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Background 
Our digital lives are increasingly shaped by recommender systems, which today are primarily optimized 
for immediate engagement. These “System 1” recommenders promote content that captures instinctive 
clicks rather than long-term value. While effective for driving short-term interaction, this approach can 
contribute to polarization, misinformation and unhealthy habits. Universities have a unique opportunity to 
develop recommender systems that prioritize human flourishing, integrating scholarship, ethics and 
technology in ways commercial platforms cannot. 

The Big Idea 
Create “System 2 recommenders,” designed to support long-term reflective goals and provide meaningful, 
life-enhancing recommendations. 

Why does this matter? Most recommender systems reinforce short-term impulses rather than supporting 
deliberative reflection, shaping public discourse and individual habits in ways that may undermine 
personal growth and societal well-being. Reflective recommenders could redirect digital experiences 
toward education, civic engagement and personal development. 

What will you do? We propose a university-led initiative that combines cognitive science, psychology, 
philosophy, ethics, law, policy, computer science and design research to build prototypes, data sets and 
user interfaces for reflective recommendation. These systems would help users discover content aligned 
with long-term goals, from learning materials to cultural media, while enabling research into the 
mechanisms of reflective choice and human flourishing. 

How will you do it? The initiative will develop functioning prototype systems; shared classifiers and 
datasets distinguishing short-term clicks from reflective value; user-facing tools such as browser 
extensions; policy proposals for interoperability; and educational applications. Cross-disciplinary 
collaboration will ensure that the initiative remains academically rigorous and socially accountable, while 
training the next generation of students at the intersection of AI, cognition and society. 

Impact 
This work could redefine recommender systems by aligning them with human flourishing rather than 
engagement. Benefits include strengthening democracy, promoting personal development, providing 
non-profit alternatives to commercial platforms and creating a research infrastructure that supports 
ethical, reflective AI. Penn’s environment is uniquely suited to convene the necessary expertise and 
advance both the science and the societal applications of System 2 recommendation. 
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