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Executive Summary  

User Engagement with Authoritative Resources and Tools to Raise Awareness: We continue 
to support the global public health community’s work by connecting people to accurate, reliable, 
accessible and relevant sources of information.  

● Our COVID-19 Information Center on Facebook provides people with the latest 
information from health authorities, news, resources, facts, and tips to stay healthy and 
safe. It is available globally, including all 27 EU member states. More than 120 million 
people globally, including over 14 million people in the EU, visited the COVID-19 
Information Center during the month of January 2021. 

● Understanding How News Feed Predicts what People See: In January, we published a 
newsroom article - How Does News Feed Predict What You Want to See? - explaining how 
our ranking system works and the challenges of building a system to personalize the 
content for more than 2 billion people and show each of them content that is relevant and 
meaningful for them. We believe that providing transparency on our News Feed empowers 
users to take more control over the content they see in their feed. 

Actions on Misinformation: Stopping the spread of misinformation and harmful content about 
COVID-19 on our apps is critically important.  

● Applying our Community Standards: In January 2021, we removed over 290 thousand 
pieces of content on Facebook and Instagram globally, including over 13 thousand pieces 
of content in the EU, for containing misinformation that may lead to imminent physical 
harm, such as content relating to fake preventative measures or exaggerated cures. We 
also removed over 310 thousand pieces of content on Facebook and Instagram globally, 
including over 9 thousand pieces of content in the EU member states, related to COVID-19 
and which violated our medical supply sales standards. 

● Supporting Media Literacy in Europe: In January, we ran a media literacy campaign 
ahead of the Catalan regional elections to help users learn how to spot false news online. 
This is part of our ongoing efforts to raise awareness and help people be more critical 
about the information they see. 

● Oversight Board’s Decisions on Covid 19: In January, the Oversight Board (OB) 
published their decisions on the first set of cases they chose to review, which we have 
implemented in accordance with the bylaws. Regarding a post we had removed in a Group 
claiming hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin is a cure for COVID-19 and criticizing the 
French government’s response to COVID-19, the board has overturned our decision and 
rightfully raised concerns that we can be more transparent about our COVID-19 
misinformation policies. We agree that these policies could be clearer and have since 
published our updated COVID-19 misinformation policies.  

https://about.fb.com/news/2021/01/how-does-news-feed-predict-what-you-want-to-see/
https://oversightboard.com/
https://oversightboard.com/news/165523235084273-announcing-the-oversight-board-s-first-case-decisions/
https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Bylaws_v6.pdf
https://oversightboard.com/news/325131635492891-oversight-board-overturns-facebook-decision-case-2020-006-fb-fbr/
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/


Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior and Influence Operations: In January, we removed two 
networks of accounts, Pages and Groups. One network from Uganda targeted domestic audiences 
in its own country, and another network originated primarily in Palestine and focused on domestic 
audiences. We have shared information about our findings with industry partners, researchers and 
policymakers. 

Advertising: As the COVID-19 situation develops, we have adjusted our policies and enforcement 
protocols. For a full list of our Advertising Policies about COVID-19, see here. 

1. Introduction  

This report builds off our previous reports to the European Commission, in response to the Joint 
Communication for tackling COVID-19 disinformation, and provides an overview of the policies, 
products, and processes we have deployed to combat COVID-19 misinformation and 
disinformation across Facebook and Instagram in January 2021. 

2. User Engagement with Authoritative Resources and Tools to Raise 
Awareness 

We continue to find new ways to connect people with accurate, reliable and authoritative 
information. This is a core component of our strategy to combat misinformation because we want 
to be able to provide our users with the means to decide what to read, trust and share.  
 
We believe that informing people with accurate and authoritative information, as well as more 
context, is an approach that can be more impactful than the alternative of just removing content. If 
we simply removed all posts flagged by fact-checkers as false, for example, the content would still 
be available elsewhere on the internet, other social media platforms, or even discussed around the 
dinner table. By leaving this content up and surfacing research from fact-checkers or pointing 
people to reliable information, we’re providing people with important information and context. 
 
