Any discussion of social fragmentation and online behavior requires

an understanding of social cascades—above all because they become

o~

more likely when information, including false information, can e -

spread to hundreds, thousands, or even millions by the simple press
of a button. Cascades are often hard or even impossible to predict,
but they are all around us, and they organize our culture and eve
our lives. Increasingly, cascades are a product of social media. They
occur within isolated communities, which develop a commitment to
certain products, films, books, or ideas. Terrorists, rebels, and revo-
lutionaries attempt to create and use them. Frequently cascades take

hold far more generally, helping to produce (for example) a rightto

same-sex marriage, a rebellion against an authoritarian government,
anation’s exit from the European Union, a new president, or a mas-
sively popular new cell phone. :

It is obvious that many social groups, both large and small,
move rapidly and dramatically in the direction of one or another
set of beliefs or actions.! These sorts of cascades typically involve
the spread of information; in fact, they are usually driven by infor-
mation. Almost all of us lack direct or entirely reliable information
about many matters of importance—whether George Washington
actually lived, whether the earth goes around the sun, whether
matter contains molecules, whether dinosaurs existed, whether
there is a risk of war in India, whether the Islamic State of Iraq and
the Levant (ISIL) is dangerous, whether a Iot of sugar is actually
bad for you, or whether Mars is real, For the vast majority of your
_ beliefs, you really don’t have direct information. You rely on the
* statements or actions of trusted others.
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TWO KINDS OF CASCADES

tand the social dynamics here, we need to distinguish be-
o nds of cascades: informational and reputational.

m:o,:m_ cascades. In an informational cascade, people
.&.&Em at a certain point on their private information or
ns. They decide instead on the basis of the signals conveyed
It follows that the behavior of the first few people, or

; can in theory produce similar behavior from countless

e a stylized example, suppose that Joan is unsure whether
te nrwumm is a serious problem. She may be moved to think
if her friend Mary thinks and says that climate change is
rious problem. If Joan and Mary are both favorably alarmed
climate change, their friend Carl may end up agreeing with
at least if he lacks reliable independent information to the
rary. If Joan, Mary, and Carl believe that climate change is a
ous problem, their friend Don will need to have a good deal of
onfidence to reject their shared conclusion. And if Joan, Mary,
,.and Don present a united front on the issue, their other
riends and even acquaintances may well go along. Something like
happens online every day.

tis important to emphasize a wrinkle here, which is that if one
erson sees that five, ten, a hundred, or a thousand people are in-
lined to say or do something, there is a tendency to think that each
nd every individual has made an independent decision to say or
oit. The reality may well be that only a small fraction of the group -
1ade an independent decision. The rest are following the crowd,
us amplifying the very signal to which they were themselves sub-

ject, That signal may be extremely loud and seem quite impressive

even though it incorporates the judgments of remarkably few people.
Environmental issues provide examples of how information
travels, and can become quite widespread and entrenched, whether
or not it is right. A disturbing illustration is the widespread popu-
lar belief that abandoned hazardous waste dumps rank among the
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Bom;mzocmmsino:BmE& wnoEmEmmmnmm:om doeg not g
that belief, which seems to have spread via cascade? >soEcE : i ] harassment long predated the legal
vironmental example is the widespread and false belief th, o 50 eiice o».mmxsmu d the innumerable women who
containing GMOs are hazardous to people’s health; ¢ 14, ,rm,.mmmamsr. " like it. But mostly they were
consensus is that they are not. Many cascades are Widespre, i harassment mmmmwww Mrm Q.unm.m@smb ces of public
local; consider the view, which had real CUITENCy in some A, 3 cause they fe der how many current practices
American communities in the 1980s, that white doctors are respe s h roduce harm, and are
sible for the spread of ATDS amon eneral category—they p

m»&.ﬁmmgmanmum. Or cop S, . ist because most of those
. , ; : yduce harm, but they persist be et
the notion, apparently widely held among American congery, o.mwnmm:mﬁ that they will suffer if they object in pub

that President Obama was not born in the United States—ap,
opinion, held by many parents and apparently defended at
point by Donald Trump, that vaccinations cause autism, Ope groy
may end up believing something, and another the exact Opposite
and the reason is the rapid transmission of information within on

¢ publicly contest practices and values that they
7 lic

he scje

W}
51

, a reputational cascade might work, suppose that Al-

Even among specialists and indeed doctors,
mon. “Most doctors are not at the cutti

cascades are con.

; ; . ; be correct,
explores “bandwagon diseases” in which doctors act like “le A nent, not because she believes that judgment to

mings, episodically and with a b]j

certain diseases and treatments primari
doing the same.

., their friend David might be most reluctant to nobﬁwaﬂw
,u_dA if he thinks that they are wrong. d.ym apparent vie e
mnn,wﬁgnm. and Cynthia carry information; that mwm,w”:m
ight be right. But even if David %Ew.w that ﬁro.w me R
information supporting that nObn_cm.HoP he mig e most
,B,mﬁ to take them on publicly. Wm@ﬁmsou& .nmmnmmmm :M%m "
.mmEm pressure as larger numbers of wmo@_.m join EM nwwnm zmmnm
ition that was once highly unpopular, leading peop mw .
mselves, may come to seem widely held, so much so that p
their reputations if they oppose it.

../ information (or reservations) that they privately hold.
- Reputational cascades. We can also imagine the possibility of
reputational cascades, parallel to their informationa] siblings.’ In
areputational cascade, people think that they know what is right, -
or what is likely to be right, but they nonetheless go along with
the crowd in order to maintain the good opinion of others. Even
the most confident people sometimes fall prey to this pressure; -
silencing themselves in the process. Fearing the wrath of others,
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Th .
amﬁmmbw_..mn net greatly increases the likeliho
n
wmnmvowwmnmmmm. Cybercascades occur every day. O
e > you can find them in an instant, They B.m r: H W
> miraculous products, deadly diseases ghtinvg
9

supposed events in Moscow or Berli

. nmmnw is MoBm fun and illuminating evidence o
an happen, from the domaj

. ain of music

ment .
gmﬂnmmnwv led by Zmﬁ.ﬁmé Salganik, Peter Dodds, 4 d Dy
o w?mmmﬁmm. m.b artificial music lab, mmoE&um HM %ﬁ -
- H1€ participants were given a list of dozeng of @mmSo PHH .
usly ups !

Mb.o%b songs from unknown bands:
¢ bl
rief selection of any songs of intere

(if any) to downlo
ad, and assign

Ab Fe B0 a rating to the so :
mm%m_.M mﬁm_mﬁrm participants were asked to make EMWMMMQ nrw“
i oéwﬂ.w%mmma on the names of the bands and the m”owm_m
the @mnmn.“ mamb.ﬁ about the quality of the music Abo ma Nz_T
1pants could see how many times each momm h %c als
ad been

downloaded by other participants

rando i
r m:vMW:WMHmWMM to Mbm or another of eight possible “worlds”
» With each evolving on j
e g on its own; those in i
orld could see only the downloads in their own SMM_VMM@MH__W&

Q:anob was whether people would
ow” ers—and whether different music
different “worlds.”

