
YouTube Platform Paper  

How YouTube’s Algorithm Amplifies Misinformation  

Thesis Statement  

Youtube’s recommendation algorithm contributes to the amplification of misinformation and 

harmful content by prioritizing things like engagement and watch time over accuracy. This is creating 

social, ethical, and political risks that the platform has to address through transparency and stronger 

content governance.  

Introduction  

As the largest long form video platform in the world YouTube plays a major role in how 

people find news, entertainment, and information. With over two billion monthly users the platform 

has become more than a place where videos are shared, it also shapes what people think and talk 

about. YouTube’s recommendation system makes it easy to find new content but it’s also raised 

concerns about how the platform can contribute to the spread of misleading videos and 

misinformation. I know this is true firsthand because I use YouTube every single day.  

Many critics argue that because the algorithm is designed to keep people’s attention it can 

sometimes favor emotionally charged content over reliable information. This can slowly guide the 

user's attention toward more questionable material without even realizing it. This paper looks at how 

YouTube’s recommendation algorithm adds to the spread of misinformation, why the problem 

exists, and what the platform can do to reduce harm without reducing the wide range of content.  

 

 

 



1. Explanation of the Problem  

​ YouTube relies heavily on a recommendation algorithm to decide which videos show up on 

users homepages or in their suggested videos. The system is designed to keep people watching by 

predicting what a user is most likely to click on or continue watching. While having this approach is 

great for keeping users on the platform it can also prioritize misleading or emotional videos because 

that can generate high levels of engagement.  

​ Research and investigative journalism suggest that this design can create rabbit holes where 

users are slowly more exposed to less reliable content over time. For example users who regularly 

watch neutral videos on social topics may be recommended the opposite type of material over time. 

This whole process can distort users' understanding of reality and undermine trust in having credible 

information sources.  

​ This problem becomes even more concerning when information relates to public health or 

social conflicts. In those cases misleading videos can have real consequences like spreading false 

claims or discouraging good acts. As a result YouTube’s algorithm is not just a regular feature it’s a 

powerful force that shapes how millions of people see the world.  

2. Why the Problem Exists  

Technological Factors  

​ On the technical side YouTube’s recommendation system is built to focus on engagement 

like watch time, viewing history, and clicks. The algorithm does not truly evaluate whether content is 

accurate, ethical, or socially beneficial. Instead the way it learns is from user behavior, it rewards 

videos that keep viewers watching longer. This type of design makes it hard for the system to 

distinguish between informative and high quality content or misleading and sensational content that 

captures attention.  

 



Economic Factors  

​ YouTube’s business model is driven by advertising revenue which depends on how long 

people stay on the platform. The more time users spend on the platform and the more ads they see 

increases the profit for both YouTube and content creators. This causes an economic incentive to 

favor content that grabs attention even if it is controversial or misleading. Creators could also feel 

pressure to use exaggerated titles or narratives to compete for attention in a media environment.  

Social and Political Factors 

​ Socially, audiences are often drawn to content that confirms their existing beliefs or 

provokes strong emotional reactions out of them. Politically, this specific dynamic can contribute to 

the spread of misinformation and conspiracy theories. Because YouTube is such a huge platform 

globally they must navigate through legal standards, cultural norms, and political pressure.  

Ethical Factors  

​ From an ethical standpoint YouTube has to balance protecting free speech while also 

preventing real world harm. Being overly strict could silence legitimate voices while being too weak 

could allow really harmful content to spread. This balance is really hard to achieve especially with 

billions of videos and users on the platform.  

3. Proposed Solutions  

Increased Algorithm Transparency  

​ YouTube could provide a clearer explanation on how its recommendation system works 

both to users and researchers. There should be transparency reports that include how content is 

promoted, demoted, or removed would help build trust with the public and allow us to see the 

platform's impact more effectively.  

 

 



Stronger Labeling and Contextual Tools  

​ YouTube could definitely expand the use of warning labels and links to authoritative sources 

on videos that are talking about sensitive topics like health or politics. These tools would not remove 

any content but provide viewers with additional information to really know what they are watching.  

Redesigning Engagement Incentives 

​ YouTube could adjust its algorithm to bring in additional factors beyond just watch time, 

things like content accuracy and user feedback on quality. By incorporating these, YouTube could 

reduce the spread of misleading content by a large amount.  

Improved Penalties for Repeat Offenders 

​ Creators who are consistently spreading misinformation could face increased penalties like 

reduced visibility all the way to posting restrictions. Using this approach would put the focus on 

patterns of behavior rather than just isolated incidents.  

4. Evaluation of Solutions  

Strengths 

These solutions are aimed to encourage accountability and transparency without relying on 

heavy censorship. By focusing on things like user awareness and design changes YouTube can reduce 

harm while still allowing a wide range of voices to be heard. Transparency and labeling tools will also 

encourage users to make more informed choices about what they watch. 

Limitations  

​ Implementing these changes would require ongoing oversight and technical resources. 

Determining what counts as misleading or credible content could be subjective and algorithms could 

still reflect biases. Some users or creators may see increased moderation or reduced visibility as a 

form of censorship in a way.  

 



Possible Consequences  

​ One possible consequence could be creators shifting to a different platform with fewer 

restrictions or finding new cracks in the system. There is also a possible risk that overemphasis on 

censorship could marginalize smaller voices even when they are speaking the truth.  

Conclusion  

YouTube’s recommendation algorithm is a really powerful tool that shapes how billions find and 

understand information. While the system has helped YouTube grow and thrive it has contributed to 

the spread of misinformation by prioritizing engagement over accuracy. By increasing transparency, 

redesigning engagement, and strengthening contextual tools Youtube can make meaningful steps 

towards reducing harm.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reference Page  

Gillespie, T. (2018). Custodians of the internet: Platforms, content moderation, and the hidden decisions that shape 

social media. Yale University Press. 

https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300235029/custodians-of-the-internet/?utm_source 

Mozilla Foundation. (2021). YouTube regrets: A crowdsourced investigation into the platform’s recommendation 

system. https://foundation.mozilla.org/en/youtube/regrets/ 

YouTube. (2023). Community guidelines and transparency report. 

https://transparencyreport.google.com/youtube-policy 

Ibrahim H;AlDahoul N;Lee S;Rahwan T;Zaki Y;, H. (2023). YouTube’s recommendation algorithm is 

left-leaning in the United States. PNAS nexus. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37601308/ 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​  

 

 

 

 

https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300235029/custodians-of-the-internet/?utm_source
https://foundation.mozilla.org/en/youtube/regrets/
https://transparencyreport.google.com/youtube-policy
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37601308/


 

 
 


