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BIG TECH & THE FUTURE OF REGULATION 

 

Big Tech & The Future of Regulation 

 

 

Introduction 

It’s in the nature of regulation to play catch-up; how can authorities legislate for a 

drug, a product, or a practice, without knowing that it exists, how it works, and how it 

will develop in future? When technology gets involved things can get even trickier, as 

the rate of tech progress is notoriously difficult to predict. 

This poses significant regulatory challenges. As ‘Big Tech’ (primarily the Big Five tech 

companies Facebook, Amazon, Apple, Microsoft and Google, and sometimes 

including businesses like Netflix, Uber, Twitter and Spotify) has emerged, regulators 

have found themselves left behind. A digital yearbook has facilitated election 

tampering1 and the growth of fake news2, and as the low prices and ubiquitous 

availability provided by an ‘everything store’ has destabilised not only the bricks and 

mortar of our high streets3, but also the ability for tech start-ups to find their feet.  

In this report, we’ll explore the context that has seen calls for greater regulation of the 

tech giants emerge as well as some of the political factors – notably the US General 

Election and associated campaigning until November 2020 – which could accelerate 

or slow its implementation. We’ll also examine what forms of regulation are on the 

table, what the impacts of it might be, and what barriers stand in the way. Finally, we’ll 

think about consumers and their needs; will mooted forms of regulation meet 

consumers demands, and are these demands necessarily what’s best for them?  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/17/cambridge-analytica-facebook-

influence-us-election 
2 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-47482145 
3 https://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2018/05/how-amazon-is-destroying-the-british-high-street/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/17/cambridge-analytica-facebook-influence-us-election
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/17/cambridge-analytica-facebook-influence-us-election
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/technology-47482145
https://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2018/05/how-amazon-is-destroying-the-british-high-street/
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The Consumer View 

Source: The Optimism Index, Trajectory, 2019 

 

Despite a barrage of scandalous headlines regarding technology, consumers have 

positive attitudes toward technology in principle. In the UK, 58% of adults agree that 

new technology has a positive impact on society, and in no demographic group do 

fewer than half of consumers see technology as having a positive impact on society 

as a whole.  

However, consumers’ appreciation for technology is not immune from harm and as 

negative headlines in relation to Big Tech proliferate attitudes toward technology are 

not universally positive, with consumers in the UK concerned about the impact of the 

internet on issues such as extremism, cybercrime, online abuse and fake news4.  

Further, as our lives have grown – or contracted – around technology, individuals 

increasingly can’t afford to live without it (and by extension the Big Tech companies 

that provide it) whether they trust it or not. Almost half (46%) of UK adults say that they 

don’t like companies collecting information about them but that it’s worth it for the 

quality and convenience of the service, and 43% state that it doesn’t matter whether 

they trust organisations with their data online as they need to use them in their day to 

day lives. Trusting them is one thing, but capability is another; 58% of UK adults state 

that they sign up to terms and conditions without reading them and 51% state that 

even when they try to read them, they don’t understand them5.  

                                                           
4 https://demos.co.uk/project/public-views-on-technology-futures/  
5http://attitudes.doteveryone.org.uk/files/People%20Power%20and%20Technology%20Dotev

eryone%20Digital%20Attitudes%20Report%202018.pdf 

https://demos.co.uk/project/public-views-on-technology-futures/
http://attitudes.doteveryone.org.uk/files/People%20Power%20and%20Technology%20Doteveryone%20Digital%20Attitudes%20Report%202018.pdf
http://attitudes.doteveryone.org.uk/files/People%20Power%20and%20Technology%20Doteveryone%20Digital%20Attitudes%20Report%202018.pdf
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It’s clear that consumers need protection when dealing with technology and their 

personal data, and with the potential danger inherent in these companies behaviours 

better understood, politicians and regulators have begun to turn their attention to Big 

Tech. From the introduction of GDPR in Europe and the UK government’s recently 

released Online Harms White Paper to democratic presidential candidate Elizabeth 

Warren’s call for the break up of Big Tech, the regulatory landscape is shifting.  