Did social influence
: § matter? Did cascad is
ok ades develop?
s Mo,p.,wmrnm_mﬁ doubt. In all eight worlds, E&imzm_mwﬁwwwmw
wnload songs that had been previously downloaded in

significant numbers, and less likely to

U@OD SO TO@EMNH. H(AOWH Str Hﬂ:w Hw kum e m&. ou
1 m ) success Ommonmm turn

INFO
RMATION AS WILDFIRE AND TiPpING PO e
INTS

R 4

od of diverge but i
ne

tte I
; lve g
conspiracies, ungaf, fo
D, or anything else, -
3 f how online ¢y
A team of €xpe

they were asked to listen i
st to them, decide what son

would become popular in the

download those that had not

tob i
Umoo”m_amﬂ ”wnznmq unpredictable! Almost all the songs could
Popular or unpopular, with everything mmwmb&nw on the

choices of the first downloaders. The

identical song could be a hit

or a failure—sj were seen
simply because other people, at the start, were s
2
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ownload it or not. (Think for a moment about how
or fail to spread on social media.)
there is some relationship between quality and suc-
the ‘best’ songs never-do very badly, and the
gsn + do extremely well, but almost any other result
ut even for the best and worst songs, there’s 2 high
?m&nﬁmvmwﬁ% in terms of ultimate market shares, de-
hether they benefit from early popularity—and for
ity of songs, everything turns on social influences.
Dodds, and Watts acknowledge that in many ways,
1d is different from this experiment. They in fact con-
.rolis variables, ensuring that their results are weaker
2 m@,@mbm in actual markets, where unpredictability is
er, and where cascades are inevitable. Media attention,
efforts, critical reviews, and other pressures inflate the
ial influences. When experts fail to predict success, it is
e when individual decisions are subject to social influence,

y not simply aggregate pre-existing individual prefer-
 Note here that marketers often try hard to create early on-
.N:N.N,v%,wsmmmmﬁm:m that a certain cultural product is already
r; indeed, some marketing efforts actually involve artificial
to overstate the demand for the product, through purchases
ordinary people, but by those allied with the artist.
cial media are full of such efforts. An acquaintance of mine,
uthor of an excellent book in the general domain of behav-
mnmmunm“ has tweeted on numerous occasions something like,
book is doing great and well above expectations! Thanks for
support!” Actually the book isn’t doing so great, but the author
ows well that if people think that other people are buying it,
v’1l be more likely to buy it themselves.
Consider in this regard the 2013 Oscar winn
mentary, Searching for Sugar Man, 2 stunning film about an un-

ral,

\

er for best docu-

10 one bought his albums, and his label dropped hi

#1703

successful Detroit singer-songwriter named Sixto Rodriguez, who

leased two long-forgotten albums in the early 1970s. Almost
m. Rodriguez
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stopped making records and worked as
Rodriguez didn’t know, while working i
had become a spectacular success in South Africa—a giant, 3
end, comparable to the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Describ
him as “the soundtrack to our lives,” South Africans bought k
dreds of thousands of copies of his albums,

career of Detroit’s obscure demolition ma
South Africa’s mysterious rock icon

able—a story so extraordinary that it gives new meaning to “yoy
couldn’t make it up.” But as the music lab experiment shows, it is 5
bit less extraordinary than it seems, and it offers a profound lessop
not only for music and culture markets but for business and politics
as well.
We like to think that intrinsic quality produces success, and that
., quality will ultimately prevail in free markets. To be sure, quality is
N usually necessary, but it’s not enough. Social dynamics—who is con-
veying enthusiasm to whom, and how loudly,
when—can separate the rock icon from the demolition man, and
mark the line between stunning success and crashing failure.

And if this is true for online music, it is likely to be so for many
other things as well, including movies, books, political candidates,
and even ideas. (“Everyone is flocking to candidate X,” or “idea Y is
really catching on.”) Candidates and ideas may enjoy stunning suc-
cess (or failure) simply because social dynamics give them an early
boost (or not). Here we can see a large effect from collaborative

filtering, which may help move or entrench
individual preferences.

> and not merely reflect,

POLITICAL CASCADES AND TURBULENCE

These points suggest a hypothesis: politic
music lab. In fact, it is a kind of real-world
George W. Bush, Obama,

al life is a lot like the
politics lab. Bill Clinton,
and Trump succeeded not only because
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a demolition man, What
n demolition, was thay he

eg-
ing
un-
starting in the 197¢g
Searching for Sugar Man is about the contrast between the fajleg

n and the renown of

The film is easily taken as a real-world fairy tale, barely beliey- -

and where, and exactly -
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tion, either early or at some crucial time. The same is true for
eforms. .

not simple to test this hypothesis, but Helen Margetts, Peter
cott Hale, and Taha Yasseri have made significant strides in

Collective Action, but their thesis is far more %mn&n. E.ﬂ
: They argue that there is a great deal of c:vam&.oﬁmgrQ in
 political life, that the level of predictability is m_mn_mnmsﬁq
increased by social media, and that social influences rm_mrﬁ.mu un-
ability. Explicitly referring to the music lab experiment,
aim that in the age of social media, political movements are
to be highly turbulent. .

ith respect to social influences, some of their best mSmm.bnm
es from petitions. Both the United Kingdom and the Cb_.ﬁmm
s have created online petition platforms. Most petitions mEW
fail quickly. No one pays them the slightest mnmbmos..m.wm it
rns out, the first day that a petition becomes public mm.QEom_.
rly popularity makes all the difference, because political mo-
ntum builds on itself. In the United Kingdom, five hundred
o m.pmﬁ.z_,,mm are required to obtain an official response, and a Hmﬁm.m
- @‘manm:ﬁmmm of successful petitions get there within qu. mmwm. It is
reasonable to think that a certain (small) number of petitions spur
d benefit from early cascade effects; they are a lot like Rodriguez
in South Africa. But the vast majority of petitions fail to do that;
they are just like Rodriguez in the United States.

d_mm is indeed a reasonable thought, but it is not the only read-
n.m of the data. It is possible that some petitions receive large num-
ers of independent signatories, and that social influences do not
much matter. But Margetts and her colleagues offer strong reasons
to think otherwise. For one thing, social media have a large effect.
The number of signatures and the number of tweets are closely
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correlated; the more tweets, the more signatures.
analysis of both timing and content suggests that twe
signatures, rather than the other way around

But the strongest evidence of the
comes from the fact that in April 2012
troduced “trending petitions”
everyone could see which p
many other people had signed. Margetts and her colleagues ey.
plore the effects of that inform
no effect on the overall level
fected the distribution of sig
in the music lab study,

information was introduced, signatures were much more concen-
trated on a small number of petitions. That is important evidence
that “the information-rich getricher, and the information-poor get
poorer.”* Note that we are speaking here of what kinds of petitions
receive attention from high levels of government. On that question,
what is observed mirrors the music lab experiment,
As one might expect, Margetts and her colleagues find that small
design changes can have large and unintended consequences. The
United Kingdom lists the top six petitions (measured by number of
signatures) in order on its website, and it also provides visitors with
the option to click to see six more. Margetts and her colleagues
tested whether and how the trending information affected people’s
signatures. The details of the test need not detain us, but the central
finding is major: the first-ranked positions received more concen-
trated attention—and signatures—as a result of that information.
The upshot is that “the addition of the trending petitions facility
causes the most popular trending petitions to receive
tures, and that these signatures com
to other petitions on the site,” We can undoubtedly reach broadly
similar conclusions about how social media might promote or
undermine political candidates, One result is E%Hm&oﬁm_i:m% and

turbulence, as modest differences in initial popularity map onto
long-term variations.

ation. Somewhat surprisingly, it haq
of petition signing. But it greatly af.
natures. Using a method akin to thyt

more signa-
e at the expense of signatures

The authopy
ets are maszm

power of social Emcm:nmm
, the UK Cabinet Office ip.
information on its web Page so thy;
etitions were succeeding and hoy,

the researchers find that after the trending
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H.mmr.mn test of social influences, the .Hm.mmmanvm.a mc:m:%h
WriteToThem, designed to help visitors write to pu ;
The site reduces the costs of citizen engagement. In an ex
4 .,m,oEm were randomly assigned to one o.m two mmo:@m..

was the control, in which visitors to Ew site .mms. bo SO-,
\Hm ation. The second was the treatment, in which visitors
.mmwﬂoé many others had written to a particular Swnmmmbmmw
mnm._.:,. 39 percent of those visitors who went to the page fo

risingly, it did not matter, in the treatment group, Swﬁr.mn
’ . \ . -
e social information showed low, medium, or high levels of writ

est. With a wider range, we might expect something more E.mm
wme B.c_mmn lab experiment and the petition data, where variations in

