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Back in 2008, on a trip to Russia, { got lost. My husband was working at his
employer’'s Moscow office, and I had gotten off at the wrong bus stop on my way to
meet him. With no way to tell him I'd be late, I thought I'd take a taxi. But there were
no taxis in sight, and back then, Uber* was still just a German word, Taking one of the
city’s gypsy cabs — unmarked, unlicensed cars often driven by people not associated
with any company — seemed like my best option.

Still, I was afraid of taking a ride with a random stranger. When I noticed another
pedestrian with his arm stretched out for passing cars, I had an idea: Maybe (I)IM

safer getting into a total stranger’s car if this other stranger got in with me. Sure

enough, I arrived on time and unharmed — and my fellow passenger wouldn’t take a
single ruble from me to split the fare.

I've thought of this incident many times in the years since, especially while working
on 2 book about middlemen®. Many of us see third parties* as unnecessary. We're often
eager to cut them out, assuming trade would be quicker and cheaper without someone

in the middle. (9)yThat was the expectation from the Internet, whose connections

would, it seemed, enable everyone to commumcate and do business directly. But that

didn’t really work out. In fact, middleman businesses like Amazon, Airbnb and Uber
wouldn’t even exist without the Internet.

And there's a large body of research pointing to a key role that middleman platforms
like these play: keeping both sides honest. “When people talk about these companies
like Uber and Airbnb, they talk about ‘peer-to-peer’ or ‘sharing economy,’ as if it’s just
putting two people together and making them work together,” says Bruno Abrahao, a
corputer scientist at New York University who has studied how people make decisions

on Airbnb. But (3}the platforms do much more. They enable strangers to trust each

other, Abrahao points out. “Otherwise, you could just go to Craigslist*.”

Social scientists have long known that without information about who’s trustworthy,
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people tend to favor those who seem similar to them, which can lead to discrimination.
Researchers also have found that having a solid reputation promotes a certain degree
of trust. But how important is a person’s good reputation in preventing discrimination?
Airbnb and Abrahao’s team of sociologists* and data scientists wanted to answer that
question.

()Lhe researchers conducted an experiment on nearly 9,000 volunteer Airbnb users,

forcing them to choose between trusting someone very similar to themselves (for
example, another middle-aged woman) and trusting someone different but with a better
reputation than anyone else. In the study, published in 2017 in the Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences, Abrahao’s team showed, among other findings, that
seeing even one positive review {compared with none) was enough to cancel out

people’s natural instincts to trust other people similar to them.

That finding explains much of the early success of eBay. 5y < DEFRTA P DT 4 —
FoNy 2HERBOELE) FOMAMMIE MBI T S I LIk oT, o BE
5 AREEBERED, ek Bel/ O TH S, Similarly, whenever I step

in an Uber today, I trust the driver to give me a safe ride — even if the driver’'s in-app

photo* makes him look suspicious.
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Write approximately 120 words in English about how you believe middleman
platforms will affect Japan in the future. This task will be marked on both content

and the accuracy of the English language used.
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Write approximately 80 words in English about your favorite teacher. This task will
be marked on both content and the accuracy of the English language used. (20 &)
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