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Making Sense Of Fake News #1 ï Problem Definition 

 
 

 
When we were assembling the narrative for the TrenDNA book and the likely triggers of 
the S-Curve-shifting Crisis the world is inexorably moving towards, all of our analyses 
concluded that it wasnôt possible to know which of the many emerging contradictions was 
going to be the one that ended up causing the big shift. All we could see then was that 
there were a number of interdependent candidates, the fall of any one potentially 
triggering an impact on all the others. There were multiple ódominoesô, in other words, and 
the fall of the right one would likely be sufficient to topple all the others. What we can now 
see, thanks in no small part to Steve Bannon, a man who seems to think the Strauss & 
Howe óGenerationsô model is a play-book rather than a warning, is that there are indeed 
many wobbling dominoes, and theyôre all positioned close enough together that even a 
domino that might seem trivial could end up ócausingô the fall of all the important ones. In 
such a scenario, our focus in TrenDNA on the óbigô crisis-triggering contradictions laid us 
vulnerable to missing out on the ólittleô ones that could end up being bigger than all the 
others. A classic butterfly-wing-flap-causing-a-hurricane-half-a-world-away situation. 
 

So, here we are eight years after the publication of TrenDNA, still not knowing what all the 
dominoes look like, or how many of them look set to fall in the coming years. We are, 
however, somewhat clearer about some of the ósmallerô dominoes that may have become 
bigger in the last few years. One of these is Fake News. And, if you care to take a look at 
our Book Of The Month recommendation this month, the growing slew of business texts 
on the óweaponisation of Social Mediaô.  
 

Completely counter to Mark Zuckerbergôs intentions, Iôm sure, the ability for people to 
connect to everyone else almost instantaneously is doing the exact opposite of 
óconnecting everyoneô. Facebook and its ilk are causing enormous fragmentation of 
society. And the fact that things can happen instantaneously means there is no damping in 
the global communication system anymore so the presence of positive feedback loops can 
very quickly create non-linear effects. And right now, things seem to be unravelling at a 
rate that feels exponential. 
 

Not that thereôs anything a tiny entity like ours can hope to do about such an enormous 
unravelling problem, we decided anyway that it was a good idea to explore the potentially 
explosive domino-toppling propensity of the continuing spread of Fake News. Just to see 
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the impact it might have on our enterprise and our ability or otherwise to continue 
operating in the broader world of innovation.  
 

As well as there being nothing we can do about the problem, it could also be that no-one 
can do anything about it. If thatôs the case, weôd all better hunker-down and prepare 
ourselves for some turbulent times ahead. Better to know this is the case than not, we 
think. 
 

Here goes. 
 

As with just about any complex problem, we typically start by formulating a question. We 
decided to start with, óIdeally, the Fake News phenomenon diffuses and disappears (by 
itself), butéô And from there, we compiled a list of all the óyes, butô statements we could 
devise or find out there in the big wide Fake News world. By the time weôd done, we had 
compiled 30 statements (Table 1): 
 

 
 

Table 1: List Of óYes, Butô Statements For Fake News Question  
 

Then, in usual fashion, we use the Perception Mapping óleads-toô analysis to map the 
relationships between these óyes, butô statements. When we did that, we found ourselves 
looking at a map with three independent loops, each representing a different ódownward 
spiralô issue relating to the Fake News problem and the contradictions that would need to 
be resolved in order to achieve a resolution. 
 

Fake News is ultimately subject to the same S-Curve dynamic as any other phenomenon 
in that it canôt continue forever. Sooner or later it hits a limiting contradiction. Each of the 
three loops is a contributor to determining what that limiting contradiction is all about.   
 

Hereôs the first of the three loops we found. In my mind, now Iôve lived with the image for a 
few days, I think of this as the óConfirmation Bias Polarisationô loop. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: óConfirmation Bias Polarisationô Fake News Downward Spiral 
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Iôd have to say that, when thought about on a global scale, this is a loop that doesnôt hold 
up much prospect for being solved in a win-win fashion. Fighting innate human nature is 
the stuff of human evolution, and a creeping, generation-on-generation progress. If we 
look at how the world has tended to solve óus versus themô problems traditionally, certainly 
at the global level, it tends to be a very win-lose Cold War style óIron Curtainô. A curtain 
used to break the loop by making it difficult to see the óthemôs on the other side. The idea 
being that while we might continue to denigrate the people on the other side of the curtain, 
they donôt actually know weôre doing it. Think here at how the Chinese Government has 
effectively gated the internet access of all of their citizens so that they can speak freely 
within the country, but the information able to get in and out from the outside world is very 
tightly controlled. The curtain, even though it is digital rather than iron, is nevertheless 
increasingly impenetrable.  If I had to bet on how this loop plays out in the coming years, I 
find it difficult to see beyond the spread of this kind of win-lose isolationism. 
 

