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What happens when social media platforms step back on fostering
a healthy information environment?

Amid the relentless widespread disinformation campaigns, tech companies walking back on
support for independent fact-checking initiatives could further exacerbate the situation,
adversely affecting meaningful public discourse and access to reliable information essential
in making informed decisions and actions.

Tech company Meta recently announced that they are ending their third party fact checking
program in the United States and that it will move to a community notes model similar to
what social media platform X, formerly Twitter, is doing. Meta owns social media platforms
Facebook, Instagram and Threads. They also own mobile messaging app WhatsApp.

In a post, Meta Chief Global Affairs Officer Joel Kaplan said "we think this could be a better
way of achieving our original intention of providing people with information about what
they’re seeing - and one that'’s less prone to bias."!

Kaplan further said “as we make the transition, we will get rid of our fact-checking control,
stop demoting fact checked content and, instead of overlaying full screen interstitial warnings
you have to click through before you can even see the post, we will use a much less
obtrusive label indicating that there is additional information for those who want to see.”

Meta said they are also removing restrictions on topics like immigration, gender identity and
gender and that they are in the process of removing most demotions of content that their
system predicts might violate their standards.

IFCN, EFCSN react to Meta

Leading fact-checking groups that have partnered with Meta on their third-party
fact-checking program reacted to Meta’s decision, warning of serious repercussions of its
policy shift on their social media platforms that could affect access to factual information and
facts-based and meaningful public discourse.

' https://about.fb.com/news/2025/01/meta-more-speech-fewer-mistakes/
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In an open letter to Facebook's Mark Zuckerberg, IFCN said Meta’s recent action is a “step
backward” and reiterated the value of fact-checking and the effectiveness of fact-checking
labels in reducing belief in and sharing of false information.?

IFCN said that each news organization they verify, in line with Meta's requirement that
fact-checking partners should meet strict nonpartisan standards, undergoes rigorous annual
verification, including independent assessment and peer review.

On the shift to a Community Notes approach similar to X, IFCN said it will not result in
positive user experience, rather a "Community Notes model that works in collaboration with
professional fact-checking would have strong potential as a new model for promoting
accurate information."

They also warned that "if Meta decides to stop the (third party fact-checking) program
worldwide, it is almost certain to result in real-world harm in many places."

EFCSN, meanwhile, said in a statement expressed disappointment to Meta’s approach shift
and condemned statements linking fact-checking to censorship.®> They said Meta’s recent
pivot "seems more a politically motivated move made in context of the incoming
administration of Donald Trump in the United States than an evidence-based decision."

h JIwww.

ne-years-later/
3

https://efcsn.com/news/2025-01-07 efcsn-disappointed-by-end-to-metas-third-party-fact-checking-pro
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They said fact-checking is not censorship but that it "adds speech to public debates, it
provides context and facts for every citizen to make up their own mind" and that it "has been
proven to be effective in countering misinformation time and again."

They also reiterate that fact-checkers are held to the highest journalistic standards of
non-biased reporting, transparency, integrity and accountability.

On the Community Notes approach, EFCSN said that it has its weaknesses and "could best
be used to counter false claims when they are based on proper expertise and fact-checking
work."

How the fact-checking program works

Meta's Fact-checking program started in December 2016 "to identify and address viral
misinformation, particularly hoaxes that have no basis in fact. Fact-checking partners
prioritise provably false claims that are timely, trending and consequential."* The program
has expanded to include nearly 100 organizations working in more than 60 languages
globally since its launch.

These independent third-party fact-checking organizations are certified through the
non-partisan International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN) and the European Fact-Checking
Standards Network (EFCSN).°

How the fact-checking program works outside the US

Source: META

Fact-checkers will
review content,

check facts and After a fact-checker Pages, groups, profiles,
rate the accuracy has rated a piece websites and Instagram
of the content. of content as False, accounts that repeatedly

Altered or Partly false, share misinformation

it will receive will face some
reduced distribution restrictions,
on Facebook, including having their
Instagram and Threads. distribution reduced.

