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O{LiL|HA (Anonymous)2| 2 SHE|H|Z(Hacktivism)

Grecia Dominique PANIAGUA

Global Student Reporter and Researcher
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[2] Chandler (2013, March 12). How Anonymous Works. Retrieved from https://computer.howstuffworks.com/anonymous.htm
[3] Sands (2016, March 19). What to Know About the Worldwide Hacker Group ‘Anonymous’. abcNEWS. Retrieved from https://
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[4] Paganini (2020, June 2). There was no data breach in the cyberattack against Minneapolis Police. Security affairs. Retrieved
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Wechatol] M2 SA|El Jjo1M2E3 A|AH

Qiyan Emily WU

Global Student Reporter and Researcher
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Global Student Reporter and Researcher
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[2] O’Connell, Phoebe. (2020, Junuary 30). Live commerce has risen in the East, will it settle in the West?. CONTAGIOUS. Retrieved
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BARUN ICT Essay Contest

Barun ICT Research Center awards the Best Prize about ICT issues monthly.
This series publishes the winning student essays each month.

Hitting that "Like" Button:

Do You Really Mean It?

Written By Seungmin BAEK
English Language and Literature

| have a love-and-hate relationship with my Instagram like button. Although | know that the number of likes doesn’t
reflect the quality of my posts, | can’t help but keep noticing it on other users’ as well as my posts. The number of
likes has become such an important standard in today’s society. We rely on it to figure out not only the popularity
of certain cafés, but also to learn about the “majority opinion” on controversial issues. The discourse on the digital
divide had been mainly about the effect of offline socioeconomic factors on individuals’ digital use. However, the
current emphasis on the like button makes us consider that this may not be the case anymore. In order to figure out
the actuality of the digital divide, | have examined three articles; “Digital footprints: an emerging dimension of digital
inequality” by Micheli, Lutz and Biichi, “America’s Real Digital Divide” by Naomi Schaefer Riley, and lastly, “Three
fallacies of digital footprints” written by Kevin Lewis.

Image Sources: Designed by stories, Freepik

The three authors differ in their main object of analyzation regarding the digital divide, as while Micheli et al. and
Riley focus on digital use, Lewis focuses on online contexts. Accordingly, as the solution to digital inequality, Micheli et
al. and Riley suggest improving digital literacy while Lewis emphasizes understanding the connection between digital
data and their contexts. | strongly concur with Lewis that online contexts are crucial in understanding digital inequality.
Therefore, in order to properly address this challenge, inclusive digital platforms must be newly designed.

In analyzing the digital divide, Micheli et al. and Riley study digital usage while Lewis studies online contexts. Micheli
et al. focus on digital data and say that “[d]igital footprints, if accessible and analyzed with appropriate tools, offer an
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extremely accurate profile of an internet user” (3). They argue that digital data precisely represent users online and
therefore allow internet algorithms to make discriminatory decisions. As an example, Micheli et al. show deceptive
marketing, where the lower socioeconomic class are frequently offered advertisements for colleges that “ha[ve] little
value in the job market” (3). The authors portray the reproduction of social inequalities by digital footprints, a cycle
where each constantly leads to the other. On a similar note, Riley analyzes screen time. She states that “too often
the message we send low-income and less-educated parents is that screen time is going to help their children” (5).
However, this is only partially true as excessive screen time increases mental and physical risks, according to Riley.
The author emphasizes that although excessive screen time is harmful, those of lower socioeconomic status remain
uninformed of the dangers. Therefore, by explaining how parents of lower socioeconomic status expose their children

to harmful consequences, Riley implies how screen time and inequality are closely related.

Contrastively, Lewis focuses on online contexts. Unlike Micheli et al., he points out that because all digital
communications are mediated in some way, “we must recognize that we are not examining natural behaviors” when
analyzing digital footprints (2). Lewis claims that digital data are prone to distortion according to the methods of
collection as well as the intention of the collectors. In this sense, he implies the difficulty in painting an accurate picture
of an individual and their socioeconomic status by simply looking at digital data. Therefore, he emphasizes online
contexts in which digital data are generated in order to figure out their connection to inequality.

