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Hello, my name is Jacob Wobbrock and today I will be talking to you about Hypertext,
Social Media, and Civic Engagement: How Hypertext is Ruining the World, and Might
Just Save It.
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Who am I?
2

First, a few quick notes about who I am and where I come from.
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I live and work in Seattle, Washington, in the United States, where I am a professor at
the University of Washington.
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Seattle and the University of Washington are beautiful places. This is what my
campus looked like in the spring a year before the COVID-19 pandemic forced all of us
to work from home.
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I have a number of involvements at the University of Washington. I am a Professor in
The Information School. I also have a courtesy appointment in the Paul G. Allen
School of Computer Science & Engineering. I’m a member of the cross-campus DUB
Group, which is one of the top research and education communities in HumanComputer Interaction worldwide. My own lab is called the ACE Lab, for Accessible
Computing Experiences. I’m a Co-PI on AccessComputing, which seeks to broaden
participation in computing disciplines by people with disabilities. And I co-founded
and co-direct the UW Center for Research and Education on Accessible Technology
and Experiences, a new high-profile research center thus-far funded by Microsoft.
Much of my work entails studying people’s interactions with technology and
inventing new ways for improving those interactions.
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Credibility of fake news
Wobbrock, J.O., Hsu, A.K., Burger, M.A. and Magee, M.J. (2019). Isolating
the effects of web page visual appearance on the perceived credibility of
online news among college students. Proceedings of the ACM Conference
on Hypertext and Social Media (HT '19). New York: ACM Press, pp. 191200. https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3342220.3343663

Douglas Engelbart Award for Best Paper
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Recently I have been studying online news credibility, particularly the visual
properties that make news seem credible or questionable. I had a paper at Hypertext
2019 on this topic.
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Global issues, U.S. focus

7

One caveat about by talk today: Although the issues I’ll be talking about are global in
nature, much of my talk will have a focus on the United States, simply because that’s
what I know best, and because that’s where the phenomena I’ll be covering seem
most pronounced.
So let’s dive in…
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Our world today faces
tremendous problems…
8

8

Global warming
9

… Global warming and carbon emissions are sharply rising.
// From https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/ : “This graph, based on the comparison
of atmospheric samples contained in ice cores and more recent direct
measurements, provides evidence that atmospheric CO2 has increased since the
Industrial Revolution. (Credit: Luthi, D., et al.. 2008; Etheridge, D.M., et al. 2010;
Vostok ice core data/J.R. Petit et al.; NOAA Mauna Loa CO2 record.)”
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COVID-19
Source: The New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/coronavirus-us-cases.html
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… The COVID-19 pandemic. In the United States, we recently exceeded 200,000 new
cases of coronavirus in a single day.
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Extreme
poverty

11

Extreme poverty is on the decline worldwide, but still represents a massive challenge
and an ongoing failure of states to provide necessities for their people.
// Photo credit: https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2016-01-22/billionairescould-eradicate-extreme-poverty-report-says
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Widening
inequality

Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/07/6-facts-about-economic-inequality-in-the-u-s/ft_20-02-04_economicinequality_2/
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…Widening income inequality has dramatically increased, especially in the United
States, and constitutes a growing threat to stability. The U.S. now has the highest
level of income inequality among the G7 countries.
// To compare income inequality across countries, the OECD uses the Gini coefficient,
a commonly used measure ranging from 0, or perfect equality, to 1, or complete
inequality. In 2017, the U.S. had a Gini coefficient of 0.434. In the other G7 nations,
the Gini ranged from 0.326 in France to 0.392 in the UK.
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Endless wars

13

The United States has now been at war for its longest period in history, nearly 20
years in Afghanistan. A majority of U.S. military veterans – 58 percent – say the wars
in Afghanistan and Iraq were "not worth fighting.“
// "Majorities of both veterans (58 percent) and the public (59 percent) say the war in
Afghanistan was not worth fighting. About four-in-ten or fewer say it was worth
fighting," according to the Pew Research Center.
// The same held for the war in Iraq and the US military intervention against ISIS in
Syria, with 64 percent of veterans saying the former was "not worth fighting," and 55
percent saying the latter was "not worth it.“
// Photo credit: https://english.aawsat.com/home/article/1809456/majority-us-vetssay-middle-east-wars-not-worth-fighting
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Violent
religious
extremism
14

