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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Platforms That Promised to Connect Us Have
Done the Opposite

The dominant social media platforms, among them Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat,
and YouTube, were originally built on the promise of connecting people. But over time, their
business models evolved to prioritize engagement, ad revenue, and data extraction over
human wellbeing. The result is a set of platforms that profit from addiction, erode mental
health, undermine democracy, exploit children, and deepen the very loneliness they

claimed to solve.

Sidekick was designed from day one on a fundamentally different model. Because Sidekick
doesn't monetize your attention and doesn't sell user data to advertisers, it's free to build
technology that actually serves human connection. This report examines the key harms of
Big Tech social platforms and shows how Sidekick's architecture, philosophy, and business

model address each one.
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SUMMARY COMPARISON

Big Tech vs. Sidekick at a Glance

Issue

Big Tech Platforms

Sidekick

Business Model

Feed Control

Data Privacy

Design Intent

Advertising

Vanity Metrics

Authenticity

Community Reach

Connection Type

Content Moderation

www.sidekick.online

Surveillance advertising: you are
the product

Algorithm decides what you see

Data collected, packaged, and

sold to advertisers

Maximize screen time and

engagement

Ad-driven; pay-to-play for
visibility

Likes, follower counts, public

popularity scores

Rampant bots, fake accounts,

Al-generated content

2-3% organic reach; throttled to
sell ads

Digital: likes, comments, follows

Inconsistent; relies on Al at scale

Value-based: users and

organizations are the customer

You decide, with user agency

over algorithms

No data sales, no cross-app

tracking, ever

Move people off their phones
and into the real world

No ads; 100% organic reach for

every post

No likes, no follower counts, no

public scoring

Every account is a real human;

strong moderation

100% reach to every community
member

Real-world: events, meetups, in-

person friendships

Named human admins in every

community
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SECTION 1

Addictive Design: Engineered to Exploit

The Big Tech Problem

Major platforms employ deliberate psychological techniques to maximize screen time. Infinite
scroll eliminates natural stopping points. Autoplay keeps video content running without user
consent. Variable-ratio notification schedules, the same mechanism used in slot machines,
trigger compulsive checking behavior. Former Facebook executive Chamath Palihapitiya has
publicly stated that the platform's engagement loops were designed to exploit human
psychology, and former Google design ethicist Tristan Harris has extensively documented
how these features function as attention-extraction machines.

Internal documents revealed during the Facebook Papers leak confirmed that Meta's own
researchers knew their products were addictive, particularly for teenagers, and that
leadership repeatedly chose growth metrics over user wellbeing. TikTok's algorithm is widely
regarded as the most potent attention-capture system ever built, with average session times
far exceeding other platforms, particularly among young users.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick has no infinite scroll, no autoplay, and no algorithmic feed. The app is designed to
move people off their phones and into the real world. There are no engagement loops or
variable-ratio reward schedules. Sidekick doesn't track or optimize for time-on-platform. Its
core metric of success is not how long you stare at a screen, but whether you showed up to
an event, joined a community, or made a friend. The entire architecture is built around a
simple principle: the app succeeds when you close it and go do something real.
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SECTION 2

Algorithmic Manipulation: You Don't Choose What You
See

The Big Tech Problem

On Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and X (formerly Twitter), users don't control their
own feeds. Algorithms determine what content appears, optimized for one objective:
engagement. Research has consistently shown that content that provokes outrage, fear, and
division generates more engagement than positive or neutral content. The result is that these
algorithms systematically amplify the most extreme, divisive, and emotionally manipulative
content, not because it is what users want, but because it is what keeps them scrolling.