This expectation is strongly mc@moﬂmm.@‘« another mmmeEﬂm.MM WM
same researchers, testing people’s willingness to m_.m.b mm. i -
d'pledge small donations on an assortment of politica _mmMom
ch as climate change, protection of humpback whales, protec on
the people of Darfur, bmmoanOb.Om new Qmmm HEmmﬁ Mo MMM“ u
<.m2$ and protection of human rights in China. HHW HmmmﬁBoE
roup, people saw the petitions in random order. .Hb the oﬂ& vy
H.o:bm. people did so as well, but they were also m:\ﬁw o) o
I waoP stating whether there were already large num Wmmm % maww -
ories (over one million), small numbers (less than m.y .cs red),
medium numbers (ranging from a rznanm.m to one million). b
: .O<mSF people in the control group signed 61.5 @.ﬁnmﬁ ovmmm
.mmaobm. As compared to the control, small and medium num
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group signed 66.7 percent of the time, True, that is not the Jey, | of
effect that is observed in the music lab exper il
study). But it makes sense to think that th
iment were already inclined to sign, as reflected by the 61.5 perc
overall signature rate, so that a massive difference amon o
conditions should not be expected. What matters is that high nyp,.
bers had a consistent and statistically significant impact on the :wmm-
hood of signing—consistent in the sense that it cut across every oam.
: notwithstanding varying levels of initial support
. Emphasizing that people with different personality traits mroa
.a_m.mmmuﬂ Propensities to engage, that it matters whether engagement
is visible, and that people show different levels of susceptibility to so-
cial influences, Margetts and her colleagues conclude that

of the tested issues,

made possible by social media,

as the political act that people are

Their most striking finding involves the nature of the underly-
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was a real impact; that treatmep,

iment (or the Detitiop

g treatment

tiny acts,”

%3

fader] by are “a growing form of political par-
ticipation, which in some countries and contexts is overtaking voting

most likely to undertake”?

ing m.on_ dynamics. According to the researchers, “extroversion”
Hu.nmm.:nﬁm a willingness to participate at an early stage; if there is a
significant number of extroverts, people with higher thresholds for

participation might be moved—
with lower thresholds will join
numbers of people. Because the ¢
only via a “like,” a retweet, ora s

and once they are moved, those

» eventually encompassing large -

osts of participating are so low (if
ignature), millions of people can

form a movement in this way. And indeed, processes of this general

kind seemed to have played a role in the ¢
nations in North Africa—and in the fullne
to have large effects elsewhere as wel].1®

RUMORS AND TIPPING

ollapse of authoritarian
ss of time, they are likely

On the Internet, rumors often spread rapidly, and cascades are fre-

quently involved, Many of us have

108

been deluged with e-mails about

e participants in this eXper.
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or a fraud. Even more of us have been earnestly warned about
d to take precautions against viruses that do not exist. In ,

ating paranoid claims about alleged nefarious activities, in-
urder, on the part of President Clinton. Numerous sites,

heories of various sorts. An old one: “Electrified by the In-
uspicions about the crash of TWA Flight 800 were almost

It was all linked to Whitewater. . . . Ideas become E-mail
uplicated and duplicated again.”** In 2000, an e-mail rumor
cifically targeted at African Americans alleged that “No Fear”

ame really promote a racist organization headed by former
Klan grand wizard David Duke.

rumors, fake news, and cascade effects. In 2002, a widely cir-
ed e-mail said that a Boeing aircraft had not in fact hit the Pen-
on September 11. In 2004, many people were duly informed
electronic voting machines had been hacked, producing mas-
raud. (If you're interested in more examples, you might con-
www.snopes.com, a website dedicated to widely disseminated
00ds, many of them spread via the Internet.)

uring the Obama presidency, countless e-mails were widely
lated about the alleged misconduct, incompetence, lying, dis-
lty, and weirdness of President Obama and those who worked
him. The idea that Obama was born in Kenya (propagated by

- 0see the spread of false rumors about my own conduct and beliefs.

»

- (Some people said that I wanted to “steal people’s organs”; others
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that those who believe such rumors need not be irratiopg]
are simply reacting to what other people seem to believe,

Most of these examples are innocuous, because no rea
done, and because many cascades can be corrected. But
turbingly harmful illustration, consider widespread d
South Africa in the 1980s about the connecti
AIDS. Because the AIDS virus infected a signi
of the adult population, any such doubts were espec
some. South African president Thabo Mbeki was a
Internet surfer, and he learned the views of the
stumbling across one of their websites

Th

L harp,
as a

“denialists” afte
. The views of the denialigt

3

and, through his public statements
the point where many South Africa

that this cascade effect produced
tions and deaths. Tt literally killed people.

ous. It can result in illness and death
ing ground for false information abo
also provides reams of truth and
day, damaging falsehoods spread through informational cagcades;
consider the problem of fake news,

With respect to information in general, there is even a tipping
point phenomenon, Creating a potential for dramatic shifts in opin-
ion. After being presented with new information, people typically
have different “thresholds” for choosing to believe or do some-
thing new or different. As the more likely believers—that is, peo-
ple with low thresholds—come to a certain belief or action, people
with somewhat higher thresholds then join them, soon producing a

4110

» helped to accelerate one—tg

ns at serious risk were not con . .w
vinced of an association between HIV and AIDS. It is highly likely

a number of unnecessary infec-

Recall the existence of cascade effects among those who believe
that childhood vaccinations are harmful and can in particular cause -
autism. If apparently reliable Teports suggest that vaccinations
cause autism, many parents will refuse them. That’s hardly innocu-
-In fact, the Internet is a breed-
ut health and risk avoidance. It
makes it available to all, But every
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ant group in favor of the view in @c.mmmo:. At ﬂ.rmﬁ point, Hro.wﬂm.
Emga. thresholds may join, possibly ﬁ.o m. point where a mH
reached, making large groups, societies, or even nations
esult of this process can be to produce cascade effects, as
oups of people end up believing moBmEEmISrmEm_n or MMM
{ hing is true or false—simply because other people in

s, which are easy to induce in the laboratory; Hmmﬂﬁ.WoHE
mena also have a great deal to do with cascade effects.'® Con-

s, voting for third-party candidates, striking, recycling,

Sometimes
with the

thers do. Often a tipping point will be reached.
/e an aura of inevitability to social developments,

creasein smoking, protesting, or a candidate’s success, s&mw in fact
influences have produced an outcome that noca.m»w_E have
avoided. Social media provide an obvious ﬁﬁm%bm ground
mw,nummmu and as a result, thousands or even millions of people

The good news is that the Internet, including social Ema;.r is
mw, enlisted to debunk false rumors as well as start them. Online,

cial goals, including democratic ones. As we have seen, this mm_:m.mM
kes on a particular form in a balkanized w@mmnm Bma.wﬁ as Mnm
| Cascades lead people in dramatically different directions. When
. his happens, correctives, even via the Internet, may .SOHW too
- slowly or not at all, simply because people are not _.aﬁmEbm to one
M.Soﬂwmh Recall the (terrible) problem of the backfiring correction.
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: ude that “whereas positive social Em:m:nw monﬁﬂﬂw_wmmmumﬁwm
UP AND DOWN VOTES : tendency toward ratings Ucvwezmmv :m%mmmwwwmmﬁwum %&bmm
We continue to learn more about how social influences work onling, , alized by crowd correction. MNN_WMW stock market pre-
Lev Muchnik, a professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and 1.‘ mplications for p Homc.nﬁ Hmnon; #i WE.Q&, positive reaction,
his colleagues carried out an ingenious experiment on a particulay ns, and mwonnoH&.@oEbm. W\H@ MHM.O r effects on ultimate out-
website—one that displays a diverse array of stories and allows people Siust a few such H.mmoso:mv nmbw .mﬁw. . Nﬁﬁv Salganik, Dodds, and
to post comments, which can in turn be voted “up” or “down.”® With _ comes—a conclusion very much in lin

m

score, which comes from subtracting the number of down votes from quickly.

efore draw-

the number of up votes. To study the effects of social influences, the ; an interesting %ocm;p butwe mrowmp H. _nm“wmmwﬁuwmnan%mba
researchers explored three conditions: “up-treated,” in which a com- . ge lessons from 2 wEm_m 2&&%&%2 nmwmaé reactions can
ment, when it appeared, was automatically and artificially given an : no money on the line. It’s possible e ments, and idess.
immediate up vote; “down-treated,” in which a comment, when it . havelong-term mmmnﬂ.w on products, peop mboﬁu\ in the direction of
appeared, was automatically and artificially given an immediate down ‘But there is no @ﬁmmﬁwb s el mnocww e of their intrinsic merits
vote; and “control,” in which comments did not receive any artificial or more of these, it may not w.vm Mnmﬁ ivalent of early up votes.
initial signal. Millions of site visitors were randomly assigned to one 4 instead Umnmamm.Om the functiona mew 4 Dondld Trumyp, often
of the three conditions. The question was simple: What would be the (Politicians, including Barack O,Umb mnm about the extraordinary
ultimate effect of an initial up or down vote? succeed as a result.) There are Hmmmoww . mmnm uent lack of wisdom.