Although ISIS has been set back by U.S. and coalition efforts, violent religious
extremism is still a global threat.
// Photo credit: https://lobelog.com/the-fall-of-isis-and-the-day-after-question/
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White
supremacy

15

And, of course, in the United States and parts of Europe, we have our own dangerous
versions of ideological extremism, fundamentalism, and white supremacy.
// Photo credits:
// https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2019/08/14/what-is-whitenationalism
// https://www.enfoquederecho.com/2017/08/20/causas-perdidas-a-proposito-delas-manifestaciones-de-la-supremacia-blanca-y-el-rol-de-donald-trump/
// https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/nov/21/facebook-whitenationalists-ban-vdare-red-ice
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Racial
discrimination

16

In the United States, racial discrimination, police brutality, police killings of unarmed
Black people, and clashes between alt-right militias and antifa groups have reached a
fever pitch.
// Photo credit: https://www.nydailynews.com/news/crime/ny-decision-made-onpossible-charges-against-cops-in-floyd-case-20200603-ymg7s7lj4ng6vomteclyrl7v6ystory.html
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Mental
health crises

Lukianoff, G. and Haidt, J. (2018). The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure. New York: Penguin Press.
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Mental health crises are on the rise on American university campuses, especially
among female students.
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— Douglas Engelbart (1962)

18

Now, you might be wondering, what does any of this have to do with the human
factors of hypertext? Well, hang in there with me awhile longer and I’ll show you.
But let’s remember that Douglas Engelbart predicted that the complexity and urgency
of our society’s problems would only increase, and if we could augment people’s
intellectual capabilities with better tools, we would be better positioned to solve
these complex, urgent problems.
He wrote in 1962: … [READ EXCERPT]
Well, clearly the problems are here. But do we have the tools to solve them?
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These problems require
massive, coordinated
solutions, but…
WE’RE GETTING WORSE AT WORKING TOGETHER...

19

19

Issue
polarization

Lukianoff, G. and Haidt, J. (2018). The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure. New York: Penguin Press.
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In the United States and elsewhere, we are more polarized on political issues than
ever before. This plot shows that over the last 15 years, Americans’ opinions on policy
questions diverge most by political party affiliation, far more than by race, religious
attendance, education level, age, or gender.

20

Affective
polarization

Lukianoff, G. and Haidt, J. (2018). The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up a Generation for Failure. New York: Penguin Press.
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Similarly, Americans are more emotionally polarized than ever before. This plot shows
that over the last 20 years, Americans’ feelings toward their own political party have
remained relatively stable, but their feelings about the opposing party have become
increasingly negative, cold, or even hostile.
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Rise of
far-right
nationalism

22

The rise and tactics of far-right populist and nationalist leaders in the U.S., Brazil, the
U.K., Hungary, Poland – and elsewhere – are both a sign of discontent and a cause of
increased tensions and political stalemates.
// USA: Donald Trump
// Brazil: Jair Bolsonaro
// UK: Boris Johnson
// Hungary: Viktor Orbán
// Poland: Jarosław Kaczyński
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Lost collective abilities…
23

In short, we have lost our collective abilities to solve major problems. In fact, we have
lost our collective abilities to even discuss our problems constructively.
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We can’t agree on facts
24

Having different opinions is one thing, but we can’t even agree on facts. For example,
we have, on the one hand, the American Centers for Disease Control recommending
masks to prevent the spread of COVID-19; and on the other hand, the main
coronavirus advisor to President Trump (until recently), Dr. Scott Atlas, telling the
public that masks don’t work.
// For more: https://www.forbes.com/sites/brucelee/2020/10/18/twitter-removesface-mask-tweet-from-trumps-covid-19-coronavirus-advisor-scottatlas/?sh=2c1a9ea01f21
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We don’t view science as authoritative

25

Which brings me to a related point: Millions of people no longer view science as
authoritative. Pronounced examples are the COVID-19 pandemic, vaccinations, and
humans’ contributions to global warming.
// Source: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/landig/article/PIIS25897500(20)30227-2/fulltext
// Source: https://www.edf.org/climate/9-ways-we-know-humans-triggered-climatechange
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We can’t have constructive disagreement without vilification
26

