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Rosanna Guadagno is a  Social Psychologist from the University of Texas at Dallas. She 

joined the Peace Innovation Lab in 2016. She shares the goal of the Peace Innovation Lab: use 

technology to serve the common good. And what really concerns her  about today’s 

technologies is that they are ubiquitous and, yet, very few in our societies stop and think about 

their social impact before deploying them.  

 

Here is Rosanna: 
 

I met Mark and Margarita in 2012. At that time I was living very far away, at the University of 
Alabama. I came over here to do my sabbatical in 2016 and I got in touch with them again. We started 
talking about how we could collaborate together. Then I started writing papers with them and I started 
getting more and more involved in different lab projects.  

   The Peace Innovation Lab tries to orient people who have been in conflict away from conflict 
towards cooperative, mutually beneficial, interactions. The innovation part of the “peace” consists in 
helping people who are part of the local communities to work together to develop their business and 
industry, to work together with one another rather than work against each other.  

    One of things that I share with Mark and Margarita in the lab is to use technology to produce 
more positive interactions among people. Take the Internet as an example. I have been an early adopter 
of this technology and I have been watching it change over time.  I have been using the Internet since 
1992. I developed my first web page in 1994. I remembered that way back in the beginning we thought 
this was the great opportunity for people to connect and communicate and really develop into 
communities, but there is also this ugly side of the Internet that has emerged as well. I think what is 
nasty about the way the Internet has evolved is that there is so much hate and ugliness online. 

Furthermore, my primary training as a psychologist is, generally speaking, in persuasion, and the  PIL 
grew out of the Stanford Persuasive Technology Lab. So it was all very related. We speak a common 
language and we all had the same desire to try and use technology to serve the common good rather 
than just let it be a destructive force.  

   Mark Nelson and I are currently writing two papers. The main paper I am working on with Mark is 
called “What is peace data”. we have been working on defining common terms that the lab uses to 
make them consistent with the literature. Peace is one of the things we discussed. At the minimum, 
peace is the absence of conflict. Most of us want more than the absence of conflict and so what the 
Peace Innovation Lab seeks to do is take people from absence of conflict to a point where people are 
actually working together collaboratively, to seek beneficial mutual outcomes.  



Much of the research that the PIL does is located in cities and places that have experienced conflict 
with the aim to bring the people together to try to develop technologies that will help them 
communicate or even collaborate. The PIL takes into account the local feedback from the individuals, so 
part of the innovation consists in figuring out what kind of technology is going to be the best to promote 
peace in a particular environment.  

There are an infinite number of different environments and all kinds of things can affect these 
peaceful outcomes. One of the things the Peace Innovation Lab is focused on, which I think is very 
smart, and for which there is also a lot of psychological literature that supports it, is the idea of group 
boundaries.  

  A lot of times we look around the world and we divide the world into “us” and “them”. We look at 
what kind of boundaries are dividing the group. What kind of super-ordinate distinctions can be made to 
get the group to go along. For instance, research shows that you could use something as simple as 
randomly flipping a coin and dividing the group into red shirts and blue shirts, and all of a sudden the 
red shirts will begin hating the blue shirts.  

  We are genetically programmed to divide the world this way. That is one of the biggest challenges 
in terms of motivating people, especially if they have already been in conflict because of war or 
economic issues. What could be driving them towards mutual collaboration, in acceptance of their 
different identities? In my field of psychology we call it “a super-ordinate goal”. For example, people 
who are from the same town might spend a lot of time thinking of the ways in which people can be 
divided “us versus them”, sometimes just because they come from a different part of town. But if the 
whole town is working together to achieve a common goal, all of a sudden they stop making the “us 
versus them” divide and they start seeing everybody as one group.  

 Muzafer Sherif is a social psychologist who was important to the understanding of groups and its 
members. His main contribution is known as the Realistic Conflict Theory. Sherif argued that intergroup 
conflict (i.e. conflict between groups) occurs when two groups compete for limited resources. Sherif 
validated his theory in one of his most famous experiments, "The Robber's Cave" 
(https://www.simplypsychology.org/robbers-cave.html ). This experiment basically took a group of 
middle-class boys from very similar backgrounds and divided them into different groups, and then got 
them to reintegrate as an overall group by having them cooperate towards a common goal. How to 
redefine group boundaries plays an important role in this process. The Peace Innovation Lab also uses 
this model to get people to redefine their group boundaries, so that the people who initially divided a 
group into different groups may start seeing everyone as part of the same group.  

The focus of the PIL is on ways in which people identify who is part of their group and who is not. 
That is a really strong point. Also, I think the fact that the PIL is actually carrying out interventions in 
different cities of different countries, and helping people on the ground, is important. A next step is to 
help them quantify their data collection methods.  

As a social phycologist ,I would hope that, as we disseminate technology, we can first  figure out 
ways for people to stop and think.  One of the things I think is really wrong with the way that we use 
technology today is that we don’t really focus on the fact that there are people who are using these 
technologies. We should be mindful of the impact that our works have on others. We should figure out a 
way to get people to stop and reflect.  (Piero’s comments: it’s not only when you use technology that we 
should stop and think, but also when we develop it - here in Silicon Valley there is an unbridled 
optimism about technology among the software engineers - if somebody told them to design a better 
gas chamber for Hitler, maybe they just would.)  



 That is a scary thought  in some respects. News  that has been coming out of some technology 
companies confirms that you need to give software engineers some ethics training. As a college 
professor, the other thing that I look at, especially with engineers, is that the engineering curriculum 
they take in school is so heavy that things like ethics and some of the general educational requirements - 
that most other people have to take in college – are foregone when it comes to people who want to get 
their degrees in engineering.  It’s all about the success of the product and not necessarily what the 
societal implications of the product are.  

I am writing my first book. It is on the psychology of social media. I am writing this book focusing on 
not only what we learned about how people use social media, but also on the question of determining 
whether it is good for our society, and how we can make it better for our society. I don’t think that social 
media are necessarily good for society. They cause too much conflict. (Piero’s comment: Susanne 
Greenfield wrote a book called “mind change” in which she literally compared the impact of social 
media  to climate change, hinting that social media are changing the way we think, and potentially cause 
a disaster that is comparable to the disaster in the environment caused by climate change). 

 When we analyze “peace data” from social media, the “positive engagement” on these social media 
id debatable. People can become friends on Facebook and other social media for a variety of different 
reasons. (Piero’s comment: because I have a second life as a rock music critic, I know for a fact that the 
trolls become friends of mine on Facebook for the only purpose of spying on what I do and then on their 
Facebook page they make fun or distort what I do, so that the fact they became my friends means 
absolutely nothing from the point of view of these data).  

I am also working on “fake news”. We study the reaction of the public , whether they are just 
reacting to headlines or content, whether they get their news from social media or TV or friends. When 
people adopt a new belief, they forget what the source was. People tend to remember the facts but 
forget what the source was. And after they accepted a belief, it is hard for them to reverse it. And, of 
course, people do not like accepting information that contradicts them, no matter how much reliable 
information you provide to them.  We are amazing in our ability to stick with what we believe is true. 
Fake news is disruptive with because you cannot even have a conversation with the other side of the 
spectrum. In addition to all these advices about paying attention to information that is consistent with 
our beliefs, these days we suffer from serious information overload, in a way that 200 years ago wasn’t 
really the case. 

This has been true for a long time: fake news have been around forever. What has changed today is 
that we have technology that is ubiquitous like never before. That makes it really difficult to discern 
what information is accurate and what is not. They all come together to us from the same social media. 


