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Should we dislike the 'Like' button? 
By Tim HarfordPresenter, 50 Things That Made the Modern Economy 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-48364817 

 

 

Leah Pearlman draws comics about ideas like "emotional literacy" and "self-love". 

When she began posting them on Facebook, her friends responded warmly. 

 

But then Facebook changed its algorithm - how it decides what to put in front of us. 

When social media is a big part of your life, an algorithm change can come as a 

shock. 

 

Leah's content was being shown to fewer people, and her comics started to get fewer 

likes. 

 

"It felt like I wasn't getting enough oxygen," she told Vice.com. "It was like, 'Wait a 

minute, I poured my heart and soul into this drawing, but it's only had 20 likes.'" 

 

It's easy to empathise. Social approval can be addictive, and what's a Facebook "like" 

if not social approval distilled into its purest form? 

 

Researchers liken our smartphones to slot machines, triggering the same reward 

pathways in our brain. 

 

Prof Natasha Dow Schull argues that slot machines are addictive "by design", and that 

casinos aim to maximise "time on device". They want to keep people in front of their 

screens, admiring the pretty lights and receiving those dopamine hits. 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-48364817
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Social media firms have taken note. More likes, new notifications, even an 

old-fashioned email - we never know what we'll get when we pick up our phone and 

pull the lever. 

Faced with a sudden drop in likes, Leah is embarrassed to say she began buying ads 

on Facebook "just to get that attention back". 

There's an irony behind her discomfort. 

Before she was a comic artist, Leah was a Facebook developer, and in July 2007, her 

team invented the "like button". 

 

50 Things That Made the Modern Economy highlights the inventions, ideas and 

innovations that helped create the economic world. 

It is broadcast on the BBC World Service. You can find more information about the 

programme's sources and listen to all the episodes online or subscribe to the 

programme podcast. 

The concept is now ubiquitous across the web, from Facebook to YouTube to Twitter. 

The benefit for platforms is obvious. A single click is the simplest way for users to 

engage - much easier than typing out a comment. 

But the idea took a while to refine. As Leah Pearlman remembers, Facebook 

founder Mark Zuckerberg took some convincing. 

Should it be called the "awesome" button? Did the symbol work? 

While a thumbs-up means approval in most cultures, in others it has a much cruder 

meaning. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csz2wf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csz2wf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c/episodes/downloads
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c/episodes/downloads
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/mbag3a/the-inventor-of-the-like-button-wants-you-to-stop-worrying-about-likes
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/mbag3a/the-inventor-of-the-like-button-wants-you-to-stop-worrying-about-likes
https://www.bbc.com/ideas/videos/thumbs-up-why-do-we-do-it/p06j3ztl
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Eventually, in February 2009, the Like button was launched. "The stats went up so 

fast. Fifty comments became 150 likes, almost immediately, Leah Pearlman recalls. 

"People would start making more status updates, so there was way more content, and 

it all just worked." 

Meanwhile, at Cambridge University, Michal Kosinski was doing a PhD in 

psychometrics - the study of measuring psychological profiles. 

His fellow student Aleksandr Kogan had written a Facebook app to test the "big five" 

personality traits: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness and 

neuroticism. 

Taking the test gave the researchers permission to access your Facebook profile, with 

your age, gender, sexual orientation and so on. The test went viral. 
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The dataset swelled to millions of people, and the researchers could see everything 

they had ever "liked", as well as the public data of their friends. 

 

Kosinski - now a professor of organisational behaviour at Stanford University - 

realised this was a treasure trove of potential insights. 

For example, it turned out that a slightly higher proportion of gay men than straight 

men "liked" the cosmetics brand MAC. That's only one data point, since Kosinski 

couldn't tell if someone was gay from a single like. 

But the more likes he saw, the more accurate guesses he could make - about sexual 

orientation, religious affiliation, political leanings, and more. 

Kosinski concluded that if you'd liked 70 things, he'd know you better than your 

friends. After 300 likes, he'd know you better than your partner. 

Facebook has since restricted which data gets shared with app developers. 

But one organisation still gets to see all your likes and more besides: Facebook itself. 

And it can afford to employ the world's brightest machine-learning developers to 

tease out conclusions. 

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/mg9vvn/how-our-likes-helped-trump-win
https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/mg9vvn/how-our-likes-helped-trump-win
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What can Facebook do with its window into your soul? Two things. 

First, it can tailor your newsfeed so you spend more time on Facebook - whether that 

means showing you cat videos, inspirational memes, things that will outrage you 

about Donald Trump, or things that will outrage you about Donald Trump's 

opponents. 