We also seem unable to have constructive disagreement without vilifying our political
opponents. What’s telling is that both sides feel unfairly vilified by the other side.
// Source: https://washingtonmonthly.com/2020/01/08/for-republicans-thevilification-of-enemies-is-all-that-matters/
// Source: https://www.sfgate.com/opinion/saunders/article/Republicans-vilifiedDemocrats-excused-4017807.php
// Source: https://www.usnews.com/news/elections/articles/2019-10-21/democratsrepublicans-and-the-new-politics-of-hate
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We won’t
work
together

27

We simply won’t work together anymore to resolve our differences and solve these
major problems we face.
// Image credit: https://www.miamiherald.com/opinion/oped/article218315270.html
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. . .

. . .
Brooks, D. (2020). The rotting of the Republican mind: When one party becomes detached from reality. The New York Times. November 26, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/opinion/republican-disinformation.html
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David Brooks is a longtime American political and social columnist for The New York
Times, and a lifelong Republican. Despite his political affiliation, he recently released
an op-ed with a provocative title: “The Rotting of the Republican Mind.” In it, Brooks
illuminates our inability to work together and what drives it.
Normally, in my talks, I’m reluctant to read passages of text like this, but I think it is
worth it in this case. So please read along with me. I’ve highlighted some phrases I
think are especially important.
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Brooks, D. (2020). The rotting of the Republican mind: When one party becomes detached from reality. The New York Times. November 26, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/opinion/republican-disinformation.html

29

[AFTER READING] The need for stories, for community, for security, and for trust all
feature prominently as underlying needs in David Brooks’ account. And the internet
is the place that people are meeting these needs.

29

internet is an ideal
“ The
medium for untested

information to get around
traditional gatekeepers…
DAVID BROOKS

”
30

“The internet is an ideal medium for untested information to get around traditional
gatekeepers…”
So how does this “untested information” spread?

30

Social media
31

Which brings us to social media platforms, where misinformation can spread more
quickly than truth, and, studies show, it usually does.

31

Fake news

Credit: Jevin D. West

Silverman, C. (2016). This analysis shows how viral fake election news stories outperformed real news on Facebook. BuzzFeed News.

32

Fake news is one form of misinformation that travels widely on social media.
My colleague at the University of Washington, Jevin D. West, who studies the online
spread of misinformation, often starts his talks with this graph from Craig Silverman’s
study of the 2016 election.
Silverman showed that during the 2016 election, there were more engagements with
“fake news” than mainstream news.
// Article source: https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/craigsilverman/viral-fakeelection-news-outperformed-real-news-on-facebook
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2016 U.S. Presidential Election

The Lawfare Institute. (nd). Donald Trump’s Statements on Putin/Russia/Fake News Media. https://www.lawfareblog.com/donald-trumps-statements-putinrussiafake-news-media
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We know that fake news played a big role in the 2016 American Presidential election,
generally by promoting articles that favored Donald Trump over Hilary Clinton.
In an ironic twist, it has since been Donald Trump claiming that reports of the
influence of fake news on his election are, themselves, the fake news.

33

2016 U.S. Presidential Election

Within three months of the election:
• 30M fake news stories were shared on Facebook
by those favoring Trump.
• 8M were shared by those favoring Clinton.
– Allcott & Gentzkow (2017)

The Lawfare Institute. (nd). Donald Trump’s Statements on Putin/Russia/Fake News Media. https://www.lawfareblog.com/donald-trumps-statements-putinrussiafake-news-media
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In the three months leading up to the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, 30M fake news
stories were shared on Facebook by those favoring Trump. And 8M were shared by
those favoring Clinton.
It will be interesting to see these data for the recent 2020 election.
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Conspiracy
theories

Credit: Jevin D. West

Temperton, J. (2020). How the 5G coronavirus conspiracy theory tore through the internet. Wired Magazine.
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Conspiracy theories also spread like wildfire on social media. Have you heard of the
5G coronavirus conspiracy theory? It says that 5G towers like this one cause or can be
linked to coronavirus.

35

Tweets (5G)

April 6

200K

Conspiracy
theories

February 28

400K

January 24

0

Credit: Jevin D. West.

