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Abstract  
 
Facebook, the world’s largest social media network, has been connecting friends, families, and 
communities since its founding in the early 2000s. Its influence has grown as it has transformed 
from a technology company to a media company. As the media landscape becomes more 
unpredictable than ever, the way we find and share news online has changed. This case focuses 
on the spread of “fake news” on the social media platform Facebook during the 2016 U.S. 
presidential election and beyond. It examines how the platform and its leaders, such as CEO 
Mark Zuckerberg, responded when it divulged that Russian propagandists were running pro-
Trump ads, supposedly helping now President Donald Trump win the election, and how the 
platform could continue to have consequences for democracy at large.  
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Introduction 
  
In a 2017 interview, following the fallout from the fake news crisis and other missteps by the 
company, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg said “There’s this myth in the world that business 
interests are not aligned with people’s interests. And I think more of the time than people want to 
admit, that’s not true. I think that they are pretty aligned” (Chafkin & Frier, 2017, para. 42). 
Shortly after Zuckerberg uttered these words, his publicist reportedly signaled to end the 
interview. Journalist Max Read said this comment was “an awful blind spot for somebody who's 
in charge of a company this powerful to have, to not be able to see exactly when profit motive 
and humanitarian motive are going to come into conflict” (Sanders, 2017, para. 33).  
  
At the height of the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign season, it was discovered that fake news 
was running rampant on Facebook. Fake news in this instance is defined as “news articles that 
are intentionally and verifiably false, and could mislead readers” (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017, p. 
213). Following the election, it was revealed that Russian propagandists had purchased ads 



 

 

directed at American voters and that “posts from Russian propaganda accounts were shared 340 
million times” (Thompson & Vogelstein, 2018, para. 77). Despite Zuckerberg’s initial dismissal 
of the argument that misleading content such as this influenced the election of President Donald 
Trump, the influence Facebook has on the general population is undeniable. Two-thirds of 
American adults use Facebook and 45 percent get their news from the platform (Shearer & 
Gottfried, 2017). Leading up to and following the election of Donald Trump to the office of the 
president, Facebook received considerable criticism for its slow acceptance of responsibility for 
the spread of fake news and the impact of this misinformation on the outcome of the election.  
 
Facebook often cited the democratic values that its mission encompasses in its corporate 
communications around the subject. Zuckerberg (2017) said in a statement made on his 
Facebook page that the company’s mission is “all about giving people a voice and bringing 
people together” and that he doesn’t want anyone to use the tools the platform offers to 
“undermine democracy” (para. 4). However, over the last two years it has been a challenge for 
the company to balance its desire to remain neutral while also protecting its users from patently 
false information and creating value for advertisers.  
 
The current political and social climate provides important context for the influence fake news 
on Facebook has had on the U.S. For the last 18 years, Edelman, the world’s largest public 
relations agency, has published the Edelman Trust Barometer, which measures trust in 
government, media, business and NGOs. The 2018 Trust Barometer revealed a crisis for the 
United States when it comes to trust in all four categories. Trust in U.S. institutions saw the most 
dramatic decline ever measured by Trust Barometer researchers (Edelman, 2018). Furthermore, 
the informed public in the U.S., versus the general public, saw such a steep decline in trust for 
these institutions that they moved from sixth place to last place of 28 countries participating in 
the study (Ross & Kehoe, 2018). 
 
While the government is the least trusted institution of the four in the United States, the most 
worrisome decline is that in trust of the media. According to the 2018 barometer, “63 percent of 
the U.S. general population finds it difficult to distinguish between what is real news and what is 
fake” (Ross & Kehoe, 2018, para. 6). Another study commissioned by Weber Shandwick also 
found that “82 percent of Americans are concerned about fake news, with nearly half (47 
percent) reporting that they’re ‘very’ concerned” (Essner, 2017, para. 2). 
 
This case will look in depth at Facebook’s fake news crisis and how that spark unveiled the 
many consequences Facebook can have for democracy. It will explain in detail the 
communication strategy of Facebook executives like Zuckerberg and the many tactics executed 
by the company over the last two years in an attempt to manage its reputation and prevent future 
crises of truth.  
 



 

 

Background 
 
Historical background 
 
Like many technology giants, Facebook had humble beginnings. Facebook was founded in 
February of 2004 by four Harvard undergraduates: Mark Zuckerberg, Eduardo Saverin, Dustin 
Moskovitz and Chris Hughes (Hall, 2017). It was originally founded as a social networking site 
exclusively for Harvard students, but by June of 2004, it had over 250,000 members from 34 
colleges and universities (Hall, 2017). At first, the site required a .edu email address to join, but 
the founders quickly adjusted their strategy, and in 2005 it began allowing others, such as high 
school students and those outside the U.S., to build a profile (Hall, 2017). By 2006, Facebook 
welcomed anyone over the age of 13 to create an account and an increasing number of brands 
and advertisers were using the platform as a tool to cultivate relationships with new customers.  
 

For example, that year, household product manufacturer Procter & Gamble attracted 
14,000 people to a promotional effort by “expressing affinity” with a teeth-whitening 
product. This kind of direct consumer engagement on such a large scale had not been 
possible before Facebook, and more companies began using the social network for 
marketing and advertising (Hall, 2017, para. 8).  
 

Today, Facebook is the largest social media network in the world with more than two billion 
monthly users worldwide in a landscape where apps and social media sites are more abundant 
than ever before (Balakrishnan, 2017). In the United States, there are more than 214 million 
users, meaning approximately two-thirds of American adults use Facebook. 
 