This isn't ideal - it makes it harder and harder for people with different opinions to 

conduct a sensible conversation. 

Second, it can help advertisers to target you. The better the ads perform, the more 

money it makes. 

Targeting adverts is nothing new. 

Long before the internet and social media, if you were opening a new bicycle shop in 

Springfield, say, you might have chosen to advertise in the Springfield Gazette or 

Cycling Weekly, rather than the New York Times or Good Housekeeping. 

Of course, that still wasn't very efficient. Most Gazette readers wouldn't be cyclists, 

and most subscribers to Cycling Weekly wouldn't live near Springfield. But it was the 

best you could do. 

You could say that Facebook simply improves that process. 

Who could object if you ask it to only show your ads to Springfield residents who like 

cycling? That's the kind of example which Facebook tends to cite when it defends 

the concept of "relevant" advertising. 

https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/04/data-and-advertising/
https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/04/data-and-advertising/
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But there are other possible uses which we might not like. 

 

How about offering a house for rent, but not showing that advert to African 

Americans? Julia Angwin, Madeleine Varner and Ariana Tobin from the 

investigative website ProPublica wondered if that would work, and it did. 

Facebook said oops, that shouldn't have happened, blaming a "technical failure". 

Or how about helping advertisers reach people who have expressed interest in the 

topic of "Jew hater"? The same ProPublica team showed that was possible, too. 

Facebook said oops, it wouldn't happen again. 

This might worry us because not all advertisers are as benign as bicycle shops - you 

can also pay to spread political messages, which may be hard for users to 

contextualise or verify. 

The firm Cambridge Analytica claimed it had swung the 2016 election for Donald 

Trump, in part by harnessing the power of the Like button to target individual voters 

- much to the horror of Michal Kosinski, the researcher who had first suggested what 

might be possible. 

 

What about helping unscrupulous marketers to pitch their products to emotionally 

vulnerable teenagers at moments when they're feeling particularly down? 

In 2017, the Australian reported on a leaked Facebook document apparently 

touting just this ability. 

Facebook said oops, there'd been another "oversight", insisting it "does not offer 

tools to target people based on their emotional state". 

Let's hope not, especially as Facebook has previously admitted to manipulating 

people's emotional states by choosing whether to show them sad or happy news. 

In a widely-quoted Facebook post from December 2018, chief operating officer 

Sheryl Sandberg apologised for mistakes made by the company. "Prior to 2016, we 

were not as focused on preventing harm as we should have been," she says. "And we 

did not do enough to anticipate other ways our platform could be misused." 

https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-advertising-discrimination-housing-race-sex-national-origin
https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-advertising-discrimination-housing-race-sex-national-origin
https://www.propublica.org/article/facebook-enabled-advertisers-to-reach-jew-haters
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-45976300
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-45976300
https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2017/05/facebook-helped-advertisers-target-teens-who-feel-worthless/
https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2017/05/facebook-helped-advertisers-target-teens-who-feel-worthless/
https://newsroom.fb.com/news/h/comments-on-research-and-ad-targeting/
https://newsroom.fb.com/news/h/comments-on-research-and-ad-targeting/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-29475019
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-29475019
https://www.facebook.com/sheryl/posts/10161131889740177
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She acknowledges that many people have lost trust that Facebook would "respect and 

protect the personal information of our users" or "always operate with integrity", and 

insists the company is listening and learning. 

But in reality, it seems Facebook's potential for mind control is far from perfect. 

Some experts who've looked into Cambridge Analytica question how effective it 

really was. And for all the targeting, analysts report that the click-through rate on 

Facebook adverts still averages less than 1%.. 

Perhaps we should worry more about Facebook's undoubted proficiency at serving us 

more adverts by sucking in an inordinate amount of our attention, hooking us to our 

screens. 

How should we manage our compulsions in this brave new social media world? 

We might cultivate emotional literacy about how the algorithm affects us, and if 

social approval feels as vital as oxygen, maybe more self-love is the answer. 

If I see any good comics on the subject, I'll be sure to click "like". 

The author writes the Financial Times's Undercover Economist column. 50 

Things That Made the Modern Economy is broadcast on the BBC World Service. 

You can find more information about the programme's sources and listen to all 

the episodes online or subscribe to the programme podcast. 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-43502366
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-43502366
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2017/02/28/facebook-advertising-benchmarks
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2017/02/28/facebook-advertising-benchmarks
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csz2wf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04b1g3c/episodes/downloads