Temperton, J. (2020). How the 5G coronavirus conspiracy theory tore through the internet. Wired Magazine.
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Dr. West and his colleagues collected 400M tweets about COVID as of early April.
These were all Twitter conversations about COVID-19 at the time. Within this
collection of 400M tweets, more than 5M tweets were about the 5G conspiracy
theory. That means more than 1 in every 100 tweets about COVID-19 at that time
were about a single totally false conspiracy theory. Incredibly alarming!

36

“
Conspiracy
theories

”

Temperton, J. (2020). How the 5G coronavirus conspiracy theory tore through the internet. Wired Magazine. https://www.wired.co.uk/article/5g-coronavirus-conspiracy-theory
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James Temperton’s article for Wired on the 5G conspiracy theory contains some
alarming quotes that point to the power of social media in spreading conspiracy
theories.
[READ QUOTES]

37

Spreading
lies

Credit: Jevin D. West

Lazer et al. (2018). The science of fake news. Science 359 (6380), pp. 1094-1096.
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So how do these lies actually spread? That was the focus of an issue of Science in
2018, which contained a highly-cited article called The Science of Fake News.
// Image credit: https://science.sciencemag.org/content/359/6380/eaat4382
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“
Spreading
lies

Lazer et al. (2018). The science of fake news. Science 359 (6380), pp. 1094-1096. https://science.sciencemag.org/content/359/6380/1094

”
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It also contains some quotes that are worth reading in full. I have highlighted the
most alarming phrases.
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Share first,
verify never

Geeng, C., Yee, S. and Roesner, F. (2020). Fake news on Facebook and Twitter: Investigating how people (don’t) investigate. Proceedings of the ACM Conference on Human Factors in
Computing Systems (CHI ’20). New York: ACM Press. Paper 655. https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3313831.3376784
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A paper by my UW colleague, Franziska Roesner, and her students, showed that most
people never investigate fake news in their social media feeds, especially when links
to articles were posted by a known or trusted source.
So fake news, conspiracies, and falsehoods can spread unchecked.

40

Trump’s
tweets

Byler, D. (2020). This is Trump’s worst tweet ever. No, really. The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/10/06/this-is-trumps-worst-tweet-ever-no-really/
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Of course, this list of social media woes would not be complete without reference to
an American President who tweets regularly to nearly 90M followers, many of whom
take his word as truth without question. Trump’s tweets have exacerbated political
polarization, promulgated fake news, heightened racial tensions, and contributed to
rejection of shared truths, including facts of science and medicine. This tweet here
might be one of the most harmful to those who would follow his advice.

41

The connective tissue in
this diseased body?
42

So, with this unchecked spread of misinformation infecting the body of our online
discourse, what is its connective tissue? What draws it all together and allows it to
spread so easily?

42

Hyperlinks
[The Memex] affords an immediate step … to associative indexing, the
basic idea of which is … any item may be caused … to select
immediately and automatically another. This is the essential feature of
the Memex. The process of tying two items together is the important
thing. … It is more than this, for any item can be joined into numerous
trails. … It is an interesting trail, pertinent to the discussion. So [the
user] sets a reproducer in action, [copies] the whole trail out, and
passes it to his friend for insertion in his own Memex, there to be linked
into the more general trail. … Wholly new forms of encyclopedias will
appear, ready-made with a mesh of associative trails running through
them, ready to be dropped into the Memex and there amplified.

Bush, V. (1945). As we may think. The Atlantic Monthly 176 (1), pp.
101-108. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1945/07/aswe-may-think/303881/

43

Hyperlinks. That ingenious ability to connect information (or misinformation) and
spread it widely through social media platforms, which, after all, are hypermedia
platforms, makes possible all of the ills we have seen.
Let’s go all the way back to our roots.
Here is an excerpt from Bush’s classic 1945 envisioning piece on the Memex. Let me
read this and then highlight a few things.
[READ EXCERPT]
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Seeds of the
problems…
44

In this text, we see the seeds of the problems we’ve just toured.

