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SAN FRANCISCO: Amazon.com Inc’s machine-learn-
ing specialists uncovered a big problem: their new
recruiting engine did not like women. The team had
been building computer programs since 2014 to review
job applicants’ resumes with the aim of mechanizing the
search for top talent, five people familiar with the effort
told Reuters. Automation has been key to Amazon’s e-
commerce dominance, be it inside warehouses or driv-
ing pricing decisions. 

The company’s experimental hiring tool used artifi-
cial intelligence to give job candidates scores ranging
from one to five stars - much like shoppers rate prod-
ucts on Amazon, some of the people said. “Everyone
wanted this holy grail,” one of the people said.  “They
literally wanted it to be an engine where I’m going to
give you 100 resumes, it will spit out the top five, and
we’ll hire those.” But by 2015, the company realized its
new system was not rating candidates for software
developer jobs and other technical posts in a gender-
neutral way. 

That is because Amazon’s computer models were
trained to vet applicants by observing patterns in
resumes submitted to the company over a 10-year peri-
od. Most came from men, a reflection of male domi-
nance across the tech industry. In effect, Amazon’s sys-
tem taught itself that male candidates were preferable.
It penalized resumes that included the word “women’s,”
as in “women’s chess club captain.” And it downgraded
graduates of two all-women’s colleges, according to
people familiar with the matter. They did not specify the
names of the schools.

Amazon edited the programs to make them neutral
to these particular terms. But that was no guarantee
that the machines would not devise other ways of sort-
ing candidates that could prove discriminatory, the
people said. The Seattle company ultimately disbanded
the team by the start of last year because executives
lost hope for the project, according to the people, who
spoke on condition of anonymity.  Amazon’s recruiters
looked at the recommendations generated by the tool
when searching for new hires, but never relied solely on
those rankings, they said.

Amazon declined to comment on the recruiting
engine or its challenges, but the company says it is
committed to workplace diversity and equality. The
company’s experiment, which Reuters is first to report,
offers a case study in the limitations of machine learn-
ing. It also serves as a lesson to the growing list of large
companies including Hilton Worldwide Holdings Inc and
Goldman Sachs Group Inc that are looking to automate
portions of the hiring process.

Some 55 percent of US human resources managers
said artificial intelligence, or AI, would be a regular part
of their work within the next five years, according to a
2017 survey by talent software firm CareerBuilder.
Employers have long dreamed of harnessing technology
to widen the hiring net and reduce reliance on subjec-
tive opinions of human recruiters. But computer scien-
tists such as Nihar Shah, who teaches machine learning
at Carnegie Mellon University, say there is still much
work to do. “How to ensure that the algorithm is fair,
how to make sure the algorithm is really interpretable
and explainable - that’s still quite far off,” he said.

Amazon’s experiment began at a pivotal moment for
the world’s largest online retailer. Machine learning was
gaining traction in the technology world, thanks to a
surge in low-cost computing power. And Amazon’s
Human Resources department was about to embark on
a hiring spree: Since June 2015, the company’s global
headcount has more than tripled to 575,700 workers,
regulatory filings show. So it set up a team in Amazon’s
Edinburgh engineering hub that grew to around a
dozen people. 

Their goal was to develop AI that could rapidly
crawl the web and spot candidates worth recruiting, the
people familiar with the matter said.  —Reuters

Amazon uncovers 
bias recruiting tool 

WASHINGTON: Google faced a fresh privacy backlash
Tuesday over a glitch that may have exposed data from
half a million users, overshadowing the Silicon Valley’s
launch of a new smartphone and other devices. The Silicon
Valley giant said Monday it shut down its Google+ social
network for consumers after it found and fixed a bug
exposing private data in as many as 500,000 accounts,
but drew fire for initially failing to disclose the incident.

