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 In past booklets and radio shows, 
Point of View has discussed the ways that 
social media is altering our brains (for 
instance, by shortening our attention 
spans), and has documented many in-
stances of Big Tech censorship of conser-
vative voices. But these are not the only 
ways social media platforms are changing 
our lives for the worse.
 Many people are unaware of just how 
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influential social media algorithms are in 
our lives, from what news we receive, to 
the products we buy and even how we 
vote.
 It’s important to be aware of how 
social media algorithms work, so we make 
sure we are in control of our own deci-
sions. We also need to reckon with an 
increasingly common problem—social 
media addiction. Many people are ad-
dicted to social media, and they may not 
realize it. We should all take time to reflect 
and ask ourselves if we are putting social 
media above God in our lives.
Changing Your Behavior
 Have you ever had the feeling that 
your smartphone was spying on you? 
Maybe you saw an ad on social media 
that seemed a little too relevant to your 
current activity, location, or needs to be 
purely coincidental. The truth is your 
phone is spying on you in a way, usually 
with your permission.
 As Jeff Seibert, former Twitter Execu-
tive, explains in the 2020 Netflix docu-
mentary The Social Dilemma:
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What I want people to know is that 
everything they’re doing online is 
being watched, is being tracked, is 
being measured. Every single action 
you take is carefully monitored and 
recorded. Exactly what image you 
stop and look at, for how long you 
look at it.

 Why do social media companies 
collect all this data? It’s simple: to make 
money.
 Social media companies make money 
when other companies pay them to place 
ads on their platforms. But if a company 
places an ad on, say, Facebook, they want 
to know for sure that it will be successful. 
 With extensive data collection, social 
media companies can predict which ads 
(and other content) will be attractive to 
which people. Their algorithms can also 
use that data to subtly manipulate users 
into certain behaviors.
 In March of 2021, Robert Ghouls 
Reeve, a privacy tech worker, went viral 
explaining how this works. In a Twitter 
thread, Reeve recounted how after spend-
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ing a week at his mom’s house, he began 
getting ads for her brand of toothpaste.
 “Your apps collect a ton of data from 
your phone,” he explained, from your loca-
tion and demographics to your purchases 
at the store. “They can match my Harris 
Teeter purchases to my Twitter account 
because I gave both those companies my 
email address and phone number and 
I agreed to all that data-sharing when I 
accepted those terms of service and the 
privacy policy.” But what does this have to 
do with manipulation? He goes on:

“If my phone is regularly in the same 
GPS location as another phone, they 
take note of that. They start recon-
structing the web of people I’m in 
regular contact with. The advertis-
ers can cross-reference my interests 
and browsing history and purchase 
history to those around me. It starts 
showing ME different ads based on 
the people AROUND me. Family. 
Friends. Coworkers. It will serve me 
ads for things I DON’T WANT, but it 
knows someone I’m in regular con-
tact with might want. To subliminally 
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get me to start a conversation about, I 
don’t know … toothpaste.”

  “It’s the gradual, slight, impercep-
tible change in your own behavior and 
perception that is the product,” computer 
scientist Jaron Lanier said in The Social 
Dilemma. 
Cultural Side-Effects
 The effects of such manipulation go 
beyond shopping habits. These algo-
rithms can even influence things like our 
political opinions and worldview. 
 Because algorithms are designed to 
show users precisely targeted content, 
every user on social media sees informa-
tion that’s been curated specifically for 
them. On Facebook, for instance, no one 
has the exact same newsfeed—not even 
two people with the exact same set of 
Facebook friends. That means that what 
you see on social media can lead you 
unwittingly toward certain opinions or 
positions you may not have otherwise 
held—and you’re not likely to realize it 
because you’ve been led there by a digital 
trail of content you found interesting 
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enough to click on. 
 Professor Andy Catlin of Yeshiva Uni-
versity told Forbes in 2019, “Facebook’s 
algorithm has learned from its data that 
giving people who lean to the left or to 
the right news that’s a little more in the 
same direction than they’re already lean-
ing deepens engagement, and maximizes 
time spent reading news—and advertise-
ments. So, the political divide deepens; 
one news story at a time.” 
  It’s not just social media doing this. 
Justin Rosenstein, former leader at Google 
and Facebook and the co-founder of the 
software company Asana, shares this trou-
bling revelation in The Social Dilemma: 