As noted by an international group of human rights experts (in relation to COVID-19): “it is 
essential that governments and internet companies address disinformation in the first instance by 
themselves providing reliable information… Resorting to other measures, such as content take-
downs and censorship, may result in limiting access to important information for public health and 
should only be undertaken where they meet the standards of necessity and proportionality.” 
 
During the coronavirus public health crisis, we have been supporting the global public health 
community’s work to keep people safe and informed by connecting them to accurate, reliable, 
accessible and relevant sources of information about COVID-19. Our COVID-19 Information 
Center on Facebook provides people with the latest information from health authorities, news, 
resources, facts, and tips to stay healthy and safe. It is available globally, including all 27 EU 
member states. More than 120 million people globally, including over 14 million people in the EU, 
visited the COVID-19 Information Center during the month of January 2021. 

Understanding How News Feed Predicts What People See 
It is often asserted that social media is the chief cause of rising polarization; that people are 
unwittingly trapped in online echo chambers where they’re exposed only to people and content that 

https://www.facebook.com/business/help/1123969894625935?helpref=search&sr=8&query=account%20disabled
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-tackling-covid-19-disinformation-getting-facts-right_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/communication-tackling-covid-19-disinformation-getting-facts-right_en.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25729


reinforce their ideological worldview. But the academic evidence simply doesn’t bear this out. 
Research from Stanford University last year looked in depth at trends in nine countries over 40 
years, and found that in some countries polarization was on the rise before social media even 
existed, and in others it’s been decreasing while social media use increased. Data published in 
2019 from the EU itself suggests that whether people get their news from social media or 
elsewhere, levels of ideological polarization are similar. Research from both Pew in 2019 and the 
Reuters Institute in 2017 shows that people are likely to encounter a more diverse set of opinions 
and ideas using social media than if they only engaged with other types of media. This is not as 
surprising as it sounds: most people logically share a wider mix of ideological views from their 
family and friends on social media than the narrow digest of content they receive from partisan 
publications or cable TV outlets. Algorithms play an important role in ordering what people see on 
social media, but the friends and family people choose also plays a major role in what people see 
on Facebook. 
 
When it comes to the News Feed algorithm, there are also many theories and myths. Most people 
understand that there’s an algorithm at work, and many know some of the factors that inform that 
algorithm (whether you like a post or engage with it, etc.). But there’s still quite a lot that’s 
misunderstood.  
 
In the past few years, we have publicly shared many of the details and features of News Feed, as 
well as News Feed Publisher Guidelines, which are designed to provide an overview of News 
Feed: 1) how it works, 2) the values it operates by, 3) the policies Facebook enforces, 4) the 
signals we look for when ranking content, and 5) the storytelling tools Facebook offers to help 
people’s content reach the right audience.  
 
To clarify some of the misunderstanding or misconceptions, we recently published a newsroom 
article about How Does News Feed Predict What You Want to See? The article shares details 
about how our ranking system works and the challenges of building a system to personalize the 
content for more than 2 billion people and show each of them content that is relevant and 
meaningful for them, every time they come to Facebook.  
 
We believe that providing transparency on how News Feed ranking works empower users to take 
more control over the content they see in their feed. 

3. Actions on Misinformation 

Our goal is to create a place for expression and give people a voice. Building community and 
bringing the world closer together depends on people's ability to share diverse views, experiences, 
ideas and information. Our commitment to expression is paramount, but we recognise that the 
internet creates new and increased opportunities for abuse. When considering whether to provide 
more context, allow, reduce distribution, or remove misinformation, we do it in service of one or 
more of our Community Standards Values: voice, authenticity, safety, privacy, and dignity.  

