
Societal Computing
Week 2
Prof. Kenny Joseph

10/21/20 UB 2



Last week

§What is societal computing?
§ Computing in, for, and ideally, with and by society

§A societal computing lens on machine learning
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This week

§ Social media
§ Social media technology is inherently societal computing
§ But we often don’t think about societal computing 

questions when on social media!
§ Who made this technology?
§ Why did they make it?
§ Who does it benefit? Anyone?
§ Who does it harm? Everyone?
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• Gets a lot of things right.
• Gets a lot of things 

wrong/exaggerated
• Ignores almost 70 years of 

research on the impacts of 
computing technology on 
society

• Ignores several centuries of 
research on society and 
technology

• So watch, but with a grain of 
salt



Overview (cont.)

§ This week: Social Media and Society
§ Some motivation
§ Where did the social media you used today come from?
§ Detailed case study:

§ 2016 U.S. Election - Fake news, bots, and political ads
§ Looking towards today

§ 2020 election
§ COVID and social media

§ The upsides of social media
§ The downsides of social media
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People were originally super excited about 
social media
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Katz and Braly’s 2 Step 
Flow Model

Said content originated 
with mass media,
then moved to opinion 
leaders,
then to everybody else

https://opentextbc.ca/mediastudies101/chapter/two-step-flow-of-
communication/



People were originally super excited about 
social media
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Katz and Braly’s 2 Step 
Flow Model

Said content originated 
with mass media,
then moved to opinion 
leaders,
then to everybody else

!!!!!!



But…
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But…
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https://www.nytimes.com/2013/09/14/us/suicide-of-girl-after-bullying-raises-worries-on-web-
sites.html



10/21/20 UB 11

What happened (anything)?
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§Where did social media come 
from?
§Detailed case study:
§2016 U.S. Election 

§The present day and social media
§The upsides of social media
§The downsides of social media



Web 1.0
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https://sites.google.com/site/hciisocialweb/syllabus

The original focus of 
the web was to 
connect users to 

information



The move from Web 1.0 – 2.0
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https://sites.google.com/site/hciisocialweb/syllabus

Web 2.0 was 
a shift to 

connecting 
users to other 
users ... And 
then great 
information 
followed!



Wikipedia – moving from Web 1.0 - 2.0

§ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oVFPW0r4jWk
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oVFPW0r4jWk


From Web 2.0 to Social Networking Sites
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2007.00393.x

§As the goal of the web shifted to 
connecting users, social networking sites 
naturally arose

§ In the beginning, there was Six 
Degrees.com
§ Why do you think a SNS in ‘97 ultimately 

failed?
§ Slowly, all kinds of social media sites grew

§ Ryze – precursor to LinkedIn
§ LiveJournal – for blogging
§ …



Why did some succeed where others failed?

§Social factors
§Technological Factors
§Also
§Timing 
§$$
§…
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Bringing us to the present

§There have been many, many failed social 
networking sites
§ These failures are due to a lot of things – chance, 

technology, …

§But there have also been many successes
§Any many different kinds of successes

§With all of this, social media has become a central 
part of our daily lives.
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Summary and moving on

§Where did social media come from?
§ Web 1.0 -> Web 2.0 -> Social Networking Sites -> All kinds of social 

media
§Why did some platforms succeed and others fail

§ Right place, right time, good tech, a lot of luck
§ Is social media just Snapchat Instagram stories or (? 

TikTok? Myspace?)
§ NO! Social media is a lot more than that.
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Case Study: the 2016 US Election



Social Media and the 2016 Election

§What we will talk about (briefly)
§ Political ad targeting
§Manipulation – bots, trolls, fake accounts
§ Fake News

§Did social media cause Trump to be elected?
§What we won’t talk about

§ Trump’s tweets
§Hate speech/harassment

10/21/20 UB 21



10/21/20 UB 22

https://www.dailykos.com/stories/2017/8/4/1686913/--The-Cambridge-Analytica-Psyops-that-made-
both-Trump-and-Brexit-Winners

Political ad targeting



Manipulation – How?

Manipulation of the 2016 election 
came from a variety of sources
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Bots

Hijacked accounts

Fake pagesCyborgs

Coordinated Campaigns



Fake News
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https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/viral-fake-election-news-outperformed-real-news-on-facebook#.jepaXOx1m



What is fake news?

§What do you think?
§One increasingly accepted definition:

§ Fake news is content produced with all the trappings of 
a legitimate news organization but without any of the 
actual journalistic scrutiny

§Can you spot fake news?
§ http://factitious.augamestudio.com/#/
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http://science.sciencemag.org/content/359/6380/1094

http://factitious.augamestudio.com/


Why did fake news come about?

§ Thoughts?
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Why did fake news come about?

§Why was/is there fake news?
§Money and power!

§ Imagine that…

§Who saw fake news in 2016?
§What percent of timelines do you think 

contained link to fake news?
§What percent of people saw fake news?
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5.1%
of political content in voters’ Timelines 

was fake news



Fake news is highly concentrated!

Exposures Sharing

16 accounts (of 
16,442) 

responsible for 
80% of fake news



Did you see fake news?
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Summarizing

§ For Political Ad targeting, Bots, & Fake News, we see the same story:
§ Its not new

§ Ad targeting existed for centuries
§ Bots were impacted elections at least as early as 2010
§ Fake news has been around since the Romans

§ But, it came into focus because of new/increased use in 2016
§ Ad targeting – via FB and semi-private data
§ Bots – because there were so many, and because we know Russia was behind 

some of them
§ Fake news - a vast increase in its spread

§ And they likely had an impact
§ But…
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Would Trump have been elected without 
social media?

§ Its quite likely…
§ The demographics most likely to vote for Trump were 

the least likely to be online
§ Fake news was very concentrated
§ Best estimates are that targeted ads would have had 

to be tens of times more effective than TV ads to have 
swayed enough voters

§But, we don’t really don’t know!
§ some academics disagree with this
§and it is likely impossible for us to ever figure it out
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SOCIAL MEDIA TODAY
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What is different about 2020 

1. The platform landscape
§ Twitter is more important, because of Trump
§ Facebook is really just for old people now
§ Snapchat came and went, Tiktok has caused a ruckus

2. The sociopolitical landscape
§ There is a global pandemic
§ Trump is the most polarizing force in U.S. political history

3. Platforms are being forced to take a more active 
role
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2020, social media, pandemics, politics
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Platforms new responses
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Take homes
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Is there anything good about 
social media?
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Connecting us internationally
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Assisting the creation of social movements
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Giving voice to networked counterpublics



The upside of social media

§Reasons to be positive about social 
media
§Connectivity
§Aides in the creation of social movements, 
here and abroad
§A new source for immediate news
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Social media is the worst 
thing in the world
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Facebook friendships in space

§ Which counties do you think had 
the most absolute friendships in 
common with Erie county?

§ But that’s not that interesting! 
We want to look at the relative 
likelihood that any two people 
living in two different counties 
are connected on Facebook, 
controlling for population size

§ What about on this relative scale
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Facebook and Myanmar

§Nearly 700K 
Rohingya have 
become 
refugees in 
Myanmar

§ False information 
spread on 
Facebook was a 
critical part of this
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https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/15/technology/myanmar-facebook-genocide.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/15/technology/myanmar-facebook-genocide.html


Bullying and Instagram

§A survey done by the Pew Research Center 
shows that 59% of teens have been bullied 
online.
§Cyber bullying doubles the chance of 
attempted suicide and has resulted in the 
development of low self-esteem, depression, 
academic difficulties, and school violence
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Abuse of female journalists on Twitter

§Study of tweets @ 778 Journalists in the US and UK
§A female journalist or politician harassed every 30 

seconds
§ 7.1% of tweets sent to the women in the study were 

problematic or abusive. 
§Online abuse against women cuts across the political 

spectrum. Politicians and journalists faced similar levels 
of online abuse and we observed both liberals and 
conservatives alike
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Privacy concerns

10/21/20 UB 50

Think of the last time you did something you didn’t 
want people to know about

Now, think about what would happen if everybody in 
the world could access that fact about you, forever.



Some final thoughts on social 
media
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Summarizing – 3 Key Points

1. By and large social media companies have 
not taken responsibility for their actions, 
many of which have negative 
consequences

2. But, social media still has the potential to 
aid social movements (E.g. #MeToo, 
#BlackLivesMatter, #TransLivesMatter, …)

3. Open question as to how, and to what 
extent
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My Take

§Many benefits
§ Connecting people to new friends, opportunities
§ Spreading great things to millions of people (Ice Bucket 

Challenge, #MeToo, #Blacklivesmatter)
§ Wikipedia - I mean, come on.
§ Cancer survivor sites

§Many, many drawbacks, esp. from the big sites
§ For you  (privacy, cyberbullying, hate speech)
§ For our country (fake news, a potential increase in polarization)
§ Internationally (Genocide, Censorship)

§We need you all to do better, to think bigger and brighter
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Thanks!

§Reach out for more resources on these topics
§I will begin teaching a Spring course on 
Computing and Society, although mostly for 
juniors and seniors
§Get involved! Join DivTech!
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