 

Source: Demos/Opinium, 2017; Public Views on Technology/Futures 

 

And while consumers view technology positively, there does appear to be a desire for 

it to be more strongly regulated; in 2017, 69% of UK adults stated that they were 

‘probably not’, or ‘definitely not’ confident that politicians are taking sufficient action 

to address the risks of the next wave of technological change.  

In the views of those who seek to regulate it, the self-regulation of Big Tech has failed 

and it’s time to apply regulation. They might have a receptive audience, with many 

consumers feeling helpless to protect themselves from the complexity of technology, 

but what will this look like in practice? 
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Forms of Regulation 

When it comes to oversight of the tech industry, there are two related but ultimately 

different conversations taking place; one about protecting consumers from harm in 

relation to content they may be exposed to online or the misuse of their data, and 

one about promoting competition and preventing monopolies forming around 

industries that increasingly resemble critical infrastructure.  

 

Forms of Regulation: Protecting Consumers 

Technology and the data it generates has become an increasingly important factor 

in our daily lives, and its potential for harm has grown in tandem. Enormous numbers 

of consumers have been affected by a wide range of data breaches: 

• A 2013 attack revealed by Yahoo! In 2016 was later revealed to have affected 

all three billion of its accounts6. 

• An attack on the American retailer Target in the same year affected 41 million 

customer payment cards7. 

• On a much smaller scale, but perhaps most infamously, the 2015 breach of 

Ashley Madison – a website facilitating extramarital affairs – saw over 60 

gigabytes of user information posted to the dark web and was linked to a 

number of suicides and hate crimes as individuals were identified8. 

• Most notably, the British political consulting firm Cambridge Analytica was 

found to have used detailed data analysis of individuals attitudes to target 

them with political messaging, influencing elections in India, Kenya, Malta, 

Mexico, the UK and the US.  

 

While theft, fraud and extortion – as in the case of Ashley Madison – would all be 

considered crimes in the traditional sense, the importance of data and its ability for 

insights to be generated has seen new understandings of how our personal 

information could be used in harmful ways.  

Contemporary algorithms can make significant discoveries about individuals with just 

a few datapoints when viewed across vast datasets. Target (them, again) were able 

to identify an American teenager’s pregnancy before her parents knew about it 

based on products she was buying; when customers buy one or more of around 25 

different products such as unscented lotion or hand sanitizers, analysts can give 

individuals a ‘pregnancy prediction score’ and target them with specific offers for 

different stages of the pregnancy9. This type of analysis was at the heart of the 

Cambridge Analytica scandal, using the scores of personality tests undertaken for fun 

                                                           
6 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-41493494  
7 https://eu.usatoday.com/story/money/2017/05/23/target-pay-185m-2013-data-breach-affected-
consumers/102063932/  
8 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ashley-madison-hack-2-unconfirmed-suicides-linked-to-breach-
toronto-police-say-1.3201432  
9 https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-
before-her-father-did/#50804bc46668  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-41493494
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/money/2017/05/23/target-pay-185m-2013-data-breach-affected-consumers/102063932/
https://eu.usatoday.com/story/money/2017/05/23/target-pay-185m-2013-data-breach-affected-consumers/102063932/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ashley-madison-hack-2-unconfirmed-suicides-linked-to-breach-toronto-police-say-1.3201432
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ashley-madison-hack-2-unconfirmed-suicides-linked-to-breach-toronto-police-say-1.3201432
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/#50804bc46668
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-teen-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/#50804bc46668
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on Facebook to predict individuals’ voting intention with alarming accuracy and 

targeting them with highly specific political messaging.  

As the power of data has become increasingly apparent, regulators have begun to 

protect consumers and their privacy. Europe has led the way in this regard, with the 

General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) introduced in 2018 lauded as the world’s 

strongest data protection rules10, and upgrading regulations that were first introduced 

in the 1990s – before Friends Reunited, let alone Facebook. The regulation applies to 

anyone who is a ‘controller’ or ‘processor’ of data, and ensures far greater protection 

for any data that can be used to identify a person, whether this is a name, address or 

an IP address, Fines for non-compliance can reach up to €20 million or 4% of annual 

turnover. 

