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Computational technologies have become central players in digital communication: entrenched in the
infrastructure of social media platforms, machine learning algorithms largely determine the information
we consume, our online interactions, and societal trends. Recommended content has become a key
aspect of many social media platforms. Designed to maximize user engagement by creating a
personalized content experience, algorithmic recommender systems have been criticized for their black-
box nature and potential algorithmic harms. These include concerns of accuracy, bias and fairness,
algorithmic errors, the risk of ‘echo chambers’, and the amplification of platform power.

This course explores the political and ethical challenges and opportunities created by algorithms on
social media. The seminar aims to develop a comprehensive understanding of the mechanics of content
curation and the societal implications of automated decision-making by platforms. Students will gain
insights into algorithmic recommendation and automated content moderation, and obtain skills to
critically analyze these digital systems. On a theoretical level, students will engage with topics such as
algorithmic harms, viral content, algorithmic literacy, and resistance. In the practical part of the seminar,
students will learn about algorithm auditing, a research method for studying design, implementation and
impact of algorithmic systems. In groups, students will design and conduct small experimental studies
to analyze the recommendation systems of platforms.

To complete the course, students are required to submit several assignments during the semester in
addition to a final group research project.
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