You might well think that after so many visitors (and hundreds of _ unpredictability of group .mlmbm their R %c study involved large
thousands of ratings), a single initial vote could not possibly matter. Of course Muchnik mbm.gm colleagues in small ones, sometimes
Some comments are good, and some comments are bad, and in the ips. But the . thing can rmwwm.b Mam_ up <oﬁm|.-5 favor of
end, quality will win out. It’s a sensible idea, but if you thought it, . 1 more dramatically, _uwnm:mm EJE e effect on others.
you would be wrong. After seeing an initial up vote (and recall that ; e plan, product, or verdict—has a larg
it was entirely artificial), the next viewer became 32 percent more .
likely to give an up vote too. What’s more, this effect persisted over

time. After a period of five months, a single positive initial vote ar-

1 3 . . . -Hw.wm me-
. . . S isdom and social influences.
tificially increased the mean rating of comments by a whopping 25 | Here’sa clean test of group w

; t
. i amazingly accurate. But wha
percent! It also significantly increased “turnout” (the total number an estimate of a large group is often i membo%mﬂ are saying?
of ratings) s Epeodetchedony OB 20 i
. i . is kind will help
With respect to negative votes, the picture was not at all | = You might think that Haw.oimwmm ofth v
. L . - - L ted.
symmetrical—an intriguing finding. True, the initial down vote ture is a lot more complica

did increase the likelihood that the fi
down vote. But that effect was ra
five months,

. : ith several col-
rst viewer would also give a . ‘Jan Lorenz, a researcher in Zurich, worked Ew il
. . e o hat happens when people are aske .
pidly corrected. After a period of |  leaguestolearnw PP ber of assaults, rapes, and murders in
the artificial down vote had zero effect on median rat- certain <mEmM such as the %Mcﬂ MM romb @moEm were informed about
, I . . ; a

ings (although it did increase turnout). Muchnik and his colleagues Switzerland.*® They foun
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the estimates of others, there was a significant reduc
versity of opinions, which tended to make the crowd |
There’s another problem with the crowd
people hear about other estimates, they also beco
dent. Notably, people in the study received moneta
getting the right answer, so their mistakes were really Mistakeg
not an effort to curry favor with others. The a
that for decision makers, the ad
thoroughly misleading, because closely related, seemingly ing
pendent advice may pretend certaint
ations from the correct solution.

€8S wige 2t

wisdom of crowds in online settings
ing with one another, they might

not be so wise. -

SEGREGATION, MIGRATION

s AND INTEGRATION
"The Daily Me is not a lived reality,
Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat
verse points of view, and many pe
Facts and opinions on liberal sites
and vice versa. We have seen that even if opinions are clustering,
society can benefit from the wide range of arguments that ultimately
make their way to the general public. And for many of us, voluntary
choices do not produce clustering,
But there is also evidence of an echo chamber effect, at least for
some of us. For example, a 2009 study finds modest but clear ev-

idence of such an effect.2 Examining the behavior of 727 people
over a six-

nificantly
views,

more likely to click on information that reinforces their

and somewhat less likely to expose themselves to informa-
tion that contradicts those views, In her

port for their own positions, and they d
that people “are more likely to be interested in reading a story that
they expect to support their opinion, and they spend more time
reading it. They are also marginally less likely to be interested in

account, people seek sup-
0 50 consistently. It follows

114

tion ip the g;

» which is that becayg
e more confi.
Iy paymentg for

uthors conclude
vice given by a group “may pq

"?2 There’s a lesson there for the.
i - Because people are interac :

at least for most of us. Facebook.
accounts can certainly spread di-
ople use them in exactly that way.
often migrate to conservative sites,

week period, R. Kelly Garrett found that people are sig-’
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o} .&Enm opinion-challenging information, but ﬁwgomnw
atically avoid them.”>* The fact that people spend m

h .mwwmmm that support their views is Sonw.c:amn_:_wbm_wmmm_..
r. hamber effect here is not large: while peop %moB
n that supports their convictions, they do not Mz o

i that undermines them. In Garrett’s words, wmow.m s
0 o?.,aob reinforcement is stronger than %.Ma manHMMMM
0 _rmsmummm.: Her conclusion is that @mow._m m I seek
g&w.mxaﬂmm other perspectives @o.B their po wﬁnw:mﬁ e
there is little evidence that EQ s::. use the MQ oo
cho chambers, devoid of other SwS@oE.ﬁmv no Bmﬁ erhow
ntrol over their political .EmoHBmcoH.H mbﬁnounw.mm i .:mama
In short, her mﬂ,c&\ finds an inclination to find like-

o @ sumers
most exclusively challenges those same ow::obw news noH” o
S ARG ‘mer.”?® Garrett has done a grea
likely to choose the former. X . ntral
. S thiese issues, and it is broadly consistent with rMn ce

= &u.mm here and also signals the existence of that threat.

& 28
i i 0 measure
mpare ideological segregation online mba.omr.bw .m Twagn
momummnm_ segregation, they use an “isolation index,” which,

i erva-

qual to the average conservative exposure of nwnm e
. i iberals.
ives minus the average conservative exposure of li mwn -

. i visi
conservatives visit only foxnews.com and :,Umnm_.m o_w, y o
nytimes.com, for example, the isolation index will be eq y
. . : i tives an

ints. But if both conserva

to 100 percentage poin -
liberals get all their news from cnn.com, the two group
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have the same kind of exposures

be equal to 0.2° ;omw,& the time, people do not go online to ex lore
q peop 2 P

.owm,..nm..ﬂm,\mna% for present purposes, both Democrats
blicans do not sort themselves into echo chambers but
a..ﬁ,.o.n,Emﬁmm around sites that can be counted as cen-
MSN.com and AOL.com. In general, Democrats and
,a.oboﬁ look radically different in their online behav-
ost important qualification is that Republicans also visit
ive sites (Townhall, the Drudge Report, and Breitbart)
ocrats entirely ignore. Democrats also show a greater in-
1 do Republicans in certain liberal sites (the Huffington
the Daily Kos). But overall, Guess finds “a remarkable de-
alance in respondents’ overall media diets regardless of
fRliation,” because most people’s choices “cluster around
f the ideological spectrum.”
lows that most people do not consume news in a partisan
ut some people definitely do, including a set of left-leaning
ats and (more pronounced in Guess’s data) a subgroup of
_ Republicans who visit conservative sites but not liberal ones. It fol-
lows that a small group of people is driving traffic to the most parti-
. itlets. Consistent with this finding, Guess also finds that in the
(4.8)—though lower ENDVMUMM MWMMM,@ Q.M\.VV and local newspapers ; ath of disclosures in 2015 about Hillary Clinton’s use of a pri-
onal newspapers (10.4). The | vatee-mail server, Republicans suddenly flocked to increased con-

fact that it is hi
igher than four st . ;
hardly comforting. § andard sources of information is ption of news and information from identifiably conservative
8- Second, they are speaking of aggregate behav

ior, an
@o_ ; ﬁw the aggregate masks the extent to which significant sub-
pulations are creating ech .
o0 chambers. Third, thei i
popel s @ : 3 , their findings are
pow d mmmm.av Itis possible that the degree of isolation on the FNEQ
B asing. mﬁcﬂ? more recent work finds that the echo chamber
MQ _.m dramatically higher on social media
D Intriguing qualification of the Gentzkow and Shapiro find-

ings focuses directly on the i
. question of sub i
Guess studied individual-level media co i oA

online behavior.*® Looking at both sur
he m.bmm that the percentage of visits t
mation about politics is actually quit

