
BIG DATA AND DEMOCRACY 

 

Each participant will select a topic and lead the workshop in the discussion of that 

topic.  Typically, workshops will begin with a 20-to-25-minute presentation that leads 

into a discussion.  The Facilitators would be pleased to consider any other format the 

workshop leader may suggest. 

 

The following are some of the topics that could be discussed but the Facilitators will 

also consider any other topics that may be proposed. 

 

SUGGESTED TOPICS 

 

Big Data and Its Use 

 

Identification and Legal Framework 

● what is big data? 

● What are the basic elements of democracy? 

● what laws, if any, in Canada can regulate big data and its influence on 

democracy 

● what are the aspects of democracy that may be undermined by big data 

 

How Our Data is Used to Influence and Predict Our Behaviour 

● what happens to our data when we use our devices? 

● How is data used to create algorithms? 

● How do big tech companies make money by analysing our data? 

● What is predictive analytics and how is it used? 

● How are behavioural predictions, or futures, traded and should it be stopped? 

● How is predictive analytics used in the political process? 

● Can predictive analytics really predict or influence behaviour? 

 

 



REFERENCES:  Here are some that may be helpful, but there are many more and 

YouTube often contains talks given by the authors on these topics. 

‘Data-driven elections: implications and challenges for democratic societies,’ by 

Colin Bennet, U of Victoria and David Lyon, Queen’s U. /19 

https://.info/data-driven-elections 

‘The Social Dilemma’, Netflix documentary /20 

‘Big Data and Democracy’, Kevin MacNish and Jai Galliott, /20 

‘The Age of Surveillance Capitalism’, Shoshana Zuboff, /19 

‘The People vs Tech: How the Internet is Killing Democracy (and how to save it)’, 

Jamie Bartlett, /18 

‘Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality and Threatens 

Democracy’, Cathy O’Neill, /16  

‘The Coup we are not Talking About’, Shoshana Zuboff, NYT, Jan 29/21 

‘Who Owns the Future’, Dec 18/20, NPR—On the Media podcast 

‘The Perilous Power of Social Media Platforms’, Feb 4/21, NPR—On Point podcast 

‘Slaying the Fox Monster’, NPR—On the Media, Feb 5/21 

 

The Impact on Politics 

• compare and contrast how politics was done historically vs how it is done in 

the technological age 

 

REFERENCES: 

‘The new Possible: Visions of our World beyond Crisis,’ Tristan Harris, /21 

 

The Impact of Big Data on Democracy 

• what role, if any, did big data and social media have in Trump's election 

• does unregulated use of big personal data for political purposes infringe 

voters' privacy and jeopardize the future of the democratic process 

https://.info/data-driven-elections


• what role do algorithms play in big data and its use in the democratic process 

• how are ideas and news available on social media influencing electors? 

 

• Examples of Brexit, the US elections (Obama to Trump), Myanmar etc and 

how governments manipulate news 

 

• Russian use of Bots to influence electors in the US and elsewhere 

 

• Big data, ‘free’ news and fake news—how this is influencing what news we 

see and what we can rely on (the demise of local news) 

 

• How can this be fixed? 

 

REFERENCES: 

‘Mind F-ck: Inside Cambridge Analytica’s Plot to Breach the World’, Chris Wylie, /19 

‘Data and Democracy: How Political Data Science is shaping the 2016 Election’, 

Andrew Therriault, /16 

 

The Future: Managing Big Data 

 

● Should predictive analytics be used in the political process to profile the 

electorate and target specific voter groups with individual messages based on 

demographics 

● is there a way for big data to have a positive impact on the democratic 

process 

● ‘what can be done to limit the influence of big data 

● Should governments control how big data impacts responsible journalism and 

freedom of speech 

● what is the role of advertising and responsible journalism in the debate about 

the use of big data 

● what is the role of marketing and the economy in the collection and use of big 

data and how could that be regulated? 

 

 

 



This topic is receiving considerable interest these days and there are numerous 

sources of information.  Here are some recommended resources. 

 

Recommended Additional Resources 

 

● 'The People vs. Democracy: why our freedom is in danger and how to save it', 

Yascha Mounk 

● 'How Democracies Die:  What History reveals about our Future', by Harvard 

Professors Stephen Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt 

● 'Twilight of Democracy', Anne Applebaum, /20 

● 'Surviving Autocracy', Masha Gessen, /20 

● 'Against Elections: the case for democracy', David Van Reybrouck 

● 'Reset--Reclaiming the Internet for Civil Society', Ronald J. Deibert 

● '21 Lessons for the 21st Century', Yuval Noah Harari 

 

The above is not an exhaustive list of resources.  Check out some of the following for 

more information. 

 

● Youtube and Websites where the authors and others discuss their books and 

the topics. 

● 'Center for Humane Technology', Tristan Harris 

● Citizen Lab, U of T 

● Munk Debates 

● 'Privacy and Democracy', YouTube, Harari and Harris, /18 

● Spark--CBC Podcast 

● Data Ethics 

● Global Public Policy Institute 

● Pew Research Center--Internet and Technology 

● Center for Democracy and Technology 

● Centre for Media, Technology and Democracy, McGill U. 

 

Big Data and Democracy is a rich topic but don’t be daunted, the Facilitators will be 

pleased to help you pick a topic and guide you towards appropriate resources 

 

 