A widely cited 2021 study in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that
posts expressing animosity toward political out-groups were shared far more than other
content, which is precisely the signal an engagement-optimizing algorithm is built to reward.
YouTube's recommendation engine has been documented steering users toward increasingly
extreme content. TikTok's algorithm creates highly personalized filter bubbles that can trap
users, especially young ones, in loops of harmful content including eating disorder material,
self-harm imagery, and extremist ideology.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick puts user agency over algorithms. Users choose their interests from 2,500+ hand-
curated categories. They choose which communities to join. They curate their own feed. There
is no recommendation algorithm deciding what you see based on what will keep you
engaged longest. Posts from communities you join reach 100% of members, with no
algorithmic filtering and no pay-to-play visibility. Discovery is powered by interest matching,
not behavioral manipulation. You find people based on what you genuinely care about, not
what an algorithm thinks will keep you clicking.
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SECTION 3

Surveillance Capitalism: You Are the Product

The Big Tech Problem

The core business model of Facebook, Instagram, Google, TikTok, and Snapchat is
surveillance advertising. These platforms collect vast amounts of personal data, including
browsing habits, location history, purchasing behavior, social connections, and biometric data,
and package it for sale to advertisers. Users aren't the customer; they're the product being
sold. As scholar Shoshana Zuboff documented in her book The Age of Surveillance
Capitalism, these companies have created an entirely new economic system built on the
extraction and commodification of human experience.

Meta alone generated over $130 billion in advertising revenue in 2023, nearly all of it derived
from surveillance-based ad targeting. Google tracks users across the web through its
advertising network. TikTok's parent company ByteDance has faced ongoing scrutiny over
data-sharing practices and potential access by foreign governments. Users have little
meaningful control over how their data is collected, used, or sold.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick will never sell, license, or share personal data with third parties. There is no cross-
app tracking, no pixel tracking, no browser fingerprinting, and no surveillance. All personal
filters, over 300 of them across 7 dimensions, are 100% opt-in, with hidden defaults for
sensitive traits and additional privacy options. Users control what they share and who can see
it. The business model is built on providing value to users and organizations, not on extracting
and selling personal information. Your privacy is a selling point at Sidekick, not an obstacle to
revenue.
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SECTION 4

Mental Health Damage: The Evidence Is Overwhelming

The Big Tech Problem

A growing body of research has linked heavy social media use to increased rates of anxiety,
depression, body image disorders, and suicidal ideation, particularly among adolescents and
young adults. Meta's own internal research, leaked by whistleblower Frances Haugen in
2021, found that Instagram made body image issues worse for one in three teen girls.
Longitudinal studies have associated increased social media use with declining self-reported
wellbeing.

The mechanisms are well documented: social comparison fueled by curated highlight reels,
cyberbullying enabled by anonymous or pseudonymous interaction, sleep disruption from
late-night scrolling, and the dopamine-driven anxiety of notification cycles. Vanity metrics
including follower counts, like tallies, and view numbers create an environment of constant
public evaluation that is psychologically corrosive, especially for developing minds. NYU
social psychologist Jonathan Haidt's research has extensively documented the correlation
between smartphone-based social media adoption and the sharp rise in teen mental health
crises beginning around 2012.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick deliberately excludes vanity metrics. There are no public like counts, no follower
tallies, and no popularity scores. There is no infinite scroll designed to keep users in a
comparison loop. The platform is designed to facilitate real-world, in-person connection,
which research consistently shows improves mental health outcomes. Sidekick's community-
based architecture means interactions happen within interest groups where people share
genuine common ground, reducing the toxic comparison dynamics that plague image-based
platforms. Every community has a named, real human admin, never anonymous and never Al,
providing accountability and safety.
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SECTION 5

The Loneliness Paradox: More Connected, More Alone

The Big Tech Problem

Despite connecting billions of people digitally, social media platforms have presided over an
unprecedented loneliness crisis. Likes, follows, and comments create the illusion of friendship
without any of the substance. The platforms simulate connection without delivering it. What
is missing is not access to other people; it is access to other people's authentic selves. The
Surgeon General's advisory on social isolation makes clear that digital interaction is not an
adequate substitute for in-person human connection.

