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Facebook response to the European Commission Communication on 
Covid-19 Disinformation  

Report for May 2021 

Executive Summary  

User engagement with authoritative sources: 

● COVID-19 Information Center: More than 280 million people globally, including over 29 
million people in the EU, visited the COVID-19 Information Center during the month of May 
2021. 

● Making Emotional Health a Priority for Mental Health Awareness Month: As the 
pandemic continues to impact emotional health, we have partnered with leading mental 
health experts around the world to offer support and provide new resources (such as a new 
guide on Offering Support to a Friend and an @Instagram Guide on Social Comparison). We 
also encouraged people to check in with each other throughout the month, and beyond. 

● Giving People More Control on Instagram and Facebook: Everyone on Instagram and 
Facebook now have the option to hide their public like counts, so they can decide what works 
for them. And we announced new tools to allow people to filter offensive content from their 
direct messages and give people ways to control what they see and share on Facebook’s 
News Feed — like the Feed Filter Bar, Favorites Feed and Choose Who Can Comment. 

● Supporting vaccination efforts on our apps:  

○ Since January, we’ve given over $30 million in ad credits to help governments, NGOs 
and other organizations reach people with COVID-19 vaccine information and other 
important messages. These campaigns resulted in an estimated 10 billion ad 
impressions globally.  

○ More than 5 million people globally have used profile frames and stickers. On 
Instagram, we introduced stickers for people to share that they got vaccinated or 
share their support for vaccines. Since April, these were used more than 7 million 
times. 

● Real-Time Insights on Vaccine Acceptance and Drivers of Vaccine Hesitancy: Since 
April 2020, we’ve been collaborating with Carnegie Mellon University and the University of 
Maryland on a global survey to gather insights about COVID-19 symptoms, testing, 
vaccination rates and more. Based on some recent insights from this survey, vaccine 
acceptance is rising — for example it increased 18% in Chile and 4% in the UK since January. 
Adults who are hesitant about getting a COVID-19 vaccine indicate they are most hesitant 
due to concerns about side effects, followed by distrust of COVID-19 vaccines and the 
government. Most respondents who are hesitant due to concerns about side effects indicate 
they would be most persuaded by those within their community, either healthcare providers 
who they know or friends and family.  

● Our continuing commitment to transparency: We have expanded our bi-annual 
Transparency Report to include our proactive efforts to protect intellectual property rights. 

https://www.facebook.com/emotional_health/offering_support
https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/introducing-new-tools-to-protect-our-community-from-abuse
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/03/more-control-and-context-in-news-feed/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/03/more-control-and-context-in-news-feed/
https://www.facebook.com/help/1634545223376778
https://www.facebook.com/help/1625371524453896
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/04/encourage-your-friends-to-get-a-covid-19-vaccine/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/how-were-proactively-combating-counterfeits-and-piracy/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/how-were-proactively-combating-counterfeits-and-piracy/
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We published our Community Standard Enforcement Report for the January 2021 to March 
2021 reporting period, which for the first time includes prevalence data for adult nudity and 
sexual activity and violent and graphic content on Instagram. And we launched a redesign of 
our Transparency Center to make it easier for people to find what they need.  

Actions on misinformation:  

● Applying Community Standards: During the month of May, we removed over 930 
thousand pieces of content on Facebook and Instagram globally, including over 62 thousand 
pieces of content in the EU, for violating our COVID-19 and vaccine misinformation policies. 

● Third-Party Fact-Checking: 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 33 languages.  

● Media Literacy:  In May, we launched a campaign to educate people in Cyprus about how 
we work with third party fact-checkers to combat false news online.  

● Informing people: We’ve launched new ways to inform people if they’re interacting with 
content that’s been rated by a fact-checker as well as taking stronger action against people 
who repeatedly share misinformation on Facebook. 

○ People will now see a popup if they go to like a Page that has repeatedly shared 
content that fact-checkers have rated. People can also click to learn more, including 
that fact-checkers said some posts shared by this Page include false information and 
a link to more information about our fact-checking program.  

○ We will now reduce the distribution of all posts in News Feed from an individual’s 
Facebook account if they repeatedly share content that has been rated by one of our 
fact-checking partners.  

○ We redesigned notifications that warn people when they share content that a fact-
checker later rates. The notification includes the fact-checker’s article debunking the 
claim as well as a prompt to share the article with their followers. It also includes a 
notice that people who repeatedly share false information may have their posts 
moved lower in News Feed. 

● Instagram research on safety and community health:  We’re requesting research 
proposals from global academics and non-profits to help us better understand experiences 
on Instagram that may or may not contribute to the safety and health of our community. We 
especially encourage researchers investigating topics that may affect teen communities or 
underserved or vulnerable communities to apply. 