44

Social media addiction,
compulsive use,
doomscrolling

Selective exposure,
confirmation bias,
desirability bias

Hyperlinks
[The Memex] affords an immediate step … to associative indexing, the
basic idea of which is … any item may be caused … to select
immediately and automatically another. This is the essential feature of
the Memex. The process of tying two items together is the important
thing. … It is more than this, for any item can be joined into numerous

Sharing, liking,
friending, following

trails. … It is an interesting trail, pertinent to the discussion. So [the

Social media feed
visible to others

into the more general trail. … Wholly new forms of encyclopedias will
appear, ready-made with a mesh of associative trails running through
them, ready to be dropped into the Memex and there amplified.

“Knowledge” held by a
select few, conspiracies

user] sets a reproducer in action, [copies] the whole trail out, and
passes it to his friend for insertion in his own Memex, there to be linked

Amplified by repeated

Bush, V. (1945). As we may think. The Atlantic Monthly 176 (1), pp.
101-108. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1945/07/assharing and liking
we-may-think/303881/
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Let me highlight some phrases and extrapolate the problems we’re seeing.

45

A sad irony…

What Bush (1945) envisioned
as a means to connect people
to facts, knowledge, and the
wonders of science, now has
become a vehicle for the
spread of falsehoods,
conspiracies, and acutely
unscientific, alternate realities.

46

It is a sad irony that…

46

So what can be done?
47

O.K., so that’s been a pretty heavy load of negativity so far. But that’s where we are
today. We’ve lost our collective abilities to work together to solve big problems. And
social media is providing a platform for amplifying misinformation and sowing
division. And it’s all connected by and spreading easily because of the ingenious
invention of hyperlinks and everything we can do with them.
So what can be done?

47

Social media is hypermedia
E VERYT H ING IN S OCIAL M E DIA CONNE CT S TO SO ME W H E RE O R S O ME ONE E LS E
48

First, let us recognize that social media is hypermedia. Everything in social media
connects to somewhere or someone else, including not just textual links but images
and videos as well.
We’d be hard pressed to click on anything in either of these interfaces and not be
instantly connected to something else.

48

Hypermedia interfaces
have power…
49

And I don’t have to tell you in this audience that hypermedia interfaces have
tremendous power. If hyperlinks can connect people to misinformation, they can also
connect people to (true) information.
So how can we use this power for good?

49

To connect
us to truth

50

As I said, hyperlinks have the power to connect us to the truth.
As one example, Twitter has started flagging content that it deems false or
misleading. Many of Donald Trump’s tweets about his own re-election “success” were
flagged by Twitter with hyperlinks leading to authoritative news content.

50
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Another example is when uncertainty arose about Wisconsin’s registered voters and
the number of votes cast.
Although Twitter itself did not clarify these concerns, other people quickly cleared up
confusions with hyperlinks leading to authoritative content. Here are two examples.

51

To debunk
conspiracy
theories

52

Hypertext interfaces can also debunk conspiracy theories. Remember the 5G
coronavirus conspiracy theory? Links to authoritative news articles debunking this
conspiracy helped tamp down the spread.

52

To debunk
conspiracy
theories

53

// Article: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/nov/29/how-to-deal-with-aconspiracy-theorist-5g-covid-plandemic-qanon
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FeedReflect

To indicate
credibility

Bhuiyan, M.M., Zhang, K., Vick, K., Horning, M.A. and Mitra, T. (2018). FeedReflect: A tool for nudging users to assess news credibility on Twitter. Companion of the ACM
Conf. on Computer Supported Cooperative Work & Social Computing (CSCW ‘18). New York: ACM Press, pp. 205-208. https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3272973.3274056 54

Hypertext interfaces can also indicate the credibility of information.
My colleague at the UW Information School, Tanushree Mitra, and her collaborators
created FeedReflect, a browser plugin that augments tweets with visual cues to
nudge users to more carefully consider hyperlinked articles appearing in their feeds.
FeedReflect emphasizes news links that come from reliable sources, coloring them
green, and de-emphasizes news links that come from questionable sources, fading
them out. Reliable sources that prompted questions in people’s comments are
emphasized in yellow to encourage further investigation.
Users can also rate the credibility of news sources they encounter along a variety of
dimensions. This video shows these features. [PLAY VIDEO]

54

Tidy, J. (2020). Coronavirus: Facebook alters virus action after damning misinformation report. BBC News, April 16, 2020. https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-52309094