Financial background 
 
As a platform that is free for users, Facebook’s main source of revenue has been, and continues 
to be, advertising. As much as 85 percent of its revenue is from corporate posts and videos 
(Riley, 2018). The company went public in 2012, with an initial public offering (IPO) of $16 
billion, putting the company’s value at $102.4 billion (Hall, 2017). Today, ad revenue is higher 
than ever. In the fourth quarter of 2017, Facebook’s reported ad revenue was $12.8 billion, and 
analysts predicted that the share price would continue to rise, with an average target price of 
$227 by March 2019 (Lau, 2018).  
 
Fake News and the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election 
 
At the peak of the 2016 U.S. presidential election campaign period, New Yorker contributor 
Nathan Heller reported that Facebook’s “‘news’ algorithm—a mechanism that trawls posts from 
one’s online friends and rank-displays those deemed of interest—was not distinguishing between 
real news and false information” (2016, para. 2). The spread of this misinformation on Facebook 



 

 

has drastically more influence than on any other social media platforms. As mentioned above, 
Shearer and Gottfried (2017), found that 45 percent of U.S. adults get their news from Facebook. 
The social media platform ranking closest behind Facebook was YouTube with 18 percent. The 
role of Facebook and other social media platforms in spreading fake news stories is also 
illustrated in the traffic it drives to news sites. After examining traffic sources for the top 690 
U.S. news sites and 65 fake news sites, Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) discovered that while social 
media drives about 10 percent of all traffic to traditional news sites, it drove nearly 42 percent of 
all traffic to fake news sites, more than any other traffic source.  

 
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017) 

 
Furthermore, a recent study of news stories shared on Facebook prior to the election showed that 
“the most popular fake news stories were more widely shared on Facebook than the most popular 
mainstream news stories” (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017, p. 212). The same study also reported that 
those who read fake news stories actually believed them a majority of the time.  
 



 

 

 
(Buzzfeed News, 2016) 

 
Beyond the issues with the spread of false editorial content on the platform, Facebook’s chief 
security officer later admitted in September 2017 that “Facebook had sold $100,000 worth of ads 
on its platform to Russian-government-linked trolls who intended to influence the American 
political process” (Read, 2017, para. 1). This Russian election interference put Facebook on the 
hot seat alongside Google and Twitter when representatives from the three companies testified 
before Congress in November of 2017. Further criticism of Facebook came when CEO Mark 
Zuckerberg and COO Sheryl Sandberg did not appear at the hearings but lead their quarterly 
earnings presentation the same day (Heath, 2017). 
 
Facebook tried to implement a number of solutions to the issue, including hiring fact-checkers, 
updating its algorithm to prioritize content from what it calls trusted sources1 and enabling red 
disputed flags2 next to falsified content. Reactions to these solutions have been mixed. Facebook 
is still struggling to prevent the spread of fake news without resorting to tactics that could be 
considered prior restraint3. The recent hijacking of the term fake news by politicians “to describe 

                                                
1 A trusted source is news that comes from publications that the Facebook community deems trustworthy, and is 
therefore prioritized in the Facebook News Feed. 
2 Disputed flags were red flag icons Facebook once used to identify articles that were found to be false by 
independent fact-checking organizations. 
3 Censorship of media prior to publication. 



 

 

reports from traditional news publishers that they dislike or find unflattering” (Klein & Wueller, 
2017, p. 6) continues to make the identification of inaccurate stories even more difficult. 
 
Timeline — Two Long Years 
 
● January 2016: Facebook reported that the security team had seen an uptick in Russian 

actors attempting to steal credentials of journalists and public figures to the FBI.  
● March 2016: Facebook released Benjamin Fearnow, an employee working on the 

platform’s Trending Topics feed, after he leaked internal communications to Gizmodo. 
● May 9, 2016: Gizmodo published its examination of Facebook’s Trending Topics 

feature, stating that it “routinely suppressed conservative news.”  
● May 10, 2016: Republican Senator John Thune penned a letter to Facebook demanding 

answers about the Trending Topics feed’s biased coverage.  
● May 18, 2016: Facebook invited a group of Republicans to Menlo Park. Zuckerberg 

insisted the platform’s purpose is to remain neutral. 
● July 2016: Rupert Murdoch, CEO and founder of News Corp, expressed concerns about 

Facebook’s effect on the news industry to Zuckerberg. 
● August 2016: Facebook handed control of the Trending Topics feed back to its 

engineers, letting go of the journalists it originally hired to do the job. 
● October 2016: Nine days before the presidential election, Roger McNamee, an investor 

in Facebook, emailed a letter to CEO Mark Zuckerberg and COO Sheryl Sandberg 
voicing his concerns about misinformation on the platform stating, “I am ashamed.” 

● November 2016: Donald Trump was elected president. Mark Zuckerberg made his 
statement of denial saying that it was “pretty crazy” to believe fake news shared on 
Facebook influenced the outcome of the election. 

● December 2016: Facebook hired former CNN reporter Campbell Brown to lead the 
News Feed Integrity Task Force and promised to propose its own solutions to the fake 
news crisis by developing relationships with publishers.  

● January 2017: The Facebook Journalism Project was launched.  
● February 2017: Zuckerberg published his manifesto “Building Global Community” on 

Facebook and began a listening tour with stops in all 50 states.  
● September 2017: Facebook revealed that Russian propagandists purchased $100,000 

worth of ads directed at American voters during the 2016 election. 
● October 2017: Jonathan Albright, a researcher from the Tow Center for Digital 

Journalism, discovered that some 500 posts from six Russian propaganda accounts were 
shared more than 340 million times. 

● November 2017: Facebook General Counsel Colin Stretch testified before Congress 
during congressional Intelligence Committee hearings investigating Russian influence on 
the 2016 election. At the same time, Zuckerberg and Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg 
gave an earnings presentation and were not present at the hearing.  



 

 

● January 2018: Facebook began rolling out more solutions including updates to the way 
the News Feed was organized and crowdsourced credibility efforts.  
 

