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Recent advances in bullshit reduction 
Legal and illegal perspectives 



A brief history of bullshit 

“One of the most salient features of our 
culture is that there is so much bullshit. 
Everyone knows this. Each of us contributes 
his share. But we tend to take the situation for 
granted. Most people are rather confident of 
their ability to recognize bullshit…so the 
phenomenon has not…attracted much 
sustained inquiry. In consequence, we have no 
clear understanding of what bullshit is, why 
there is so much of it, or what functions it 
serves.” 

  –Harry Frankfurt, On Bullshit (2005) 



Education = bullshit radar 

“The supreme end of education is expert discernment in all things--the 
power to tell the good from the bad, the genuine from the counterfeit, 
and to prefer the good and the genuine to the bad and the counterfeit.” 
 –Samuel Johnson (1709–1784)  

“If you work hard and intelligently you should be able to detect when a 
man is talking rot, and that, in my view, is the main, if not the sole, 
purpose of education.” 

  –J. A. Smith, Remarks to His Oxford Class (1914) 



FTC rules play a key role in protecting 
consumers from bullshit 

• FTC Endorsement Guides § 255.5: “When there exists a connection between 
the endorser and the seller of the advertised product that might materially 
affect the weight or credibility of the endorsement (i.e., the connection is not 
reasonably expected by the audience), such connection must be fully 
disclosed.” 

• It’s admirable that the FTC recognizes and confronts the cognitive impact of 
information 



Bloggers have to play by the rules, but 
“traditional media” doesn’t. Why not? 

• FTC Notice II(H)(1): “One factor in determining whether the connection between an advertiser and its 
endorsers should be disclosed is the type of vehicle being used to disseminate that endorsement—
specifically, whether or not the nature of that medium is such that consumers are likely to recognize the 
statement as an advertisement (that is, as sponsored speech).” 

• FTC Notice II(H)(2): “The threshold issue is whether the speaker’s statement qualifies as an “endorsement” 
under the Guides. If not, no disclosure need be made.” 

• FTC Notice II(H)(3)(b): “The Commission acknowledges that bloggers may be subject to different disclosure 
requirements than reviewers in traditional media. In general, under usual circumstances, the Commission 
does not consider reviews published in traditional media (i.e., where a newspaper, magazine, or television or 
radio station with independent editorial responsibility assigns an employee to review various products or 
services as part of his or her official duties, and then publishes those reviews) to be sponsored advertising 
messages. Accordingly, such reviews are not “endorsements” within the meaning of the Guides. Under these 
circumstances, the Commission believes, knowing whether the media entity that published the review paid 
for the item in question would not affect the weight consumers give to the reviewer’s statements. In contrast, 
if a blogger’s statement on his personal blog or elsewhere (e.g., the site of an online retailer of electronic 
products) qualifies as an “endorsement” – i.e., as a sponsored message – due to the blogger’s relationship 
with the advertiser or the value of the merchandise he has received and has been asked to review by that 
advertiser, knowing these facts might affect the weight consumers give to his review.  



What are the main differences between 
bloggers and print journalists? 

Blogger Print journalist 

Working conditions 

Full time? Sometimes Sometimes 

Compensated? Sometimes Sometimes 

Content 

Advertorial? Sometimes Sometimes 

Edited by someone else? Sometimes Sometimes 

Independent and honest? Sometimes Sometimes 

Distribution 

Primary medium Web Web 

Readership? Zero to several million Zero to several million 



A case study in traditional media 
bullshit: wine magazines 

“In some instances, there is an unhappy marriage between a subject 
that especially lends itself to bullshit and bullshit artists who are 
impelled to comment on it. I fear that wine is one of those instances 
where this unholy union is in effect.” 
 –Richard Quandt, “On Wine Bullshit,”                 
    Journal of Wine Economics, 2007 



A selection of adjectives from 
Parker’s Wine Bargains (2009) 

acacia 
quince 
wet wool 
lime zest 
mulberries 
sage 
fresh green beans 
rose hip 
saddle leather 
smoky black tea 

Mint 
Sap 
dried black currants 
tar 
black olives 
white pepper 
cress 
salted grapefruit 
winter pear 
milk chocolate 

roasted red peppers 
smoky Latakia tobacco 
beef jerky 
baked apple 
tangerine zest 
salt-tinged nuts and 
grains 
tomato foliage  
restrained gooseberry  



An empirical bullshit test: the Wine 
Spectator “Awards of Excellence” 



What does it take to get a Wine 
Spectator award of excellence? 