, and the isolation index Wil
i

2
That’s a useful measure of se

regation. Usi
2004 to 2009, Gentzkow and A iy

Shapiro find a clear differ

Ces frg

sl apiro find that most people are not using th
e in echo chambers. For example, a consumer wh
, rw

receirv m&. news muﬁﬁwcmm V @H Y MH om ._N.O.uﬂ.ﬂm WSs.com w OG.~Q. T.m:\m a Mory

3

he political divide involving a well-known figure can immediately
drive traffic to more partisan sources.”* A reasonable conclusion is
o - while most people do not live in echo chambers, those who do
- may have disproportionate influence, because they are so engaged

HOMOPHILY ON TWITTER

nsumption data to explore
veys and _uaoéww:m history,
hat involve news and infor-
e low—about 6.9 percent of

ave been discussing online behavior in general. What about social
media? It is tempting to offer these hypotheses about Twitter in par-
ticular, consistent with my general concerns here: people’s Twitter
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Jeeds consist largely of like-minded types. When Dbeople retweet, it is gen-
erally because they agree with what they are retweeting. Because DPeople
generate their own feeds, they create echo chambers. To be sure, some
people are at pains to say that a retweet “is not an endorsement”
but most of the time you retweet something because you like jt and
because you want your followers to see it as well. It is true that yoy
might follow people with whom you do not agree, because you want
to learn from them or you’re interested in knowing what the othe;
side is thinking. But in general, we might hypothesize that Twitter
is creating many thousands of information cocoons

We can go a bit further. In busines
as the nonprofit sector, people are aware of the power of social
media, and they use Twitter to their advantage. They try hard to
create networks that will foster the preferred info
ment. They tweet to produce
and wnomcoalemminm?
didates,

s and government as well

rmation environ-
positive impressions of their ideas
movies, television shows, books, can-
and ideologies—and they have an intuitive awareness of
group polarization and cascade effects, They create echo chambers
by design.
Is that true? Though the full story is complicated and continues
to emerge, there is considerable evidence that it ig.3*
research finds a great deal of homophily. An importa
from 2001 finds homophily in all sorts of socia] netw
ing race, ethnicity, age, religion, and education, and constituting
“niches” of identifiable kindg 35 Eight years later, Gueorgi Kossinets
of Google and Duncan Watts of Yahoo! Research (and now at Mic-
rosoft) explored the origins of homophily,
on the role of individual choices and structures. Investigating ac-
tual behavior, they find that over many “generations,” a seemingly
small and modest preference for similar others can “produce strik-
ing patterns of observed homophily.”6
Building on the basic concept, Itai Himelboim and his coauthors
find a great deal of homophily on Twitter.
works involving ten controversial political

On Twitter,
nt overview
orks, involv-

with particular emphasis

Studying Twitter net-
topics, they find that

CYBERCASCADES

om people with conservative views. The authors speculate that
ashtags might be a big reason. If someone issues a tweet that says

But the authors ultimately conclude that the interactions z.gm%
nd “are almost certainly not a panacea for the problem of political

ions, ideologically opposed users “very rarely share Emo:dmaom

from across the divide with other members of their community.
Hence “political segregation, as manifested in the topology of the
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retweet network, persists in spite of substantial cross-ideolog;
interaction.” sl

A study of Twitter data from the 2012 election cuts in th
same direction.*® On November 5 of that year—the day befo ‘
the election—economists Yosh Haberstam and Brian Knj w@
downloaded information from 2.2 million Twitter users who Mmm
followed the Twitter handles of candidates for the House of Rep.
resentatives. The researchers coded Twitter users as liberal or nom.
servative “voters” based on the party affiliation of the candidates
they followed (for example, those who followed more Republican
candidates were considered conservative), and then confirmed
those ideologies based on the type of news outlets the voters fol-
lowed (for instance, liberals were much more likely to follow Hard-
ball with Chris Matthews). From these politically engaged Twitter
“voters,” Haberstam and Knight analyzed 90 million links to other
Twitter users as well as 500,000 candidate retweets and mentions
of candidates.

"The researchers found that people were disproportionately ex-
posed to like-minded tweets. Specifically, the researchers discov-
ered that conservative €xposure among conservatives was 77.6
percent, but just 37.2 percent among liberals, yielding an isolation
index of 40.3 percentage points on Twitter. That’s far higher than
the 7.5 percent found by Gentzkow and Shapiro for ideological seg-
regation on the Internet. How could that be?

To reconcile their study with Gentzkow and Shapiro’s findings,
the researchers focused on two factors: people who follow politi-
cians might strongly prefer to link to like-minded individuals, and
news consumption on Twitter in particular might affect ideologi-
w& segregation. The researchers found that the isolation index was
indeed significantly lower (21.7 percent) for Twitter users who
followed candidates from more than one party (so-called mod-
erates).” It was also significantly lower (24.1 percent) for media
consumption—that is, among users who followed media outlets
(think Fox News or New York Times), the level of ideological segre-
gation was still significant but less pronounced than it was for those
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do not follow such outlets. In Haberstam and Knight’s words,

o] same Twitter users experience[d] lower segregation when

uming news from media outlets than when using Twitter as a

1 network” by linking to other voters.* If these two factors are

gether, the isolation index turns out to be just 6.7 percent,

to. Gentzkow and Shapiro’s finding.

Tt follows that if you use Twitter to follow both media out-
d candidates from more than one party—that is, if you’re
oderate”—then your ideological exposure will be slightly
ved, but not by much, and it will be comparable to ideologi-
egregation on the Internet in general. But if you use Twitter
arily to follow candidates from just one political party (which
y people do), and if you do not follow media outlets, then
wll be exposed to dramatically different and far more limited

wpoints.

What does all this mean? For many users, Twitter is more ideo-
ogically segregated than radio, newspapers, and the Internet.
deed, the researchers found that among the House candidate
ets that liberal voters saw, 90 percent came, on average, from
mocrats; similarly, 90 percent of the candidate tweets that con-
ervative voters saw came, on average, from Republicans.®® (If the
posure had been random, these Twitter voters would have seen
omﬂ half Democratic and half Republican tweets.) All this means
at Twitter makes it easy for people inclined to hear like-minded
ewpoints to do exactly that—and many people are following
heir inclinations.

Studying Republicans and Democrats in the United States,
lanor Colleoni and her coauthors find a great deal of political
omophily, but with some intriguing differences between Demo-
rats and Republicans.** In brief, Democrats in general show sig-
ificantly higher levels of political homophily, but Republicans
who follow official Republican accounts show higher levels of
homophily than do Democrats.

" A great deal remains to be learned about the differences be-
tween Democrats and Republicans, and how these change over

=~
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time. In some years, one or another party will be more inclined tq
isolate itself on social media, and these inclinations probably shif;
from one period to another. Among both Democrats and Repub-
licans, there are almost certainly differences between moderateg
and extremists. It is reasonable to speculate that those who con-
sider themselves on the left wing of the Democratic Party are more
inclined to homophily than those who consider themselves to be
merely somewhat left of center, and something similar might be
true of right-wing members of the Republican Party as compared
to those who are merely somewhat right of center. It would also be
intriguing and perhaps important to learn about the role of demo-
graphic characteristics. In Twitter, how does homophily differ be-
tween men and women, young and old, well educated and poorly
educated, rich and poor?

In the fullness of time, an entire book should be written on this
topic. It will undoubtedly complicate and qualify the intuitive hy-
potheses with which this section began. But the complications and
qualifications are highly likely to be consistent with the claim that
homophily is commonplace on Twitter, and that when millions of
people use it to find news and opinions, birds of a feather are flock-
ing together.