When you go to Google and type in, 
“Climate change is,” you’re going to 
see different results depending on 
where you live. In certain cities you’re 
going to see it autocomplete with, 
“Climate change is a hoax.” In other 
cases you’re going to see, “Climate 
change is causing the destruction 
of nature.” And that’s a function not 
of what the truth is about climate 
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change, but about where you happen 
to be Googling from, and the particu-
lar things Google knows about your 
interests.” 

 “We all simply are operating on a 
different set of facts,” says Rashida Rich-
ardson, Director of Policy Research at 
A.I. Now Institute, in The Social Dilemma. 
“When that happens at scale, you’re no 
longer able to reckon with or even con-
sume information that contradicts with 
that worldview that you’ve created.”
 Recent years have shown how this 
can propel people to action, even vio-
lence. A famous example is the man who 
brought an AR-15 rifle to a pizza shop in 
Washington, DC because he’d learned 
about a conspiracy theory on Facebook 
claiming that a sex-trafficking ring operat-
ed out of its basement. We now know that 
many people were shown information 
about the “Pizzagate” conspiracy theory 
on Facebook, even though they’d never 
searched that term for themselves—sim-
ply because the algorithms predicted 
they would be interested. 
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 Facebook has also successfully 
convinced more people to vote in mid-
term elections, and investigations have 
revealed that Russia used Facebook 
algorithms to sow discord in the 2016 
presidential election. 
 “As a tool of persuasion, [Facebook] 
may be the greatest thing ever created,” 
says Roger McNamee, early Facebook 
investor, in The Social Dilemma. “Now 
imagine what that means in the hands of 
a dictator or authoritarian.” 
Mental Health Crisis
 In addition to division, social media is 
contributing to the nation’s mental health 
crisis. 
 Jean Twenge is a psychologist and 
generational researcher who has sounded 
the alarm about the way smartphones 
and social media are having a particularly 
negative effect on Generation Z, or “iGen.” 
But she isn’t the only one to make the 
connection. 
 In a 2021 investigative series called 
“The Facebook Files,” The Wall Street 
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Journal reported that Facebook, owner of 
Instagram, has documented the negative 
mental health toll Instagram has on teen 
girls. 
 “For the past three years, Facebook 
has been conducting studies into how 
its photo-sharing app affects its millions 
of young users,” the Journal reported. 
“Repeatedly, the company’s research-
ers found that Instagram is harmful for a 
sizable percentage of them, most notably 
teenage girls.”

“‘We make body image issues worse 
for one in three teen girls,’ said one 
slide from 2019, summarizing re-
search about teen girls who experi-
ence the issues.
“‘Teens blame Instagram for increases 
in the rate of anxiety and depression,’ 
said another slide.  ‘This reaction was 
unprompted and consistent across all 
groups.’”

 According to the Journal’s investiga-
tion, Facebook responded to the research 
by downplaying it and denying it to the 
public.
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 Another article in the “The Facebook 
Files” revealed that when Facebook 
changed its algorithm to try to improve 
the platform, it resulted in more divi-
sive, extreme content that stoked users’ 
anger. This proved lucrative for Facebook 
because angrier users stayed online for 
longer times. Facebook continues to use 
this algorithm, despite internal research 
revealing its negative impact. 
Keeping You Online
 It shouldn’t surprise us that Face-
book’s interest is in keeping users online 
rather than keeping them mentally 
healthy. In The Social Dilemma, Tristan 
Harris, former Google Design Ethicist and 
co-founder of The Center for Humane 
Technology, explained:

“At a lot of these technology compa-
nies there’s three main goals: There’s 
the engagement goal to drive up 
your usage to keep you scrolling, 
there’s the growth goal to keep you 
coming back and inviting as many 
friends and getting them to invite 
more friends, and then there’s the 
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advertising goal to make sure that 
as all that’s happening, we’re mak-
ing as much money as possible from 
advertising. Each of these goals are 
powered by algorithms, whose job 
is to figure out what to show you to 
keep those numbers going up.” 