We define misinformation as content that is false or misleading. We enforce on misinformation by 
looking at content or behaviors that violate our Community Standards or content that may be 
reviewed by our third-party fact-checking partners. We define disinformation as coordinated efforts 
to manipulate public debate for a strategic goal. 

https://web.stanford.edu/%7Egentzkow/research/cross-polar.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/%7Egentzkow/research/cross-polar.pdf
http://eprints.bournemouth.ac.uk/32048/7/OSNs%20as%20a%20political%20news%20medium.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2019/08/22/in-emerging-economies-smartphone-and-social-media-users-have-broader-social-networks/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Digital%20News%20Report%202017%20web_0.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Digital%20News%20Report%202017%20web_0.pdf
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/02/inside-feed-facebook-26-friends-algorithm-myth/
https://about.fb.com/news/2018/05/inside-feed-news-feed-ranking/
https://www.facebook.com/business/help/272517783378174?id=208060977200861
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/01/how-does-news-feed-predict-what-you-want-to-see/
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/


Applying Community Standards to COVID-19 Content 
As people around the world confront this unprecedented public health emergency, we want to 
make sure that our Community Standards protect people from harmful content and new types of 
abuse related to COVID-19. We're working to remove content that has the potential to contribute to 
offline harm, including through our policies prohibiting the coordination of harm, the sale of medical 
masks and related goods, hate speech, bullying and harassment, and misinformation that 
contributes to the risk of imminent violence or physical harm. Oftentimes, misinformation can cut 
across different types of abuse areas; for example, a racial slur could be coupled with a false claim 
about a group of people and we’d remove it for violating our hate speech policy. The following are 
updated metrics for the month of January 2021: 

● We removed over 290 thousand pieces of content on Facebook and Instagram globally, 
including over 13 thousand pieces of content in the EU, for containing misinformation that 
may lead to imminent physical harm, such as content relating to fake preventative 
measures or exaggerated cures. 

● We removed over 310 thousand pieces of content on Facebook and Instagram globally, 
including over 9 thousand pieces of content in the EU member states, related to COVID-19 
and which violated our medical supply sales standards. 

As the situation evolves, we are continuing to look at content on the platform, assess speech 
trends and engage with experts, and will provide additional policy guidance to our Community 
Standards when appropriate to keep the members of our community safe during this crisis. These 
policies, as well as the additional policies listed in our Community Standards apply to content on 
both Facebook and Instagram, including surfaces such as Groups and Pages. 

Our Third-Party Fact-Checking Program 
For misinformation that does not lead to real world harm, but undermines the authenticity and 
integrity of our platform, we continue to work with our growing network of independent third party 
fact-checking partners. We partner with over 80 fact-checking organizations around the world, 
covering over 60 languages. In the EU and greater Europe, we partner with 35 fact-checking 
organizations, covering 26 languages. 

Supporting Media Literacy in Europe 
We want to give people the tools to make more informed decisions about the information they 
choose to consume and share online. In January, we ran a media literacy campaign ahead of the 
Catalan regional elections to help users learn how to spot false news online. This is part of our 
ongoing efforts to raise awareness and help people be more critical about the information they see. 

Oversight Board’s Decision on COVID-19 Case 

In January, the Oversight Board (OB) published their decisions on the first set of cases they chose 
to review. We have implemented the binding decisions by the Board in accordance with the 
bylaws. 
 
Given that we are in the midst of a global pandemic, we felt it was important to comment on the 
decision in the COVID-19 case, regarding a post we had removed in a Group claiming 
hydroxychloroquine and azithromycin is a cure for COVID-19 and criticizing the French 

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/
https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/programs/third-party-fact-checking
https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/programs/third-party-fact-checking
https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/programs/third-party-fact-checking/partner-map
https://www.facebook.com/journalismproject/programs/third-party-fact-checking/partner-map
https://oversightboard.com/
https://oversightboard.com/news/165523235084273-announcing-the-oversight-board-s-first-case-decisions/
https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Bylaws_v6.pdf
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/12/oversight-board-selects-case-on-hydroxychloroquine-azithromycin-and-covid-19/


government’s response to COVID-19. We took down the post for violating our policy on Violence 
and Incitement as laid out in our Community Standards. We referred this case to the board 
because we found it significant and difficult as it creates tension between our values of voice and 
safety. 
 
The board has overturned our decision and rightfully raised concerns that we can be more 
transparent about our COVID-19 misinformation policies. We agree that these policies could be 
clearer and have since published our updated COVID-19 misinformation policies.  
 
