occurs when we agree to mutually
beneficial outcomes with our transaction partners. Finally, social influence bias favors positive
herding over negative herding. Together, these explanations drive ratings distributions towards the
J-Curve. — Sinan Aral
Imagine a world in which we went back to the invention of the “like” button and replaced it with a
“truth” button (for content we think is true), or a “reliability” button (for content we think is from a
reliable source), or a “wholesomeness” button (for content that is good for us), or an “educational
button (for content that taught us something). What if every time we posted content to social media
we were given the option to relate how “confident” we were in the material, or if we were asked
whether we thought other people’s posts were true? How long would it take before all Americans
knew the correct capitals of all fifty states? How long would it take before everyone in the United
States knew their Miranda rights? — Sinan Aral
How can we design systems to harness the power of our collective intelligence and avoid the
madness of crowds? We’re like bees adapting our hive mind to the challenges we face. But we are
in a far more enviable position because we can actually design the feedback mechanisms and
social adaptations that will make us wiser as a species. I will sketch the promise and the peril that
lie before us. What does a world where we get this right look like? And what does it look like if we
get it wrong? — Sinan Aral
How can we adapt? How can we navigate the design, regulation, and use of new social
technologies to realize their potential and avoid their peril? These complex questions have no easy
answers, but I believe there are paths to a brighter
future. — Sinan Aral
Breaking up Facebook will not solve any of the
major challenges facing social media, and
packaging these challenges into neat political
slogans will only make them harder to overcome.
— Sinan Aral
Evidence of Facebook’s monopoly and
monopolization is tenuous. But more important,
focusing on breaking up Facebook will distract us
from developing more lasting solutions that
address
our
societal
concerns,
like
comprehensive federal privacy reform, data
portability legislation to ensure open markets, and
regulation of political advertising and harmful
speech on social media. We would do better to
attack these regulatory challenges head-on than
to pursue a potentially decade-long antitrust case
against Facebook that is ultimately likely to fail. —
Sinan Aral
In 2014, Spain enacted copyright reforms that
allowed newspapers to charge Google News for
linking to its news snippets. When Google shut
6

down Spanish Google News in response to the
reform, it reduced overall news consumption by 20
percent and reduced page views on publishers’
websites other than Google News by 10 percent, a
reduction that was concentrated among small
publishers. Although this ignores the appropriation
of advertising dollars or euros in the news industry,
it suggests that news aggregators like Google
complement, rather than compete with, traditional
news publishers, especially the small ones.
Furthermore, the targeted advertising enabled by
Google and Facebook lifts publisher revenue.
When users opt out of targeted ads, it costs them
and the exchanges about $9 per consumer. So
while I too lament the loss of my hometown
newspaper, Google and Facebook didn’t kill the
news, and the decline of newspapers is not a
reason to break up Google or Facebook. — Sinan
Aral
One way to ensure data portability and competition
is to mandate, by law, that technology platforms
make their data, and specifically their social
networks, portable. — Sinan Aral
Breaking up social media without ensuring interoperability is perhaps the worst of all possible
approaches. As I described in Chapter 11, social media creates a tremendous amount of consumer
welfare. That welfare derives in large part from the value created by local network effects—our
connections to people who matter to us, both personally and professionally. As we discussed in
Chapter 5, the larger a network grows, the greater its direct and local network effects. So breaking
social media into smaller and smaller networks without ensuring that consumers can easily connect
to one another across those networks will destroy much of the economic and social value created
by social media without solving any of the problems it can create. — Sinan Aral
But while comprehensive privacy reform is essential, privacy absolutism will derail other societal
interests. For example, the GDPR is currently bringing some international medical research to a
grinding halt. — Sinan Aral
For all the talk of regulation and technology solutions, one thing we can’t escape in dealing with
fake news is the core problem of defining truth and falsity. How should we, as a society, decide
what’s true and what’s false? And who should decide that? Technology is no solution for this
problem. Ethics and philosophy will provide the solutions. As we decide how to manage falsity in
the era of reality distortion, we should elevate the importance of ethics and philosophy in guiding
