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What Is an Algorithm, Really?

Every time you open TikTok, something invisible is making decisions for you. Before
you even lift a finger to scroll, a complex system has already calculated (with
startling accuracy) what videos are most likely to keep you watching. That system is
called a recommendation algorithm, and understanding how it works is one of the
most important pieces of AT literacy a young person can have today. An algorithm is
simply a set of instructions. In everyday life, a recipe is an algorithm: do step one,
then step two, then step three, and you get a result. Computer algorithms work the
same way, except they can execute millions of steps in a fraction of a second.
TikTok's recommendation algorithm, sometimes called the For You Page (FYP)
algorithm, is one of the most sophisticated and carefully guarded algorithms in the
world.

The Signals That Feed the Machine

TikTok's algorithm is powered by behavioral data: the digital traces you leave every
time you interact with the app. The signals it tracks include: how long you watch each
video (even a one-second pause counts), whether you rewatch a clip, whether you
like, comment, share, or follow the creator, what you search for, what content you
skip, and even how you hold your phone while watching. Every one of those actions is
a data point. According to documents TikTok filed with regulators and internal
reporting, watch time and replay behavior are the two strongest signals in the
algorithm. A video you watch three times in a row fells the system something
powerful: this user cannot look away. That signal gets amplified immediately. The
content you skip, on the other hand, trains the algorithm away from topics you find
boring or annoying. Within 30 minutes of a new user signing up, TikTok's system has
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already built a rough profile of that person's preferences. It keeps getting more
accurate with every scroll.

How the For You Page Is Built

When a new video is uploaded to TikTok, it is first shown to a small test audience:
maybe a few hundred users with similar profiles to the uploader's existing followers.
The algorithm measures how that test group responds. High completion rate? Strong
engagement? The video gets pushed to a larger pool. This cascading process repeats:
each wave tests the video on a bigger audience, and only videos that continue to
perform well get pushed to millions of people. This is why TikTok can launch unknown
creators into overhight fame. It has nothing to do with follower counts and
everything to do with performance data. A 14-year-old in a small town with zero
followers can go viral if their video hits a 95% completion rate in its first test
group. The algorithm is democratic in one sense (it gives everyone a shot) but it is
also brutally efficient: videos that underperform are buried instantly, often seen by
fewer than 500 people total. The system also uses collaborative filtering, which
means it looks at what similar users have watched and enjoyed. If 10,000 people who
watched the same cooking video you loved also spent hours watching cat content, the
algorithm will start testing cat videos on you too, even if you never explicitly
searched for cats. It connects dots you didn't even know existed.

The Rabbit Hole Effect

One of the most studied and controversial aspects of TikTok's algorithm is its
tendency to push users down what researchers call rabbit holes — increasingly
narrow channels of content that become more extreme or emotionally intense over
time. A user who watches one video about dieting may, within a few days, find their
entire FYP dominated by extreme weight-loss content. A user who watches political
commentary may gradually find their feed moving toward more outrage-inducing,
radical perspectives. This is not accidental. The algorithm optimizes for engagement,
and research consistently shows that emotionally intense content — content that
makes you angry, anxious, or deeply curious — drives higher watch times and more
replays than neutral content. The algorithm does not know or care whether the
content is healthy for you. It only knows what keeps you watching. This is why digital
literacy experts argue that understanding the algorithm is not optional for young
people — it is a survival skill for navigating the modern internet.
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Transparency, Regulations, and What You Can Do

In recent years, governments around the world have begun scrutinizing TikTok's
algorithm. The European Union's Digital Services Act, passed in 2022 and fully
enforced by 2024, requires major platforms to give users the option o see a non-
personalized feed — one that isn't shaped by their behavioral data. TikTok
responded by adding a ‘Following' tab and a 'For You' toggle, though critics argue
these are limited fixes. As a user, you have more power than you think. Aggressively
using the ‘Not Interested' button trains the algorithm away from content you
dislike. Taking deliberate breaks — putting your phone down mid-session rather than
scrolling until the app closes — disrupts the data-collection loop. And understanding
that everything on your FYP was selected by a machine optimizing for your attention
— not your wellbeing — is itself a protective layer of critical thinking.

Feedback Loops and the Echo Chamber Effect

One of the most discussed consequences of TikTok's recommendation algorithm is
the phenomenon known as the feedback loop. Every time you engage with a video —
watching it o completion, replaying it, or sharing it — you reinforce the system's
understanding of what you want. Over time this creates an increasingly narrow slice
of content that the algorithm confidently serves you. Researchers at MIT Media
Lab have studied how these loops can reduce content diversity by as much as 60
percent after extended platform use. The algorithm is not trying to limit your world;
it is simply optimizing for the signal it receives most reliably, which is engagement.
The unintended consequence is that users often report seeing the same
perspectives, aesthetics, and viewpoints repeated across their For You page without
realizing how much the algorithm has narrowed their exposure.