Chronic loneliness has the same impact on mortality rates as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.
Among Gen Z, the first generation to grow up entirely on social media, 67% report feeling
lonely, and 40% wish social media had never been invented. The platforms designed to
connect us have instead created a generation that is more networked and more isolated than
any before it.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick was purpose-built to address the loneliness epidemic. Its entire architecture is
designed to get people off their phones and into the same room. The app matches users on
2,500+ interest categories and 300+ personal filters, more than 2,800 matching dimensions
in all, then connects them through local communities, real-world events, and “Kickits,”
interest-based activity invitations that start conversations like “Who wants to go kayaking
this weekend?” Sidekick's product is not the screen time. The product is what happens when
two real people share a real experience together.
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SECTION 6

Bots, Fakes, and Al Slop: The Erosion of Authenticity

The Big Tech Problem

Major platforms are increasingly overrun with fake accounts, automated bots, and Al-
generated content, often referred to as “Al slop.” Meta has reported removing billions of fake
accounts annually, yet the problem persists because the platforms' engagement-driven
models don't sufficiently penalize inauthentic activity. Al-generated images, text, and even
deepfake videos flood feeds on Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and X. Users often can't
distinguish real content from synthetic content, eroding trust in everything they see.

This inauthenticity extends to the social interactions themselves. Chatbots posing as real
people, influencer accounts running automated engagement, and Al personas designed to
simulate friendship are all growing phenomena. The result is an environment where users can
never be sure whether they're interacting with a real human being, which undermines the
very foundation of genuine social connection.

The Sidekick Difference

Every account on Sidekick is a real human being. Period. There are no bots, no Al personas,
and no synthetic content. Sidekick maintains strong content moderation and a commitment to
what its founders call “radical authenticity.” Robust, verified profiles ensure that the people
you interact with are real. The platform's community-based structure, where every group has
a named human admin, creates layers of accountability that make inauthentic behavior far
more difficult and far less rewarding than on anonymous, algorithmically driven platforms.
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SECTION 7

Child and Teen Safety: Profits Over Protection

The Big Tech Problem

The evidence that major social platforms cause particular harm to children and teenagers has
become impossible to ignore. Internal Meta research shows that Instagram worsened body
image issues for teen girls. TikTok's algorithm has been documented pushing harmful
content, including eating disorder material and self-harm content, to vulnerable young users
within minutes of account creation. Multiple state attorneys general have filed lawsuits
against Meta and other platforms alleging they knowingly designed addictive products
targeted at children.

In March 2026, a Los Angeles jury reached a verdict in K.G.M. v. Meta et al., the first
bellwether trial in this litigation, finding Meta and Google negligent and awarding $6 million
in compensatory and punitive damages. The jury concluded that the platforms were
defectively designed and that the design was a substantial factor in the plaintiff's depression,
anxiety, and body dysmorphia. Snap and TikTok settled before trial. It was the first time a jury
treated social media products as defectively designed for the young people using them, and
roughly 2,000 similar claims remain pending.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick is designed for adults and doesn't target children. In fact, no one under the age of 18
is permitted to use it. But more fundamentally, the features that make other platforms
dangerous for young people simply don't exist on Sidekick. There is no infinite scroll, no
algorithmic content amplification, no vanity metrics, no anonymous interaction, and no
addictive engagement loops. The platform's entire purpose is to move people into real-world,
in-person connection, the kind of social interaction that research shows actually benefits
mental health and development rather than harming it.
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SECTION 8

Misinformation and Democratic Erosion

The Big Tech Problem

Social media platforms have become primary vectors for the spread of misinformation,
disinformation, and conspiracy theories. Their engagement-driven algorithms systematically
amplify sensational and divisive content, creating fertile ground for false narratives to spread
faster and farther than factual information. Research published in Science found that false
news stories on Twitter reached people roughly six times faster than true ones, driven by their
novelty and emotional intensity.

