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The Internet Is Broken.  Can It Be Fixed?

It wasn’t that long ago that the idea of 
connecting computers across the world into 
one sprawling digital network still seemed like a 
miraculous breakthrough, one that would 
transform lives, giving all of us access to vast 
amounts of knowledge and forging connections 
with like-minded souls in distant places.

In this utopian world, we would be empowered, 
and everything, including not only prosperity 
but also democracy, would be much better.

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/internet-broken-can-it-be-fixed

A new Stanford course probes the online world’s growing problems and potential remedies

July 17, 2019

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/internet-broken-can-it-be-fixed
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Banking and Internet: Clash with Democracy on Different Paths

Banking: Money intermediation Internet: Data intermediation

Intense governance conflicts, invisible harms, powerful expertise



Framing the Discussion

www.analysis .com



Seeing the Forest (Big Picture) and the Trees (Details)



What do we Prioritize?  

Safety?

Peaceful world?Better health?

Privacy? 

Justice?

Free speech?





Power in Media: People, Institutions, and Markets

The non-digital 
“physical” world

Governments and
their Institutions

Individuals

Digital platforms/apps
and social media

Traditional 
media



Governance Questions (For All Institutions)

Who makes 
decisions?

What information 
and constraints do 
they/should they 

have?

What are, or should 
be, their 

motivations? 

How does the outcome impact stakeholders?



Governance is about… 

Power Information Incentives



Key for Effective Governance

How do these attributes come about? 

Trust Commitment Accountability



Who and What Can We Trust? 



Talk is Cheap (Especially on the Internet!)



“The social responsibility of managers 
is to make as much money as possible 
while conforming to the basic rules of 
the society, both those embodied 
in law and those embodied in ethical custom.”
Milton Friedman, 1970



“If Men were angels, no government would be 
necessary.... 

The great difficulty lies in this: you must first 
enable the government to control the 
governed; and the next place, oblige it to 
control itself.”

James Madison, Federalist 51, 1778



Governments write 

Rules offer Paths to Commitment and Trust

Private sector entities write (under the law)
Laws  

Regulations

Acts

Treaties

Directives

Executive Orders

Corporate Bylaws

Corporate Policies

Employment Terms

Corporate Ethics Codes

The Honor Code

The Stanford Compact

Terms of Service

Privacy Policies

Community Standards

Licensing Agreements

Accounting standards

Auditing standards

All rules, including constitutions, need adjudication and enforcement



Algorithm

Protocols

Architecture

Code is also a set of rules!

“… code is the most 
significant form of law, 
and it is up to lawyers, 
policymakers, and 
especially citizens to 
decide what values that 
code embodies.”

Lawrence Lessig (1999)



Implicit Rules Matter too

Groups and Societies 
set social norms

Individuals live by 
ethical norms



Democracy is the government of the 
people, by the people, for the people.

Abraham Lincoln



How does society monitor 
private and public institutions?

Who is accountable when corporations 
or governments cause harm? 



Can Governance and Democracy Work in the Dark?



Effective Democracy....

Committed and informed citizens 
who believe in distributed power, 
compromise and informed debate

A set of interlocking institutions, e.g.
Representative bodies
Media
Decision making mechanisms

Powerful people do not truly believe 
in democratic values?

Key features of some sectors are at 
odd with the machinery of 
democracy?

Requires… but what if..



The Big Challenge: Creating and Enforcing “Good” Rules

Key questions: 

● What are the rules of the game for 
markets, institutions and people?

● Who determines the rules?

● Who enforces the rules and how?

● If governments are incompetent or 
corrupted, why, who is responsible, 
and what can be done? 

False contrast 

Market Government





Internet-Based Corporations (Digital Platforms)

Search Commerce Media



2.8 B 757 M

1.4 B 331 M

Large Platforms Have Major Impact on Society
Who Controls Them and how?



A Declaration of the 
Independence of Cyberspace

“Governments of the Industrial World, you weary giants of 
flesh and steel, I come from Cyberspace, the new home of 

Mind. On behalf of the future, I ask you of the past to leave us 
alone. You are not welcome among us. 

You have no sovereignty where we gather.”
John Perry Barlow, 1996



Section 230 of the 
Communication Decency Act of  1996
No provider or user of an interactive computer 

service shall be treated as the publisher or 
speaker of any information provided by another 

information content provider.

“…reflects an implicit contract between Congress 
and the technology community: if online platforms 
develop responsible and reasonable moderation 

procedures, Congress will grant them 
extraordinary legal immunity.”



http://harrisx.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Inaugural-TMT-Pulse-Survey_-16Apr18_Library_V3.pdf

Do you think that technology companies should be 
legally responsible for the content they carry on their 
system? 

