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“The bottom line here is that hate 
speech, bullying, terror, violence –
all this content has no place on our 

services. But in order to really 
execute that, we need to upgrade 
and do a better job of executing 

our policies […]

Our vision for how we should 
manage the system is going to 

move from one of reactive 
management as people in our 
community flag things to one 

where we are more proactively 
having the systems look at the 

content, flag things for ten of 
thousands of people to review.”

Zuckerberg, May 2018, EP hearing
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https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/answers-by-mark-zuckerberg-founder-and-ceo-of-facebook---ep-conference-of-presidents-with-mark-zuckerberg-founder-and-ceo-of-facebook-_I155824-V_rv
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FOUR MODES OF REGULATION (LESSIG, 2006)

• Shaping of technology vs. shaping through 
technology

“Digital technologies allow for decentralized 
control and individual action, leading to more 
inclusive and participatory policy-making; that 

technologies be more open and neutral are 
necessary conditions, however, […] requires 

political oversight over networks and 
technological developments.” 
(Brousseau et al, 2012, p.8)

• Technology as compliance and avoidance 
mechanism

DEFINING TECHNOLOGICAL GOVERNANCE
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Article 19 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights and echoed in the International Covenant on 
Civic and Political Rights: 

“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to 
hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas 

through any media and regardless of frontiers.”

Measures seeking to constrain disinformation should be assessed in terms of the international 
standards that any restrictions to freedom of expression must (a) be provided by law, (b) be 
proven necessary to a legitimate purpose, and (c) constitute the least restrictive means to 
pursue the aim. They should also be time-limited if justified as emergency response measures.

Quid platform responses? Quid automated content moderation?

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION
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Report available at: TinyURL.com/FoEDisinfoReport
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PLATFORM POLICY RESPONSES

• Analysis of curatorial responses to harmful content and disinformation outlined terms 
of service, community guidelines and editorial policies, before and during the COVID-
19 pandemic

• compares how 11 global internet communications companies address disinformation through 7 
forms of content and account moderation

• presents a case study on additional measures taken by Facebook/Instagram, Twitter and 
Google/YouTube during the COVID-19 pandemic

• COVID-19 measures have included promotion of authoritative sources, alongside an 
increase in automation of content moderation, with (even) less guarantee of 
review and appeal

Summary available at: 
https://www.disinfo.eu/publications/how-platforms-are-responding-to-the-disinfodemic

CURATORIAL RESPONSES
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As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded, heavy use of 
automation of content curation

• Over the period from April to June 2020, a total of 
11,401,696 videos were removed from YouTube

• Of these, only 552,062 (or 4.84%) were reported 
by humans (NB data not specific to COVID-19)

Primary strategy during COVID-19 pandemic, 
redirecting users to information from authoritative 
sources via search features, and promotion of 
authoritative content on homepages, through 
dedicated panels and hashtags

• Several platforms also granted the WHO and other 
organisations free advertising credit to run 
informational and educational campaigns

2. PROMOTION AND DEMOTION OF CONTENT

1. FLAGGING AND REVIEW OF CONTENT

https://transparencyreport.google.com/youtube-policy/removals
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To limit the dissemination of disinformation 
narratives related to COVID-19, more proactive 
approach to removing videos, claims, hashtags

• Facebook committed to removing “claims related 
to false cures or prevention methods — like 
drinking bleach cures the coronavirus — or 
claims that create confusion about health 
resources that are available”

• Twitter broadened the definition of harms

No additional measures regarding the disabling and 
suspension of accounts due to COVID-19 
disinformation have been noted

• Twitter has worked on verifying accounts with 
email addresses from health institutions

3. RESTRICTIONS ON CONTENT

4. DISABLING AND SUSPENSION OF ACCOUNTS

https://about.fb.com/news/2020/05/coronavirus/#joint-statement
https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/topics/company/2020/covid-19.html
https://twitter.com/twittersupport/status/1241155701822476288?s=12
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Extensive communication on efforts to respond to 
the COVID-19 pandemic

• Pen America recently published an amazing 
searchable dataset of actions and announcements 
made by 13 biggest platforms during the first six 
months of 2020

No additional measures regarding the appeal 
of measures due to COVID-19 disinformation have 
been noted

• Facebook cautioned that more mistakes were 
likely and that it could no longer guarantee a 
human-based review process. Similar 
announcements were made by other companies

5. USER INVOLVEMENT

6. TRANSPARENCY

7. APPEAL

https://pen.org/the-first-wave-social-media-platforms-responding-to-covid-19/
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/08/coronavirus/#joint-statement
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PLATFORMS ON A TIGHTROPE

Prior to US elections, already much criticism of platforms for lax approach on inflammatory speech, 
voter suppression. Then, in aftermath of US elections, continued claims of election fraud led to violent 
storming of Capitol Hill

• Unprecedented level of intervention from both platforms and web hosting service providers

• Prior to elections: additional restrictions and bans on political advertising (‘free speech is not the same as free 
reach’), largely hands off approach on political content

• Aftermath of elections: ban of President Trump’s Facebook and Twitter accounts after Capitol Hill riots, removal of 
Parler from Apple and Google Play stores and Amazon servers

• Permissible action on basis of terms and conditions of use of platform BUT

• Ad hoc private regulation without adequate transparency or appeal mechanisms

SPOTLIGHT ON THE US ELECTIONS
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TOWARDS A MULTISTAKEHOLDER APPROACH TO PLATFORM GOVERNANCE

• Private companies with global reach are acting, in an uncoordinated manner currently, 
as definers, judges and enforcers of freedom of expression on their services

• In the absence of harmonised standards and definitions, each company uses its own 
‘curatorial yardstick’, with no consistency in enforcement, transparency or appeal 
across platforms

• Platforms’ responses to the ‘disinfodemic’, in particular the further automation of 
curation, confirm once again the urgent need for transparent and accountable content 
moderation policies

• Policies are best developed through multi stakeholder processes, and implementation 
thereof needs to be done consistently and transparently

CONCLUSION


