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Democracy at risk from new 
forms of internet influence 

by Robert Epstein, PhD

Research shows how undecided voters can be swayed by search engines or social media platforms 

in the run-up to an election.

The free and fair election is fundamental to 
democracy, but the internet has made possible new, 
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Facebook Flash Ads
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Search Engine Manipulation Effect 
(SEME)
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experiments we have completed with more than 4,000 
participants in two countries, we have demonstrated 
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» Influence that is invisible to people 
is the most dangerous kind, because it 
leaves people falsely believing that they 
are choosing freely – that they are not 
being influenced at all «

Robert Epstein

is Professor of Psychology at The University 
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Lok Sabha election research
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Google fined for biased search 
rankings
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Threat of monopolistic search
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» SEME (Search Engine Manipulation 
Effect), we have concluded, is almost 
certainly already influencing close 
elections around the world «
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