FRIENDS AND FACEBOOK

In general. What about Facebook? A study by its own employees
strongly suggests that to some extent, Facebook’s users are indeed
creating political echo chambers.* Investigating how 10.1 million
Facebook users interacted with news, the study explored the ef-
fects of Facebook’s own (earlier) algorithm, which does a degree
of filtering, and also users’ own choices. One of the signal virtues of
this study is that it cleanly separates the consequences of the Face-
book algorithm from those of people’s decisions whether or not
to click. The authors’ own emphasis is on the effects of the larter,
with the suggestion that “the power to expose oneself to perspec-
tives from the other side in social media lies first and foremost with
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. individuals.”*® That suggestion is not inconsistent with their actual
- findings, but the full story is more interesting.
4 acebool’s algorithm matters. As the authors’ evidence shows,
algorithm suppresses exposure to diverse content by 8 percent
iself-identified liberals and 5 percent for self-identified conser-
ives. That means that the algorithm will filter out one in thirteen

naterial that undermines them. The best way to understand the
study is to take the algorithm and individual choices together. In
the aggregate, there is a great deal of self-sorting on Facebook, re-
1 ,.nm in a situation in which people are likely to be seeing items
h which they agree. :

It is also true that as Facebook’s researchers note, “Individuals
do not encounter information at random in offline environments
nor on the Internet”*’ And it is not so easy to measure how much
less ideologically diverse information people are seeing on Face-
. book compared to face-to-face interactions or without Facebook’s
&moi%B. Still, the figures do raise questions about what Facebook
nd other social media companies can or should do to promote
ideological diversity. As we have seen, Facebook decided in 2016 to
change its algorithm to prioritize posts by friends and family mem-
bers over those of news publishers like the Wall Street Journal or
Huffington Post.*® That means that what you see on Facebook will

t
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depend more on who your friends are, what they share, and what
you click on. The change is highly likely to increase the echo cham.
ber effect.

“Spend time viewing.” Facebook itself has a distinctive view
about how to think about this situation. As Mark Zuckerberg,
cofounder, chair, and chief executive officer of Facebook, once
remarked, “A squirrel dying in front of your house may be more rel-
evant to your interests than people dying in Africa.”*® A clear ex-
ample of the company’s commitment to consumer sovereignty is an
upbeat blog post written by two people at the company in 2016. Re-
vealingly, the post is titled “More Articles You Want to Spend Time
Viewing.” The authors announce, “We are adding another factor to
News Feed ranking so that we will now predict how long you spend
looking at an article in the Facebook mobile browser or an Instant
Article after you have clicked through from News Feed.” Cheer-
fully, they suggest that “with this change, we can better understand
which articles might be interesting to you based on how long you
and others read them, so you’ll be more likely to see stories you’re
interested in reading.”*° : .

Without the slightest trace of self-consciousness, they add that
the most recent changes to Facebook’s algorithm are intended to
provide users “more articles [they] want to spend time viewing”—
instead of the broad array of stories that users might not have other-
wise considered (and on which they might not spend a whole lot of
time). As algorithms become more accurate in the future, the com-
pany’s capacity to prescreen posts for what users want to read will
inevitably improve. In a way, that’s great—but in a way, it really isn’t.

Science and conspiracies. A series of studies of Facebook users
provides strong evidence that at least in certain domains, echo
chambers exist on Facebook, and they are created by confirmation
bias.”! One of those studies, led by Michela Del Vicario of Italy’s
Laboratory of Computational Social Science, explores the behavior
of Facebook users from 2010 to 2014.5 A central goal of the study
was to test whether users create the virtual equivalent of gated
communities.
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el Vicario and her coauthors examined how Facebook users

. spread conspiracy theories (using thirty-two public web pages),
T

ience news (using thirty-five such pages), and “trolls,” which in-
ntionally spread false information (using two web pages). Their
a set is massive; it covers all Facebook posts during the five-year
iod. The researchers looked at which Facebook users linked to
¢ or more of the sixty-nine web pages, and whether they learned
bout those links from their Facebook friends.

n ,mEP the researchers find communities of like-minded
le. Conspiracy theories, even if they are baseless, spread
pidly within such communities. On these issues, Facebook
ers tend to choose and share stories containing messages they
cept—and neglect those they reject. If a story fits with what peo-
e already believe, they are far more likely to be interested in it
d thus spread it. As Del Vicario and her coauthors put it, “Users
ostly tend to select and share content according to a specific
rrative and to ignore the rest.” On Facebook, the result is the
rmation of a lot of “homogeneous, polarized clusters.”s* Within
ose clusters, new information moves quickly among friends
often in just a few hours). ; ;

‘The consequence is the “proliferation of biased narratives fo-
ented by unsubstantiated rumors, mistrust, and paranoia.”** In
hat sense, confirmation bias is self-reinforcing, producing a vicious
,,@ﬁ&. If people begin with a certain belief and find information
at confirms it, they will intensify their commitment to that belief,
trengthening their bias. Strong support for this conclusion comes
rom research from the same academic team, which finds that on
acebook, efforts to debunk false beliefs are typically ignored—
nd when people pay attention to them, they often strengthen their
ommitment to the debunked beliefs. The United States saw a lot of
his during the 2016 presidential campaign.

Or consider how people respond to intentionally false claims.
The researchers studied clearly unrealistic and satirical claims—
or example, a post declaring that chemical analysis revealed that
hemtrails contain sildenafil citratum (the active ingredient in

125



CHAPTER 4

ViagraTM).** The central finding is that many people liked and
commented favorably on such claims. Even when information is
deliberately false and framed with a satirical purpose, its confor-
mity with the conspiracy narrative transformed it into suitable (and
welcome) content for the relevant groups. To be sure, conspiracy
theories, and those who like and spread them, are not exactly typ-
ical fare. We might expect to see an especially large echo chamber
effect for such theories. But there is good reason to think that less
extreme versions of the same general patterns of self-sorting can be
found on Facebook.

Findings of this kind are important because people increasingly
rely on social media for news. According to public opinion polls
by the Pew Research Center, as of 2016, six out of ten US adults
(62 percent) get news from social media, and 18 percent do so fre-
quently. The polls also show that a majority of Twitter (59 percent)
and Facebook users (66 percent) receive news on those platforms
(both up significantly from 2013, when only about half these users
got news there). Polls also demonstrate that while the percentage
of the population that uses Twitter is relatively low (16 percent),
Facebook is widely used (67 percent)—which means that some 44
percent of all US adults receive news from Facebook.5¢

For people born after 1980, often called millennials, Facebook is
by far the most common source of news about politics and govern-
ment. In 2016, six out of ten millennials (61 percent) reported get-
ting political news from Facebook, whereas only about four in ten
(44 percent) said CNN, the next most popular source.5’ Facebook ac-
counts for more than 40 percent of the referral traffic to news sites.s®
For better or worse, social media and Facebook in particular have a
large effect in determining what people learn about political issues.

