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Mark Nelson has proposed a functional, quantitative definition of peace, in terms of 

technology-mediated engagement episode quantity and quality across social 

difference boundaries; he has identified innovative, automated ways to measure peace. 

How does it work exactly? And how is it going to change the world?  

 

 

 

Measuring peace for the first time in history 

Our attempt to define peace is not restricted just to our lab. We will try and find the 

other definitions as well. I don’t make a claim that I have the correct definition of 

peace. I don’t make any claim to having even the best definition. However, I would 

make the claim now that we can measure aspects of peace that we were never 

able to measure before. And the implication of being able to measure this is that 

we can begin to design technology that can measure people’s ability to be good to 

each other.  

   

  When we talk about allowing people to be good to each other, we are looking for 

very specific things. For instance, imagine that you and I had never met before, we 

happen to walk into the same restaurant or the same store. My questions are: “do I 

make eye contact with you? does our face express the warm feelings we have toward 

a total stranger? or even an acknowledgement? maybe just a nod or a smile. Do we 

say Hi? Do we hold the door……”I am very interested in these small behaviors, 

because for the first time in history, we can put a sensor or a bunch of sensors 

into that environment, and we can measure passively whether people do these 

small behaviors for each other or not. The smallest behavior is precisely 

determined by the precision of the sensor. I get very excited when I can measure 

tiny little behaviors that cross the difference boundaries between one person and 

another. Because the moment we can start measuring episodes of engagement 

between people, it means we can start trying and designing all sorts of 

interventions, that gives more of the episodes we like. It also means we can track 

those episodes over time to see if they lead to outcomes that we like.  

 

  For example, many people claim that they have “deep intuitions”. However, 

everybody who’s ever been married and divorced, will probably tell you that their 

deep intuitions were probably wrong. Lots of people had the feeling that “this is the 



love of my life and this is going to be an amazing experience”, and it finally turns out 

to be one of the worst experiences. We don’t have empirical evidence as yet that says 

these kinds of patterns lead to these kinds of positive outcomes. We are now in a 

position for the first time in history to be able to do that, across huge sample sizes. 

But, up until now that has never really been possible.  

 

  There is a whole interesting domain of research there: to track longitudinally over 

time, which sequences of behavior lead to outcomes that we really like, and which 

sequences of behavior that lead to outcomes that we like but actually blow up in the 

end. If we can teach people even to avoid some percentage of these, it would be a gift 

to the human race. 

 

The first experiment 

I was interested most of my life in the developing world and how to help international 

development. I didn’t really think about measuring peace at all until about 2005 or 

2006, when I was working on poverty. I think there is more than one kind of wealth 

and one kind of poverty. I saw the Western, the modern world as having a lot of 

material wealth, but a lot of social poverty as well. On the other hand, I saw a kind of 

social wealth, and relational wealth in these materially poor cultures. I was trying to 

figure out how I could make a difference.  

 

  So, about 2005 or 2006, I was doing a project for the Gates foundation and the 

Horizon foundation, up into Washington east where they had a lot of poverty. I had an 

invitation to help out in some projects there. In one of those experiments we tried to 

create a local community currency, which you couldn’t actually take out of the 

community, it wasn’t worth anything else. But we put real money in the bank, people 

just used this fake money to stay in the community. We did one experiment where 

people could transact with the community currency by sending each other text 

messages, which made it really easy. For instance, if my car got stuck by the side of 

the road, I could pay the person who offered help through a text message to his or her 

phone. We had this set up in such a way that the data came to us, so we could see all 

this mutually interactive transactions that the people were doing in the community, 

and for the first time we could see them correlated to people’s group identity.  

 

  That little community is a real community, there was a large angle of population: a 

smaller Hispanic population of migrant agricultural workers, mostly from central 

America or Mexico, and a smaller population of native Americans. Almost 

accidentally, the Horizon foundation had asked us whether we could help them keep 

track of which impact you were having on all these minority communities? So when 

people had lined up for the community currency we asked them are you Anglo, 

Hispanic or native American.  

