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Research questions: 

To what extent does misinformation resonate in 
political spaces online within social media in the 
run-up to the US presidential elections?

Where in the social media landscape is misinformation 
‘mainstreaming’, as indicated by engagement?

Cases: Political Facebook, Google Web Search, 
Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, Reddit, 4chan 



Findings in brief: 

Interest in mainstream media (on social media) is waning. Broadly 
speaking, TikTok parodies it, 4chan and Reddit dismiss it and direct users 
to alternative influencer networks. Facebook’s ‘fake news’ problem 
concerns declining amounts of mainstream media referenced. Instagram 
has influencers dominating user engagement. By comparison, Google 
Web Search buoys the liberal mainstream (and sinks conservative sites).

Methods in brief: 

Data journalism technique where one measures story or post 
engagement and ‘distance from the top’ per platform for each 
candidate and social issue query



The case studies 

○ Political Facebook, Political Google Web Search, 
Political Twitter, Political Instagram, Political 
TikTok, Political Reddit, Political 4chan 

○ Demarcated political spaces on each platform 
through query design outputting ‘sets’



1) The scale of Facebook's problem depends 
upon how ‘fake news’ is classified 

○ To what extent is 'fake news' (as defined in the 2016 
seminal news article) present in the most 
engaged-with, election-related content on Facebook 
in the run-up to the 2020 US presidential elections? 



The birth of the 
‘fake news’ crisis 
or 'fake news' outperforms 
'mainstream news' on 
Facebook, in the run-up to 
the U.S. elections in 2016. 

Source: Silverman, 2016.
Note: ‘Fake news’ includes imposter, 
conspiracy as well as ‘hyperpartisan’ 
sources. Qualitative determination.



The scale of Facebook's problem depends 
upon how ‘fake news’ is classified 

○ The 'fake news' problem around the US elections as observed in 2016 has 
worsened on Facebook in 2020. In the early months in 2020 the proportion of 
user engagement with ‘fake news’ to mainstream news stories is 1:3.5, 
compared to 1:4 during the same period in 2016. 



The scale of Facebook's problem depends 
upon how ‘fake news’ is classified

○ If one applies a stricter definition of 'fake news' such as only imposter news 
and conspiracy sites (thereby removing hyperpartisan sites as in Silverman’s 
definition), mainstream sources outperform ‘fake’ ones by a much greater 
proportion.  

Original (roomy) definition of fake news Narrow definition of fake news



The scale of Facebook's problem depends 
upon how ‘fake news’ is classified 

○ Given there are more hyperpartisan conservative sources engaged with than 
hyperpartisan progressive ones, the research points to how considerations 
of what constitutes 'fake news' may be politicized.   

Method note: Findings made on the 
basis of Facebook user engagement of the 
top 200 stories returned for queries for 
candidates and social issues. Based on 
existing labelling sites, the stories and by 
extension the sources are classified 
along a spectrum from more to less 
problematic and partisan.



The scale of Facebook's problem depends 
upon how ‘fake news’ is classified
Implications 

○ Narrow classification of ‘fake news’ could depoliticize and also 
provide opportunities for smaller scale means to address issue 
(fact-checking) compared to larger scale problem (automated, 
big data approaches) 

○ It implies a ‘politics of demarcation’ in the sense that Facebook 
would be less culpable in mainstreaming the fringe
Rogers, Richard (2020). ‘The scale of Facebook’s problem depends upon how “fake news” is 
classified,’ The Harvard Kennedy School Misinformation Review, 1(6), October, DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-43 



2) Problematic information in Google Web 
Search? 

○ How are problematic sources positioned within the 
first 20 Google.com results, when querying U.S. 
political parties and candidates and their most 
significant issues?

○ For issue-related queries, what are the predominant 
source types returned, and how may their leanings 
be characterized politically? 



2) Problematic information in Google Web 
Search? 

○ Problematic information is hardly present in Google Web Search results for 
queries related to the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates. 



2) Problematic information in Google Web 
Search? 

○ Overall, the presence of liberal sources is greater than that of conservative 
websites. 

Method note: List of political issues triangulated from the two political parties’ platforms, individual candidates’ platforms 
and three voter support services: Politico, VoteSmart and On the Issues. Queries with VPN.

Rough indicator of problematic nature and partisanship of sources determined by employing a combination of labeling 
sites, AllSides.com, Media Bias / Fact Check, ‘the Chart’, and NewsGuard. 



2) Problematic information in Google Web 
Search? Implications 

○ Perceived liberal media bias lingers in the U.S. 
political imaginary (Hassel et al., 2020).

○ Question of how Google responds to the debate 
about a ‘liberal tech bias’ (Boxell et al., 2020). 

○ One of the few online spaces where the fringe is not 
mainstreamed.



3) Problematic information on Twitter? 

○ To what extent are problematic sources present in 
the most engaged-with content in political and issue 
spaces on Twitter in the run-up to the 2020 US 
elections? 

○ And are there problematic users among the most 
active? 

○ Are they typically of a particular political leaning? 



3) Problematic information on Twitter? 
○ The number of mainstream sources attached to political tweets or retweets 

is greater than problematic sources, but those sub-classified as 
(hyper)partisan amount to roughly half of the shared sources. 



3) Problematic 
information on 
Twitter? 
There were more problematic 
accounts (fake accounts and bots) 
than real accounts on Twitter among 
selected keyword and hashtag datasets
 (Democrat, Republican, Trump), except 
Biden's set. 

