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Introduction

The internet has become the largest outlet for sharing ideas and voicing opinions on nearly any subject
imaginable. The internet is also full of people who post unwarranted malicious comments that are
aimed to harass and provoke emotional responses — also known as “internet trolls.” The Data and
Society Research Institute have found that 50% of Americans have been a victim of internet harassment,
and anti-harassment groups such as Hack Harassment have been founded to bring awareness to this
topic.” In response to leaders from anti-harassment groups requesting technology companies to
develop a product to protect people, Jigsaw and Google’s Counter Abuse Technology Team began
developing new software called Perspective.

Perspective Tool

On February 23, Jigsaw - subsidiary of Alphabet (Google’s parent company) — launched Perspective to
combat internet harassment. This APl is a component of Jigsaw’s ‘Conversation Al’ which is an internet
developer suite of tools that are to be used to locate harassment on social media and web forums.®
Using adaptive artificial intelligence, Perspective scans through internet content in real-time, and
searches for malicious remarks which are then flagged and graded based on it’s ‘toxicity’ level. Users
are able to see how ‘toxic” a web forum is, and decide for themselves if they would like to participate.
Web administrators can use the ‘toxicity’ statistics to remove individuals from forums, and/or delete
malicious comments or posts.

Development

The Jigsaw development team mined through millions of comments that were posted on the New York
Times, Wikipedia, and from anti-harassment advocacy sites searching for instances of harassments.
Thousands of Google employees sifted through these comment sections and marked posts as either
‘toxic’ or ‘not toxic.” Using their findings, the Jigsaw team developed a ‘toxicity’ scale which is the
backbone of the Perspective project.®

Perspective is built with adaptive artificial intelligence which allows the system to “learn” the more it is
used. When a comment is flagged as ‘toxic,’ the data is collected to help refine the scanning algorithm.
Users are also able to report instances where Perspective has incorrectly flagged a ‘toxic’ post, and the
learning system will be retrained for future occurrences. Currently, Jigsaw claims that Perspective has
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an accuracy rate of 92% and a 10% false positive rate.!* Over time, Perspective will become increasingly
more efficient and accurate at recognizing instances of harassment.

Dangerous to Censor?

It is important to note that Perspective does not remove these ‘toxic’ posts. The President of Jigsaw,
Jared Cohen, said that he doesn’t wish to bypass human judgement - the goal is to “flag low-hanging
fruit” for the moderators to decide how to handle ‘toxic’ posts.? The decision to remove content is
bestowed to the web administrator who can see which posts were identified as malicious by Perspective.

There is a danger that it can become a slippery-slope when deciding which content should be deleted —
removing select comments is censorship that disrupts the fundamental principles of freedom of speech.
Emma Llanso of the Free Expression Project has shown caution in using the tool, stating that “an
automated detection system can open the door to the delete-it-all option, rather than spending the
time and resources to identify false positives.”*® Perspective representatives note that current web
moderating systems are designed to only block or remove content; Perspective should be viewed as a
tool to advance the quality of conversation.

Conclusion

Perspective is only one tool from Jigsaw’s Conversation Al suite, and is still far from being perfected.
Perspective’s ability to learn and adapt to the conversation environment will be important as the
complexities of the information environment create new avenues for harassment to occur. The hope is
that fighting ‘internet trolls’ will promote individuals to join in on conversations without fear of
harassment, thereby creating a more open and constructive environment for topical debates and ideas
to flourish.

Further Exploration of Perspective: https://www.perspectiveapi.com/
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