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Facebook CEO Mark Zuck-
erberg isn’t the fi rst corpo-
rate titan to kid himself that 
privacy is obsolete. From banks 
in the 1990s to Google today, 
anyone wanting to turn private 
customer information into a lu-
crative business resource tends 
to suffer the same self-serving 
conceit that technology has 
made privacy passé.

Facebook’s privacy violations 
haven’t yet risen to the egre-
gious standard previously set 
by banks and tech fi rms. But 
comments Zuckerberg made 
this month, aimed at justifying 
Facebook’s rather underhanded 
attempt to change privacy set-
tings for all 350 million custom-
ers, show that, like them, he 
basically doesn’t get it. Privacy, 
Zuckerberg said bluntly, is no 
longer a “social norm.”

To be sure, Facebook and 
privacy would at fi rst glance 
seem to be unlikely bedfel-
lows, if not outright enemies. 
Facebook exists so users can 
post anything and everything 
about themselves, from the 
momentous to the quotidian to 
the outright embarrassing, and 
make it available to hundreds 
or thousands of others.

As a result, information that 
was traditionally private is 
now frequently public, or at the 
least circulated widely. That 
level of social sharing, both in 
its raw quantity of information 
and in the ease of distributing 
it, has been truly revolutionary.

But it’s disingenuous at best 
for Zuckerberg to simply gaze 
upon this change and shrug: If 
the “social norm” on informa-
tion sharing has changed, it’s 
largely because Facebook has 
changed it.

With the company’s success 
at doing so comes a level of 
responsibility that can’t simply 
be sloughed off if and when do-
ing so becomes more profi table. 
Nor does it follow that because 
people are willing to share 
more information with “friends” 
these days, they are equally 
sanguine about surrendering 
their personal data for Face-
book to use as it wishes.

Choice and control still mat-
ter to people as much as they 
did in the pre-Facebook era. 
That’s what this is really about. 
Even on Facebook, one chooses 
what information to share 
and, to a lesser extent, controls 

whom to share it with. Slip-ups 
on the latter are countless and 
legendary.

But it’s important to note 
that most people have adjusted 
— and not, as Zuckerberg 
might wish, by simply relin-
quishing any expectation of 
privacy forever more. No: They 
have become more circumspect 
in what they post, or used the 
tools available on Facebook 
and other sites to restrict what 
can be seen by whom. In other 
words, they’ve acted to regain 
choice and the control. People 
are willing to share a lot — as 
long as they can decide what, 
and when to stop.

For all the waffl e about new 
norms, Facebook is using a 
very old playbook on privacy. 
It would be easily recognizable 
to 1990s bankers who wished 
to play fast and loose with the 
information on your mortgage 
application: Your privacy rights 
are weakened unless you state 
otherwise. You can “opt out,” 
but it’s laborious and confusing. 
And you can’t opt out of every-
thing.

Facebook has rewritten many 
of the rules on how we com-
municate in the 21st century 
— mainly for the good. But it’s 
important for the company, 
and its CEO, to understand 
that doesn’t mean they get to 
rewrite any rules they want.

— This editorial originally ran in 
the San Francisco Business Times, 

an affiliated publication.

Face the economy as it is
l   BUSINESS VIEW   l

“I face the world as it is” was 
a much-quoted phrase in Presi-
dent Obama’s Nobel address. 
Today, we want to consider 
a derivative thought — how 
important it is to “face the 
economy as it is.”

Our country is emerging 
from a severe fi nancial crisis. 
While it is now reasonable 
to anticipate an improving 
economy, we must all face the 
economy as it is and take steps 
that will make the most of the 
recovery. 

The good news is that even 
small steps can make a big 
difference. Even though New 
England has suffered less than 
overbuilt or auto-dependent 
regions, many here are strug-
gling. Families that were 
already marginalized have 
slipped further behind, while 
others are fi nding 
themselves in crisis 
for the fi rst time. 

If we face the 
economy as it is, we 
see state, local and 
federal government 
resources under 
tremendous strain. 
Public coffers seem in-
suffi cient to address the needs 
of both assistance-eligible 
families and those that have 
not been assistance-eligible but 
are experiencing hardship due 
the economic downturn.

If we face the economy as it 
is, we know that emergency 
assistance is key for families in 
crisis. But we must also take a 
longer-term view and recognize 
the need to assist families, in 
large ways and small, as they 
climb out of poverty and into 
economic empowerment.