the decisions we make. And (as we’ll see when we discuss free speech) these questions are at the
intersection of ethics and policy, where philosophical and practical considerations meet to
determine, for example, how we draw lines between true and false, between free and harmful
speech, and who should draw them. — Sinan Aral
The key question that these debates raise is not which speech should be regulated, though that is
obviously important. It is, rather, who should decide which speech is legitimate and which speech
should be curtailed. That brings me back to the point of this discussion: more important than
deciding which speech to allow and which speech to curtail is deciding how these lines should be
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drawn and who should draw them. Should the platforms decide the limits of free speech? A fiveperson commission of presidential appointees? An executive order? The legislatures? — Sinan
Aral
I got one overwhelming feeling from watching congressmen and women question tech executives:
we need more experts leading the way. Charting our technological future will be complex, technical,
and nuanced. Our approach to free speech will affect data protection. Privacy legislation will affect
election integrity. Anti-trust policy will affect privacy and democracy. We need a diverse set of
experts to lead us out of the social media morass we find ourselves in. We need a bipartisan
National Commission on Technology and Democracy, staffed with scientists, industry
representatives, and policy makers who understand the issues and how they interrelate. National
commissions have, at times, served a valuable role in navigating complicated crises. The idea is
not new. In fact, others have proposed it for this very crisis. Now is the time to empower and bring
the most meaningful and relevant expertise to bear on building a healthier social ecosystem. —
Sinan Aral
It’s only when platforms have to compete for our business and our attention that they will focus on
the value they deliver to us. By encouraging competition, we have a shot at shifting the economic
incentives that guide the design of the Hype Machine from a focus on the value that platforms
extract from consumers to a focus on the value they should deliver to consumers. The best way to
encourage social media competition is to enforce interoperability, data and social graph portability,
and an ability for consumers to seamlessly move from one service to another. — Sinan Aral
In a competitive market, platforms will be forced to provide us with the most desirable social media
experiences—experiences that don’t make us anxious, depressed, angry, and regretful but instead
make us confident in what we read, teach us something new, or introduce us to people who expand
our thinking and add value to our professional and social lives. Take the “like” button, for example.
Liking is, in a Pavlovian sense, the most basic expression of our reactions to social content. It tells
platforms what we like so they can give us more of it, and so that popularity is flagged for the crowd
to consume. But there are more creative ways to label content that could help us get more out of
our social media experiences and potentially inform Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, in more
nuanced ways, how to provide content that is
of value to us. What if there was a “truth”
button, or a “trust” button, or a “knowledge”
button? What if users gained in reputation not
through popularity but as being influencers
who connected us to the most valuable new
ideas and people, or who taught us something
new, or who provided us with the most social
support, or corrected our mistakes, or saved
us from our own bad habits? — Sinan Aral
What if the Hype Machine’s design wasn’t
geared toward likes that give us a fleeting
dopamine rush to induce us to produce more
of the most popular content, but instead
incentivized us to produce the most valuable,
uplifting, motivating, or thought-provoking
content? In a competitive market, platforms
may be more likely to move from informationpoor to information-rich designs, with
metadata about the provenance of the content
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they offer, the veracity of its sources, and the
context in which it is produced. Such
information could go a long way toward
informing our choices of what to believe and
share. This is just one hypothetical example,
but it stresses the importance of thinking about
what we want to promote in the world. Do we
really want a world dominated by popularity?
(Such worlds tip toward madness and away
from wisdom, as we learned.) Or would we
rather promote those who uplift our spirit,
enhance our knowledge, and deepen our
emotional stability? The “time well spent”
movement is admirable, but design alone
cannot achieve its goals. Yes, we need social
software designed to support the values we
want to promote, but we need to advocate for
those values through our own collective
behavior as well. The #deletefacebook
movement is an expression of that desire.
Even without real alternatives, society is
pushing back on the Hype Machine’s current
designs. We need to lean into that feeling and
back it up with action. Software code design is
only one of the four levers we have at our
disposal. If regulators can create and enforce
competition and mitigate market failures, in privacy and speech, through laws, the environment will
enable realistic choices that can lead us away from the Hype Machine’s current design. If designers
think carefully about the software code that can support the values we espouse rather than the
ones we are forced into today, we will have real alternatives to choose from. If we develop and
enforce the norms that transform human agency into collective action, we will make those choices
a reality at a societal level. If all these levers are pulled in unison to create the future we want, it
will force the business models that direct the money in today’s social media economy to change,
because the money follows our attention. In this way, we are the architects of our own future. We
control the Hype Machine’s destiny because it depends on us for its survival. Social media is not
going to be cleaned up with a simple slogan or a three-step action plan. It’s a complex system.
Improving it will require a coordinated set of approaches. And because it is so new, there’s a great
deal of uncertainty. One path may seem like the right approach, only to backfire and create the
very outcomes we’re trying to avoid. But with a coordinated campaign of money, code, norms, and
laws, I believe we can successfully adapt the Hype Machine to a brighter future that achieves its
thrilling promise while avoiding its perils. As we attempt to steer social media in the right direction,
we’ll need to test different approaches, guided by theory and validated by experiment. The social
media platforms, the policy makers, and the people will need to work together, drawing on the data
and analyses of the scientists who study social media. With the right goals, experimentation, and
a little determination we can start to move in a positive direction, creating incremental victories and
building something that will promote the best values of human civilization. I, for one, look forward
to collaborating with the brilliant, conscientious engineers, executives, policy makers, and scientists
who are working on changing the Hype Machine’s destiny. Our path to a brighter Social Age starts
now. — Sinan Aral
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ANATOMY OF THE HYPE MACHINE:
A trifecta of three technologies makes the
Hype Machine possible. The design and
development of digital social networks,
machine intelligence, and smartphones
together determine how the Hype Machine
structures our world. In large measure, digital
social networks structure the flow of
information in society. Machine intelligence
guides the evolution of digital social networks
through friend recommendations and the flow
of information over the network through feed
algorithms. Smartphones create an “always
on” environment for the Hype Machine to
operate in. They learn from, and feed granular
second-by-second data about our behaviors
and opinions into, the machine intelligence
that structures our access to information and
the opinions and beliefs we are exposed to. This trifecta of digital social networks, machine
intelligence, and smartphones has transformed how information is produced and consumed, how
we are informed, how we behave, and thus how the Hype Machine changes us.
If we want to understand this information-processing machine, we have to understand its three
component parts: its substrate (the digital social network), which structures our interactions; its
process (the Hype Loop), which, through the interplay of machine and human intelligence, controls
the flow of information over the substrate; and its medium (the smartphone, at least for now), which
is the primary input/output device through which we provide information to and receive information
from the Hype Machine (Figure 3.3). Any theory or analysis we use to explain, for example, why
fake news spreads faster than the truth online or why the Hype Machine, in its current form,
destroys the wisdom of crowds (more about
this later), requires a basic understanding of
these three components. The substrate at the
core of the Hype Machine is the network
itself—the constantly evolving populationscale collection of links that connects us on
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and the rest. The
network substrate gives the Hype Machine its
shape and forms the architecture that
determines, in large part, who knows what and
when. The structure of the networks that
connect the Hype Machine determines how
information flows, so understanding this
structure and how it evolves gives us insight
into how society operates—from the rise of
political polarization, to the momentum of
social movements, to the spread of fake news,
to the success of targeted advertising. The
process that regulates the evolution of the
network and the flow of information through it
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is what I call the Hype Loop—the cyclical interplay of machine and human intelligence that
determines what we focus on and how information and knowledge are distributed around the world.