Where Silicon Valley has been viewed as the pace-setter when it comes to innovation, 

Europe has been viewed as an “entrepreneurial wasteland and the spiritual home of 

bureaucracy”11. While the EU has dismissed capping tech firms’ profits and regulating 

them like utilities, it has granted consumers far greater sovereignty over their personal 

data, facilitating developments like Open Banking and the right to be forgotten. 

Further, while the EU does not look set to advocate a break up of Big Tech, it does 

demand that companies do not lock out competition; Google, for example, has been 

blocked from competing unfairly with shopping sites in its search results or in rival 

browsers. 

Silicon Valley is 5,000 miles outside of Europe’s jurisdiction, but the tech giants cannot 

afford to disregard its legislation. Europe is the world’s largest economic bloc – 

Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple and Microsoft make a quarter of their sales there 

– and as a result, standards set by the EU are often implemented across the emerging 

world. Fail to meet the standards set by Europe, and Big Tech faces failure in meeting 

the standards adopted by the fastest growing economies on earth.  

When it comes to the content that individuals are exposed to online – things like child 

abuse, terrorist acts, revenge porn or cyber-bullying – we can look closer to home for 

regulatory leadership, with the UK government publishing its Online Harms White 

Paper, a document outlining what it calls a “world-leading package of online safety 

measures”12.  

The paper establishes a statutory duty of care to make companies take more 

responsibility for the safety of their uses, with compliance overseen and enforced by 

an independent regulator. These laws are set to apply not to the creators of content, 

but to its hosts – a broad range of actors including social media, file-hosting websites, 

internet forums, search engines and even messaging services – with punishments 

ranging from fines to the imposition of legal liability on individuals in senior 

management of these businesses.  

 

                                                           
10 https://www.wired.co.uk/article/what-is-gdpr-uk-eu-legislation-compliance-summary-fines-2018  
11 https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/03/23/why-big-tech-should-fear-europe  
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/online-harms-white-paper  

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/what-is-gdpr-uk-eu-legislation-compliance-summary-fines-2018
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/03/23/why-big-tech-should-fear-europe
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/online-harms-white-paper
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Forms of Regulation: Breaking Up Big Tech 

The other mooted solution to the proliferation of Big Tech businesses, and the negative 

implications of this growth, relates to the competitiveness of industry. This is what 

people refer to when they talk about “breaking up Big Tech” – taking aim at these 

businesses’ tendency to both participate in and own the marketplace. As Elizabeth 

Warren puts it, "You can be an umpire [a platform] or you can own teams [brands]. 

But you can’t be an umpire and own one of the teams that’s in the game." 

Basic examples from a consumer perspective would be Amazon or Apple’s ‘App 

Store’, with the companies dictating the terms and the functioning of the 

marketplace, while also competing in it; Amazon through their products like the Echo, 

or the Kindle, and Apple through their applications, and the levies placed on 

developers should they want their apps to feature.  

These examples are instructive – they’re widely known, easy to understand, and fit 

Warren’s metaphor perfectly – but there are lesser known forms of these anti-

competitive practices which could have far greater ramifications for consumers and 

businesses. 

Much of the internet is currently powered by infrastructure that is owned, maintained 

and rented out by a small number of large technology companies such as Amazon, 

Microsoft and Google. The New York Times describes this process – an underlying 

principle of ‘cloud computing’ – as “one of the clearest examples of oligopolistic 

behaviour in the tech industry”, stating that by owning, maintaining and regulating 

the use of this infrastructure, these companies are selling access to the “picks and 

shovels of the digital gold rush”13.  

This should concern any business that lives online. Big Tech might not be your 

competition now, but some day, they might be; since 1994, Amazon has grown from 

an online bookseller to a multinational business involved in e-commerce, cloud 

computing and artificial intelligence – not to mention its ownership of a successful film 

& television studio with Oscars, Golden Globes and Emmys. 