No

Yes

April 12-13, 2018 right after Mark Zuckerberg testimony to Congress

http://harrisx.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Inaugural-TMT-Pulse-Survey_-16Apr18_Library_V3.pdf




https://www.theverge.com/2019/2/
25/18229714/cognizant-facebook-
content-moderator-interviews-
trauma-working-conditions-arizona

From Feb 25, 2019

https://www.theverge.com/2019/2/25/18229714/cognizant-facebook-content-moderator-interviews-trauma-working-conditions-arizona


November 14, 2019

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/11/14/magazine/internet-future-dream.html

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/11/14/magazine/internet-future-dream.html


“It’s this new app—you put in your Social Security number, 
and it make you look like a cat.”

New Yorker, July 26 , 2019



THE FINE PRINT
User Content provision in AsianFanPics.com
Terms of Service
(iv)you grant to ASIANFANPICS, a non-exclusive, fully-paid, royalty-free 
unrestricted, perpetual, irrevocable, fully transferable (in whole or in part), 
assignable and sublicensable, and worldwidelicense under all copyrights, 
trademarks, patents, trade secrets, privacy and publicity rights and other 
intellectual property right you own or control to use, reproduce, transmit, 
display, exhibit, distribute, index, comment on, modify, create creative works 
based upon, performand otherwise exploit your User Submission, in whole or 
in part, in all media formats and channels now known or hereafter devised 
(including on the Site and on their party websites) for any and all purposes 
including entertainment, news, advertising, promotional, marketing, publicity, 
trade or commercial purposed, all without further notice to you, with or without 
attribution, and without the requirement of any permission from or payment to 
you or to any other person or entity (the “Submissions License”). We cannot 
be responsible for maintaining your User Submission that you provide to us 
and we may delete or destroy your User Submission at any time.

TRANSLATION
When you post your content 
here, we can do whatever we 
like to it, forever, without any 
notice to or permission from 
you.



From left to right:

Snap Inc (yellow, 59 minutes)

Facebook (navy, 36 minutes)

Instagram (maroon, 35 minutes)

WhatsApp (green, 33 minutes)

Tinder (pink, 31 minutes)

Twitter (blue, 26 minutes)

Youtube (gray, 18 minutes)

Mozilla Firefox at the far right

Terms of Service 
Exhibit

An exhibit at the Accelerate Good Global conference, April 2019, sponsored by Mozilla



Do people have choices? 

admati
Stamp



“…wherever the people are well 
informed they can be trusted with their 
own government.”

Thomas Jefferson, 1789



“[T]here is only one way to get a democracy on its feet… and 
that is by keeping the public informed about what is going on.

There is not a crime, there is not a dodge, there is not a trick, 
there is not a swindle, there is not a vice which does not live 
by secrecy. Get these things out in the open, describe them, 
attack them, ridicule them in the press, and sooner or later 
public opinion will sweep them away.”

Joseph Pulitzer (1847-1911)



“Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and 
industrial diseases. Sunlight is said to be the best of 
disinfectants; electric light the most efficient policeman.”

Louis D. Brandeis, Other People’s Money, 1914

Illustration from Harper's Weekly December 20, 1913 by Walter J. Enright



“Traditional” media

Compare and Contrast 

Social media

Ideally driven by “quest for truth” 
and sense of what citizens need to 
know to participate in democracy. 

Trusts reader to know how to take 
advantage of the light media shines 

“Fairness doctrine” (1949-1987) 
applied to radio and television. 

Not immune to hype, falsehood and 
echo chambers

Quick and open, user-created 
content 

Nominally more democratic (??) 

Algorithmic, targeted curation to 
maximize engagement 

No investigation, minimal/no 
commitment to truth



Do you support regulating Facebook like a traditional 
media company if it continues to distribute news on its 
platform?

http://harrisx.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Inaugural-TMT-Pulse-Survey_-16Apr18_Library_V3.pdf

28%

8%

64%

Undecided

Oppose

Support

April 12-13, 2018 right after Mark Zuckerberg testimony to Congress

http://harrisx.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Inaugural-TMT-Pulse-Survey_-16Apr18_Library_V3.pdf


Facebook Tips for Detecting False News



Facebook Tips for Detecting False News, Cont. 

https://www.facebook.com/help/188118808357379?helpref=related

At what cost? 