Accordingly, as a solution to digital inequality, Micheli et al. and Riley focus on digital literacy, while Lewis suggests
understanding the connections between digital data and their online contexts. Micheli et al. state that “the ability to
manage one’s own digital footprints successfully can be understood as a component of digital literacy” (3). In other
words, the authors include shaping one’s own digital data in their notion of digital literacy, as it can bring change in
users’ offline capital. Hence, Micheli et al. emphasize improving digital literacy in order to solve the inequality caused
by digital footprints. Riley also shares this view, as she states the “real digital divide” is “not between children who
have access to the internet and those who don’t” but is actually “between children whose parents know that they have
to restrict screen time” and those whose parents do not (5). By emphasizing the significance of restricting children’s
screen time, the author focuses on the importance of adequate digital use. Therefore, Riley also implies improving
digital literacy as the solution for digital inequality.

Lewis, on the other hand, emphasizes connecting digital data to their online contexts in order to understand how
inequalities are generated in the digital area. The author states that “some people may “turn up” in our data more or
less frequently than others- and it is often unclear what these differences capture and whether it is a distinction we
care about” (2). In other words, Lewis implies that it is difficult to figure out the actuality of inequalities by looking

at digital data alone. Furthermore, he says that “digital contexts- like all social contexts- carry norms that powerfully
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shape human behavior” and that digital data cannot be “interpreted without at least some basic understanding of
the cultural contexts in which they occur” (2). Lewis argues that people’s choices in the digital area may be products
of norms of different online platforms. Therefore, he implies that understanding these norms and contexts in which
digital data are generated is important in solving inequality created in the digital area today.

Having read the three articles, | strongly concur with Lewis that the reduction of digital data into a binary division
distorts user opinions. Like Lewis claims, online contexts in which digital data are generated and collected often reduce
users’ opinions into a binary system, such as “swiping right” and “swiping left” in the case of Tinder (2). | strongly agree
with Lewis as this limited method of opinion representation can be easily observed in digital platforms | frequently
use. Methods of expressing opinion are divided into simply “liking” the post or not. Instagram and Youtube, two of
the currently biggest social media platforms, are using this system of dividing user opinions on content into likes and
non-likes. Furthermore, as Lewis points out, “interactions and expressions are constrained by technology in both
complex and deceptively simple ways” therefore leading “[v]ery small feet” to “produce flipper-sized footprints”
(2). I again concur with Lewis that the method of reducing digital data can lead to overrepresentation as well as
underrepresentation of user opinions. The restricted set of choices on online platforms are likely to fail at genuinely
representing individual opinions. Although user opinions on specific content can be infinite according to the number of
individuals, many people simply resort to liking or not liking the content, due to the online contexts reducing data into
a binary selection. Therefore, this reduction fails to paint an accurate picture of users’ diverse opinions.

Hence, | believe the actuality of today’s digital divide lies in these online contexts that reduce user opinions based
on binary choices, as it encourages platform designs that only acknowledge mainstream opinions and ignore opinions
considered “unpopular”. Many entrepreneurs, such as Colcol, now consider the number of likes as a social currency
that evaluates the popularity of certain brands and products (1). This fact points out that the reduction of user
opinions into likes and dislikes has also led to the quality of content becoming reduced to its number of likes. Content
with many likes now become “good quality” content. The fact that likes now act as a social currency also points out
that many online platforms are designed in a way to make this evaluation by number of likes possible. The logic is
simple- it’s a convenient way of visualizing the significance, or “popularity”, of contents. However, most platforms are
designed to then list the contents from top to bottom, with top rankings having most exposure, based on the number
of likes. Certainly, many of us probably had an experience where our comments disappeared into the abyss of infinite
comments, because it wasn’t as “liked” compared to other comments.