Method note: SparkToro categorisation. For bots, it 
categorizes accounts by determining whether they 
have Twitter’s default profile image, if an account has 
an unusual number of followers/following, or sends 
an abnormal number of tweets per day, etc. Fake/real 
profiles too are judged on their usual/unusual 
tweeting habits and behaviour.



3) Problematic information on Twitter? 
Implications

○ With such abundant referencing of hyperpartisan sources, 
political Twitter turns up the temperature of political 
discourse.

○ Indications of a regularity of artificial amplification of political 
information on Twitter, notably from the conservative side of 
the political spectrum.



4) The earnest platform: Coverage of the US 
presidential candidates, COVID-19 and social 
issues on Instagram 

Scholars have put forward the notion of 'ambivalence' as 
a means of interpreting online content that can 'go 
either way', in contrast to 'earnest' posts shared 'in good 
faith' by engaged users with clear intentions (Phillips & 
Milner). 



4) Instagram as earnest platform

○ To what extent is ambivalent and divisive (or earnest and 
non-divisive) content present in the most interacted-with 
political posts on Instagram in the run-up to the 2020 US 
elections? 

○ Are there signs of artificial amplification (so-called fake or 
suspicious followers) among the candidates and their 
parties? 

○ How do influencers and celebrities on ‘political Instagram’ 
contribute to the information climate?



4) Instagram as earnest platform
○ The top posts on ‘political Instagram’ contain largely earnest content, even 

when divisive. Content labelled as ambivalent and divisive in hardly in 
evidence. 



4) Instagram as earnest platform
○ There are signs of artificial amplification in the US political space. The Trump 

and the Republican party official accounts lead the pack. 



4) Instagram as earnest platform
○ There are signs of artificial amplification in the US political space. The Trump 

account has followers from countries known for follower farms. 



4) Instagram as earnest platform
○ Celebrities and influencers generally make responsible contributions to 

political Instagram, e.g., the debunking of a coronavirus 5G conspiracy 
theory by hip-hop artist 55Bagz. 



4) Instagram as earnest platform
Implications

○ The ‘problem’ of insincere, divisive content posting is 
overblown, at least on Instagram.

○ Celebrities and influencers less to blame for the spread of 
conspiracy and misinformation.



5) Singing and dancing on TikTok: Misinforming 
young voters with creative political expression? 

TikTok as political space?

‘Authenticity and integrity’
warning label for political 
TikTokers



5) Singing and dancing on TikTok: Misinforming 
young voters with creative political expression? 

Source: Wardle, 
2017



5) Singing and dancing on TikTok: Misinforming 
young voters with creative political expression?

○ How do TikTok users express themselves politically in the short 
videos they create?

○ What are the most popular forms of political expression on 
TikTok, and how may they manifest themselves as 
misinformation? 



5) Singing and dancing on TikTok
○ While occasionally partisan support messages, political videos 

on TikTok are often
 highly personal, 
sarcastic and 
layered with 
several creative 
effects.



5) Singing and dancing 
on TikTok
‘Satirical mistrust’ is mixed in the 
same videos with misinformation 
types including misleading content, 
false connection and false context.



5) Singing and dancing on TikTok: Misinforming 
young voters with creative political expression?
Implications

○ New form of hybrid misinformation type, mistrustful satire 
mixed with other types of misinformation.



6) The spread of political misinformation on the 
online subcultural platforms 4Chan and Reddit 

○ To what extent do U.S.-based political boards and forums on 
4chan and Reddit share misinformation and “junk” content? 
Are algorithmically generated imposter news (‘pink slime’) 
websites among the misinformation that circulates?

○ How can we quantify and qualify the degree that “alternative 
influence networks” proliferate on these sites?



6) The spread of political misinformation on the 
online subcultural platforms 4Chan and Reddit 

Priyanjana 
Bengani, 
2020

Rebecca 
Lewis, 
2018



6) The spread of political misinformation on the 
online subcultural platforms 4Chan and Reddit 

○ Mainstream news is dismissively referenced more than problematic 
information on both platforms, but a significant portion of information 
originates from YouTube, and has been deleted for violating YouTube’s 
content policy.



6) The spread of political misinformation on the 
online subcultural platforms 4Chan and Reddit 

○ AIN - a group of YouTube channels that blur the lines between news and 
personality-centric vlogging, spreading misinformation-laden commentary 
on social and political issues are more popular on Reddit.



6) The spread of political misinformation on the 
online subcultural platforms 4Chan and Reddit
Implications 

○ Pink slime websites may not be the problem.

○ Alternative influencer videos are the new news.

Burton, Anthony and Dimitri Koehort (2020). 'The spread of political 
misinformation on online subcultural platforms', Harvard Misinformation 
Review, 1(6), https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-40.



Research questions: 

To what extent does misinformation resonate in 
political spaces online within social media in the 
run-up to the US presidential elections?

Where in the social media landscape is misinformation 
‘mainstreaming’, as indicated by engagement?

Cases: Political Facebook, Google Web Search, 
Twitter, Instagram, TikTok, Reddit, 4chan 



Findings in brief: 

Interest in mainstream media (on social media) is waning. Broadly 
speaking, TikTok parodies it, 4chan and Reddit dismiss it and direct users 
to alternative influencer networks. Facebook’s ‘fake news’ problem 
concerns declining amounts of mainstream media referenced. Instagram 
has influencers dominating user engagement. By comparison, Google 
Web Search buoys the liberal mainstream (and sinks conservative sites).

Methods in brief: 

Data journalism technique where one measure story or post 
engagement and ‘distance from the top’ per platform per 
candidate and social issue query
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