Fact-checkers, Meta said, are not responsible for removing content, removing or blocking of
pages and accounts, reducing distribution, and process review requests on Community
Standards violations.
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Not the first time

This is not the first time that tech companies have backtracked on initiatives that promote
transparency and grant access to tools and programs that could help in addressing
widespread disinformation online.

In 2023, X removed free access to APIs or application programming interfaces which "help
researchers to report on trends and patterns on the site"® including studies on online trolling
and spread of misinformation.’

In 2024, Meta shutdown CrowdTangle, a tool which journalists, researchers and politicians
used to "tract the spread of disinformation on Facebook and Instagram" and offered its
Content Library, instead, which those with access said is less transparent and accessible.?

Moving forward

Other than its adverse effect on the fight against mis- and disinformation, Meta's policy could
also affect revenue and funding support for fact-checking initiatives. Politifact, for example,
one of Meta's third-party fact checking partners have earned more than five percent of its
revenue from the fact-checking partnership, according to their disclosures.®

6 https://www.theguardian.com/technoloqy/2023/feb/07/techscape-elon-musk-twitter-api
7 https://edition.cnn.com/2023/02/09/tech/musk-twitter-transparency-researchers/index.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/live/2025/01/07/business/meta-fact-checking/metas-fact-checking-partners-
were-surprised-by-the-decision-not-to-renew-the-program?smid=url-share
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While the policy shift affects the US only for now, there is a potential for it to cover the rest of
the world. In the same announcement, Meta chairman and CEO Mark Zuckerberg
mentioned what he described as institutionalized censorship in Europe, Latin America and
China. European Commission spokesperson Paula Pinho said "we absolutely refute any
claims of censorship on our side."®

So what can be done?

There is a need to hold tech companies accountable for the mis- and disinformation
propagating in their social media platforms. More transparency on content moderation
processes and review and application of community guidelines should be demanded.

In the wake of Meta's announced policy shift, Meta revamped a program that "has paid
bonuses to creators for content based on views and engagement, potentially pouring
accelerant on the kind of false posts it once policed.""

With these policy shifts that curtail initiatives that fact check false narratives and reward
virality regardless of factual accuracy are harmful for free speech and information integrity, it
is necessary more than ever to engage with tech companies.

For policy makers and relevant implementing agencies, partnerships with tech companies
would be key to maintain contact and cooperation to ensure information integrity is intact
including during critical democratic processes like elections.

Amid a deluge of mis- and disinformation campaigns, access to information is also
necessary to counter these efforts. Freedom of information laws are important and a culture
of transparency, especially about functions and decision making of public concern in
government and other public institutions, should be the norm.

Finally, fact checking initiatives should remain steadfast in their mission to combat mis- and
disinformation despite the setback that Meta’s policy shift has set. Explore how they can take
advantage of available mechanisms like the community notes model. Demand better
engagement with tech companies and relevant policy makers and implementing agencies.
Increase partnerships with civil society organizations on promoting media, information and
digital literacy.

Value of fact-checking

While the community recognizes that fact-checking alone cannot combat mis- and
disinformation, it doesn’t mean that such initiatives should be abandoned altogether.
Fact-checkers serve as first responders to mis- and disinformation attacks, providing the
necessary remedy before they even spread further and worsen.
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It is also true that there is a need for a more holistic approach — including empowering
citizens to be more discerning of the information they get through media, information and
digital literacy — but without fact-checking initiatives, other approaches will weaken.

When tech companies step back on commitments — including partnerships and programs as
well as interventions and tools — that could address mis- and disinformation, they allow for
social media platforms to further serve as dissemination tools that mislead, falsely inform,
and/or malign actors that participate and engage in democratic processes such as elections,
among others. They empower nefarious actors to shift public discourse and opinion that
benefit their ill goals potentially resulting in catastrophic effects to democracy.
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