This interplay is powered by the rise of machine intelligence and the accessibility of data about
human thoughts, behaviors, and opinions at population scale. Machine intelligence ingests our
thoughts, behaviors, and opinions and, in turn, curates the stories we see in our newsfeeds, the
pictures we see on Instagram, the colleagues and dates suggested to us on LinkedIn and Tinder,
and the ads we are shown alongside this content. We then consume this information and make
decisions with it. We click on some links and images and discard others. We comment on and like
some posts and ignore others. We even change our offline behaviors in response to what we have
seen, in the voting booth and at the shopping mall. The Hype Machine observes these decisions
and learns what we like, who we like, and how we think. So next time its suggestions are modified
to be more engaging. This process of human-machine interaction—this Hype Loop—sways us, and
we sway it. But the outcomes are real—products are purchased, votes are cast, and people show
up in town squares to protest, sometimes, as in Tahrir Square, to dramatic effect. The medium is
the input/output device through which we engage with the Hype Machine. Today the medium is
largely the smartphone. But tomorrow it could be augmented reality (AR) or virtual reality (VR)
headsets, digital contact lenses, virtual businesses, in-home audio devices, or some combination.
Regardless of the actual device, the medium is important because it determines the context from
which the Hype Machine learns about us and in which it influences us. But a true grasp of the Hype
Machine also requires an understanding of the economic, technical, social, and legal forces that
guide its development. These are the levers with which we control social media. So before I dive
into the Hype Machine’s three component parts in detail, it’s worth introducing the four levers, to
explain how the Hype Machine’s components operate and are operated.
Four factors—money, code, norms, and laws—guide how the Hype Machine affects us and how
we, in turn, steer the Hype Machine. Each serves a dual purpose: first, as a lens through which we
can understand. the influence of the Hype Machine on our world; and second, as a mechanism
through which we can guide its effects on society. The incentives (money) faced by Facebook,
Twitter, Snapchat, Yelp, and others affect the business models they pursue and their platforms’
designs. And that in turn affects how their users behave, favoring certain social and economic
outcomes and making others less probable. Following the money leads us to an often-surprising
view of how social media is used and, for that matter, abused. By examining the code, we can
understand how technical constraints affect
our online behavior, our communication
patterns, and the evolution of our social
networks. The design of social media’s
software code has an outsize effect on how
the Hype Machine operates. The shortest
paths
through
the
computational
constraints the platforms faced when
building these systems have led to
particular designs, which shape society in
surprising and at times dangerous ways.
Design choices made for efficiency’s sake
(and sometimes, frankly, arbitrarily) shape
how the Hype Machine affects us. By
analyzing norms, we can understand the
social forces at play in these systems,
because how we use social media is guided
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by the norms we agree on as a society. In the end, we’ll get out of this wave of innovation what we
put into it. If we use this technology in positive, egalitarian ways, we can promote positive social
change and create substantial social and economic value. But if we are not careful, we can also
inadvertently create an unequal, authoritarian world in which surveillance capitalism directs our
behavior toward corporate and governmental ends, without regard for the social and economic
implications. As we influence each other, through word and deed online, we continue to create the
digital world we inhabit. And eventually, we’ll reap what we have sown. By studying the laws, we
can understand how governments attempt to correct the market failures created by the Hype
Machine and examine what effect regulations have on business, politics, and society. In Europe,
regulations like the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) are substantially constraining the
design and behavior of social platforms. In the United States, social media platforms have, to date,
been left to their own devices, saddled with the difficult task of self-regulation. If they do too little,
they risk a regulatory backlash. The future direction of the regulation of global social media is
unclear, but one thing is clear: the extent to which social platforms are regulated is likely to change
considerably over the next two to three years. By examining the three component parts of the Hype
Machine from the perspective of these four levers, we can understand the fundamentals of how
social media operates. From there we can evaluate its effects on us and how we can adapt.
QUESTIONS:
Background — I’d love to understand your career trajectory and how you became an expert in this
field, because from what I’ve gathered you are an economist by training. Q: How did you go from
studying management and getting a PhD in applied econometrics to writing a book about social
media?