FACTS, VALUES, AND GOOD NEWS

To paraphrase an observation attributed to the late senator Dan-
iel P. Moynihan, people are entitled to their own opinions, not to
their own facts. But on some of the most politically charged issues,
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ople’s ideological commitments settle their judgments about ques-
ons of fact. This point helps illuminate the effects of a fragmented
B.m&m market; it contributes to polarization.
‘While many of the issues that divide people boil down to ide-
- o._o.m.w and preference, there is at least one on which hard science
~ should have a strong say—climate change. But do numbers and
gures change people’s opinions? In an experiment in 2016, my
lleagues Sebastian Bobadilla-Suarez, Stephanie Lazzaro, Tali
arot, and I asked more than three hundred Americans several
limate-related questions, such as whether they believed that man-
made climate change was occurring and whether the United States
- was right to support the recent Paris agreement to reduce green-
house gas emissions.* On the basis of their answers, we divided
rticipants into three groups: strong believers in man-made cli-
ate change, moderate believers, and weak believers.
Next we informed participants that many scientists have said
hat by the year 2100, the average temperature in the United States
Il rise at least 6 degrees Fahrenheit, and asked them for their own
stimates of likely temperature rise by 2100. The overall average
as 5.6 degrees Fahrenheit. As expected, there were significant dif-
erences among the three groups: 6.3 degrees for strong believers
in man-made climate change, 5.9 degrees for moderate believers,
nd 3.6 degrees for weak believers.
Then came the important part of the experiment. Participants
ere randomly assigned to one of two conditions. Half of them
eceived information that was more encouraging than what they
riginally received (good news for the planet and humanity); half
f them received information that was less encouraging (bad news
or the planet and humanity). In the good news condition, they
were told to assume that in recent weeks, prominent scientists had
eassessed the science and concluded the situation was far better
.rmb previously thought, suggesting a likely temperature increase
fonly 1 to 5 degrees. In the bad news condition, participants were
told to assume that in recent weeks, prominent scientists had reas-
‘Sessed the science and concluded the situation was far worse than
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previously thought, suggestin
to 11 degrees. All participants were then asked to
personal estimates. Note that our experiment fits nic
happens online and in social media. All th
news, with respect to climate change,
lem will be much better or much wors
Here’s what we found. Weak bel;
change were moved by the good news;
fell by about 1 degree. But their beli
the bad news; their average estimat
By contrast, strong believers in ma
far more moved by the bad news (t
by nearly 2 degrees), whereas with
half of that (0.9 degrees). Moderate
equally moved in both cases (they chan
proximately 1.5 degrees in each case).
The clear implication is that for wea
mate change, comforting news will
ing news won’t. Strong believers wil
As the media, including social media,
competing claims about the latest scj
posing tendencies will predictably cr
and it will grow over time,

e than previously thought,

There is a more general psychological finding in the back-
mation about ourselves (about

ground here. In the case of infor

how attractive others perceive us to be, or how likely we are to
get sick or to succeed), people normally alter their beliefs more in
response to good news than in response to bad news. If you hear
that you are better looking than you think, you will probably learn
from that nice information. 1f you hear that you are not quite so
good looking, you might well dismiss that unpleasant news. In
.omZmE circumstances, something similar will be true for political
Issues, as in the case of weak climate change believers, who are
most likely to credit information suggesting that things will not be
so bad. But at times, good political news can threaten our deepest
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g a likely temperature increage ofy
provide thej,
ely with What
e time, people receive
that suggests that the Pprob-

evers in man-made climate
; their average estimate
ef was entirely unchanged by
e stayed essentially constant,
n-made climate change were
heir average estimate jumped
good news, it fell by less than
climate change believers Wwere
ged their estimates by ap-

k believers in man-made cli-
have a big impact, and alarm-
I show the opposite pattern.
€xpose people to new and
entific evidence, thege op-
eate political polarization,
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mitments, and we will be inclined give it less weight. Above
we might want those commitments to be affirmed. Those who
e most alarmed about climate change might prefer to learn that

' humanity really is at very serious risk than to learn that the climate

nge problem is probably not so bad. For them, bad news for
nanity and the planet is, in a sense, good news (because it is
ming), and good news for humanity and the planet is, in an
ortant sense, taken as bad news.
ese findings help explain polarization on many issues, and the
le of social media in increasing it. With respect to the Affordable
e Act, for example, people encounter good news, to the effect
t has helped millions of people obtain health insurance, and
'bad news, to the effect that health care costs and insurance

. premiums continue to increase. For the act’s supporters, the good
~ news will have far more impact than the bad; for the opponents,

e opposite is true. As the sheer volume of information increases,
larization will be heightened as well. Essentially the same tale
n be told with respect to immigration, terrorism, and increases
he minimum wage. Which kind of news will have a large impact
Il depend partly on people’s motivations and initial convictions.

But there’s an important qualification. In our experiment, a
trong majority showed movement; few people were impervious to

. New information. Most people were willing to change their views,

least to some extent. For those who believe in learning, and the
0ssibility of democratic self- government, that’s some good news.

IDENTITY AND CULTURE

revealing body of research, coming largely from Yale Law School
rofessor Dan Kahan, finds that “cultural cognition” shapes our
eactions to science—and that our values affect our assessment of
urely factual claims, even in highly technical areas.®® As a result,
Americans predictably polarize on factual questions involving, for

xample, gun control, climate change, nuclear waste disposal, and
nanotechnology. Kahan’s striking claim is that people’s judgments
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stem, in large part, from their sense of identity—of what kind of per-
son they consider themselves to be. As a result, seemingly disparate
views cluster. Among conservatives, for instance, gun contro] isq
bad idea, and so is affirmative action; climate change is not g big
problem; the Supreme Court should not have recognized same-sex
marriage; and the minimum wage should not be increased.

In principle, it might be possible to identify specific values tha
link these apparently diverse conclusions. But Kahan’s claim is that
the real source of people’s views, at least on certain controversia|
questions, is their understanding of their identity, and their effort
to protect it. And while Kahan does not focus on online behavior
and social media, there is no question that online interactions con-
tribute to the phenomena he is describing. S

Consider current debates over GMOs and climate change,
The strong majority of scientists accept two propositions. First,
GMOs generally do not pose serious threats to human health or
the environment. Second, greenhouse gases are producing climate
change, which does pose serious threats to human health and the
environment.

With respect to GMOs, Democrats are far more likely than Re-
publicans to reject the prevailing scientific judgment. With regard
to climate change, Republicans are far more likely than Democrats
to reject the prevailing scientific judgment. The partisan divide is
easy to demonstrate. Among national leaders, many Democrats are
concerned about GMOs; relatively few Republican leaders share
that concern. Among ordinary citizens, a strong majority of Demo-
cratic voters believes that GMOs are unsafe. Republican voters are
evenly divided on the safety question—a higher level of concern
than that of their elected representatives, but much lower than that
of Democratic voters. .

In Congress, it is not exactly news that Democrats are far more
likely than Republicans to support action to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. Take just one example: in a 2013 Senate vote on a non-
binding resolution calling for a “fee on carbon pollution,” Repub-
licans were in unanimous opposition, while most Democrats were
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portive. In recent years, about 75 percent of Democratic voters
said that they worry “a great deal” or “a fair amount” about

te change. For Republican voters, the percentage has ranged
130 to 40 percent. As Kahan shows, Republicans who doubt
mate change, and do not worry about it, do not display lower
ols of scientific literacy.® They are fully aware of what most sci-
ts think. They are hardly ignorant. Their judgments appear to
roduct of their values or sense of identity.

hat is the best explanation for the fact that Republicans are

- inclined to follow scientific opinion for GMOs, while Dem-
ats are more inclined to do so for greenhouse gases? There are
e contributing factors. Interest groups are the first. On the
Democratic side, the concerns are of course sincerely held, but
I2 , rganized groups have been lobbying hard against GMOs, and
‘have been able to intensify public objections. These groups,
ichinclude the organic food industry and Whole Foods Market, -
e influence and credibility within the Democratic Party, and
1 have stood to gain from mandatory labeling (which would harm

_ ir competitors). With respect to climate change, by contrast, the
105t powerful economic interests (such as the coal industry) have
greater influence within the Republican Party. Environmen-
L groups, pressing for control of greenhouse gases, carry weight
ostly with Democrats. ,
A'second explanation points to my principal concern here: the
. effects of echo chambers, including social media. With respect to
Os, some Democrats listen largely to one another, and their
fears have become amplified as a result of internal discussion, even
‘science is not on their side. For greenhouse gases, the same phe-
nomenon is occurring among Republicans. Here as elsewhere,
iscussions among like-minded people increase confidence, ex-
tremism, and polarization.

A third explanation builds on Kahan’s research. It points to the
crucial role of preexisting ideological commitments, which on par-
ticular issues can crowd out the effects of scientific findings. Many
Republicans are opposed, in principle, to government interference
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with free markets. They are inclined to be suspicious of scientifi,
evidence that purports to justify that interference, especially in the
environmental domain. By contrast, many Democrats are S.mE:m
to indulge the assumption that corporate efforts to interfere with
nature are moﬂmuamzv\_mmnmﬁwnocmu especially if those efforts involye
chemicals, new technologies, or pollution. Among Democrats
scientific claims about the risks associated with GMOs and mamm:.v
house gases fall on receptive ears. In both cases, it is a matter of
values first and scientific judgments second. And of course, a frag-
mented media market fortifies the relevant values.

