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Data Centers Have Exposed Big Tech’s
Trust Deficit
Americans used the products for twenty years without trusting the companies. A data center is the
first thing they could vote on.

Opposition to data centers has grown faster and wider than the complaints about water, power, and noise can
explain. This essay argues that the public is answering a longer question about the companies that build them,
at the one place where those companies have to ask.
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A hearing notice outside a data center. Illustration by the author.

The fight over data centers is only partly about data centers. The buildings stand in for AI, and AI
stands in for something older, which is the trust Americans once gave the technology companies
without asking for proof. That trust used to be assumed. Now it has to be inferred from what the
companies do, and the inference is fraying. This essay argues that the opposition to data centers is best
read as the public’s answer to that longer history, given at the one place where these companies have
to ask permission.

The signal

What needs explaining is how quickly and how widely opinion has turned. In the summer of 2025
voters were evenly split on having a data center built near them, and a year later three in four were
opposed [1]. Seven in ten Americans now oppose one in their own area, including clear majorities of
Democrats, independents, and Republicans [2]. In Ohio the Republican and Democratic nominees for
governor both want to pause new projects [3]. Americans agree on very little right now, so when
people who disagree about nearly everything else agree on this, the agreement is a signal, and the
question is what it is a signal of.

The two usual answers do not go far enough. One holds that the complaints about water, electricity,
and noise are exaggerated [4], and some of them may be. The effect on household bills so far looks
small in most places, though prices have jumped on the mid-Atlantic grid, partly because of data
center demand [5][6]. The other answer holds that the opposition is manufactured by foreign
adversaries. Some of the online activity is, but what has been documented is small and its effect has
been overstated [7]. Both questions are worth settling on the facts. Neither one explains how three in
four voters came to the same view in a year.

The first stand-in

A better explanation begins with what kind of thing a data center is. AI is hard to see, even for people
who use it every day, and a data center is the one part of it that sits in a particular place, where it can
be seen, measured, and voted on. Others have already said that the buildings have become a stand-in
for AI itself [8][9][10], and the evidence gives them some support. Only 8 percent of opponents know
of a data center anywhere near them [8]. Americans are more opposed to a data center in their area
than to a nuclear plant [2]. When opponents explain themselves in their own words, about one in eight
talk about AI taking jobs, and a similar share say they dislike or distrust AI [2]. Neither has anything to
do with a building down the road.

That reading is only part of the truth. Most opponents still name water, power, land, and bills, and one
pollster who looked at the reasons people give concluded that the idea “isn’t exactly right” [11]. But it
points in the right direction, because people are bringing more to the building than the building itself
explains.
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The second stand-in

This essay goes one step further. If the buildings stand in for AI, then AI stands in for distrust of the
companies that build it, and that distrust is much older than AI. Others have pointed toward this as
well [9][12], and an earlier essay argued that the change people fear from AI began years ago, with the
smartphone and social media [13]. What this essay adds is an account of what happened to the trust.

The public debate has stayed in the left box. This essay is about the right one.

It helps to separate two kinds. Assumed trust is given in advance, before anyone checks. Inferred trust
is worked out from what a person can observe: what a company did last time, whether it fixed what
went wrong, and whether anyone outside the company can verify what it says. A forthcoming book,
Governance, Bureaucracy, and Organization, draws the same line about competence in organizations
[14], and it carries over to trust.

For years the technology companies enjoyed the first kind. In 2015 seven in ten Americans thought
these companies were good for the country, and by 2019 only half did [15]. Confidence in them has
since fallen to the lowest level since Gallup began asking in 2020 [16]. Each party has taken its turn,
Republicans first and Democrats now [16][17], for different reasons and in the same direction. So AI
did not arrive to a public ready to assume the best. Half a year after ChatGPT appeared, more than
eight in ten Americans, in both parties, already said they did not trust the companies developing AI to
do it responsibly [18].
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The puzzle is that almost everyone kept using the products while the trust drained away. Nine in ten
adults now own a smartphone [19], and nearly half of teenagers say social media is bad for people
their age [20]. One experiment shows how both can be true. College students put a real value on their
own access to TikTok, and yet on average they were willing to pay to have it switched off for everyone
on campus, themselves included [21]. They used it because everyone else did. Albert Hirschman
observed that a person unhappy with an organization can leave or can speak up [22]. With phones
and social media most people could do neither, because leaving meant losing touch with family,
school, and work, and there was never a meeting to speak at. These products arrived one phone at a
time, and nobody held a vote.