Goals — You’ve said that your goal in writing the book was “to describe the science of how the
Hype Machine works and to explore how it affects our politics, our businesses, and our
relationships; to explore the consequences of the Hype Machine for our society, both positive and
negative; and to discuss how we can—through company policy, social norms, government
regulation, and more advanced software code—achieve its promise while avoiding its peril.” You
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also state that “with the right goals, experimentation,
and a little determination we can start to move in a
positive direction, creating incremental victories and
building something that will promote the best values of
human civilization.” Q: In your own words, what was
your goal in writing this book? Q: What do you feel the
“right goals” are for society if we are to attempt to
achieve the promise of social media while avoiding its
peril?” Q: Why the focus on “incremental victories?”
The Promise — Q: What is the promise of social
media? Q: What are some of the best examples of
how social media has improved (1) our individual lives
and (2) our collective existence as political and social
animals? Q: What are the potential promises if we
harness them?
The Peril — Q: What is the peril of social media? Q: What are some of the best examples you can
think of for how social media has made our live worse, imperiled our individual lives, and diminished
our collective existence in society and in our politics? Q: What are the dangers of continuing to
move in this direction?
Exaggerated Threats — Q: What are some common examples of how people’s misunderstanding
of social media’s operations causes them to exaggerate the threat it poses to society, childhood
development, socialization, etc.? Q: Is this partly why you wrote this book, to rectify these
misperceptions?
Stakeholders — When you talk about “three primary stakeholders,” I feel like your representation
is not accurate or at the very least, incomplete. The primary stakeholders are the platforms. People
don’t get anywhere near as much out of social media as the companies who mine our behavioral
data and use it to steer us in the direction of their commercial ends do. In fact, I would argue that
this is largely—when seen in relatively value terms—a one-way relationship. Q: Do you feel that
the consumer protection mind-set is applicable to the realm of social media? (i.e. can we think
about users of social media as strictly consumers of social media products?) Q: Do social media
companies get much more out of users by using them as resources to be mined than they would
as consumers who would normally pay for the products and services they are provided?
Transactions vs. Barter — Whereas traditional notions of monopoly, corporate concentration, and
consumer protection are wrapped up in price (e.g. price gouging), choice (e.g. the choice to seek
alternative providers of the same service), and safety (e.g. the right not to be poisoned by the
company selling you a lifesaving drug or a box full of cornflakes), these same concepts do not apply
as neatly in the case of social media. Q: How do we think about regulation in a barter economy?
Q: Is competition really the solution in a market where consumers really can’t understand how they
are being exploited and where there is no monetary transaction happening?
Machine Intelligence or Human Intelligence? — You describe in the Hype Loop that “the cyclical
interplay of machine and human intelligence is what determines what we focus on and how
information and knowledge are distributed around the world.” Q: Who is driving the car in this
scenario, the human users or the machine intelligence and its focused executives at a handful of
the world’s largest corporations?
Mind Control — I feel like one fundamental flaw in your analysis is that you do not take into proper
account the power these companies have to alter our perceptions and thwart our efforts to reform
them. Q: Do we need a new way to talk about this form of corporate power, where the logic of a
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particular kind of business model coupled with exponentially powerful technology accrues an
unacceptable amount of power in the hands of a tiny cadre of private sector executives that have
the ability to influence our behavior and choices? Q: Is there any way to realistically regulate these
companies so long as our data and their algorithms are run inside of a black-box that is impervious
to our investigations?
Design vs. Regulation — Redesigning the “like” button and changing the way in which people
interact with the platforms is important, but this is not a substitute for regulating what the platforms
can do to their users. In your solution, there seems to be a focus on how to make it possible for
users on social media to easily find an alternative provider, but this assumes that the majority of
user activity on social media is voluntary. I would argue that it’s involuntary and that the entire
industry itself needs to be reformed in a manner similar to how we have regulated or attempted to
regulate big tobacco. Q: Where do you rank the need to put constraints on how companies can
use our data to manipulate and steer our behavior vs. our willingness to trust them to make ethical
design considerations? Q: How on earth could you possibly get them not to abuse their power and
to make ethical considerations if it’s ultimately up to them? Q: What should the goal of regulations
on social media be?