Research 
 
During the Senate Intelligence Committee’s hearing on Russian interference in the 2016 U.S. 
Presidential election, Senator Mark Warner and others questioned repeatedly whether Facebook 
conducted a truly exhaustive search of the stories, posts, ads and other content on its platform 
(Romm, 2017). Even the product manager in charge of civic engagement on Facebook accepted 
that the company was “far too slow to recognize how bad actors were abusing our platform” 
(Chakrabarti, 2018, para. 7). After initially dismissing the idea that hoaxes swayed the election 
outcome, Facebook’s research revealed that its Targeted Ads4 feature was indeed being abused to 
further feed into existing biases (Schrage, 2017). Reports surfaced that Facebook was giving 
advertisers the option to target users using keywords such as “Jew hater” (Wagner, 2017).  
 
The platform had unknowingly sold about 3,000 ads reaching nearly 10 million people to 
inauthentic Russian pages that promoted both sides of sensitive political and social issues like 
gun control and the Black Lives Matter movement in an attempt to polarize political discourse 
(Wagner, 2017). Facebook’s research also indicated that a majority of fake news was financially 
motivated. This insight that reducing economic incentives was instrumental to controlling fake 
news helped drive the strategy and tactics (Mosseri, 2016). Additionally, the insight that an 
article is more likely to be false or misleading if people are less likely to share it upon reading 
was useful in ranking content in the News Feed (Mosseri, 2017).  
 
Facebook also utilized feedback from the community that public content, i.e., posts from 
businesses, brands and media were flooding News Feeds and preventing users from connecting 
with each other via the sharing of personal moments (Zuckerberg, 2018). Although this does not 
directly relate to fake news, it demonstrates that social listening has helped Facebook improve 
user experience. Since most of the tactics deployed by Facebook were experimental in nature, 
research also helped course-correct any strategy that was not successful. For instance, academic 
research on correcting misinformation showed that placing a red flag to mark a disputed article 
(a tactic used by the platform to help the community report hoaxes) was in fact doing more harm 
than good. This was replaced by a new feature called Related Articles. Research on the 
effectiveness of this new tactic showed that it leads to fewer shares than when the Disputed Flag 
was shown (Lyons, 2017). Since Facebook had also become a go-to news destination with 
purposely designed algorithms to customize users' News Feeds with stories they were mostly 
likely to engage with, (Kovach, 2017) it had to deal with the consequences of creating a 
confirmation bias5. Acting on its research that showing people an article from an opposing 

                                                
4 An algorithm that places ads based on demographics,  the consumers' previous buying history or online behavior. 
5 Information that strengthens preferred narratives and rejects information that undermines it. 



 

 

perspective could promote rational thinking and potentially burst filter bubbles on the internet 
was also important to planning its strategy (Chakrabarti, 2018).  
 
Strategy 
 
As a founder-led company, CEO Mark Zuckerberg is the face of Facebook. In his words, it 
(being a founder-led company) “helps resist the short-term pressures that often hurt companies” 
(Zuckerberg, 2016, para 2). From this standpoint, the strategy deployed by Facebook has been 
curated from Zuckerberg’s Facebook profile as well as articles published in its newsroom that 
are most relevant to this case study. The notes have been published by Zuckerberg himself or 
knowledgeable insiders with titles such as vice president of News Feed, vice president of ad 
products, director of product, and vice president of product management to name a few. Insights 
on specific problems and solutions have been shared by persons with expertise on each. The 
strategy has also been extracted from a dedicated section entitled “Hard Questions” that 
addresses the specific concerns related to Facebook and the fake news crisis. The following 
sections provide a brief overview on the pre-election strategies in response to fake news claims 
and a more elaborate explanation of Facebook’s post-election strategies to fight fake news.  
 
Pre-Election Strategies  
 
The security team at Facebook was informed about Russian interference in the presidential 
election campaign and misuse of the platform in early 2016 (Thomson & Vogelstein, 2018). This 
was promptly reported to the FBI but no further action was taken on either end. In the following 
months, Facebook denied that it had anything to do with influencing the election. Around the 
same time, an article that claimed how Trending Topics6 were politically biased invited scrutiny 
from John Thune, a Republican senator from South Dakota and chair of the Senate Commerce 
Committee, which oversees the Federal Trade Commission (Thomson & Vogelstein, 2018). 
Once again, Facebook refuted the allegations in a letter to Thune. The controversy around 
Trending Topics initiated the first change in Facebook’s strategy. In an article entitled “Building 
a Better News Feed for You,” Facebook’s Head of News Feed Adam Mosseri announced that 
Facebook’s new algorithm would prioritize posts from friends and family over news content 
(Mosseri, 2016).  
 
Post-Election Strategies 
 
The election of Donald Trump as President of the United States rekindled the fake news 
controversy and Facebook was blamed for causing its spread. The allegations that fake news on 
Facebook influenced the election outcome were brushed off by Zuckerberg with a comment on 

                                                
6 A trending topic is a subject that experiences a surge in popularity on one or more social media platforms for a limited duration 
of time.  



 

 

how the idea was “pretty crazy” (Newton, 2016). He also argued that filter bubbles7 on social 
media were not as influential as those offline (Thomson & Vogelstein, 2018). In a status update 
shared on Nov. 12, 2016, Zuckerberg wrote:  
 
 Of all the content on Facebook, more than 99% of what people see is authentic. Only a 
            very small amount is fake news and hoaxes. The hoaxes that do exist are not limited to 
            one partisan view, or even to politics. Overall, this makes it extremely unlikely hoaxes 
            changed the outcome of this election in one direction or the other (Zuckerberg, 2016).  
 