The revelation heightened concerns in Washington over
privacy practices by Silicon Valley giants after a series of
missteps by Facebook that may have leaked data on mil-
lions. “In the last year, we’ve seen Google try to evade
scrutiny-both for its business practices and its treatment
of user data,” Senator Mark Warner said in a statement.
Warner said that despite “consent” agreements with the
US Federal Trade Commission with Google and Facebook,
“neither company appears to have been particularly chas-
tened in their privacy practices.” “It’s clear that Congress
needs to step in” for privacy protections, he added.

Marc Rotenberg, president of the Electronic Privacy
Information Center, said the latest breach suggests the FTC
has failed to do its job in protecting user data. “The
Congress needs to establish a data protection agency in the
United States,” Rotenberg said. “Data breaches are increas-
ing but the FTC lacks the political will to enforce its own
legal judgments.” Senator Richard Blumenthal said the news
shows that “to truly end this cycle of broken promises, we
need a national privacy framework that protects consumers.”

Security researcher Graham Cluley said in a blog that
“the big story is that Google knew months ago that user
data had been exposed and chose to keep the fact quiet.”
“Did no one tell them that cover-ups are always worse
than coming clean?” he added. Princeton University
researcher Arvind Narayanan noted in a tweet that Google
revealed a “vulnerability” rather than a data breach but he
noted that “Google has no way to know if the vulnerability
was exploited in the past-precisely because of (its) priva-
cy by design.” Bloomberg News reported meanwhile that
Germany’s data protection commissioner had begun a
probe potential privacy protection violations.

Rising tensions 
The internet search leader had already faced tensions

with lawmakers after it decided against sending its top
executive to testify at a hearing on privacy and data pro-

tection, prompting the committee to leave an empty seat
for the company. Last month, Google indicated it would
send chief executive Sundar Pichai to testify before
Congress. Google has also been in the crosshairs of
President Donald Trump, who alleged that its search
results were biased against conservatives, although there
was little evidence to support the claim.

The rising tensions come with Google holding an event
in New York widely expected to release its Pixel 3, the
upgraded premium smartphone that aims to compete with
high-end devices from Apple and Samsung. The Pixel
phone is part of a suite of hardware products Google is
releasing as part of an effort to keep consumers in its
mobile ecosystem and challenge rivals like Apple and
Amazon. Google also launched a new version of its con-
nected speaker, with a touchscreen display designed to be
a hub for smart home devices, but left out a camera for
privacy reasons.

On Monday, Google said it was unable to confirm which
accounts were affected by the bug, but an analysis indicat-

ed it could have been as many as 500,000 Google+
accounts. Google did not specify how long the software
flaw existed, or why it waited to disclose it. The Wall Street
Journal reported that Google executives opted against
notifying users earlier because of concerns it would catch
the attention of regulators and draw comparisons to a data
privacy scandal at Facebook.

Earlier this year, Facebook acknowledged that tens of
mil l ions of users had personal data hijacked by

Cambridge Analytica, a political firm working for Donald
Trump in 2016. Google has also faced increasing tensions
over a reported search engine which would be accept-
able to Chinese censors, and over its work for the US
military. On Tuesday, 

Google confirmed it is dropping out of the bidding for a
huge Pentagon cloud computing contract that could be
worth up to $10 billion, saying the deal would be inconsis-
tent with its principles. — AFP 
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Google Pixel 3, 3 XL launch event 
overshadowed by privacy firestorm

Latest breach reveals FTC’s failure in protecting user data

How green is my
forest? There’s an
app to tell you 
BANGKOK: A web-based application that monitors
the impact of successful forest-rights claims can help
rural communities manage resources better and
improve their livelihoods, according to analysts. The
app was developed by the Indian School of Business
(ISB) to track community rights in India, where the
2006 Forest Rights Act aimed to improve the lives of
rural people by recognizing their entitlement to
inhabit and live off forests. With a smartphone or
tablet, the app can be used to track the status of a
community rights claim.

After the claim is approved, community members
can use it to collect data on tree cover, burned areas
and other changes in the forest and analyze it, said
Arvind Khare at Washington D.C.-based advocacy
Rights and Resources Initiative (RRI). “Even in areas
that have made great progress in awarding rights, it is
very hard to track the socio-ecological impact of the
rights on the community,” said Khare, a senior direc-
tor at RRI, which is testing the app in India.