To be sure, values do not always crowd out science. Some sci-
entific questions do not trigger a sense of political identity; con-
sider the question whether cigarettes cause lung cancer, or texting
while driving increases the likelihood of accidents. Some scientific
questions migrate: what was once a technical issue becomes polit-
ically inflamed, and what was once politically inflamed becomes
technical.

As an example of the latter phenomenon, consider the deple-
tion of the ozone layer, where the scientific evidence has long been
overwhelming. That evidence led to bipartisan support for the
Montreal Protocol, signed by President Ronald Reagan in 1988.
Even so, there is no question that preexisting values help to ac-
count for political polarization with respect to GMOs and green-
house gases. Taken together with the activities of interest groups
and the echo chamber effect, those values help explain why the
leaders of our two major political parties are strongly inclined to
accept the dominant view within the scientific community in one
case—and reject it in another.

The most unfortunate part is that interest groups, echo cham-
bers, and conceptions of identity reinforce each other, creating
2 new kind of iron triangle. Interest groups use social media to
promote their preferred view of the world as well as create or for-
tify conceptions of identity. The echo chambers increase the au-

thority of those groups at the same time that they entrench those
conceptions. A
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A 0.0Z._._..~>m._." THE DELIBERATIVE OPINION POLL

ray of contrast to polarization and cybercascades, consider some
rk . by James Fishkin, a creative political scientist at Stanford Uni-
sity who has pioneered a genuine social innovation: the delibera-
opinion poll.*? The basic idea is to ensure that polls are not mere
wwroﬁms of public opinion. People’s views instead are recorded
y fter diverse citizens, with different points of view, have actually
n brought together in order to discuss topics with one another.

Deliberative opinion polls have now been conducted in many
ations, including the United States, England, and Australia. It is
asy for deliberative opinion polls to be conducted on the Internet,
Fishkin has initiated illuminating experiments in this direction.
In deliberative opinion polls, Fishkin finds some noteworthy
ma in individual views. But he does not find a systematic ten-
mﬂ@ toward polarization.®® In England, for example, deliberation
d to a reduced interest in using imprisonment as a tool for com-
bating crime.** The percentage believing that “sending more of-

 fenders to prison” is an effective way to prevent crime fell from 57

38 percent; the percentage believing that fewer people should be
sent to prison increased from 29 to 44 percent; and belief in the ef-
iveness of “stiffer sentences” decreased from 78 to 65 percent.®
milar shifts were shown in the direction of greater enthusiasm for
the procedural rights of defendants and increased willingness to ex-
plore alternatives to prison. :

In other experiments with the deliberative opinion poll, shifts
ncluded a mixture of findings, with deliberation leading larger
percentages of people to conclude that legal pressures should be
Increased on fathers for child support (from 70 to 85 percent), and
that welfare and health care should be turned over to the states
(from 56 to 66 percent).®® These findings are broadly consistent

- with the prediction of group polarization, and to be sure, the effect

of deliberation was sometimes to create an increase in the intensity
with which people held their preexisting convictions.”” But this was

hardly a uniform pattern. On some questions, deliberation shifted a
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minority position to a majority position (with, for example, a jump

from 36 to 57 percent of people favoring policies making divorce

“harder to get”), and it follows that sometimes majorities became
minorities.®®

Fishkin’s experiments have some distinctive features. They in-
volve not like-minded people but instead diverse groups of citizeng
engaged in discussion after being presented with various sides of
social issues by appointed moderators. Fishkin’s deliberators do
not seek to obtain a group consensus; they listen and exchange
ideas without being asked to come into agreement. In many ways
these discussions provide a model for civic deliberation, complete
with reason giving.

It can be expensive, of course, to transport diverse people to the
same place. But communications technologies make widespread
uses of deliberative opinion polls as well as reasoned discussion
among heterogeneous people far more feasible—even if private in-
dividuals, in their private capacity, would rarely choose to create
deliberating institutions on their own. I have noted that Fishkin has
created deliberative opinion polls on the Internet; there are many
efforts and experiments in this general vein.*® The social media can
easily be enlisted for those purposes. =

Here we can find considerable promise for the future in the form
of discussions among diverse people who exchange reasons, and
who would not, without current technologies, be able to talk with
one another at all. If we are guided by the notion of consumer sov-
ereignty, and if we celebrate unlimited filtering, we will be unable
to see why the discussions in the deliberative opinion poll are a
great improvement over much of what is now happening online. In
short, aspirations for deliberative democracy sharply diverge from
the ideal of consumer sovereignty—that is, a future in which, in
Gates’s words, “you’ll be able to just say what you’re interested in,

and have the screen help you pick out a video that you care about.”

But let’s offer a cautionary note: for many political questions,
what matters is getting the facts straight, and for that, you need ex-
perts, not deliberative opinion polls. Suppose that the question is
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ther current levels of particulate matter (an air pollutant) cause
‘deaths annually or two hundred, or instead two thousand. Or
uppose the question is whether a Hm@swmawmﬂ for greater fuel
onomy in trucks would produce less safe vehicles. On such ques-
s;‘expertise is crucial. True, we might want the experts to de-
rate. But a deliberative opinion poll might lead us in the wrong
ction, even if people get pretty well informed.

onetheless, deliberative opinion polls are a lot better than non-
:m.m,ﬁmﬂ?o ones. An enduring question is what sort of ideals we

le seek to do with the new opportunities that they have. Consider
e reflections of one Internet entrepreneur: “I’ve been in chat

ericans and white supremacists talking to each other. . . . [I]f
u go through the threads of the conversation, by the end you’ll
d there’s less animosity than there was at the beginning. It’s not

OF DANGERS AND SOLUTIONS

hope that I have shown enough to demonstrate that .mOn A.”ENmsm of
a heterogeneous democracy, a fragmented communications mar-
ket creates a considerable number of dangers. There are dangers
. m.oH each of us as individuals; constant exposure to one set of views
:is likely to lead to errors and confusions, sometimes as a result of
_cybercascades. And to the extent that the process entrenches ex-
_isting views, spreads falsehood, promotes extremism, and makes
people less able to work cooperatively on shared problems, there
-are dangers for society as a whole.
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To emphasize these dangers, it is unnecessary to claim thgy
people do or will receive all their information online. There are
many sources of information, and some of them will undoubted]

counteract the risks I have discussed. Nor is it necessary to Emv.*
dict that most people are speaking only with those who are like.
minded. Of course many people seek out or otherwise encounter
competing views. But when technology makes it easy for people
to wall themselves off from others, there are serious risks for the
people involved and society as a whole.

SOCIAL GLUE AND
SPREADING INFORMATION

ome people believe that freedom of speech is a luxury. In their
iew, poor nations, or nations struggling with social and economic
roblems, should be trying not to promote democracy but instead
o ensure material well-being—economic growth, and a chance for
veryone to have food, clothing, and shelter. This view is badly mis-
onceived. If we understand what is wrong with it, we will have a
tich better sense of the social role of communications:

‘For many countries, the most devastating problem of all con-
ists of famines, defined as the widespread denial of access to
ood and, as a result, mass starvation. In China’s famine of the
ate 1950s, for example, about thirty million people died. Is free
'speech a luxury for nations concerned about famine prevention?
Would it be better for such nations to give a high priority not to
.democracy and free speech but instead to economic develop-
‘ment? Actually these are foolish questions. Consider the remark-
able finding by the economist Amartya Sen that in the history of
‘the world, there has never been a famine in a system with a dem-
‘ocratic press and free elections.' Sen’s starting point, which he
also demonstrates empirically, is that famines are a social product,
not an inevitable product of scarcity of food. Whether there will
be a famine as opposed to a mere shortage depends on people’s
“entitlements”—that is, what they are able to get. Even when food
is limited, entitlements can be allocated in such a way as to ensure
that no one will starve.
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