• Supposedly awarded to the world’s best wine restaurants 

• Magazine collects $250 fee from each of 4,000+ applicants 

• Vast majority of 4,000+ applicants receive awards 

• Gross revenues of $1M from application fees, plus considerably more in advertisement fees 

• This raises questions about the purpose and information content of these expert ratings 









The most important part of the 
application… 





Wine Spectator’s spin control 



Wikipedia meddling 



Wikipedia meddling 



Regression analysis (Ashenfelter, Goldstein, and Riddell, 
2010) 

• Presence of WS Award raises meal costs by $ 8.52 (21% of $40.90), holding constant quality of food, 
décor and service: basic award raises cost by $4.29 (11%), “Best Of” by $16.32 (40%), and “Grand Award” 
by $19.73 (48%).  

19	
  19	
  

Variable	
   cost	
   cost	
  

food	
  
0.8597	
  

(0.2181)***	
  
0.8036	
  

(0.2177)***	
  

decor	
  
1.4822	
  

(0.1484)***	
  
1.4718	
  

(0.1479)***	
  

service	
  
2.6337	
  

(0.2525)***	
  
2.5936	
  

(0.2518)***	
  

Any	
  award	
  
8.5158	
  

(1.7126)***	
  
-­‐	
  

Award	
  of	
  Excellence	
   -­‐	
  
4.2920	
  

(2.0363)**	
  
Best	
  award	
  of	
  
excellence	
  

-­‐	
  
16.3244	
  

(2.9382)***	
  
Grand	
  award	
  

-­‐	
  
19.7278	
  

(7.1131)***	
  

Constant	
  
-­‐50.5794	
  

(3.7324)***	
  
-­‐48.5250	
  

(3.7576)***	
  
Obs	
   1712	
   1712	
  

R-­‐squared	
   0.41	
   0.42	
  

F-­‐test:	
  the	
  coefficients	
  
on	
  the	
  3	
  dummies	
  are	
  
equal	
  

-­‐	
  
7.34	
  

Prob>F	
  =	
  0.0007	
  



Conclusions from the experiment 

• Wine Spectator Award of Excellence does not measure or 
signal a good wine list 
• Wine Spectator Award of Excellence does not measure or 
signal a good restaurant 
• Wine Spectator Award of Excellence does not signal a 
restaurant at all 
• So what does it actually measure or signal? 



Should a Wine Spectator award be 
considered an “endorsement”? 

• Cost of basic endorsement is $250; cost of additional ads in awards issue ranges from $3,090 to 
$8,810 

• Endorsement is available to anyone 

• FTC Endorsement Guides § 255.0(b): “An endorsement means any advertising message (including 
verbal statements, demonstrations, or depictions of the name, signature, likeness or other identifying 
personal characteristics of an individual or the name or seal of an organization) that consumers are 
likely to believe reflects the opinions, beliefs, findings, or experiences of a party other than the 
sponsoring advertiser, even if the views expressed by that party are identical to those of the 
sponsoring advertiser. The party whose opinions, beliefs, findings, or experience the message 
appears to reflect will be called the endorser and may be an individual, group, or institution.” 

• Maybe the disclosure rules would apply (on a case-by-case basis) to Wine Spectator. But there 
should be no safe harbor for print media in the Guide. 



If Endorsement Guide rules were applied to 
Wine Spectator, the Award of Excellence 
would be considered deceptive advertising 

• Endorsement Guides § 255.3(b): “Although the expert may, in endorsing a product, take into 
account factors not within his or her expertise (e.g., matters of taste or price), the 
endorsement must be supported by an actual exercise of that expertise in evaluating product 
features or characteristics with respect to which he or she is expert and which are relevant to 
an ordinary consumer’s use of or experience with the product and are available to the ordinary 
consumer. This evaluation must have included an examination or testing of the product at 
least as extensive as someone with the same degree of expertise would normally need to 
conduct in order to support the conclusions presented in the endorsement.” 
• Endorsement Guides § 255.3(b): “To the extent that the advertisement implies that the 
endorsement was based upon a comparison, such comparison must have been included in 
the expert’s evaluation; and as a result of such comparison, the expert must have concluded 
that, with respect to those features on which he or she is expert and which are relevant and 
available to an ordinary consumer, the endorsed product is at least equal overall to the 
competitors’ products. Moreover, where the net impression created by the endorsement is that 
the advertised product is superior to other products with respect to any such feature or 
features, then the expert must in fact have found such superiority.”  



Where should we go from here? 

• Voluntary disclosure is the best kind 

• bloggerdisclosure.org 

• Establishing social norms can function as a powerful means of regulation 
Ideal is to create a culture of compliance 
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