One year later, in 2017, Rob Goldman, Facebook’s vice president of ad products, tweeted “I 
have seen all of the Russian ads and I can say very definitively that swaying the election was 
*NOT* the main goal” (Wagner, 2018, para. 3) maintaining Zuckerberg’s initial position that the 
social and political messages in the ads did not conform to a specific ideology (Schrage, 2017). 
Zuckerberg (2016) affirmed that the goal of Facebook was to show people meaningful content 
and accurate news and announced his intention to enable the community to flag hoaxes and fake 
news. He also recognized in his status update that making the distinction between truth and 
falsehood is complicated and expressed concerns about becoming an arbiter of truth himself. In 
the same status, Zuckerberg said that he was proud that his platform gave people a voice in the 
election and tools to share billions of posts.  
 
A week after the election, Facebook began to realize that it was an invisible hand in the 
presidential election. In an update on Nov. 18, 2016, Zuckerberg wrote, “The bottom line is: we 
take misinformation seriously...we've been working on this problem for a long time and we take 
this responsibility seriously” (Zuckerberg, 2016). He also reiterated Facebook’s reliance on the 
community to help report fake news and its own apprehensions about taking a paternalistic 
approach toward regulating content, saying “We need to be careful not to discourage sharing of 
opinions” and “limit freedom of expression” (Zuckerberg, 2016, para. 3). Finally, he went back 
to his initial position that the percentage of misinformation on Facebook was relatively small but 
proposed a seven-point action plan. The strategies included stronger detection, easy reporting, 
third party verification, warnings, related articles, disrupting fake news economics and listening 
(Zuckerberg, 2016). Almost a month later, on Dec. 15, 2016, Zuckerberg posted his next update: 
 
   I think of Facebook as a technology company, but I recognize we have a greater 
              responsibility than just building technology that information flows through...while we 
              don't write the news stories you read and share, we also recognize we're more than just a 
              distributor of news (Zuckerberg, 2016. para 3).  
 
This recognition that Facebook was more than just a distributor of news was instrumental to 
                                                
7 A filter bubble is the intellectual, cultural, and ideological isolation that can occur when websites make use of algorithms to 
selectively assume the information a user would want to see based on factors such as location, past click-behavior, and search 
history, and then give information to the user according to this assumption. 



 

 

developing the tactics to control fake news. The post outlined that the strategy was aimed at 
making misinformation less profitable for spammers who make money by getting more people to 
visit their sites. The idea was to engage the community and third-party organizations rather than 
taking matters into its own hands. In February 2017, Zuckerberg addressed the Facebook 
audience in a memo entitled “Building Global Community” where he talked about the change in 
the company’s focus from “connecting friends and family” to developing the social infrastructure 
that would “bring the world closer together” (Zuckerberg, 2017, para 21). He went on to list five 
questions that would lead Facebook’s new strategy:  
 

1. How do we help people build supportive communities that strengthen traditional 
institutions in a world where membership in these institutions is declining? 

2. How do we help people build a safe community that prevents harm, helps during crises 
and rebuilds afterwards in a world where anyone across the world can affect us? 

3. How do we help people build an informed community that exposes us to new ideas and 
builds common understanding in a world where every person has a voice? 

4. How do we help people build a civically-engaged community in a world where 
participation in voting sometimes includes less than half our population? 

5. How do we help people build an inclusive community that reflects our collective values 
and common humanity from local to global levels, spanning cultures, nations and regions 
in a world with few examples of global communities?  

 

 
(Zuckerberg, 2017) 

Once again, he concluded the memo with how Facebook takes its responsibility seriously, is 
dedicated to learning and improving, and intends to create a positive impact despite the current 
climate of divisiveness and isolation (Zuckerberg, 2017). 
 
In April 2017, Adam Mosseri, the vice president of News Feed wrote an article accepting the 
harm and erosion of trust in the community caused by fake news, and announced three key areas 
that the company would focus on: disrupting economic incentives for fake news, building new 
products to stop its spread, and helping people make informed decisions when exposed to fake 



 

 

news. The multidimensional approach detailed by Mosseri involved utilizing community 
stakeholders and third-party fact checkers, strict enforcement of Facebook policies, and use of 
artificial intelligence to track spam accounts.  
 
In June 2017, Zuckerberg made an official announcement that Facebook’s new mission had 
changed from “To give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected”  
to “to bring the world closer together” in light of the polarizing impact created by filter bubbles 
on the social media platform (Newton, 2017). 
 
In a live video, Zuckerberg (2017) expressed his concern about protecting the integrity of the 
democratic process by stating that he did not want anyone to use Facebook’s tools to undermine 
democracy. He maintained in his communication that the amount of problematic content found 
on the platform was relatively small. Still, he outlined nine objectives for Facebook that included 
working with the U.S. government on its ongoing investigations into Russian interference and 
continued efforts to uncover what happened in the election. Internally, Zuckerberg proposed 
making political advertising more transparent, strengthening the ad review process for political 
ads and increasing manpower. Externally, he expressed intent to expand partnerships with 
election commissions around the world and increase sharing of threat information with other tech 
and security companies through programs such as ThreatExchange. To protect the community 
from online bullying while engaging in political discourse, he called for action against fake 
accounts from public authorities such as the Federal Office for Information Security, and 
conceded to sharing security practices (Zuckerberg, 2017). Following through on the nine-point 
strategy, Facebook announced its plans to hand over copies of political ads purchased by Russian 
sources to Congress to help the investigation after previously withholding those very details from 
House and Senate leaders citing privacy concerns (Romm & Wagner, 2017). 
 

