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WEEKLY DIGEST: SOCIAL & BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES / POLICY

Al's Role in Democracy and Social Discourse
Evolves

Recent research highlights the dual-edged nature of Al in society, particularly its
potential to both enhance and undermine democratic processes. Studies reveal
that Al can facilitate disinformation campaigns, creating false consensus and
manipulating public opinion. Concurrently, Al's integration into workplaces
promises significant productivity gains, though it raises concerns about job
displacement. As the landscape of Al continues to evolve, the need for ethical
considerations and rigorous testing becomes increasingly critical.

KEY FINDINGS IMPLICATIONS

v Al-driven disinformation campaigns can - Policymakers must address the risks of

create the illusion of public consensus. Al-enhanced disinformation to protect
democracy.

v Over 20% of occupations may face job
loss due to Al automation. — The workforce will need to adapt to Al's

. . transformative impact on job roles.
v Al's moral status is often debated, with P J

critiques of gatekeeping approaches. - Ethical frameworks for Al deployment
are essential to prevent misuse and ensure
accountability.

Key Metrics: 325 million children in East Asia exposed to toxic air daily.; Over 20% of
occupations at risk due to Al automation.
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1. Why it's critical to move beyond overly aggregated

machine-learning metrics

Category: Research
Departments: Computer Science, Nursing, Public Health Sciences
Topics: Healthcare Al, Out-of-Distribution Detection, Spurious Correlation Mitigation, Model

Evaluation Standards

Impact Score: 28.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 5 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 5

Practical Impact: 5 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

MIT researchers have highlighted significant failures in machine-learning models when
applied to new data environments, emphasizing the necessity for rigorous testing before
deployment. Their study, presented at NeurlPS 2025, found that models trained on data
from one hospital could perform poorly on up to 75% of patients at another hospital, despite
high average performance metrics. The researchers identified that spurious correlations,
such as irrelevant markings on X-rays, can lead to unreliable predictions, particularly in
medical diagnostics. They introduced an algorithm, OODSelect, to detect instances where
the expected performance order of models does not hold across different settings,
challenging the assumption of accuracy-on-the-line in model evaluation.

2. Al-Powered Disinformation Swarms Are Coming for

Democracy

Category: Policy & Ethics
Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Sociology & Anthropology
Topics: Al Policy & Regulation, Disinformation Campaigns, Al-Driven Influence Operations,

Social Media Manipulation

Impact Score: 27.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 5

Practical Impact: 5 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

A recent paper published in *Science* by a team of 22 experts predicts a significant
evolution in disinformation campaigns due to advancements in artificial intelligence. The
researchers argue that a single individual equipped with Al tools could manage thousands of
social media accounts, creating unique, human-like content and adapting in real time
without continuous oversight. This capability poses a serious threat to democratic
processes, as Al-driven campaigns could manipulate public opinion on a large scale,
potentially undermining democratic institutions. The authors emphasize the urgent need for
governance measures to address these emerging risks associated with Al-enabled influence
operations.

Page 2


https://news.mit.edu/2026/why-its-critical-to-move-beyond-overly-aggregated-machine-learning-metrics-0120
https://news.mit.edu/2026/why-its-critical-to-move-beyond-overly-aggregated-machine-learning-metrics-0120
https://www.wired.com/story/ai-powered-disinformation-swarms-are-coming-for-democracy/

3. The next generation of disinformation: Al swarms can

threaten democracy by manufacturing fake public consensus

Category: Research
Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Sociology & Anthropology
Topics: Al Ethics & Safety, Malicious Al Swarms, Synthetic Consensus, Coordinated Behavior

Detection, Accountability in Al

Impact Score: 27.0
Rubric Scores

Research Relevance: 5 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 5
Practical Impact: 4 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

An international research team, including David Garcia from the University of Konstanz, has
identified a new threat to democratic discourse posed by "malicious Al swarms." These
swarms consist of Al-driven personas that can create the illusion of consensus by mimicking
authentic social dynamics and spreading disinformation. The study, published in *Science*,
highlights the concept of "synthetic consensus," where the appearance of widespread
agreement can influence beliefs and cultural norms, potentially undermining independent
voices. The authors advocate for new defense strategies that focus on detecting
coordinated behavior among Al agents and enhancing accountability to mitigate these risks.

https://techxplore.com/news/2026-01-generation-disinformation-ai-swarms-threaten.html

4. Dangerous gatekeeping

Category: Policy & Ethics

Departments: Philosophy, Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science

Topics: Al Ethics & Safety, Relational Ethics, Moral Status Determination, Cultural Perspectives
in Al

Impact Score: 26.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 5

Practical Impact: 3 Interdisciplinary Potential: 5 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

In her essay "Dangerous Liaisons," Adrianna de Ruiter critiques the tendency to anchor Al's
moral status in intrinsic properties such as consciousness or sentience, arguing that this
approach serves as a form of gatekeeping rather than providing clarity. She advocates for
relational ethics, which emphasizes the importance of social, technological, and ecological
relationships in determining moral status, rather than solely focusing on inherent traits. De
Ruiter contends that relational ethics reveal the complexities of moral life and highlight how
technologies mediate relationships and influence moral judgments. This perspective
challenges the limitations of property-based ethics, which often reflect a Western-centric
view and overlook diverse cultural understandings of moral worth.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-025-02843-4
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5. Rethinking Al's future in an augmented workplace

Category: Research

Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Economics & Finance, Computer Science,
Engineering Education & Leadership

Topics: Enterprise Al, Al-Driven Automation, Workforce Augmentation, Economic Impact of Al

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 5 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 4

