Social Media (CONDITIONALS)

Which websites do you use the most? What do you like most about them? 
1. What social networking platforms do you use? Why do you use them?

2. Do you make an effort to limit your screen time? Why or why not?

3. What social movements do you know that have become popular because of social media?

Reading: The Social Dilemma Documentary 
The Social Dilemma is a video documentary that argues that social media companies are causing significant damage to society. The video is mostly presented by insiders in the tech industry (Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, etc.) who confess to the harmful nature of the technology they helped design.

“If you’re not paying for the product, then you’re the product.”
The film clarifies that social media are not free platforms without a product. By using the system, the user and his attention become the product that advertisers aim to control. Although we fear these companies sell our data, social media companies hoard it to in order to monetize us. The data collected is not only demographic—every click is measured by algorithms to better understand our behaviour. The end goal is manipulation, which is described as a “gradual, slight, imperceptible change in [our] own behaviour and perception.” This has made tech companies “the richest companies in the history of humanity.”  What we learn in this movie is that our brains are being manipulated and even rewired by algorithms that are designed to get our attention and make us buy things, including buying into distorted ideas about the world, ourselves, and each other.
There have been other documentaries raising concerns about the impact of social media on our privacy and our morale and even our democracy, including the very good-to-excellent "Screened Out," "Lo and Behold: Reveries of the Connected World," and "The Great Hack." But this documentary has a significant advantage. While all of the films have impressive experts to explain how we got here and why here is not a place anyone should be, in this movie many of the experts are the same people who got us here—top executives from Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest, Facebook, and other sites that seduce us into spending time and sharing information so they can sell both. As the film opens, we can see that the people who will be telling us their stories are uncomfortable and embarrassed. 

For example, there is Justin Rosenstein, the inventor of Facebook's most ubiquitous feature, the "like" button.  He sheepishly says it was intended to "spread positivity." What could be wrong with letting your friends and their friends "like" something you've posted? Well, it turns out people get their feelings hurt if they don't get likes. So, they amend their behavior to attract more likes. Does that seem like a problem? Consider this: a large population of the people urgently trying to get "likes" are young teenagers. We all know the excruciating nightmare that is middle school, when all of a sudden you no longer take for granted what your parents tell you and decide that what you really need is to be considered cool or at least not a total loser by your friends at school. Now multiply that by the big, unregulated world of the internet. This is why there is a precipitous spike in anxiety, depression, self-harm, and suicide attempts by the girls of Gen Z, current middle and high schoolers, as much as triple in some categories. Then there's the new clinical term "Snapchat Dysmorphia," describing the people who seek plastic surgery to look more like the filtered images they see online.

The Mental Health Dilemma

Justin Rosenstein, creator of the Facebook Like button, believed his feature would spread positivity. Such features provide us with social approval, which we tend to confuse with acceptance and truth. Sadly, the result is only a temporary joy that leaves us empty and depressed without it.

A study of 100,000 teenage girls in the U.S. found that hospital admissions for self-harm have increased by 62% in older teens and 189% in pre-teens (nearly triple). The same patterns exist for teen suicide. Social media became available on smartphones in 2009, and these changes began around 2010/2011.

The Democracy Dilemma

“If you want to control the population of your country, there has never been a tool as effective as Facebook.”
Social media is perhaps too efficient at reaching the most receptive audiences for ads and campaigns. This allows bad actors such as political and hate groups to easily gain popularity and influence. Studies show that fake news spreads six times faster than true news. This leads to a polarization of society as newsfeeds make us more extreme in our views. We also filter out ideas that don’t align with our worldview. As a society, we lose touch with the shared facts and reality that bond us.

The documentary uses the Flat Earth movement to show how regular people can be influenced to adopt incredibly idiotic beliefs. The movement was popularized by a YouTube algorithm that recommended the video to hundreds of millions of people.

What do the film’s experts believe will happen in the future to society? Their earnest answers include civil war and the end of civilization due to our own willful ignorance.



[Sources: The Social Dilemma (Netflix, 2020), https://www.thesocialdilemma.com/the-dilemma/, https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/the-social-dilemma-movie-review-2020, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/features/social-dilemma-netflix-film-media-facebook-twitter-algorithm-addiction-conspiracy-b454736.html]

Social Media Lesson Plan: Comprehension Questions 

True or False: 

The article claims that social media companies are selling our data.

The cause of teenage mental health problems are social media.

Social media like Facebook help spread democracy.

The author implies that Flat Earthers are in fact stupid.

The future of society is very bleak.

Vocabulary: Match the words from the article with their meaning.

1.     insider (n) – someone who is an accepted member of a group and who therefore has special or secret 

        knowledge or influence    


2.     hoard (v)-
to collect large amounts of smth and keep it for yourself, often in a secret place
3.     manipulation (n)- controlling someone or something to your own advantage, often unfairly or 
        dishonestly

4.     imperceptible (adj)-  not perceptible by a sense or by the mind; extremely slight, gradual or subtle


5.     receptive (adj) - 
willing to consider or accept new suggestion or ideas
6.     polarization (n) – division into two sharply contrasting groups or sets of opinions or beliefs


7.     extreme (adj) – reaching a high or the highest degree, very great


8.     align (v) – place or arrange things in a straight line
9.     earnest (adj) – serious and sincere


10.  willful (adj) – intentional, deliberate
11.  ubiquitous (adj.) –to be seen everywhere
12.  sheepishly (adv.) – in an embarrassed manner due to shame or lack of self-confidence

13.  amend (verb) – to change, to improve

14.  excruciating (adj.) – intensely painful

15.  precipitous (adj.) – dangerously high