Shortcut: Find 
trustworthy
sources! 

https://www.facebook.com/help/188118808357379?helpref=related


https://techcrunch.com/2020/10/19/who-regulates-social-media/

Good question!
Who Regulates Social Media in US?

FCC: virtually no authority over internet content. 

FTC: reactive and slow; can punish for misrepresentation, e.g., 
Facebook $5B fine for privacy violations, or “unfair practices.”

States: California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), Illinois’s 
Biometric Information Privacy Act (BIPA). 

Congress: so far willfully ignorant, sluggish, conflicted. 
Companies call for national rules because they know that 
process will take forever and enable them have more impact on 
the outcome.

We need an independent expert agency or commission 
with authority to create and enforce rules about handling of 
consumer data by social media platforms. Companies should 
have a reasonable and accessible definition of the speech they 
forbid and a process for auditing and contesting takedowns. 
Otherwise companies remain in [opaque] blissful limbo. 

Social media platforms have abused 
the naïve trust of their users across the 
globe — perhaps it’s time we asked 
them to trust us for once.

https://techcrunch.com/2020/10/19/who-regulates-social-media/
https://techcrunch.com/2020/10/19/who-regulates-social-media/


A commitment device
Facebook Oversight Board



“Many, many important questions remain to be 
answered. The answers to these questions are 
desperately needed to inform major decisions regarding 
public policy around the world. 

The need for real-time production of rigorous, policy-
relevant scientific research on the effects of new 
technology on political communication has never been 
more urgent.

Open access https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/social-media-and-democracy/E79E2BBF03C18C3A56A5CC393698F117 



It’s About Data Governance!
“The data necessary for social media 
research are largely controlled by private 
companies. 

Governments need to spell out the legally 
safe pathway for granting researcher 
access, and then they need to require that 
the platforms follow it.” 

Academic research has become collateral 
damage in the battle between privacy 
advocates and the platforms.

Funding of trustworthy research is 
challenging and raises thorny issues.”

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/social-media-and-democracy/conclusion-the-challenges-and-opportunities-for-social-media-research/232F88C00A1694FA25110A318E9CF300

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/social-media-and-democracy/conclusion-the-challenges-and-opportunities-for-social-media-research/232F88C00A1694FA25110A318E9CF300


What is the role of universities 
(specifically business schools) 

in situations involving significant 
governance challenges?





Arjay Miller, 1916-2017

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/deans/dean-arjay-miller

1937  BS, Finance and Banking, UCLA

1938  Teaching fellow and graduate students at UC 
Berkeley

1939  Economist, Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco

1943  Air Force (veterans=whiz kids)

1945  Ford, finance dept analysis unit

1962  Ford, Vice President 

1963  Ford’s seventh president

1969  Dean, Stanford GSB 

1971  Public Management Program 

1979  Retired as Dean

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/deans/dean-arjay-miller


We as a people do have the power, actual or 
potential, to alleviate the ills of our present society. 
But we have not yet learned to use that power in 
massive ways to meet massive social needs. 

We are failing to recognize that social unrest 
can be an opportunity as well as a threat.

1968
Arjay Miller Speech to AEA/AFA, December 29

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations


Let me urge that academic people, whatever their 
field of learning, assume a larger role in helping to 
resolve the critical social problems our nation faces. 
Universities should, of course, maintain their primary 
emphasis on teaching and research, but this does 
not mean that they cannot relate more effectively to 
the problems of the “outside world.”

Arjay Miller Speech to AEA/AFA, December 29

1968
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations


The university has two advantages in this 
respect: first it has the interdisciplinary talent 
and intellect to deal with complex problems 
and, second, university people can be more 
objective than either business or government 
people, who are direct parties of interest in 
most problems.

Arjay Miller Speech to AEA/AFA, December 29

1968
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/experience/news-history/history/speech-american-finance-american-economic-associations


Are we part of the 
problem?

How can we be part of 
the solution?   

https://admati.people.stanford.edu/opinion-pieces

https://admati.people.stanford.edu/opinion-pieces


https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/centers-initiatives/casi

Dec 2020 conference on Corporations and Democracy
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/events/conference-corporations-democracy

Student-led blog
https://casi.stanford.edu/

Trying to carry the legacy of Arjay Miller

https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/centers-initiatives/casi
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/events/conference-corporations-democracy
https://casi.stanford.edu/


I changed my activities (and added “Advocacy”)

https://admati.people.stanford.edu/advocacy

https://admati.people.stanford.edu/advocacy


https://admati.people.stanford.edu

https://admati.people.stanford.edu/
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