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ALGORITHMIC DELUSIONS

Navigating Reality in the Age of Influence.

PERSPECTIVE ARTICLE BY REVATHI C

Do you ever feel aware of
your social media algorithm?
Although it seems we are
never alone, these platforms
constantly sense our activity
and tailor our feeds
accordingly, potentially
creating cognitive
distortions. In this algorithm-
driven world, much of what
we encounter on social
media is constructed rather
than reflective of reality. For
example, consuming
content on these platforms
often leads to a story-like
interpretation, distorting our
perception of reality.

In the current age of
influence, users are
inundated with content from
"influencers," "content
creators," "storytellers," and
other social media figures.
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This constant exposure can
skew users' perspectives, often
diverging significantly from
their actual experiences. Many
creators present a curated
version of themselves, which
can lead users to form beliefs
based on social media
portrayals rather than real-life
interactions. As users become
these

more aware of

algorithms, they

doubt and a

may
experience
diminished sense of
companionship, which can

make real-world interactions
seem less satisfying. This can
foster a fear of missing out
(FOMO), which in turn fuels a
cycle of delusion as users are
drawn back into the algorithmic

loop.

A Harvard study by Haynes
(2021) reveals that social media
sites like Facebook, Snapchat,
and Instagram use similar brain
circuitry as cocaine and slot

machines to maximize user

engagement. This is achieved
through the release of

dopamine, which plays a

significant role in learning,
habit formation, and addiction.
Users who interact with these
platforms are thus caught in a
daily "arms race" driven by this

brain reward system.

Psychologist B.F. Skinner's
concept of variable reward
schedules further illustrates
this phenomenon. When
rewards are given

unpredictably, as in the case of

social media notifications,
users are more likely to engage

frequently.

Instagram, for example, may
delay displaying the number of
likes to increase anticipation
and then release notifications
all at once, enhancing the
dopamine-driven craving for
social validation. This routine
reinforces unrealistic views of

reality and strengthens neural
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pathways associated with this

feedback loop.

Consider a scenario: you're on
vacation and your social media
algorithm shows content
related to travel. Engaging with
this content leads to more
related feeds, which might not
reflect your actual experience.
This discrepancy between
content and reality can limit
your ability to fully experience
the real world. In this case, the
algorithm succeeds in creating

a delusion.

Meta, for example, promotes
emerging creators through its
recommendation algorithms,
which are designed to

maximize user engagement
across various aspects of the
platform. To counteract this,
users can take control by
selecting "not interested" for
unrealistic suggestions and
"interested" for more realistic

content. If the algorithm

continually shows mismatched
content, clearing app data and
engaging with more relevant
areas can help realign the feed

with actual needs.

Research by Gunter (2023) and
Hunt et al. (2018) suggests that
limiting social media use to 30
minutes or less daily can
significantly benefit wellbeing,
reducing loneliness and

depression. Although this limit

may seem impractical, even
small adjustments, such as
mindful scrolling, can be

valuable. Users should aim to
stay grounded in reality and
critically assess the influence of

algorithms.

Additionally, shifting focus from

social media to real-world
experiences can offer a richer
learning environment. Many
digital wellbeing apps also help
manage screen time by
sending alerts and suggesting

alternative activities.
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Ultimately, algorithms often
present a distorted version of
reality to increase user
engagement. The next time you

feel influenced
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by these algorithms, ask

yourself,
"Is this my true reality, or am |

succumbing to a cognitive

delusion?"
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