*** Solving threat of misinformation through use of labeling, economic incentives around spreading
false information, media literacy, technological solutions.
Social Media’s Effect on News — Q: In your “google news shutting down Spanish google news”
example, what constitutes being a publisher? Q: Can a blog that creates quizzes for ranking the
hottest celebrities be considered a publisher? (also, google is not social media) Q: How does this
relate to the share of advertising revenue that goes to the content creators vs. google? This isn’t a
question of fairness. It is a question of what is best for society. Q: In the end, aren’t we better off
empowering the creators of content than we are the market makers and ad-buying intermediaries?
Q: Should companies like Google and Facebook be regulated as publishers and held responsible
for the content that they allow, promote, or censor on their platforms?
Australian Law — A new legal proposal in Australia aims to force Facebook and Google to pay
for news content. “Assuming this draft code becomes law, we will reluctantly stop allowing
publishers and people in Australia from sharing local and international news on Facebook and
Instagram,” said Will Easton, Facebook’s managing director for Australia and New Zealand. “This
is not our first choice — it is our last.” Google has not ruled out the nuclear option of closing down
its search engine in Australia in response to the code, which it claims would damage its business
and core search service, as well as
harming the Australian economy. The
proposed regulation seeks to redress
what it terms a “fundamental imbalance”
in bargaining power between Google,
Facebook
and
traditional
media
companies. It would establish a binding
arbitration system for payments, antidiscrimination
clauses
to
protect
publishers and require platforms to notify
publishers in advance about algorithm
changes, which affect search engine
rankings or data collection. Under the
draft code, news providers must first try
to negotiate payment with Google and
Facebook. If they are not successful
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within three months they can request compulsory
arbitration to determine the level of remuneration.
It will initially only apply to Facebook and Google,
but it could be extended to cover additional digital
platforms such as Apple News. Q: How does
Australia’s approach compare to what we have
seen with GDPR in Europe and recent measures
taken by the EU by adopting a copywrite directive
that modernizes & harmonizes copywrite laws
across the EU? Q: Should we give special
consideration to news organizations and try and
support them? Q: If we should give special
consideration to news organizations, what is the proper way to go about supporting them and
should search and social media giants pay part of that cost?
Percentage of Social Media Value-add — Q: What percentage of the services that social media
provides users are actually value-add? Q: What value does Instagram add to our lives vs. what it
takes from them? Q: Is it possible for us to have robust communication and social network
technologies that provide us the most critical and valuable services that we need without all the
stuff that makes social media so poisonous?
Twitter — Twitter is a great example of a platform that has allowed me to create enormous value
for myself. I am very grateful for its existence. But twitter is great largely because it is simple. There
has been very little innovation on the platform. It is, at its core, it is basically a real-time (or semireal time) text broadcasting service. Ironically, I believe that this is partly what explains its lower
revenues per active user than Facebook, for example. Q: How would you compare Twitter to
Facebook in terms of the negative impact they each have on our live?
***The social network had 44,942 full-time employees as of December 2019 with a total of 70.7
billion dollars in revenues.
Fake News — Q: Based on your research, what do
you think makes humans so susceptible to fake
news? Q: What is the novelty hypothesis? Q: How
important is repetition? Q: How will the proliferation
of deepfakes impact the information environment?
Who Decides What is True? — Q: How do we
decide what is true in a world where people do not
trust sources of information that were once deemed
authoritative? Q: Should Big Tech have the power
to decide what is or is not true, hate speech, etc.?
Social Media & the Coronavirus Pandemic — Q:
According to your research, how does social media
come into play during the COVID-19 pandemic?
Social Media & the 2020 Elections — Facebook
recently announced that the platform will be limiting
political ads one week before the election. Q:
Should political organizations be banned from using
social media as a platform for getting their message
across? Q: Why does the concern about elections
focus on misinformation about Trump & not Biden?
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