At United Way we have seen 
the lack of reliable child care 
prevent parents from entering 
the workforce. At the Fed our 
recent analysis of labor mar-
kets in Springfi eld shows that 
while jobs requiring entry-level 
skills do exist, transporta-

tion and the lack of contacts 
prevent many who need jobs in 
central Springfi eld from con-
necting with those opportuni-
ties. And we note that too often 
the long-term investments in, 
say, early childhood education 
or job-readiness training or 
fi nancial literacy are cast aside 
in diffi cult times. 

If we face the economy as it 
is, we see individuals and fami-
lies in crisis, but we also see 
opportunities. We see oppor-
tunities to take steps that will 
help individuals and families 
climb lastingly out of poverty 
and achieve a level of fi nancial 
stability that allows them to 
be contributing members of 
their community, equipped to 
weather economic storms.

We encourage New England’s 
private sector to support these 

initiatives, and to con-
sider that it can be in 
their own self-interest 
to do so.

One model program 
of the sort that com-
panies and individu-
als would do well to 
support is the new 
Financial Stability 

Center in Lynn opened by the 
United Way and SPIN Inc. The 
center aims to help individu-
als and families move beyond 
safety nets and achieve fi nan-
cial stability through an array 
of opportunities — fi nancial 
education,  computer and job 
skills training, assistance with 
applications for educational 
fi nancial aid, and housing and 
homebuyer counseling.

If we face the economy as it 
is and work together, we can 
emerge from this prolonged 
economic crisis stronger.

MICHAEL K. DURKIN is president 
and CEO of United Way of 
Massachusetts Bay & Merrimack 
Valley. ERIC S. ROSENGREN is president 
and CEO of the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Boston
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Facebook has 
rewritten many of 
the rules on how we 
communicate in the 
21st century. But it’s 
important for 
the company to 
understand that 
doesn’t mean they 
get to rewrite 
any rules they want.

“I face the world as it is” was a much-quoted phrase 
in President Obama’s Nobel address. Today, we want to 
consider a derivative thought — how important it is to 
“face the economy as it is.”

Our country is emerging from a severe financial crisis. 
While it is now reasonable to anticipate an improving 
economy, we must all face the economy as it is and take 
steps that will make the most of the recovery.

The good news is that even small steps can make 
a big difference. Even though New England has 
suffered less than overbuilt or auto-dependent 
regions, many here are struggling. Families that 
were already marginalized have slipped further 
behind, while others are finding themselves in 
crisis for the first time.

If we face the economy as it is, we see state, 
local and federal government resources under 
tremendous strain. Public coffers seem insufficient to 
address the needs of both assistance-eligible families 
and those that have not been assistance-eligible but are 
experiencing hardship due the economic downturn.

If we face the economy as it is, we know that emer-
gency assistance is key for families in crisis. But we 
must also take a longer-term view and recognize the 
need to assist families, in large ways and small, as they 
climb out of poverty and into economic empowerment.

At United Way we have seen the lack of reliable child 
care prevent parents from entering the workforce. At 
the Fed our recent analysis of labor markets in Spring-
field shows that while jobs requiring entry-level skills 
do exist, transportation and the lack of contacts prevent 

many who need jobs in central Springfield from con-
necting with those opportunities. And we note that too 
often the long-term investments in, say, early childhood 
education or job-readiness training or financial literacy 
are cast aside in difficult times.

If we face the economy as it is, we see individuals 
and families in crisis, but we also see opportunities. 

We see opportunities to take steps that will help 
individuals and families climb lastingly out of 
poverty and achieve a level of financial stability 
that allows them to be contributing members of 
their community, equipped to weather economic 
storms.

We encourage New England’s private sector to 
support these initiatives, and to consider that it 
can be in their own self-interest to do so.

One model program of the sort that companies 
and individuals would do well to support is the new  
Financial Stability Center in Lynn opened by the Unit-
ed Way and SPIN Inc. The center aims to help individu-
als and families move beyond safety nets and achieve  
financial stability through an array of opportunities — 
financial education, computer and job skills training, 
assistance with applications for educational financial 
aid, and housing and homebuyer counseling.

If we face the economy as it is and work together, we 
can emerge from this prolonged economic crisis stronger.

MICHAEL K. DURKIN is president and CEO of United Way of 
Massachusetts Bay & Merrimack Valley. ERIC S. ROSENGREN 
is president and CEO of the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston


