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What's Your Reality? The Impact of Algorithms on Digital Media 

​ We currently live in a world where information has never been more readily available. 

Finding out about research that would have been hidden away in dusty library nooks or hearing 

about breaking news the second that someone learns about it is only one click away. Because of 

this massive amount of information that we are exposed to, there are services in place to curate 

specific feeds of information. News websites, search engines, and social media, all of which are 

streams of information for someone to interact with to learn about the world and the people 

around them. In order to better serve content to the consumer, the companies that run these 

websites began utilizing algorithms, trained off of the kinds of content that each user interacts 

with. A content feed with an algorithm will show posts that are better tailored to the interests of 

the user, and will help incentivize the user to stay on a specific platform for longer periods of 

time. With the use of an algorithm, no two feeds are the same. The uniqueness of a custom 

tailored feed can be a good thing, allowing for a personalized experience for the user, but can 

also be a way to shut out other sources of information. 

Theme 1: Social Media Posts 

​ Explanation: Social media sites have been increasingly utilized by many people 

worldwide to get their one stop fix of information. Whether it be updates on their favorite 

content creator, communities that align with one’s hobbies, or news for legitimate publications, a 

social media “For You” or “Explore” has it all. However, the vast swaths of posts cannot be all 



shown at once. A social media company makes money by keeping you on their platform 

consuming content, and they sort your feed in a specific way in order to keep you logged in. The 

company will employ algorithms to figure out what content a user engaged to generate the most 

amount of money. Because of this, no two social media feeds are the same, and some 

information can fall through the cracks. 

Exhibit A: 

 



Exhibit B: 

 



Compare: Exhibit A and B are both screenshots from the Explore section of the social 

media platform X. Exhibit A is from my account while Exhibit B is from my peer, both taken 

from the week of March 19th. In both screenshots, despite our differences in the content we 

view, some pieces of information and content gets pushed to us regardless. Notably, the news of 

newly declassified files relating to the assassination of president John F. Kennedy. This piece of 

news was deemed so important by the algorithm that it was shown to both of us, regardless of 

our actual interest in the topic. 

​ Contrast: Conversely, both exhibits show many examples of ways the algorithms differ in 

the content displayed to different audiences. In exhibit A, a headline reads “Trump revokes 

Secret Service for Biden’s children”, while exhibit B makes no mention of such a topic. Rather, 

in exhibit B, they are shown an advertisement for the movie Ballerina and a promotional contest 

to win a trip to Mars. 

Theme 2: News Outlet Headlines 

​ Explanation: The label, “The News”, is used in conversation to mean a place of trust and 

valuable information. For decades, they have been the place to listen in to hear what is going on 

all around the world. From local newspapers to international journalism companies, they all exist 

to convey what is happening to the reader in an informative fashion. With the onset of the 

internet, their goals have been the same, but have altered in execution slightly, due to the 

employment of similar algorithms being used in social media. 

 

 

 

 



Exhibit C: 

 



Exhibit D: 

 

Compare: Both exhibits are screenshots from the front page of The New York Times, 

acquired by my peers during the week of March 19th. In both screenshots, they share one article 

in particular, an article about how “Gen Z Are Fighting Again. This Time About Gym Clothes”. 

Perhaps the algorithm utilized by The New York Times picked up on the fact that the users were 

younger, possibly Gen Z, and pushed that article to the top of the news feed in order to entice 

them to interact with it. 

​ Contrast: There is so much news being written about every day, so it makes sense that 

some will not be read by absolutely everyone. This is why the spots at the top of a news feed are 

reserved for only the most important and breaking news of the time, and both exhibits show two 

different articles. In exhibit C, the top article is titled “Judges Fear for Their Safety Amid Wave 

of Threats”, talking about judges across the country facing backlash for ruling on specific cases. 



In exhibit D, the top article is “Trump Tariffs Have Sown Uncertainty. That Might Be the Point”, 

discussing how the seemingly random nature of the President’s trade policy might be to its 

advantage.  

Societal Benefit: Technology has done so much good for so many people across the world. From 

being able to quickly send messages to others across the country with the radio, to being able to 

see and learn so many niche and important things via the internet. This benefit will only get 

better with time with more and more people getting connected and the technology getting better 

and better at sharing even more information. Another way that the utilization of specific 

platforms to get information, like social media, is that they can end up being a one-stop place for 

all one’s information needs. Someone can go to try and interact with one of their friends, and end 

up seeing some piece of important news going on, or learn about something that they have never 

heard of before. These moments are completely unique to social media sites. Another crucial 

component of technology intersecting with how people learn about the world around them is how 

each site, whether it be social media or a news agency, can give you completely different things. 

One social media platform might serve you this type of content, which can be different than the 

next social media site, while a news agency might talk about this story, and another news agency 

might be specifically skilled at talking about this kind of information. All this can lead to an 

interaction between people, where they bring up something that they heard and say “Did you 

hear about this?”, continuing the spread of new information. The future looks bright for the 

spread of information as well. The biggest social media platforms have hundreds of millions of 

active users every day talking about what is going on, hobbies, and creating communities around 

those things, and with blossoming technology, it will only get easier and easier to break down 

barriers to communication and get ideas across. 



Societal Drawback: Technology, despite all the great quality of life that it has brought to so 

many people, does not come without serious drawbacks. Technologically assisted 

communication has been amazing for so many people, but not everyone has the necessary 

facilities to be able to access them. Not being supported with high speed internet in order to 

access social media and news sites that are full of ads, images and videos, needing to be loaded. 

This is a massive burden to people in impoverished communities and less well off countries. 

Similarly, the increasing adoption of social media and news agencies that employ algorithms 

designed to increase user retention poses an issue of what takes priority within the algorithm, and 

how it trains itself to determine that priority. A user’s scrolling habits get tracked by the 

algorithm, even data from other websites and apps (all those cookies pop ups that appear as you 

enter a site) and are almost instantly fed back to you in the form of recommended content, which 

can be unnerving at least and an invasion of privacy at most. Due to the algorithm's goal of 

keeping a user engaged with the website, it will inevitably push certain kinds of content, and 

companies have found that the kinds of content that hold a user’s attention the best is divisive, 

controversial, rage inducing content. This is why so many social media sites are credited with 

being “toxic” and so many news publications might use click-bait headlines, all to keep someone 

engaged. Furthermore, this behavioral bias of the algorithm can leave an impact on the people 

that use the website often, leading to the creation of echo chambers, exacerbating exclusivity and 

hostility towards other people online. Technology, when wielded nobly and utilised in good faith, 

is a very powerful tool, but it is often misused for non constructive gains and dividing people. 