Netflix – itself often considered to be a part of Big Tech – provides something of a 

cautionary tale of how the migration of one of the tech giants into a new sector, when 

combined with their ownership of a significant proportion of the internet’s 

infrastructure, could have significant issues for competitiveness. 

In 2008, following a data centre failure, Netflix turned to the public cloud in order to 

accommodate not only its content, but the data produced by tens of millions of 

customers. Netflix turned to Amazon Web Services (AWS), and quickly became the 

posterchild of Amazon’s world-leading cloud service. However, while Amazon have 

had an online streaming service since 2006 – first through Amazon Unbox, later 

Amazon Video On Demand, and since 2011, in its current iteration, Amazon Prime 

Video – as Amazon have placed greater emphasis on the service, they have become 

a significant challenger to Netflix.  

                                                           
13 https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/13/technology/elizabeth-warren-tech-companies.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/13/technology/elizabeth-warren-tech-companies.html


 

8 
 

BIG TECH & THE FUTURE OF REGULATION 

While both businesses maintain that the relationship is complementary, such heavy 

reliance on a competitor – one that will be constantly innovating in order increase its 

market share – must be troubling for Netflix, who, coincidentally, have begun to test 

the water of Google’s cloud offering14. Conditions are significantly worse for smaller 

businesses and start-ups, who are routinely gobbled up Big Tech or run out of business.  

And if it wasn’t bad enough for those outside of Big Tech, these businesses are at the 

forefront of artificial intelligence and data analysis. Beyond owning the nuts and bolts 

of the internet, as advances in AI continue – driven by Amazon, Google and Microsoft 

– the ability for these companies to get ahead of competition in whichever sector 

they turn to will grow; bringing with them enormous financial might, and an 

unparalleled ability to perform enormous quantities of granular analysis through 

automation.  

Breaking up Big Tech would involve these business splitting off chunks of their 

businesses – Amazon separating their products from their marketplace, or Google 

separating their ad operations from their businesses – spinning them off into stand-

alone businesses. This is likely to be a significant policy issue in the 2020 election in the 

United States, with technology, privacy, data and its exploitation certain to be 

debated in the context of electoral interference in Trump’s 2016 victory. While the EU 

has indicated an aversion to breaking up companies, it has been harsh on anti-

competitive practices, fining Google €1.49 billion for imposing restrictive clauses in 

contracts to prevent rivals from advertising15.  

Regulation is rarely met with open arms by the businesses or individuals for whom the 

rules are about to change. In each of the mooted forms of regulation outlined above, 

new regulation will require new forms of practice by tech businesses, and these 

businesses are likely to resist any change which is likely to reduce either its profits, or its 

dominance of a market – often the result of significant investment and innovation. So 

what kind of resistance will be offered in the face of these forms of regulation, and 

how will this affect the likelihood of these forms of regulation being implemented?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 https://www.theinformation.com/articles/netflix-long-an-aws-customer-tests-waters-on-google-cloud  
15 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-19-1770_en.htm  

https://www.theinformation.com/articles/netflix-long-an-aws-customer-tests-waters-on-google-cloud
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-19-1770_en.htm
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Resistance and Reality 

These are the best laid plans for regulating the tech giants, but in what ways could 

reality, and the resistance put up by the tech giants, make or break them?  

Free speech and convenience 

There is good news for those seeking to seeking to enforce greater protections for 

citizens with regard to harmful content that they may see online, or the privacy of their 

data, on several fronts, however, there are some important aspects of these forms of 

regulation which must be addressed.  

One prominent criticism of attempts to mitigate the type of content which individuals 

may post – and subsequently see – online, comes from those concerned by the 

implications for freedom of speech.  Index on Censorship, an organisation which 

campaigns for freedom of expression globally, have raised “strong concerns” with the 

UK government’s Online Harms White Paper, stating that the inclusion of a duty of care 

for social media platforms, and the fining and banning of these platforms, as actions 

which would “pose serious risks to freedom of expression online”16.  