 
(Zuckerberg, 2017) 

 



 

 

To address the issue of targeted advertising that created filter bubbles on the platform, Facebook 
expressed its intention to strengthen policy enforcement, tighten restrictions on advertiser 
content, increase standards for authenticity, and establish industry best practices (Schrage, 2017). 
It proposed human review and approval for certain types of targeting to be in compliance with its 
community standards and advertising policy. The new changes were to allow users to see a list of 
all the ads that a Facebook page was running on the site, so as to get a complete perspective of 
the page’s intentions (Wagner, 2017). It also sought to change the way political or advocacy ads 
were bought and publicized on the platform (Fischer, 2017) such as requiring advertisers that run 
election ads to indicate that they are doing so and installing a new feature to help viewers learn 
more about the political candidate (Romm & Wagner, 2017).  
 
Execution and Tactics 
 
Reporting Hoaxes 
 
In December 2016, Facebook decided to make it easier to report hoaxes and send reports to 
third-party fact checking organizations who would then flag these posts as disputed, making it 
less likely to show up in the News Feed. People would still be able to read and share the story 
but would have more information about its accuracy. Furthermore, no one would be able to make 
a disputed story into an ad or promote it on Facebook as a result of this update. However, this 
feature was rolled back one year later after research showed that putting a red flag next to an 
article was having the opposite effect of what was intended (Lyons, 2017). This was replaced by 
a new feature called Related Articles to give more context and help people decide what is false 
and what is not (Lyons, 2017).  
 
Recognizing in its research and strategy that a majority of fake news is financially motivated, 
Facebook took several steps to reduce incentives by eliminating spoof domains and identifying 
scope for policy enforcement (Mosseri, 2016). The third-party fact checkers that partnered with 
Facebook were required to be signatories of Poynter’s Code of Principles (Mosseri, 2017) which 
are directives for the International Fact-Checking Network. The principles call for a commitment 
to non-partisanship and fairness, transparency of sources, transparency of funding and 
organization, transparency of methodology and a commitment to open and honest corrections 
(Poynter, n.d.). If a news article was marked false by these organizations, advertisers could no 
longer link ads to these stories. Pages that frequently shared stories marked as false were 
identified by fact-checkers and their right to advertise on Facebook was terminated (Shukla, 
2017). Thousands of fake accounts that could be attempting to influence elections in many 
countries were shut down (Zuckerberg, 2017).  
 
 



 

 

News and Media 
 
In January 2017, Facebook announced a new program to collaborate with the news industry to 
fight fake news. The Facebook Journalism Project was aimed at collaborative development of 
news products that included new storytelling formats, promoting local news, sponsoring 
important journalism and publishing conferences, providing training and tools for journalists via 
e-learning courses and helping them connect better with audiences (Simo, 2017). It also 
partnered with organizations such as the Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass 
Communication at Arizona State University to fund new research projects on media literacy. 
Additionally, Facebook worked with the News Literacy Project to produce a series of public 
service ads (PSAs) to help inform people on Facebook about fake news (Simo, 2017). The News 
Integrity Initiative (NII) was launched in partnership with tech industry leaders, academic 
institutions, non-profits and third-party organizations to improve news literacy, trust in 
journalism and to better inform the public conversation (Mosseri, 2017).  
 
Trending Topics 
 
Three significant changes were made to Trending Topics in April 2017. First, Trending Topics 
featured the publisher below the headline to increase credibility. Second, an improved system 
was introduced to determine what is trending to ensure that the topics reflected real world events 
being covered by multiple publishers. Finally, everyone in the same region was exposed to the 
same topics so that news was not personalized or targeted based on interests (Cathcart, 2017).  
 
News Feed 
 
Updates were also made to the News Feed to identify authentic content. First, closeness to the 
person or page posting content, as well as engagement (likes, comments, shares) on a post were 
evaluated to identify patterns in spam-posting pages which were in-turn used to spot fake content 
from other pages. Second, posts with more real time engagement i.e., likes, comments, shares 
from a friend were prioritized in the News Feed based on the assumption that these would “be 
temporarily more important” (Lada, 2017). As a result, people would see fewer posts and ads 
from low-quality web pages. Posts from friends and family were prioritized over public content 
from publishers and businesses in a user’s News Feed (Mosseri, 2018). Only public content that 
generated conversation between people showed higher in the News Feed. Additionally, a new 
update that involved utilizing the community as objective sources to help determine trusted 
sources was introduced (Zuckerberg, 2018). As part of this update, Facebook users would be 
asked whether they were familiar with a news source and if they trusted that source. The survey 
was intended to identify broadly trusted sources across society that are not limited to a niche 
readership (Zuckerberg, 2018). 
 



 

 

In November 2017, Facebook added new trust indicators to help users better vet the reliability of 
the publications and journalists behind articles that appear in the News Feed.The indicators were 
developed by the Trust Project, a non-partisan effort operating out of Santa Clara University 
Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, to boost transparency and media literacy. Select publishers 
could upload additional information about fact-checking policies, ownership structures, author 
histories and more to help readers make informed decisions before sharing information online 
(Klein & Wueller, 2017).  
 
Public Relations 
 
Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg talked to Axios' Mike Allen in what was the first public 
interview of a senior Facebook executive since revelations about Russian interference in the 
presidential election (Fischer, 2017). Although Sandberg revealed in the interview that Facebook 
acted on the rumours about malicious actors around election time, the investigation was not 
shared with the public until April 2017 (Romm & Wagner, 2017). As part of the company’s 
broader public relations campaign, Sandberg arranged meetings with senior U.S. lawmakers 
from both parties, chairs of a committee that oversees tech companies like Facebook, lawmakers 
representing Silicon Valley, members of the Congressional Black Caucus and leaders of the 
House Intelligence Committee (Romm & Wagner, 2017) to assure them that Facebook was 
capable of handling the crisis on its own. Sandberg addressed leaders from Latino, Muslim-
American and African-American rights groups and discussed issues related to civic engagement 
in general and Russian interference in particular. According to Erin Egan, vice president of 
Facebook’s U.S. public policy, “Facebook is an important part of many people’s lives. That’s an 
enormous responsibility – and one that we take incredibly seriously. We are continually learning 
and improving – and the meetings Sheryl held in D.C. are a key part of that effort” (Schwartz, 
2017, para 8).  
 
Meanwhile, Zuckerberg made it his personal goal to go on a listening tour to hear from people 
from every state in the U.S. and educate himself about their needs and problems (Isaac, 2017). 
The tour entailed visits to civic centers, churches and other places where he met people from all 
walks of life. Photographs from the tour were posted to his Facebook page. This effort to save 
the company’s reputation (Lashinsky, 2017) was critiqued as a well-staged media operation 
(Isaac, 2017) and speculated to have political underpinnings (Constine, 2017). However, when 
the time came, Zuckerberg did not testify in front of Congress but instead sent his lawyer to 
represent the company.  
 
 
 
 



 

 

Evaluation  
 
Financial Impact 
 
Despite a momentary decrease in stock price around the peak of the election cycle in late 2016, 
Facebook’s financial health has continued to trend upward. In fact, the company is enjoying, 
“record profitability—its market value has more than doubled since 2015, to $500 billion, 
making Zuckerberg the world’s fifth-richest person” (Chafkin & Frier, 2017, para. 4).  
 

 
Yahoo Finance 

Advertiser Response 
 
There has been a mixed response from advertisers to changes made by Facebook, particularly to 
the changes made to the News Feed algorithm. When Adam Mosseri announced the 
prioritization of friends and family posts over branded content in the News Feed, some 
advertisers were concerned about the effects it would have on ad performance, while others 
expressed a contentedness about Facebook making an effort to be a platform motivated by 
meaningful connections.  
 
For example, Chris Cunningham, president of Unacast, had a more negative outlook and said the 
“impact of the News Feed (algorithm change) will be positive for user experience but terrible for 
brands, publishers and other third-party players” (Cohen, 2018, para. 13) adding that changes 
like these can hurt small companies the most. On the other hand, Billy Boulia, vice president and 
group director of social strategy at DigitasLBi, had a more positive response. He said, “Facebook 
is striving to make its News Feed a place for meaningful and relevant connections” (Cohen, 
2018, para. 4) and that the change gives brands an opportunity to better connect with their 
audiences by understanding what types of content are meaningful to them. 
 
Unilever, a global consumer packaged goods company, expressed its discontent with Facebook’s 
slow movement to drive out fake news and other misleading content. The company took a more 
serious approach and recently threatened to pull back ad dollars from Facebook because it plans 
to “prioritize investing only in responsible platforms that are committed to creating a positive 
impact in society” (Vranica, 2018, para. 3) said Chief Marketing Officer Keith Weed. This could 



 

 

have catastrophic consequences for Facebook. Unilever spent $9 billion dollars marketing its 
products last year (Vranica, 2018, para. 3). Despite concerns from large advertisers about 
Facebook’s stance on fake news, ad revenue continues to increase. Facebook reported that it had 
five million businesses advertising on its platform as of April of 2017 (BI Intelligence, 2017) and 
its ad revenue jumped to $12.8 billion in Q4 of 2017 (Wagner & Molla, 2018).  
 

 
(Recode, 2018) 

Media Response 
 
Media and publishers had a generally more negative reaction to the sweeping changes to 
Facebook’s News Feed. Rupert Murdoch and Robert Thomson of News Corp accused Facebook 
of not properly consulting its media partners before making such changes, resulting in 
tremendous consequences for many publishers (Thompson & Vogelstein, 2018). Murdoch and 
Thomson went so far as to say that Facebook had “become an existential threat to serious 
journalism” (Thompson & Vogelstein, 2018, para. 35) because of its dominance in the digital 
advertising market.   
 
Outrage from publishers began even before changes to the News Feed algorithm were made. 
Many publishers began seeing a decrease in referrals to their websites from Facebook when the 
platform was testing solutions that distinguished clickbait from real news in response to the fake 
news crisis. Derek Mead, Vice Media’s global executive director, called the media “collateral 
damage” (Dua, 2018, para. 5) and Audrey Cooper, editor-in-chief of the San Francisco 
Chronicle, said "I cannot overstate how much Facebook is just screwing our news operations and 
our democracy over and over and over” (Dua, 2018, para. 7).  
 
However, some publications have felt that Facebook’s efforts to hold the media to a higher 
ethical standard when distributing news on its platform was a positive change that aligned with 
their own values. Buzzfeed, who has expertly used Facebook and other social media platforms to 



 

 

grow its business, said "meaningful social content is our sweet spot. We expect to continue to 
[...] transcend these News Feed changes, which confirm trends we've seen over the platform in 
recent months and have already taken steps to evolve alongside" (Dua, 2018, para. 10). The 
Financial Times, a publication with an entirely different mission, said it “welcomed the move to 
recognize and support trusted and reliable news and analysis” (Dua, 2018, 11).  
 
User Response 
 
Fake news spread online during the 2016 election gave rise to political polarization in the U.S. 
Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) reported that Gallup polls revealed “a continuing decline of ‘trust 
and confidence’ in the mass media ‘when it comes to reporting the news fully, accurately, and 
fairly’” (p. 215). While this distrust in media increased, Facebook maintained a strong user base. 
According to the Business Insider Intelligence Digital Trust Report, Facebook still ranked 
second, behind LinkedIn, when rated on its “security, community, user experience, and content 
authenticity and shareability” (Elder & Gallagher, 2017, para. 3). The report showed that while 
content on LinkedIn was most likely to be viewed as honest, users were more likely to share 
content they found on Facebook (Elder & Gallagher, 2017). Facebook’s changes to the News 
Feed have emphasized time well spent on the platform, rather than an abundance of time spent 
consuming low quality or misleading content. Despite the ongoing crisis, Facebook’s monthly 
users topped two billion in the middle of 2017.  
 