“Recording the data and analyzing it can tell you
which resources need better management, so that
these are not used haphazardly, but in a manner that
benefits them most,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. For example, community members can
record data on forest products they use such as
leaves, flowers, wood and sap, making it easier to
ensure that they are not over-exploited, he said.
While indigenous and local communities own more
than half the world’s land under customary rights,
they have secure legal rights to only 10 percent,
according to RRI.

Governments maintain legal and administrative
authority over more than two-thirds of global forest
area, giving limited access for local communities. In
India, under the 2006 law, at least 150 million people
could have their rights recognized to about 40 million
hectares (154,400 sq miles) of forest land. But rights to
only 3 percent of land have been granted, with states
largely rejecting community claims, campaigners say.
While the app is being tested in India, Khare said it can
also be used in countries including Peru, Mali, Liberia
and Indonesia, where RRI supports rural communities in
scaling up forest rights claims. Data can be entered
offline on the app, and then uploaded to the server when
the device is connected to the internet. Data is stored in
the cloud and accessible to anyone, said Ashwini
Chhatre, an associate professor at ISB.  —Reuters

Instagram battles 
cyber bullying
SAN FRANCISCO: Instagram on Tuesday added more
weapons to battle cyber bullying, using artificial intelligence
to scan photos for abusive content at the Facebook-owned
service. The move comes after Facebook also increased
anti-harassment measures, following a survey which said
young victims of online abuse feel social media firms aren’t
doing enough to fight the problem. Instagram chief Adam
Mosseri said artificial intelligence is being used to detect
signs of bullying and then automatically flag content for
review by staff from the image-oriented social network.

“This change will help us identify and remove signifi-
cantly more bullying,” Mosseri said in a blog post. “It’s a
crucial next step since many people who experience or
observe bullying don’t report it.” Rolling the technology
out across the entire social network is expected to take a
few weeks. In another move, a filter that enables Instagram
users to detect and hide bullying remarks from Instagram

feeds or profiles was extended to comments on live videos,
according to Mosseri.

In the spirit of inspiring people to be nice to one anoth-
er, Instagram also added a camera effect which can be
used to adorn images with hearts or the word “kindness”
in a variety of languages. “Online bullying is complex, and
we know we have more work to do to further limit bullying
and spread kindness on Instagram,” Mosseri said. Last
week Facebook said its users will be able to hide or delete
groups of comments, including responses, instead of hav-
ing to remove them one at a time. 

The network also began letting people report bullying
or harassment on behalf of friends reluctant to complain to
the social network themselves. A majority of US teenagers
say they have been victims of online harassment or bully-
ing, most commonly name-calling, a Pew Research Center
survey found in September. It said that 59 percent of US
teens reported online abuse, and 63 percent said it was a
major problem for people their age.

The survey found that most young harassment vic-
tims feel that teachers, social media firms and politicians
are doing a poor or fair job in addressing the problem
of cyber bullying-an issue which has drawn the atten-

tion of US First Lady Melania Trump and Britain’s
Prince William.—AFP

NEW YORK: The new Google Pixel 3 and Pixel 3 XL smartphones are displayed during a Google product release
event, in New York City. —AFP

Minicars attract 
elderly drivers in Japan
TOKYO: When Honda Motor Co launched the latest ver-
sion of its N-Box a year ago, it promoted features on the
pint-sized minicar such as error-detecting pedals, auto-
matic emergency braking and moveable seats, part of a
push to market the vehicle to young families. But a drasti-
cally different demographic has made the N-Box the
country’s best-selling passenger vehicle: roughly half the
owners of the most recent model are 50 or older.

Automakers had hoped high-tech options would attract
younger buyers to minicars, or kei-cars, even as the num-
ber of Japanese drivers under 30 has slid nearly 40 percent
since 2001. Instead, with a price tag starting around
$7,500 and low ownership taxes, minicars have gained a
more loyal following among the rapidly growing population
of Japanese elderly, many of whom are on fixed incomes.