As valid, and as serious, as the arguments of Index on Censorship are, it appears that 

regulators aims are more harmonious with the attitudes of the British public. As the 

graph below shows, when it comes down to a choice between the protection of 

freedom of speech and protection from harm, protection from harm comes out on 

top by a wide margin. 35% British adults are more concerned by harmful content, with 

23% concerned by the protection of freedom of speech.  

 

Source: Demos/Opinium, 2017; Public Views on Technology/Futures 

 

A bigger obstacle than freedom of speech might be consumer attitudes to having to 

wait for their content to be moderated; something that might not be an issue for 

people posting a Facebook status or Instagram post, but that might get in the way of 

                                                           
16 https://www.indexoncensorship.org/2019/04/online-harms-proposals-pose-serious-risks-to-freedom-of-
expression-online/  

https://www.indexoncensorship.org/2019/04/online-harms-proposals-pose-serious-risks-to-freedom-of-expression-online/
https://www.indexoncensorship.org/2019/04/online-harms-proposals-pose-serious-risks-to-freedom-of-expression-online/
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the functionality of a private messaging service like WhatsApp, which is not free from 

the constraints of the online harms proposal.  

 

 

Source: Demos/Opinium, 2017; Public Views on Technology/Futures 

Again, freedom of speech is a minor concern. 10% of British adults believe that the 

question is irrelevant because they don’t think content should be policed, but a 

slightly larger proportion (11%) see the question as irrelevant because they wouldn’t 

accept any delay whatsoever; 23% would be willing to wait up to 30 seconds but no 

longer, with a further 19% willing to wait one minute. The nature of harmful content 

and the importance of context and nuance when it comes to hate speech – just look 

at the manifesto of the Christchurch Mosque shooter and the litany of in-jokes and 

‘shit-posting’ that underpinned it17 – means that it will be incredibly difficult to entirely 

eliminate through instantaneous algorithmic moderation. With a statutory duty of 

care, and personal fines or prison sentences on the line for the management of tech 

businesses that host harmful content, regulation like this could change the way we 

communicate entirely, and that would appear to be deeply unpopular.  

Even at Facebook, where Mark Zuckerberg states that AI is on the way to help tackle 

hate speech18, there is acknowledgement that reducing online harm would require 

significant human labour, with implications for the profitability of businesses. Speaking 

at the end of 2017, CFO David Wehner stated that operating expenses for 2018 could 

increase by 45%-60% if it were to invest significantly in building trust by hiring more 

humans to review posts or in developing software to do so19.  

With fines, legal liability and challenges to existing business models hanging over the 

heads of tech execs, it might be a surprise to hear that they are in fact welcoming 

                                                           
17 https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/03/15/shitposting-inspirational-terrorism-and-the-
christchurch-mosque-massacre/  
18 https://qz.com/1249273/facebook-ceo-mark-zuckerberg-says-ai-will-detect-hate-speech-in-5-10-years/  
19 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/trust-in-digital-technology-will-be-the-internet-rsquo-s-next-
frontier-for-2018-and-beyond/  

https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/03/15/shitposting-inspirational-terrorism-and-the-christchurch-mosque-massacre/
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/rest-of-world/2019/03/15/shitposting-inspirational-terrorism-and-the-christchurch-mosque-massacre/
https://qz.com/1249273/facebook-ceo-mark-zuckerberg-says-ai-will-detect-hate-speech-in-5-10-years/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/trust-in-digital-technology-will-be-the-internet-rsquo-s-next-frontier-for-2018-and-beyond/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/trust-in-digital-technology-will-be-the-internet-rsquo-s-next-frontier-for-2018-and-beyond/
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these forms of regulation; they can afford to spend to get compliant in ways that 

smaller competitors can’t. 