 As we can see, it’s not an accident that 
social media feels so addictive. In a video 
produced by BBC News, Anna Lembke, 
author of the book Dopamine Nation, ex-
plains how social media has an addictive 
effect on our brains:

“Social media can exploit the parts of 
our brain that get us to make those 
human connections. Our brains get 
us to make those human connections 
by releasing dopamine in the reward 
pathway which is the feel-good 
neurotransmitter. And what happens 
with certain types of social media 
apps is that they release so much do-
pamine in the reward pathway, that 
they essentially become the equiva-
lent of an addictive drug.”

 Writing for The Atlantic, Derek Thomp-
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son compares social media to alcohol, and 
notes that Facebook’s “own users told its 
research team that its products were akin 
to a mildly addictive depressant.”
 “Like booze, social media seems to 
offer an intoxicating cocktail of dopamine, 
disorientation, and, for some, dependen-
cy,” he writes. 
Seeking the Truth
 Romans 12:2 says, “Do not be con-
formed to this world but be transformed 
by the renewal of your mind…” We need 
to be aware of what we are allowing to in-
fluence our minds. If we’re not careful, we 
may become “conformed to this world” 
by allowing social media algorithms to 
manipulate our thoughts, as well as our 
behaviors and beliefs.
 We must also be intentional about 
seeking truth and recognize that we will 
never get the full picture on social media. 
Pew Research Center reported in 2021 
that a third of US adults regularly get their 
news on Facebook. That’s a troubling 
thought, knowing what we do about al-
gorithms’ role in determining what we see 



or don’t see. Don’t be a passive recipient 
of the news that Facebook serves up for 
you. Actively read or watch news outlets 
of your own choosing, and make sure you 
are getting wise and varied perspectives.
Internet Idol
 If you think you might be addicted to 
social media, watch out for the three Cs: 
control, compulsion, and consequences. 
 “Control means you’re using much 
more than you plan to use,” Lembke ex-
plained to BBC News. “Compulsion means 
that there’s a level of automaticity. You 
find yourself picking it up without even 
thinking about doing it. And then conse-
quences—it’s interfering with things like 
sleep, exercise.” 
 Social media can also interfere with 
our relationship with God if we aren’t 
careful. Take a minute to answer these 
questions: 
	 •	What	do	you	look	at	first	thing	in	the	

morning or right before bed—your 
smartphone or your Bible?

	 •	In	spare	moments	are	you	more	
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likely to scroll through your phone or 
pray? 

	 •	Is	your	attitude,	your	self-image,	your	
understanding of reality a result of 
what you’ve read on social media or 
in God’s Word? 

 When we devote hours of attention to 
social media, it can easily become an idol 
and warp our perception of truth. Social 
media can be useful as long as we keep it 
in its proper place, making sure we are in 
control of our usage—not controlled by it. 
 Here are a few other tips for healthy 
social media use from those in the indus-
try:
	 •	Turn	off	all	app	notifications	on	your	

smartphone to limit distraction and 
ward off addiction.

	 •	Delete	social	media	apps	from	your	
smartphone and relegate time online 
to your desktop or laptop computer. 

	 •	Choose	your	own	YouTube	videos.	
YouTube’s algorithm is designed to 
show you content that is gradually 
more extreme every time you finish a 
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video to lure you down “rabbit holes.” 
	 •	Factcheck	information	before	sharing	

it on social media. (Try to verify the 
information on a few different news 
outlets to make sure it’s accurate.)

	 •	Keep	digital	devices	from	children,	
and limit children’s screen time.

	 •	Have	a	fixed	time	at	night	when	
devices go off or leave the bedroom.

15
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