Smartphone ownership kept rising while the public’s view of the technology companies fell.

So people stayed, but they stopped taking the companies’ good faith for granted and began judging
them by what they could see. That is the move from assumed trust to inferred trust, and it explains how
use could keep rising while trust kept falling. The same pattern is already visible with AI, where about
half of adults now use chatbots and most have little confidence that the companies will handle the
technology responsibly [23].
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The inference is fraying

Inferred trust depends on evidence, and the evidence the public has been given this year is poor. On
March 4, seven companies signed a pledge at the White House to pay for the power their data centers
need [24]. Two of them were Meta and Google. Three weeks later one jury found that Meta had
knowingly harmed children’s mental health, and another found Meta and YouTube negligent toward a
young woman who had started on their platforms as a child [25]. Both companies dispute the verdicts.
A pledge is a statement about the future that asks to be believed, which means it asks for assumed trust,
and this one is mostly not yet backed by rules that can be enforced [26]. Two months later three in four
Americans, including majorities of both parties, said they were not confident the companies would
keep it [27].

That is what a frayed inference looks like. The companies made a promise aimed directly at the stated
complaint, and the public’s answer was that it did not believe them. Opposition to data centers kept
climbing through the spring [1]. No poll tests this whole chain, and this essay cannot prove that distrust
of the companies is what turns people against a building. But the pieces fit. The distrust is older than
AI, both parties share it, and it showed itself the moment the companies asked to be taken at their
word.

The speed of AI makes this worse. Most of what people hear about it is forecast, some of it bright and
some of it dark, and the experts disagree. Much of it also comes from the companies themselves. A
public that trusted the companies might be willing to wait and see, but this one has little trust left to
draw on.

These products arrived one phone at a time, and nobody held a vote.

Why it lands on a building

For almost twenty years these companies did not need the public’s permission for much, because a
phone or an app is adopted by one person at a time. A data center is different. It needs land, water,
power, and a permit, and the permit is decided at a public meeting close to home. That makes it one of
the few things these companies need that a community can turn down. When the question finally
came to a vote, people brought those twenty years with them.

What follows

If this is right, much of the debate is aimed at the wrong things. Checking the water figures treats the
stated complaint as the whole complaint, and so does searching for bots. Both are worth doing, and
neither touches the distrust.

Opinion. It also means that most of what the companies are doing does not repair the trust. A pledge is
a promise, and a fund for the towns that host the buildings [28] is a gift. Both may be sincere, but both
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ask for assumed trust, and in this essay’s opinion assumed trust is gone for good, because people who
have learned to check rarely go back to not checking. Inferred trust can be rebuilt, but only slowly, and
only from conduct that outsiders can see and verify.

The public seems to know this. Asked what would raise their confidence in the pledge, people most
often named laws that would require the companies to keep it, followed by checks from the
government or from independent groups [27]. Some of that has begun, from outside the companies.
This summer the Democratic governor of Pennsylvania barred state agencies from signing
nondisclosure agreements on data center projects [29], and the Republican governor of Texas ordered
an audit and paused new grid connections [30].

What Americans said would raise their confidence in the companies’ pledge to pay for their own power.

A county board cannot settle any of this. It can say yes or no to a building, but it has no say over what
these companies do with AI, or over what they did in the years before it. That larger question belongs
with legislatures, regulators, and the companies themselves.

None of this is a criticism of AI. It does not say that people who oppose data centers are confused, or
that people who use these products are hypocrites, and it is not a forecast of who wins these fights. The
argument over water, power, and noise should continue, and it should be settled on the facts. But the
people in those county meetings were asked about a building, and the size and speed of their answer
suggest they were answering a larger question, one that had been growing for almost twenty years.

If this essay helped you see the argument differently, subscribe free to On Borrowed Times for new essays on institutions,
merit, and AI. New posts arrive directly in your inbox.

https://obtimes.com/subscribe
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