 

Big Tech open the door to regulation but not anti-trust 

And here’s the kicker; Big Tech welcomes this form of regulation because it helps to 

consolidate, or expand, their respective positions at the top of the food chain. In the 

six months following the implementation of GDPR in Europe, the biggest beneficiaries 

were in Big Tech despite the drag on their cost structure; Big Tech can survive this drag 

in ways that might sink smaller rivals and when the dust settles, big businesses will be 

more dominant than ever before. Research suggests that GDPR dampened 

investment in start-ups on the EU tech scene, while Google, Amazon and Facebook 

increased their market share in online advertising, with smaller firms struggling to cope 

with the complexity of compliance20. 

This creates a whole new set of issues for those who seek to break up Big Tech, 

regulation around protection from harm looking likely to consolidate the competitive 

advantage which they seek to reduce.  

Additionally, while Big Tech are happy to work within regulation with regard to the 

protection of consumers – whatever their motive – they are likely to offer up far greater 

resistance when it comes to the splitting up of various lucrative ventures, themselves 

the product of high levels of investment, innovation and strategic thinking.  

Elizabeth Warren uses a sporting metaphor to illustrate the unfairness of both playing 

and umpiring the same game, but it’s also true that sport, like business, is about 

strategically gaining a competitive advantage and consolidating it; Manchester City 

don’t have to give back goals because they’re too good. 

This might seem like a flippant point, but it is one made by Magrethe Vestager, the EU 

competition commissioner, who, in describing a break up of Big Tech as a last resort 

stated, “We’re dealing with private property, businesses that are built and invested in 

and become successful because of their innovation,” Vestager said. “So to break up 

a company, to break up private property, would be very far-reaching. And you would 

need to have a very strong case that it would produce better results for consumers in 

the marketplace than what you could do with sort of more mainstream tools.” 

And legitimate questions remain about whether these actions really would produce 

better results for consumers. Start-ups – the very businesses that this legislation would 

seek to protect – could be damaged by a potential break up and the 

disincentivisation of mergers, with investors often getting behind small businesses with 

the direct aim of having them sold to a tech giant at a profit21. Similarly, the 

characterisation of Big Tech as big baddies does not stand up entirely to scrutiny, with 

Nicolas Colin – a French former civil servant – writing for the Financial Times, pointing 

out that the customer-centric approach of Amazon is something sorely lacking in the 

                                                           
20 https://www.thestreet.com/technology/big-tech-sneaky-agenda-privacy-regulation-14862078  
21 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-09/some-startup-investors-are-wary-of-warren-s-plan-
to-protect-them  

https://www.thestreet.com/technology/big-tech-sneaky-agenda-privacy-regulation-14862078
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-09/some-startup-investors-are-wary-of-warren-s-plan-to-protect-them
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-09/some-startup-investors-are-wary-of-warren-s-plan-to-protect-them
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deeply entrenched legacy industries that dominate retail and healthcare in the 

United States22.  

 

Watering down – toothless regulation 

Finally, there is the reality of how these policies can be implemented, how long this 

process can take, and once they’re implemented, how easily overcome they are by 

individuals or businesses.  

The pornography block in the UK – a system of age verification the government has 

been trying to implement since 2015 – presents a perfect example of the difficulty in 

regulating these technological issues. From its conception in 2015, the block was due 

to be introduced in April 2018, before eventually being pushed back to July 2019, due 

to difficulties in creating the legislation. Now there is a date – July 15th 2019 – but 

several issues remain23. There are millions of porn sites, with new ones sprouting every 

day, leading to a form of regulatory whack-a-mole as new sites pop up and 

disappear; the legislation, and the tying of individuals’ identities to their sexual tastes, 

and the creation of a giant database complete with individuals’ name, date of birth, 

and potentially even credit card details, is seriously problematic from the perspective 

of individual privacy, and data security.  