 
(Facebook, 2017) 



 

 

Analysis and Discussion 
 
Finding the Fine Line 
 
The fake news controversy has put Facebook in a delicate spot. One one hand, it is concerned 
that taking direct action may appear as picking a political side and on the other, it is trying to 
maintain its status as a platform and not a publisher to receive the protection of Section 230 of 
the Communications Decency Act (Thomson & Vogelstein, 2018) which safeguards it from 
defamation claims and other speech-based torts in situations where the information is published 
by another Internet user (Klein & Wueller, 2017). Although it is acknowledged that Facebook 
has become an important platform for political and social expression and steps have been taken 
to control abuse, Facebook is aware that speech censorship could restrict the right to free and full 
expression, which could compromise the very values of democracy that it stands for (Schrage, 
2017). It is wary of the ethical implications of becoming an arbiter of truth as well as the 
practical shortcomings in addressing a problem of this scale (Mosseri, 2017). Zuckerberg said, 
“Freedom means you don’t have to ask for permission first, and by default, you can say what you 
want” (Kafka, 2017, para.4). Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg echoed his thoughts in saying that 
divisive political ads should be allowed to run “because when you cut off speech for one person 
you cut off speech for all people” (Romm & Wagner, 2017, para. 11). Although there are 
consequences to breaking community standards, Facebook cannot stop people from saying what 
they want since doing so would not be consistent with its company values and status as a 
platform and not publisher.  
 
That being said, Facebook should take advantage of the immunity granted by Section 230 to 
restrict or remove objectionable content such as fake news stories from its site. It is preferable 
for Facebook rather than the government to take action against fake news (Timmer, 2017) since 
giving the government the authority to determine what is true or false could create scope for 
partisan abuse and also discourage legitimate stakeholders from participating in political 
discourse. The Honest Ads Act proposed by Democratic Senate Lawmakers Mark Warner and 
Amy Klobuchar asks tech giants to make copies of political ads as well as information about the 
targeted audience(s) available for public inspection (Romm, 2017). The new disclosure rules 
would require clear and conspicuous disclaimers saying who purchased the ads. This expectation 
is consistent with the principle of full disclosure and transparency outlined by the Institute for 
Advertising Ethics that emphasize the importance of transparency in restoring public confidence 
and trust in institutions during a time when new technologies are changing the advertising 
landscape (Snyder, 2011).  
 
If each institution does its part to maintain the social fabric, government interference can be 
avoided. For instance, the AAF code of ethics also asks that advertisers uphold “the highest 
personal ethics in the creation and dissemination of commercial information” (Snyder, 2011). If 



 

 

advertisers exercise caution with both the content of advertisements as well as choosing an 
ethical platform, it is possible to disrupt the fake news economy. Even the Interactive 
Advertising Bureau, a Washington D.C. based trade association representing Facebook, Google, 
Twitter and other major online ad networks, believes that it is best equipped to handle the crisis 
on its own (Romm, 2017). The group’s leader, Randall Rothenberg argued that “self regulation 
can actually go further than this Congress can go in enforcing the rules” (Romm, 2017, para. 7).  
 
Image Restoration Theory  
 
Image restoration theory is a framework often used to analyze crisis communication, “both 
prospectively as an ethical guideline and retrospectively as a responsive strategy” (Moore & 
Roman, 2012, p. 314). It outlines five strategies: denial, reducing offensiveness, evasion of 
responsibility, corrective action, and mortification on a scale of least ethical to most ethical 
crisis-response message (Moore & Roman, 2012). Since Facebook’s image restoration efforts 
entailed several ethical dilemmas, it will be useful to analyze Facebook’s communication 
strategy from the lens of the image restoration theory.  
 
A corporation can “deny that the act occurred, that the firm performed the act, or that the act was 
harmful to anyone” (Moore & Roman, 2012, p. 315). Statements from Zuckerberg that claimed it 
was unlikely fake news changed the outcome of the election (2016), COO Sheryl Sandberg’s 
(2017) refusal to acknowledge that Facebook is becoming a media company and Rob Goldman’s 
tweet that the main goal of the Russian ads was not to sway the elections (Wagner, 2018) show 
denial and evasion of responsibility as the company’s initial approach to image repair.  
 
Facebook is also seen to utilize defeasibility in its strategic communication in saying that it 
lacked information about or control over important elements (Moore & Roman, 2012) of Russian 
interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential election. According to Benoit and Brinson (1994) “If a 
company can convince the audience that the act in question happened accidentally, it should be 
held less accountable, and the damage to that business’s image should be reduced” (Moore & 
Roman, 2012, p. 315). While this communication strategy could work in the initial stages of 
crisis management, it is not sufficient to resolve the crisis.  
 
In updates about Facebook’s action against fake news, Zuckerberg (2017) reiterated Facebook’s 
positive role in elections by claiming that they “operate at much larger scales of 100x or 1000x 
bigger than the interference we've found” (para. 17). This ultimately downplayed the impact of 
the crisis to reduce offensiveness via minimization while simultaneously bolstering to 
“strengthen the audience’s positive feelings toward itself, in order to offset the negative feelings 
connected with the wrongful act” (Roman & Moore, 2012). He continued to say that the billions 
of interactions and open discussions facilitated by Facebook may never have happened offline 
and that the platform provided candidates direct channels to communicate with millions of 



 

 

citizens via advertising campaigns. He reminded the Facebook community about its "get out the 
vote" efforts that helped as many as two million people register to vote who might not have 
voted otherwise. Zuckerberg’s “giving people a voice” rhetoric also shows the attempt to steer 
public discourse in its own favor (Wagner, 2017).  
 