We do believe, however, that it is critical for everyone to have access to accurate information, and 
our current approach in removing misinformation is based on extensive consultation with leading 
scientists, including from the CDC and WHO. During a global pandemic this approach will not 
change. 
 

4. Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior (CIB) and Influence Operations 

We know that people looking to mislead others - whether through phishing, scams, or influence 
operations - try to leverage crises in order to advance their goals, and the COVID-19 pandemic is 
no different. As the situation evolves, we are actively working to find and stop coordinated 
campaigns that seek to manipulate public debate across our platforms.  

Our approach to Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior (CIB), and Influence Operations (IO) more 
broadly, is grounded on behavior- and actor-based enforcement. This means that we are looking 
for specific violating behaviours exhibited by violating actors, rather than violating content (which is 
predicated on other specific violations of our Community Standards, such as misinformation and 
hate speech). Therefore, when CIB networks are taken down, it is based on their behavior, not the 
content they posted. For a comprehensive overview of our approach, see here. 

To date, we have not found evidence of influence operations created to focus specifically on 
COVID-19. What we have seen is that people behind campaigns opportunistically use coronavirus-
related posts among many other topics to build an audience and drive people to their Pages or off-
platform sites. 

January 2021 Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior Report 
Our teams continue to focus on finding and removing deceptive campaigns around the world — 
whether they are foreign or domestic. In January, we removed two networks of accounts, Pages 
and Groups. One network from Uganda targeted domestic audiences in its own country, and 
another network originated primarily in Palestine and focused on domestic audiences. We have 
shared information about our findings with industry partners, researchers and policymakers. 

We are making progress rooting out this abuse, but as we’ve said before – it’s an ongoing effort. 
We’re committed to continually improving to stay ahead. That means building better technology, 
hiring more people and working closely with law enforcement, security experts and other 
companies. 

● Total number of Facebook accounts removed: 426 

● Total number of Instagram accounts removed: 153 

https://oversightboard.com/news/325131635492891-oversight-board-overturns-facebook-decision-case-2020-006-fb-fbr/
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/10/inauthentic-behavior-policy-update/


● Total number of Pages removed: 210 

● Total number of Groups removed: 62 

Networks removed in January 2021: 

 Uganda: We removed 220 Accounts, 32 Pages, 59 Groups and 139 Instagram accounts 
that originated in Uganda and targeted domestic audiences. Our investigation found links to 
the Government Citizens Interaction Center at the Ministry of Information and 
Communications Technology in Uganda. We found this network after reviewing information 
about a portion of its activity shared with us by researchers at the Atlantic Council’s Digital 
Forensics Research Lab. Given the impending election in Uganda, once we completed our 
investigation, we moved quickly to take down this network in early January. 

 Palestine: We removed 206 Facebook accounts, 178 Pages, 3 Groups and 14 Instagram 
accounts that targeted Palestine. Our investigation found links to individuals in Palestine 
and UAE, in addition to links between a small portion of this network and individuals 
associated with a recently created marketing firm called Orientation Media in Belgium. We 
found this network as part of our internal investigation into suspected coordinated 
inauthentic behavior in the region. 

A detailed report of the networks taken down and examples of content they posted can be found 
here. Previous reports can be found here. 

5. Advertising 

As the COVID-19 situation develops, we have implemented a variety of measures to prevent ads 
from being used to spread misinformation; to prevent ads from promoting content that could 
contribute to physical harm; to prohibit exploitative or deceptive ads; and provide transparency on 
ads about health issues. We have applied our Advertising Policies to new types of abuse that 
we’re seeing on the platform. We have made adjustments to our enforcement protocols to prevent 
people from exploiting the COVID-19 pandemic, and continue adapting or removing temporary 
bans on specific products as the situation stabilizes. 

For a full list of our Advertising Policies about COVID-19, see here. 

https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/January-2021-CIB-Report.pdf
https://about.fb.com/news/tag/coordinated-inauthentic-behavior/
https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/
https://www.facebook.com/business/help/1123969894625935?helpref=search&sr=8&query=account%20disabled
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