How Creators Game the Algorithm

Content creators on TikTok have developed a sophisticated understanding of what
the algorithm rewards. Videos that hook viewers in the first two seconds perform
dramatically better because the completion rate stays high. Creators use on-screen
text, abrupt cuts, and cliffhanger openings specifically to prevent viewers from
scrolling away. Sound choices matter too — the algorithm boosts videos that use
trending audio because those sounds already have an established engagement
history. This has produced a feedback relationship between creators and the
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system: as creators learn what works, they produce more of it, which in furn
reinforces the algorithm's preference for those formats. Understanding this
dynamic helps explain why TikTok content often feels stylistically similar across
very different topics — the optimization pressure pushes creators toward a narrow
set of proven techniques regardless of subject matter.

The Global Scale of Algorithmic Curation

TikTok's recommendation system operates at a scale that is difficult to fully
comprehend. As of 2024, the platform serves content to over one billion active
users monthly, each receiving a personalized feed that is distinct from every other
user's experience. The algorithm processes billions of interactions per day,
continuously updating its model of each viewer's preferences. This scale means that
small changes to the recommendation logic — adjusting how much weight the system
places on completion rate versus shares, for example — can shift what hundreds of
millions of people watch within days. No editorial board, no broadcast network, and
no human curator has ever wielded this kind of influence over global information
consumption.

Key Information: TikTok Algorithm

Detail Information
Platform TikTok (owned by ByteDance, founded in Beijing, China)
Algorithm Name For You Page (FYP) recommendation algorithm

S‘rr‘onges‘r Signal Watch time and replay rate

Test Audlence Size A few hundred users when a video is first uploaded

Key Technique Collaborative filtering — matching users with similar
behavioral profiles

Regulatory Response EU Digital Services Act (2022) requires non-
personalized feed option

Content Risk Rabbit hole effect — algorithm pushes increasingly
narrow/intense content
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Detcul Informahon

User Control Tools 'Not Interested' button, Following tab, deliberate
scrolling breaks

Case Study: Destiny's Feed

Destiny is 16 and has been on TikTok for about three months. At first, her
For You Page was pretty random — dance videos, cooking clips, some memes.

But lately she's noticed something: almost everything on her feed is about
body image, diet tips, and 'what I eat in a day' content. She doesn't
remember following any of those accounts. One afternoon, she mentions it
to her older sister, Kira, who studies media at college. Kira asks her to
scroll back through her watch history. Together they find the moment it
shifted — a single video Destiny watched twice about cutting out sugar. 'You
watched it twice,' Kira says. 'That was a huge signal.' Destiny feels
unsettled. She hadn't made a choice to fill her feed with this content. The
algorithm had made it for her, one small data point at a time. She asks
Kira if there's anything she can do about it. 'Yeah,' Kira says, 'but first

you have to understand what's happening.’

1. Using what you know about how TikTok's algorithm works, explain exactly why
Destiny's feed shifted the way it did. What specific signals did the algorithm
respond to?

2. Destiny feels unsettled because she did not consciously choose this content. Do
you think the algorithm violated her trust, or is it just doing what it was designed to
do? Use evidence from the reading to support your answer.
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Multiple Choice
1. According to the reading, which two signals are the STRONGEST inputs to
TikTok's recommendation algorithm?
a) Video resolution and caption length
b) Follower count and profile picture quality
c) Number of likes and comment length
d) Watch time and replay rate

2. What is 'collaborative filtering' as described in the reading?
a) A technique that matches users with similar behavioral profiles to
suggest content

b) A tool that automatically removes harmful content from the
platform

c) A process where users vote on which videos should be recommended
to other people

d) A filter that restricts and only shows videos from accounts the user
already follows

3. What does the 'rabbit hole effect’ refer to in the context of TikTok's
algorithm?
a) The process by which content gradually becomes more narrow and
emotionally intense

b) An algorithm error that causes random and irrelevant content to
appear on the FYP

c) The way TikTok buries underperforming videos so fewer people will
see them

d) A special feature that lets users discover and view older videos from
earlier in time
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Matching

Write the letter of the correct definition on the line next to each term.

Term Definition

1. Recommendation Algorithm || A) Digital traces left by user actions such as
watch time, replays, likes, and skips

2. ___ Behavioral Data

B) The ftendency of an algorithm to push
users toward increasingly narrow or extreme

content

3. Collaborative Filtering C) TikTok's personalized content feed, built
entirely from algorithmic recommendations

4. ___ Rabbit Hole Effect D) A system of instructions that selects and

ranks content based on predicted user
interest

5. ____ For You Page (FYP) E) A technique that predicts preferences by
comparing a user's behavior to similar users

Fill-in-the-Blank

1. TikTok's algorithm first shows a new video to a small

before deciding whether to push it to a larger audience.

2. The two strongest signals in TikTok's algorithm are watch time and
rate.

3. The European Union's Act requires major platforms to

offer users a non-personalized feed option.
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Short Answer

Answer each question in 2-4 complete sentences.

1. Explain why TikTok's algorithm can make an unknown creator go viral even if they
have zero followers.

2. The reading says the algorithm 'does not know or care whether the content is
healthy for you." What does this reveal about the difference between what
algorithms are designed to do and what users might actually need?

3. What practical steps can a TikTok user take to regain some control over what
their algorithm recommends? Why might these steps be difficult to maintain
consistently?
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