Almost one year later, Zuckerberg apologized for the wrongdoing and asked forgiveness (Roman 
& Moore, 2012) in a final strategy for image restoration known as mortification. Admitting that 
he should have taken fake news more seriously, he wrote in a Facebook post, “Calling that crazy 
was dismissive and I regret it” (Wagner, 2017, para 2). On Yom Kippur, the Jewish day of 
atonement, Zuckerberg wrote, “For the ways my work was used to divide people rather than 
bring us together, I ask forgiveness and I will work to do better” (Schleifer, 2017, para. 3).  
 
In the aftermath of the fake news crisis, Facebook employed several experimental strategies and 
tactics as corrective action by “promising to prevent the recurrence of the offensive act” (Roman 
& Moore, 2012, p. 315). Zuckerberg even went so far as to say that he is “dead serious” about 
fighting fake news and that Facebook’s business could suffer because of the time and money he 
plans to spend on ensuring that a crisis like this never happens again (Wagner, 2017). An ethical 
theory applicable to analyzing the fake news crisis is John Stuart Mill’s Theory of 
Utilitarianism (Roman & Moore, 2012) that focuses on the end result of an action rather than the 
action itself. In saying, “I believe this will make our society stronger and in doing so will be 
good for all of us over the long term...protecting our community is more important than 
maximizing our profits,” (Wagner, 2017, para. 4) Zuckerberg embodied the ethical philosophy of 
utilitarianism, stressing consequences to society as a whole and striving for the greatest 
happiness for the greatest number (Roman & Moore, 2012). As a result of the changes, he 
expected that the time people spend on Facebook and some measures of engagement would drop. 
He also warned investors that business could suffer (Zuckerberg, 2018). However, his focus on 
making the time spent on Facebook more valuable for users emphasizes that his philosophy of 
outcomes prioritized the consumers of his social media platform over other stakeholders.  
 
Other Challenges 
 
Fake news has taken a new meaning in public discourse with politicians misusing the phrase to 
attack traditional news publishers who do not support, promote or subscribe to their ideology. 
Factual reports from reputable publishers have been dismissed as fake news (Klein & Wueller, 
2017) as can be seen in President Donald Trump’s tweet that reads, “Facebook was always anti-
Trump. The Networks were always anti-Trump hence, Fake News, @nytimes(apologized) & 
@WaPo were anti-Trump. Collusion?” (Romm, 2017, para. 1). Zuckerberg wrote in response, 
“Trump says Facebook is against him,” and “Liberals say we helped Trump. Both sides are upset 
about ideas and content they don't like. That's what running a platform for all ideas looks like” 
(Wagner, 2017, para. 5).  



 

 

 
The short turnaround time for news articles and scuffle for readers’ attention has no doubt 
pressured journalists into prioritizing speed over accuracy. However, erroneous reporting cannot 
be confused with fake news. It must be considered whether the deception is intentional, a 
reckless disregard for the truth or an error in judgement. The growth of online bloggers, citizen 
journalists and other non-traditional news sources have further blurred the boundaries making it 
difficult to distinguish real news from fake news (Klein & Wueller, 2017). Moreover, as Alex 
Hardiman, the head of Facebook news products and an alum of The New York Times pointed out, 
Facebook has created an economic system that rewards publishers for sensationalism measured 
by clicks and engagement, not accuracy or depth; consequently encouraging clickbait content 
that is polarizing and divisive (Thompson & Vogelstein, 2018). Measuring the value of content 
by engagement metrics and not truth is a compromise on quality and Facebook will need to 
change its business model if it does not want to address these challenges (Solon, 2016).  
 
Fake news is fabricated and knowingly false (Klein & Wueller, 2017). Recognizing this 
“intention to deceive” could help Facebook respond better to the fake news crisis. However, 
while this intention may be easier to identify in ads and articles that are overtly political, those 
with cultural and economic messages intended to influence the outcome of an election without 
mentioning a candidate or a political party are even more difficult to identify (Stelter, 2017). The 
changes intended to create more transparency fail to address these ads, referred to as "issue ads" 
which create social and political unrest without necessarily promoting a political candidate 
(Romm & Wagner, 2017). Fake news stories that appear as organic posts, i.e., as status updates 
or other content published and shared on Facebook without cost are also hard to identify and 
regulate in a way that does not compromise free speech (Romm & Wagner, 2017). This poses 
another challenge for Facebook in fighting fake news.  
 
Conclusion  
 
Claire Wardle, research director at the Tow Center for Digital Journalism, said “Facebook 
stumbled into the news business without systems, editorial frameworks and editorial guidelines, 
and now it’s trying to course-correct” (Solon, 2016, para 5). It has always strategically 
communicated that it is a platform, but the events that have unfolded since the presidential 
election have made it realize that it has a greater responsibility (Thompson & Vogelstein, 2018). 
Despite pressure from the media and public, it may be wiser for Facebook to continue to 
maintain its status as a platform lest it invite the scrutiny of the First Amendment, lose the 
protection of the Communications Decency Act, and find itself juxtaposed between the 
responsibility of fighting fake news and fear of restricting the freedom of speech.  
 
 



 

 

Discussion Questions  
 
1. Is Facebook’s strategic positioning as a technology company and not a media company, and as 
a platform and not a publisher, in the best interest of all stakeholders?  
 
2. What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of being a founder-led company, 
especially when it comes to managing a crisis?  
 
3. Do you think it was wise for Zuckerberg to communicate to the public via his social handle 
that changes introduced by Facebook could negatively affect business and profits? What impact 
could such a statement have on current and potential investors?  
 
4. Based on Facebook’s communications and tactics, do you think the user experience, advertiser 
return on investment or traffic to news sites is most important to the company’s strategy moving 
forward?  
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