55

Facebook has taken to graying over posts that have been deemed “false information”
by independent fact-checkers.
// Photo credit: https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-52309094
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NewsCube

ConsiderIt

Counterweight

To gather a range of ideas
56

Hypertext interfaces can also gather a range of ideas from across the opinion
spectrum. Research systems like NewsCube, ConsiderIt, and Counterweight have
created hypertextual interfaces that allow users to explore a range of articles,
opinions, and ideas.
// NewsCube: https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/1518701.1518772
// ConsiderIt: https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/2145204.2145249
// Counterweight: https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3379350.3416154
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https://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/

57

The Wall Street Journal showed liberal and conservative Facebook posts side-by-side
in a feature they called “Blue Feed, Red Feed.”

57

https://graphics.wsj.com/blue-feed-red-feed/#/budget

58

Here is what that interface looked like for the topic of “budget.”

58

But what about trust?
59

All of these hyperlinked interfaces can help curtail the spread of misinformation and
promote truth over falsehood.
But if we are going to work together across ideological divides – really work together
– there still lingers the underlying issue of trust.
What about trust?

59

. . .

Brooks, D. (2020). The rotting of the Republican mind: When one party becomes detached from reality. The New York Times. November 26, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/opinion/republican-disinformation.html

60

Remember that David Brooks article I showed you previously? What I didn’t show you
was the last paragraph of that article, where Mr. Brooks offers some insight into how
to address the problems he’s observed. He says: [READ QUOTE]

60

Trust is social. So can
social media foster trust?
61

61

Foundations of trust
“...trust is a bet about the future contingent
actions of others.”
—Piotr Sztompka (1999)

TrusT
Reputation
(past deeds)

Performance
(current deeds,
present conduct)

Appearance
(dress, grooming,
fitness, civility, age,
gender, ethnicity)
62

Well, what are the foundations of trust?
Psychologists used to regard trust as a mere attitude but have come to see trust as
fundamentally relational, not about individuals but about relationships. The eminent
Polish sociologist Piotr Sztompka formulated a definition of trust, which said, “trust is
a bet about the future contingent actions of others.” For Sztompka, trust had three
components:
• Reputation is about past deeds, things known about you that you have done.
• Performance is about current deeds, how you are conducting yourself now.
• Appearance is visual appearance but also involves civility in Sztompka’s account.
All three of these are present in social media. Take Twitter for example:
• Reputation is visible in a person’s bio and tweet history.
• Performance is about their current tweet and what they’re doing with it.
• And appearance is about their profile picture and banner choices, but also their
civility during exchanges.

62

Baughan
et al.

“We conducted a controlled experiment on Twitter,
systematically varying respectful versus neutral language with
ingroup versus outgroup conversations. We found that respectful
language diminishes the effects of ingroup bias and improves the
quality of discourse overall by reducing shaming language and
increasing respectful language.”

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”

63

My UW colleague, Alexis Hiniker, and her Ph.D. student, Amanda Baughan -- who led
the project I’m about to describe -- conducted a study to see if respectful behavior
could affect online discourse on Twitter. Baughan sent me this summary. She says: …

63

Neutral #1

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”

64

Here is an example of neutral language. I won’t read it all, but David Pratt, where the
orange arrow is, is actually Amanda Baughan, the researcher. David’s reply offers
neutral but pointed disagreement, starting with “I disagree” before presenting his
argument. In response, he gets, “All I can say is you’re an idiot.”
// Tweet source:
https://twitter.com/RamiroA15788281/status/1294188081189285888
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Neutral #2

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”
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Here is another example. Brian Haworth is also the researcher, Amanda Baughan.
Brian’s reply is again neutral but pointed disagreement, not disrespectful but not
particularly respectful or showing empathy. The response is to call him a ridiculous
cult member.
// Tweet source: https://twitter.com/peepsvoiceradio/status/1292608322810642433
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Neutral #3

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”
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And again, neutral but pointed disagreement from David Pratt, without showing any
signs of overt respect or empathy. The result, again, is an uncharitable rebuke.
// Tweet source: https://twitter.com/aturbo17/status/1292212533999280128
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Respectful #1