The consequences extend far beyond individual deception. Social media-driven
misinformation has been implicated in undermining public health campaigns, inflaming
political polarization, and eroding trust in democratic institutions. Foreign and domestic actors
have exploited platform algorithms to conduct influence campaigns at massive scale. The
platforms' advertising tools have been used to target vulnerable populations with tailored
disinformation.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick's architecture is structurally resistant to viral misinformation. There is no algorithmic
amplification that rewards sensational content. There is no ad-targeting infrastructure that
can be weaponized for influence campaigns. Content exists within communities where it is
moderated by real, named human admins. The platform is designed around shared interests
and local, in-person connection, not viral content distribution. By removing the economic
incentives and technological mechanisms that drive misinformation on other platforms,
Sidekick eliminates the conditions that allow it to thrive.
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SECTION 9

The Attention Economy: Stealing Your Most Valuable
Resource

The Big Tech Problem

The fundamental business model of Big Tech social platforms is the extraction of human
attention. Every design decision, from notification timing to content ranking to interface
layout, is optimized to capture and hold attention for as long as possible, because attention is
what is sold to advertisers. The average American spends over two hours per day on social
media, and heavy users spend far more. This is not a byproduct of providing a good service; it
is the entire point of the product.

This extractive model has broad societal consequences. Productivity suffers. Deep work and
sustained concentration become harder. Real-world relationships are neglected in favor of
digital ones. The constant pull of notifications fragments attention and increases stress. As
Cory Doctorow has documented in his writing on “enshittification,” platforms inevitably
degrade the user experience over time as they shift value from users to advertisers, because
users were never the real customer.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick doesn't monetize attention. There are no ads and therefore no incentive to maximize
screen time. The app is designed to be useful, not addictive: to help you find something fun to
do and someone fun to do it with, and then get out of the way. Posts reach 100% of
community members without algorithmic filtering, so organizations and community leaders
never have to pay to play for visibility. The business model is built on providing genuine value
to users and organizations, not on extracting and reselling human attention.
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SECTION 10

Erosion of Real Community

The Big Tech Problem

While platforms like Facebook were originally built around the concept of community, their
evolution has systematically undermined genuine community formation. Organic reach for
community pages and groups has been deliberately throttled, typically to 2-3% of followers,
forcing organizations to pay for the privilege of reaching their own members. Local
organizations, arts groups, sports leagues, faith communities, and other community builders
find themselves renting access to their own audiences from platforms that hold all the power.

The result is a hollowing-out of real community infrastructure. Organizations spend scarce
resources on digital advertising instead of programming. Community engagement becomes
transactional rather than relational. The platforms capture the value of community
connections while providing diminishing returns to the organizations and individuals that
actually build them.

The Sidekick Difference

Sidekick is built to strengthen, not exploit, real community. Every post reaches 100% of
community members, with no throttling and no pay-to-play. Organizations get precision
audience targeting and relational marketing tools, and they never pay for reach. The platform
is designed as a social catalyst that empowers community leaders, including gyms, theaters,
museums, churches, universities, and employers, to build lasting relationships with their
members. Sidekick treats community-building as a creative act worthy of support, not a
resource to be mined for advertising dollars.
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CONCLUSION

The Best Marketing Tool Is Belonging

The dominant social media platforms started with good intentions. They got greedy.
People noticed. Forty percent of Gen Z adults wish social media had never been invented.

The connection economy is ripe for disruption.

Sidekick represents a fundamentally different vision, one where technology serves human
flourishing rather than extracting from it. Where the product is genuine connection, not
addictive engagement. Where community is strengthened, not exploited. Where showing

up as your real, imperfect self is not just acceptable but celebrated.

As Sidekick's founders put it: “We may not be traditional Internet entrepreneurs, but we
believe that the key to reimagining social media doesn't lie in new or better technology.
Instead, we want to target the social and cultural issues that plague social media.” The old
model made the users the product and profited from their addiction. The Sidekick model
makes the connection the product and profits by doing what the socials promised to do:

empower human relationships.

Laura Krebs Illig, CEO - laura@sidekick.online - www.sidekick.online

We're recruiting founding pilot partners now: a one-time setup fee, then free for everyone in your organization.

Woman-owned - Mission-driven - Built in Eugene, Oregon - © 2026 Sidekick Enterprises, Inc.
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