“After their children are grown and leave home, more
people are looking to downsize from larger family cars to
more compact ones,” said Kiminori Murano, managing
director at Tortoise, a dealership specializing in minicars in
Yamato, Kanagawa prefecture, just south of Tokyo. At
Tortoise, seniors have overtaken young families as the
biggest customer group in the past decade, making up
more than 70 percent of its clientele.

Kei-cars represent nearly a third of all Japanese pas-
senger car sales, and about one of every 20 cars sold this
year has been an N-Box. All of Japan’s major automakers
sell the no-frills, fuel-sipping vehicles, almost exclusively
for the domestic market. With their 660cc engines - a size
more common in motorcycles than cars - minicars are
considered too small for most overseas markets. Many in
the industry predict that eventually, automated cars, taxis
and buses will keep the elderly mobile for longer.

Until that future arrives, demand for cheap, safe and
easy-to-drive vehicles such as the N-Box is growing
sharply among older Japanese in a country that is home to
one the world’s most rapidly ageing populations. The suc-
cess of these cars could also provide a blueprint for mar-
keting such vehicles to older drivers overseas.

When Yoshiyuki Imada’s car insurance expires early
next year, the 68-year-old retired truck operator from
Kagoshima Prefecture is planning to trade in the Toyota
Mark II sedan he has been driving for nearly 20 years
for a minicar.

“Smaller cars are easier to drive as you get older,” he
said. Honda said the safety features in the N-Box were not
designed just with the elderly in mind. But the company
said they could help older drivers stay on the road. “We
wouldn’t want elderly people to become holed up in their
homes because they can’t get around. We want to do what
we can to enable them to stay mobile for as long as possi-
ble,” Hideaki Takaishi, senior safety engineer at Honda,
told Reuters in an interview.

Senior-friendly message
For years, TV commercials for kei-cars have been a

montage of energetic twenty somethings, often popular
boy band members, camping or frolicking at the beach.
More recently, ads have featured sentimental snapshots of
families with young children.

But minicar marketing is slowly starting to reflect the
segment’s biggest buyers. This year, Daihatsu Motor, a
subsidiary of Toyota Motor Corp, released a TV spot fea-
turing an elderly cabbage farmer who berates his son for
suggesting that he switch to a minitruck with automated
emergency braking, misreading it as a slight to his driving
skills. “It’s true that our biggest markets are drivers in rural
areas, women and elderly people,” Daihatsu spokesman
Kazuki Inoue said. “Our minitrucks are widely used on
farms, and farming communities are graying rapidly at the
moment, so we wanted to market advanced safety systems
on this model.”

Honda’s Takaishi said that using sensors to track a vehi-
cle’s surroundings and assess whether drivers have
depressed the wrong pedal is among the features that can
offset common challenges for older drivers, including
reduced alertness and reaction time.

The automaker is also trying to develop artificial intelli-
gence-driven systems for “coaching.” Cars could theoreti-
cally advise drivers via flashing dashboard icons, sounds
and steering wheel vibrations if they are about to drift out
of their lane or make a potentially risky maneuver. “Elderly
drivers in particular, they really want to maintain their
independence while they’re driving, as it’s a skill they’ve
honed over many years,” said Takaishi at Honda. In Japan,
the number of driving license holders aged 60 and older is
growing faster than in other developed countries, and in
the past five years has grown to double that of those under
30. Particularly in rural areas, people are driving well into
their 80s and 90s as train and bus services pull out of
depopulating towns. That has led to an increase in traffic
accidents involving drivers older than 65, even as the over-
all number of accidents has decreased. Last year, older
drivers were involved in 55 percent of the country’s acci-
dents, up from about 47 percent 10 years ago. — Reuters

CALIFORNIA: In this file photo, an employee holds a cup
with the Instagram logo at Facebook’s corporate headquar-
ters during a media event in Menlo Park, California. —AFP

YAMATO: Horie Miho takes a look at minicars at a minicar
dealership in Yamato, Japan. — Reuters