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”
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O.K., here now are some respectful responses. They all still show disagreement, but
they begin with, “I respect your views, …” and then proceed to their objections. But
note the response elicited, which is much more respectful.
// Tweet source: https://twitter.com/SandyWoodlan/status/1295930123141517313
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Respectful #2

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”
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Here, also, we see respectful disagreement, and a disagreeing response that is also a
kind response.
// Tweet source: https://twitter.com/BrianKHaworth/status/1291500930177748992
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Respectful #3

Baughan, A., Khasanova, E., Cross, K., and Hiniker, A. (in progress). “With all due respect: Online political arguments, ingroup bias, and linguistic choices.”
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And again, a respectful but disagreeing post from the researcher elicits respectful
disagreement from the other party, and an acknowledgement of the rights of
everyone to express their own views in a democracy.
// Tweet source: https://twitter.com/darkparkeyville/status/1292229358346801152

69

How can we design
interfaces to promote
trust and understanding?
70

So what we’ve just seen are examples of how respectful online discourse – even
disagreement – can elicit respectful responses, and even in some cases enhanced
empathy and possibly trust.
But Twitter does not do anything to encourage this kind of interaction. If anything, by
promoting tweets that elicit strong reactions, it encourages the opposite. We hear of
“viral outrage.” We don’t hear of “viral trust and understanding.”
So how can we design interfaces to promote trust and understanding?
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Rethink online interactions

Credit: Work-in-progress by Alexis Hiniker: https://www.alexishiniker.com/

71

My colleague Alexis Hiniker is rethinking online social interactions and exploring new
interfaces to encourage trust- and empathy-building. Here is a sketch of a mobile
social media app she’s creating to foster trust and healthy relationships online.
[TOUR THE INTERFACE]
This is one example of how we might re-imagine the purpose of our online social
interactions and shrink the “divide of disrespect.”
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Augmenting our civic
capabilities?
72

Which brings me to my final thought, and back to Douglas Engelbart, who, as we all
know, inspired us to think about how to augment human capabilities through
powerful tools.
When it comes to social media and online interactions, can we think about
augmenting not just our own personal capabilities, but also our “civic capabilities?”
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Engelbart, D.C. (1962). Augmenting human intellect: A conceptual
framework. Menlo Park, CA: Stanford Research Institute.
https://www.dougengelbart.org/content/view/138.
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If this sounds like too far a stretch for Engelbart’s vision, I’d beg to differ. Engelbart
was always concerned with solving society’s biggest problems. He saw boosting our
collective intelligence as a means to doing this. He wrote: … [READ HIGHLIGHTS]
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Bush, V. (1945). As we may think. The Atlantic Monthly 176 (1), pp.
101-108. https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1945/07/aswe-may-think/303881/
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Vannevar Bush also foresaw the use of hyperlinked information systems to the
application of large-scale societal problems.
So, from the very first envisioning of hypertext systems, their ability to augment our
collective “civic capabilities” was part of that vision.
Bush wrote: … [READ HIGHLIGHTS]
I agree, we must not “lose hope as to the outcome” despite all of the problems I have
described today.
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A call to action…
75

I will leave you with a call to action.
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A story…

On her first day of work, a newly hired research
scientist at a prestigious laboratory joins her
colleagues from different fields around the lunch
table. As conversation unfolds, she asks, “What are the
most important problems in each of your various
fields?” The scientists all take their turn answering.
When everyone is finished, the new hire asks for a
show of hands: “So how many of you are currently
working on the problems you just described?”
No hands go up.
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And to do that, I have a story for us.
[READ STORY]
I am guilty of this. Perhaps you are, too. But we can do better with the blessings of
intelligence, education, science, technology, and our research communities – and we
must take full advantage of them all if we are to solve the problems we face.
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Global warming
COVID-19

What can we do in our
work to improve upon any
one of these problems?

Extreme poverty

So many
problems…

Endless wars
Widening inequality
Violent religious extremism
White supremacy
Racial discrimination
Mental health crises
. . .

How can we connect
people to (true)
information that improves
their lives?
How can we foster trust,
encourage empathy, and
promote constructive
dialog in hyperlinked social
media spaces?
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There are so many problems that matter. At the start of this talk, I listed these.
[ANIMATE]
So now I ask us… [READ CHARGES]
I will leave you to consider these questions for your own work.
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