Practical Impact: 5 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 3

Research led by Davis indicates that Al is poised to significantly enhance productivity,
potentially surpassing the impact of personal computers on the economy. The study
highlights that while over 20% of occupations may face job loss due to Al-driven
automation, approximately 80% will experience a blend of innovation and automation,
allowing workers to focus on higher-value tasks. Davis critiques traditional economic models
for underestimating Al's potential by failing to account for its structural effects, particularly
in the services sector, which has seen limited automation despite its substantial contribution
to GDP. The research underscores the urgency for technological adoption in light of
demographic challenges, suggesting that Al could play a crucial role in addressing
workforce shortages as populations age.

https://www.technologyreview.com/2026/01/21/1131366/rethinking-ais-future-in-an-augmented-work

place/

6. Air for Tomorrow: Mapping the Digital Air-Quality

Landscape, from Repositories and Data Types to Starter Code

Category: Applications

Departments: Public Health Sciences, Computer Science

Topics: Healthcare Al, Air Quality Monitoring, Open-Source Air Quality Model, Data Integration
Techniques

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 5 Innovation / Novelty: 3

Practical Impact: 5 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 4

The article discusses the urgent need for air quality data in East Asia and the Pacific, where
325 million children are exposed to toxic air daily. It highlights the lack of local monitoring
and data availability, which hampers understanding and protection against air pollution. The
piece outlines various data repositories that provide air quality information, including
regulatory stations, community sensors, and satellite data, and emphasizes the
development of an open-source air quality model. Additionally, it offers practical guidance
on accessing these data sources using minimal Python code, facilitating the integration of
air quality data into analysis and modeling efforts.

https://towardsdatascience.com/air-for-tomorrow-mapping-the-digital-air-quality-landscape-repositorie

s-data-types-starter-code/
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7. Technofascism: Al, Big Tech, and the new authoritarianism

Category: Policy & Ethics
Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Sociology & Anthropology
Topics: Al Ethics, Technofascism, Emotional Manipulation, Personalized Propaganda

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 3 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 4

Practical Impact: 5 Interdisciplinary Potential: 4 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

This article explores the parallels between contemporary digital technologies, particularly Al
and social media, and the features of fascism. It argues that while there are no explicit
"fascist technologies," certain characteristics of Al facilitate control and manipulation
reminiscent of fascist tendencies, such as opaque decision-making processes and mass
surveillance. The author introduces the term "technofascism" to describe the synthesis of
digital technologies and authoritarian political goals, highlighting how Al can enable
emotional manipulation and personalized propaganda at scale. The discussion emphasizes
the unintended consequences of these technologies, which can empower oppressive
practices even when developers may not intend such outcomes.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-026-02862-9

8. Of the people, by the algorithm: how Al transforms the role

of democratic representatives?

Category: Policy & Ethics

Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Engineering Education &
Leadership

Topics: Large Language Models, Algorithmic Decision-Making, Political Decision Automation,

Data Quality in Governance

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores
Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 3

Practical Impact: 4 Interdisciplinary Potential: 5 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

The article discusses the dual role of Al in transforming political decision-making, focusing
on how Large Language Models (LLMs) and Algorithmic Decision-Making (ADM) systems
enhance representatives' capabilities and automate certain processes. LLMs assist in policy
development and legislative drafting by processing large datasets, while ADM systems can
automate decisions based on clear objectives and consistent patterns. However, the
application of ADM in political contexts is limited due to the complexity of political decisions,
which often involve competing values and cannot be easily quantified. Furthermore, the
design and implementation of these systems raise concerns about data quality and the
potential for political manipulation, highlighting the need for careful consideration of who
controls these governance tools.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-026-02852-x
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9. From automation to authenticity: blockchain as a remedy to

Al-enhanced social media activism

Category: Policy & Ethics

Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Communication, Sociology
& Anthropology

Topics: Al Ethics, Social Media Manipulation, Automated Systems, Big Data Targeting

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores

Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 4 Innovation / Novelty: 3
Practical Impact: 4 Interdisciplinary Potential: 5 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

The article discusses the evolving landscape of machine-to-machine interactions and
Al-driven manipulation within social media, highlighting the role of corporate entities in
leveraging these technologies for political and commercial purposes. It notes that the
complexity of measuring public representation on social platforms creates opportunities for
misrepresentation and manipulation of public interests, facilitated by the use of fake
accounts and automated systems. The piece emphasizes the transition from human
commentators to sophisticated Al solutions that utilize big data for targeted social
engineering, reflecting a systemic shift in how public opinion is shaped online. Additionally,
it underscores the financial incentives driving this trend, as major telecommunications
companies benefit from the mining and reuse of personal data in these contexts.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-026-02867-4

10. From heat to harmony: toward a green Al for the Global

South

Category: Policy & Ethics

Departments: Political Science & Public Administration, Computer Science, Public Health Sciences,
Engineering Education & Leadership

Topics: Al Ethics, Sustainable Al Practices, Resource Consumption Mitigation, Cultural
Perspectives in Al

Impact Score: 25.0
Rubric Scores

Research Relevance: 4 Educational Value: 3 Innovation / Novelty: 4
Practical Impact: 4 Interdisciplinary Potential: 5 Ethical / Policy Implications: 5

The article by Pengfei Li et al. (2023) critiques the environmental impact of data-intensive Al
systems in Asia, highlighting the significant energy and water consumption required for
training large language models and operating data centers. It notes that the infrastructure
supporting Al, such as Microsoft's hyperscale data center in Hyderabad, exacerbates local
resource depletion, including water shortages. The authors argue that the adoption of Al in
Asia reflects a continuation of extractive practices reminiscent of colonialism, where local
resources are exploited for global technological advancement. They advocate for a
re-examination of intellectual traditions, suggesting that integrating Asian philosophical
perspectives could lead to more sustainable and ecologically grounded approaches to Al
development.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-026-02868-3
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