All of this before we consider the availability of VPNs, and the ability to convince the 

websites that you visit that you’re in a different country entirely and therefore don’t 

require age verification. The final result is likely to be an ineffective piece of legislation 

that savvier individuals can easily work around, and makes less-savvy individuals highly 

vulnerable, all while creating a vast new series of illegal behaviours for law 

enforcement and regulators to try to enforce. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
22 https://www.ft.com/content/669daa48-499d-11e9-bde6-79eaea5acb64  
23 https://www.wired.co.uk/article/porn-block-uk-wired-explains  

https://www.ft.com/content/669daa48-499d-11e9-bde6-79eaea5acb64
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/porn-block-uk-wired-explains
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Conclusion: The Needs of Consumers 

When it comes to protecting consumers from harm, it’s clear from the Facebook 

CFO’s comments that this would be possible – or at least, a significant improvement 

would be – but that it would come at a great financial cost; Facebook can afford it 

but can smaller challengers? 

At this point, we can see the implementation of one form of regulation directly 

worsening the issues that another form of regulation looks to solve. Those who seek to 

break up Big Tech would like to create a fertile environment for start-ups to grow, but 

regulation along the lines of the UK’s Online Harms White Paper – and even GDPR – 

are more likely to make things harder for small businesses. 

Could a new social media platform, based purely around providing greater control 

of personal data to consumers, emerge in this regulatory context? Could a new 

encrypted messaging service created by a team of ten people and designed to 

protect our conversations from government oversight grow if the management were 

worried they could be incarcerated for doing so?  

There is a reason that Big Tech welcomes this form of regulation, and that reason is 

that it presents an opportunity to forge even greater dominance of the markets they 

operate in, in direct contradiction of the aims of those who seek to break up Big Tech. 

However, as far as politicians and regulators are concerned, there appears to be a 

regulation-friendly context emerging as negative stories about social media and 

technology continue to proliferate. 

 

Source: Demos/Opinium, 2017; Public Views on Technology/Futures 

Where consumers are likely to be divided on regulation that hinders their ability to use 

technology as they’ve become accustomed to it – slower sending of messages vs. 

the ability to monitor them, for example – they are clearly highly receptive to the 

argument of regulation at the expense of innovation. Almost half (47%) of UK adults 

believe that “technology is changing rapidly and has an enormous impact, so it is vital 

that it is properly regulated with a ‘safety first’ approach” and just 18% are concerned 

about the impact of regulation on innovation. 



 

14 
 

BIG TECH & THE FUTURE OF REGULATION 

This could present serious issues for Big Tech companies that are hostile to a break up. 

With pivotal elections ahead in the United States and data, privacy and cybersecurity 

will emerge as key issues on the campaign trail, particularly if Elizabeth Warren gets 

close to the Democratic nomination. She remains a 20/1 outsider, but one which will 

increasingly be given a platform to express her views on breaking up Big Tech.  

It seems clear that regulation is coming, if not through a complete dismantling of Big 

Tech, then certainly in changes to how they must operate, compete and host 

content. For some businesses this will represent an existential threat, however the 

smartest, richest and best run businesses will again find, gain and then exploit, 

competitive advantages in order to establish dominance and work toward 

monopolisation. Keeping on top of regulatory changes, and understanding where 

opportunities lie dormant, waiting to be realised, will be key to coming out on top.  

With the future so unclear, there seem to be more questions than answers from a 

consumer perspective. Consumers are receptive to the ideas of regulation, but not 

necessarily to the practical implications. As consumers tell it, a one minute delay in 

sending a message would be an unacceptable impact of having messages 

mediated for over a third of UK adults – they want regulation, but are they willing to 

pay the price of convenience? Similarly, with these technological developments so 

deeply embraced by the current crop of consumers, so used to constant innovation, 

it would be interesting to see how a significant, regulatory-based stunting in innovation 

would be received in practice.  
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At Trajectory, we strive for a world in which the future is better understood, better planned 

and less feared. To do this, we use a research-led, data driven approach to produce insights 

that can help your business to anticipate change. 

 

Signal is our subscription portal. Members get exclusive access to reports, articles, 

presentations and our monthly Optimism Index. 
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E-mail: signal@trajectorypartnership.com 
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