 



  That experiment didn’t work. But in our post-mortem we found that that was the 

first time we had transaction data, first time we had been able to see the identity of 

people on either side, and we could roughly correlate some of the events that 

happened in community, that had been recorded in the local newspaper, with 

increases and decreases in trade volumes across those difference boundaries. We 

thought that was kind of interesting, maybe if somebody is interested in measuring 

peace through these data, there could be a new way to use technology here. And that 

experiment got me invited to Stanford. 

 

Improve peace: from persuasive technology to peace innovation 

 

  B. J Fogg, the head of the Persuasive Technology Lab at Stanford invited me in 

2008. About persuasive technology, the fist notion is “all technologies are persuasive”. 

Take some of  the apps you are using on your phone as example, when you open it, 

it says please enter your email, please enter your password……It is annoying, but it’s 

exactly the same annoyance every time. These things are working in a reinforced loop 

with us every time we use them. So the result is, these technologies essentially have a 

back door directly into our unconscious minds. We think we’re using these 

technologies; these technologies are actually training us. And they are not even 

training us in a thoughtful agreement that you say this is something I want to be 

trained in. These technologies are in some way making a mess about things we don’t 

even have an idea of.  

 

  Marshall McLuhan’s theory about this is: The moment we start using technology, it 

is also using us, it is shaping us. And it is changing our behaviors in a very powerful 

way. However, there is only 24 hours in a day, the moment we adopted new 

behaviors, we’ve stopped some other behaviors. The moment we start playing 

video games on our phone after dinner, we stopped chatting with family as we used to 

do. And these behavior changes always happened unconsciously. Lots of today’s 

technology is free, but if the product is free, you are the product. Facebook is free 

to use, because it is making money by studying you and shaping your behaviors, so 

that you buy the things they want you to buy, so that they can sell the information 

about what you want to advertisers. Same thing with Google and lots of other “free” 

products.  

 

  B. J Fogg was just finishing his PhD in the late 90s, he looked at this and asked: If 

these technologies are shaping human behavior in unpredictable ways, could we 

design these technologies to shape human behavior in ways that we want to? In ways 

we even be able to say I would like to be a better parent, I would like to be more 

efficient with my homework, I would like to eat more healthily, or anything like this.  

So that was B. J Fogg’s notion of persuasive technology, the idea that if we aren’t 

intentional about designing these technologies to help people, somebody else will 

design those technologies to have us do things that we didn’t necessarily want to do. 



And that will be somebody else’s agenda. This is the behavior I want you to do 

because it makes money for me, as opposed to the behavior you want to do.  

 

  That is the question that led B. J. to form the persuasive tech lab, to study  

the design of these technologies, the ethics of these technologies, and so forth. I think 

it’s as far back as 2003, It was really clear at that point that we could design 

technology that could deliberately, intentionally shape human behavior. And he 

was working on how we apply those design principles that we get good results 

from.  

 

  In 2006 , B. J. taught a class at Stanford; it was the first peace innovation class. B. J 

jokes that it was a complete failure. He spent 10 weeks arguing about a definition of 

peace. So in 2008, he put out a public email to everyone on his listing, which said he 

was really disappointed in the failed peace innovation class of 2006. I want to teach 

this class again, he said, but only if somebody can show me a way to measure peace. 

Because if we can’t measure it, we can’t design for it. Margarita, my co-director now, 

got that email from B. J, and I got invited to talk to the peace innovation class soon 

because of the experiment I did in Washington. 

 

  In the course of the class, I learned a whole lot about persuasive technologies, and I 

said to myself, Oh my God, the world has really changed. Up until that point in 

history, there was no emperor, no pope, no imam, who had ever been able to change 

human behavior in the way technology was able to do today, and at this speed and at 

this scale. And suddenly now it’s possible, not only possible, it’s being democratized 

in a way that anybody can now change human behavior, even accidentally, at a scale 

that no king ever dreamed of and at a speed that no king ever dreamed of. And that 

really blew my mind.  