Letôs have a look at the second loop to see if we can fare any better with that one. This 
loop is a lot bigger than the first one, but somehow feels more addressable. Walking 
through the flow of logic, in my mind Iôve come to think of it as the óVirality-Beats-(Expert)-
Veracityô loop: 
 

 
 

Figure 2: óVirality-Beats-(Expert)-Veracityô Fake News Downward Spiral 
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Complicated as this downward spiral is, it feels like the one most amenable to a technical 
solution. One centering around the need to speed up the process of verifying truth. 
Admittedly, looking at the complete island of perceptions surrounding the Figure 2 
downward spiral ï Figure 3 ï there are a number of connected thorny óhumanô issues that 
need to be addressedé 

 
 

Figure 3: Complete óVirality-Beats-(Expert)-Veracityô Island 
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éthe delusional liberalization of academia and growing tendency to cry óbullyô when 
someoneôs opinion is challenged feeling like they top of the list. Still, even these thorny 
issues can be seen would be diffused if a óveracity technologyô was able to highlight the 
harmful consequences non-truth and identify the fakers in such a way that theyôre (self-) 
incentivized to change their behavior. I donôt feel so worried about the worldôs ability to 
solve this loop, so, on to the third oneé 
 

Figure 4 shows this third loop. Itôs the simplest of the three. I quickly came to think of it as 
the State-sponsored Fake News factory. Simple as it looks, it sounds like one that, like the 
first loop, is nigh on impossible to solve in todayôs world. A world dominated by geo-politics 
and the perceived need to maintain instability in certain key strategic regions of the planet. 
What the Russian and Macedonian tampering with the 2016 US election, the UK Brexit 
vote and elections in the Philippines, Brazil and others appears to have revealed is that 
employing a small army of fake-Facebook authors is a far, far cheaper way to create 
instability than deploying thousands of expensive actual armies into those regions. Given 
the compelling instability economics, it is really difficult for me to begin to conceive of how 
anyone other than the dominant global powers could hope to do anything about this one. 
 

 
 

Figure 4: óState-Sponsored Fake News Factoryô Fake News Downward Spiral 

 
Never say never, of course, is a common TRIZ expression. Thereôs no such thing as an 
unsolvable problem. There are, on the other hand, problems that can very easily be 
transformed into insoluble ones when we apply sufficient constraints to them. Letôs give 
ourselves a month or two to incubate on these three loops and see what emerges from the 
fog. You might like to join us in that processé feel free to write in with your thoughts. This 
is a domino-toppling problem, and it feels to me like weôre ahead of the game. If only 
because TRIZ tells us we need to be focusing on the contradictions, and now have a 
clearer idea what the critical ones are. 
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Case Study: Friction And No-Friction 
 

 
 

 
Anyone that follows me on Twitter may have noticed that Iôm not very good at following 
other people. Itôs nothing personal, just that my brain is not capable of tuning in to fast 
moving streams of information/noise. That plus the fact that I restrict myself to a maximum 
of 20 minutes of Twitter-time a day, so what I skim through has to have some kind of focus 
to it. Occasionally I get to witness the five-second arguments that have a habit of flaring up 
when individuals get the wrong end of someone elseôs stick. Or, the ones that intrigue me, 
when two órightôs turn into a conflict. Right-versus-right contradictions offer us the 
opportunity to make the most progress. Even if the two sides of the story canôt see it for 
themselves. 
 

Thatôs what happened recently when Margaret Heffernan (author of Wilful Blindness ï one 
of our previous Best Of The Month recommendations) picked up on a Tweet from John 
Maeda. Taken together, these two esteemed figures have close to half a million followers 
between them, so clearly lots of people think they have something interesting to say. I 
donôt know what any of those half million thought of the spat ï reproduced above ï but for 
me it immediately sparked one of those right-versus-right moments. Pity that neither of 
them could apparently see it, and so their argument fizzled out into the usual sense of 
stuckôness that tends to signify people who donôt understand TRIZ, or the importance of 
revealing and then resolving contradictions. 
 

The Heffernan-Maeda (or should that be óHeffernan-Penneyô since all Maeda was actually 
doing was re-quoting an old JC Penney quote) contradiction centred around friction. One 
that, from a TRIZ perspective, could be mapped something like this: 
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AND AND
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Itôs funny how smart people can so easily find themselves falling into pointless either-or 
arguments. Probably sometimes because the óorô part of the story is invisible or implied. 
As it was in this case. Most people donôt have a well trained either-or radar because most 
people donôt understand that such situations are the gateway to breakthrough solutions. 
 

From a TRIZ perspective the parallel need for both friction and no-friction in the business 
context is the key to progress. Penney was right. And so was Heffernan. They both could 
have been órighterô if theyôd recognized that the other wasnôt wrong. What we have here is 
a classic physical contradiction. And, moreover, one that is pretty much solved by the time 
the Bubble Map has been drawn. Itôs a separation in time problem. Sometimes itôs 
beneficial to have friction within and around a team, and sometimes it isnôt. The key to an 
actual best-of-both-worlds solution is to know the appropriate context for each side of the 
contradiction. Friction is really useful when weôre in the fuzzy-front-end confusion and 
conceptualization of new ideas; friction is really not needed when everyone has decided 
what weôre going to do and we just need to get on and do it. 
 

It might look simple from a TRIZ perspective. The real problem here, perhaps, is being 
surrounded by really smart people who donôt know when theyôve found progress gold-dust. 
Itôs the contradiction, stupid. 
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Not So Funny ï Pet Rock Redux & Other Barely Essential Luxuries  
 
 
 

 
 
One thing Iôve never been able to properly forgive my parents for is their refusal to let me 
have a pet-rock when I was a boy. Spool forward 35 years, and it got re-launched as the 
USB version. Now Iôm old enough to buy my own. The Inventive Principle 5, USB upgrade 
is now smarter. You can simply plug the USB cable into a free port, and let the USB Pet 
Rock do its magic, and unlike other pets, it doesnôt make noises, doesnôt poop on your 
sofa, and requires relatively little fuss and attention. In fact, it doesnôt do anything at all. 
You just put it there among the other detritus on your desk, introduce it as your pet and tell 
stories about it. And because it doesnôt do anything, itôs compatible with any operating 
system, and spec of computer, and any powerbank. Sadly, like your iPhone7, it doesnôt 
have a 3.5mm jack, so suck it Apple! 
 

I was going to get one. But then I saw this other piece of Principle 5 geniusé 
 

 
 

The NVX 200 targets a pretty specific niche ï businessmen like me. Itôs basically a dock 
that converts any mobile phone into a desktop phone. Itôs great for conference calls as it 
has physical buttons for speed dials, easy muting and eliminates distracting microphone 
noise for better clarity.  
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Now thatôs a good ideaé if you lived in the 1950s. I mean itôs great until you realize that 
the NVX200 is nothing but a glorified bluetooth speaker only your rich uncle upstate would 
buy. All of its functionality can be replaced by a more decent bluetooth speaker. For about 
quarter of the cost. But then again, itôs not always about the money is it? 
 

Unless you count these twoé 
 

 
 

On the left is the óI Am Richô app. Recently available on the iTunes store for an eye-
watering $999. It is of no practical use whatsoever (Principle 2) and merely serves to 
demonstrate that the phone's owner was wealthy enough to waste their money on it. 
Funnily enough it was removed from the App Store. Probably because the sales were 
causing server overload problems. 
 

Meanwhile, still available for $425, the gold pills on the right of the image will "turn your 
innermost parts into chambers of wealth" and make your excrement (Principle 32) glittery. 
And who wouldnôt want that? 
 

The environmentally-obsessed freak who bought a JumpSnap, thatôs who. Another terrific 
example of Principle 2 in actioné  
 

 
 

éwelcome to the rope-less skipping rope. That should take a big chunk out of the climate-
change problem right there. 
 
No doubt assisted by this piece of Principle 34 inspired sustainable innovation é 