This kind of platform design creates an online system in which minor opinions are likely to be ignored, leading to
inequality in representation. Majority opinions are highly acknowledged as more likes leads to more exposure, and
more exposure then again, leads to more likes. Therefore, most liked contents become constantly mainstream. This
platform design ultimately contributes to an environment in which opinions considered minor, are highly likely to be

ignored, due to lack of exposure caused by a small number of likes. This indicates the significance of online contexts in

18
A M| CH S ul

YONSEI UNIVERSITY




BARUN ICT Essay Contest

analyzing inequality as the method of data generation affects users’ online representation. One’s opinion disappearing
simply because the majority does not relate to it, creates digital inequality in which minor voices remain unheard.
Therefore, online contexts are the key factor in today’s digital divide, as it causes the overrepresentation of major
opinions and the underrepresentation of minor ones.

To address this challenge, digital platforms must be newly designed to be inclusive of diverse opinions. There are
two ways of achieving an inclusive platform design. The first solution is to replace the like button with a scale. In other
words, presenting users with a variety of reactions, that is not divided into either a like or dislike. This way, users will
be able to react to others’ content according to what they genuinely think, allowing fair representation. The second
solution is to give all opinions the same amount of exposure. The most effective way of achieving this would be to
eliminate “likes” on digital platforms altogether. Without this system of reducing opinions into liking and not liking,
digital platforms will allow diverse opinions to be exposed for an equal amount of time, as the creation of a majority
opinion based on the number of likes would be more difficult. This is the solution that is slowly starting to become
implemented by Instagram as it will allow users to focus more on diverse contents, rather than feedback according to
Mosseri, the chief executive of the platform (4). These solutions that prevent reduction of digital data, including users’
opinions, will help build a more inclusive digital platform, thereby contributing to the prevention of inequalities caused
by underrepresentation.

Micheli et al., Riley, and Lewis all focus on different factors in analyzing digital inequality, each on digital footprints,
screen time, and online contexts of digital data. | concur with Lewis the most, as | believe online contexts in which data
are collected into binary systems of “like” and “dislike” on many digital platforms create inequality as it encourages the
underrepresentation of minor opinions. Therefore, inclusive platform designs in which diverse opinions can be fairly
expressed are necessary to address this problem. It is no wonder why we obsess over the number of likes on our social
networking sites. We are constantly made to think it is what defines the quality as well as the majority of the content
by online contexts and digital platforms that have developed into reducing our reactions into either liking it or not. So,

ask yourself why you hit that like button on your Facebook, Youtube, and Instagram. Do you really mean it?

Sources: [1] Colcol, Fritz. “The Importance of Social Currency.” Forbes, 3 Mar. 2020, www.forbes.com/sites/theyec/2020/03/03/the-
importance-of-social-currency/#54ddfc941678. Accessed 18 Jun. 2020.

[2] Lewis, Kevin. “Three fallacies of digital footprints.” Big Data & Society, vol. 2, no. 2, 2015, pp. 1-4. Sage Journals, doi:
10.1177/2053951715602496. Accessed 7 Jun. 2020.

[3] Micheli, Marina et al., “Digital footprints: an emerging dimension of digital inequality.” Journal of Information,
Communication and Ethics in Society, vol. 16, no. 3, 2019, pp. 242-250. Emerald Insight, doi: 10.1108/JICES-02-2018-0014.
Accessed 7 Jun. 2020.

[4] Paul, Kari. “Instagram tests hiding how many people like a post. That has influencers worried.” The Guardian, 15 Nov. 2019,
www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/nov/15/instagram-likes-influencers-social-media. Accessed 23 Jun. 2020.

[5] Riley, Naomi Schaefer. “America’s Real Digital Divide.” The New York Times, 11 Feb. 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/02/11/
opinion/america-digital-divide.html. Accessed 7 Jun. 2020.
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