 

  So I stayed and joined the peace innovation group, which later became the peace 

innovation lab. We had the first collaboration with Facebook in late 2009 to prove 

that we could measure peace with the way I had discovered accidentally. 

(https://peaceinnovation.stanford.edu/projects/peacedot/)  You could go to 

peace.facebook.com and they are tracking for us to this day. We used to measure 

peace in the same way in which we were actually measuring violence, we were 

counting incidents of violent conflicts to show how peaceful our society is. What we 

noticed we could do around 2006 was, we could measure peace directly. And 

what Facebook helped us prove in 2009 was we can use embedded sensors in the 

environment, so that we could measure people’s positive engagement in direct 

ways. And that hadn’t been possible before. That also means we can design 

interventions and test them, do they improve the measurements or not. That ability to 

test and see whether the designs are working really speeds up the design process. 

 

  So, now we can really answer the question of what is peace innovation. The peace 

innovation process is a very rapid design process of being able to conceptualize, 

https://peaceinnovation.stanford.edu/projects/peacedot/)


design and deploy an intervention to increase positive engagement, measure 

immediately or very quickly to see if it’s working and repeat that process again 

and again and again. And there are other aspects to it, to do it in a very systematic 

way that each iteration you do can be compared to all the other ones you’ve done and 

the other ones you’re going to do and also that each iteration that you do can be 

compared to those done by other teams as well.  

 

  And once we can identify behaviors that are positive, behaviors that we wished 

more people would do to each other, and we wished people would do across this 

difference boundary, the boundary being culture, religion, nationality, gender, 

age……. Once you choose a boundary, for instance, religion, you decide on the 

population whose behavior you wish to modify. You want Buddhists and Muslim to 

increase their positive engagements. Now you have two different groups on either 

side of the religious boundary. The fact that we could actually identify groups like 

that, and measure episodes of engagement between those groups in almost real time, 

across that difference boundary, means that we can start designing things to increase 

that engagement. And that’s been the basis of everything we’ve done ever since.  

 

Biggest concern  

  I used to work as a humanitarian in Ethiopian. It was a life-changing experience 

because I realized that with all these very good people, with very good intentions, 

doing everything they could to help, they had actually made things worse. 

 

  It turned out that we financed the Ethiopian government’s genocide. It came down 

to basically everything we were bringing into the country, we were basically creating 

economic activity, directly or indirectly, and with these activity, the Ethiopian 

government could kill more people than we could save. There was a whole series of 

unintended consequences. The government charged import duty on everything, on the 

food we brought in, the medicine we brought in, the trucks we brought in……. Every 

time we were bringing in any of this material we were paying import tariffs. 

Meanwhile, it was a communist government. They said we’re going to let you in with 

this aid only if you are going to let us organize this aid. we’ll let you bring in 500 

trucks and you give them to the High Commission of Refugees of the Ethiopian 

government, who then decided where those trucks were most needed. And a few days 

later, we saw one of the trucks we brought was painted green and it has soldiers at the 

back.  

  

   So that was my first vivid lesson: that with the best intentions in the  

world, you can actually make things worse. And I would say that this is still my 

biggest fear and concern about what we are doing today. We have very 

well-intentioned people and we are capable of measuring things that we couldn’t 

measure previously, but I am still not sure we are measuring the right things and 

we are designing the right intervention.  



 

   The world is so complex; peace is so complex. Today we are given the 

technology that will change the behavior of 20 million people in three weeks. Our 

species is not wired to deal with that kind of massively disrupted cultural change. 

Even if you can identify behavior, and you can say that that behavior is good behavior, 

and if too many entities do the same behavior at the same time, it could be a disaster 

for everybody. I still worry very much.  

 