Coordinated inauthentic behaviour: In May 2021, we removed 123 Facebook accounts, 77 
Instagram accounts, 55 Pages, and 12 Groups, broken down as follows:  

● Russia, Sudan: We removed 83 Facebook accounts, 30 Pages, six Groups and 49 
Instagram accounts operated by local nationals in Sudan on behalf of individuals in Russia. 
This network targeted primarily Sudan.  

https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/how-were-proactively-combating-counterfeits-and-piracy/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/how-were-proactively-combating-counterfeits-and-piracy/
https://transparency.fb.com/
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/
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● Pakistan: We removed 40 Facebook accounts, 25 Pages, six Groups and 28 Instagram 
accounts that originated in Pakistan and targeted primarily domestic audiences in Pakistan, 
in addition to also focusing on English, Arabic and Pashto-speaking audiences globally.  

Advertising:  As the COVID-19 crisis evolves, so do our policies. For a full list of our Advertising 
Policies about COVID-19, see here. Our latest updates to our advertising policies related to COVID-
19 are as follows:  

● We’ve expanded our Controversial Content policy to restrict or prohibit ads promoting certain 
medical supplies and high-demand products related to COVID-19 as they have been 
associated with exploitative behavior. 

● Our Misleading Claims Advertising Policy prohibits ads that contain deceptive, false, or 
misleading claims like those relating to the effectiveness or characteristics of a product or 
service or claims setting unrealistic expectations for users such as misleading health, 
employment or weight-loss claims. Ads that make deceptive, false, or unsubstantiated health 
claims, including claims that a product or service can provide 100% prevention or immunity, 
or is a cure for the virus, are not allowed.  

● Ads targeting EU countries about social issues, elections or politics have additional 
requirements when they reference COVID-19. If ads about COVID-19 include political or 
electoral content, or if the content includes advocacy, debate or discussion about social 
issues, then advertisers are required to get authorized and include a “Paid for by” disclaimer 
on these ads to run them.  

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 May 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 

https://www.facebook.com/business/help/1123969894625935?helpref=search&sr=8&query=account%20disabled
https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/
https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/prohibited_content/misleading_claims
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
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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 280 million people globally, including over 29 million people in the EU, 
visited the COVID-19 Information Center during the month of May 2021. 

Making Emotional Health a Priority for Mental Health Awareness Month 
According to a recent study by the World Health Organization, COVID-19 has exacerbated mental 
health challenges globally, while disrupting or halting critical mental health services in 93% of 
countries worldwide. As the pandemic continues to impact emotional health, we have partnered 
with leading mental health experts around the world to offer support and provide new resources. 
We also encouraged people to check in with each other throughout the month, and beyond. 

Checking In: 

● It’s Been A Year: Across our apps, we’re elevating the voices of people triumphing over the 
challenges of the past year. The pandemic has taken a toll on mental health, and checking 
in on someone can often make a difference. People can get involved by checking in with 
family, friends or someone they know who are struggling. Together, people can be 
reminded that they’re not alone, and that it’s ok if they don’t feel ok.    

● Check In With A Friend: It takes less than a minute to check in and show someone people 
care. The “Let’s Talk” sticker pack on Messenger, developed with input from the World 
Health Organization, can help start the conversation when words are hard to find. People 
can also find mental health resources and tools through Messenger’s partner organizations.  

● Get Inspired: Watch new episodes of the Mental Health Coalition’s ‘121’ series on 
Instagram Live featuring advocates and mental health clinicians including Deepak Chopra, 
Carson Daly, Julianne Hough, Jewel, Kesha, Kevin Love, Michelle Williams, Whoopi 
Goldberg and more. New episodes will air throughout the month showing how managing 
mental health starts with checking in with oneself and others.  

New Resources and Tips: 

● Emotional Health Updates: Check out our new guide developed by the Mental Health 
Coalition, The JED Foundation, and American Foundation for Suicide Prevention on 
Offering Support to a Friend in Emotional Health on Facebook. People can also find new 
resources from mental health organizations and advocates.  

https://www.who.int/news/item/05-10-2020-covid-19-disrupting-mental-health-services-in-most-countries-who-survey
https://www.who.int/news/item/05-10-2020-covid-19-disrupting-mental-health-services-in-most-countries-who-survey
https://www.facebook.com/stickers/2353401344912532
https://www.facebook.com/WHO
https://www.facebook.com/WHO
https://www.facebook.com/help/messenger-app/1656511984378583
https://www.instagram.com/mentalhealthcoalition/
https://www.facebook.com/emotional_health/offering_support
https://www.facebook.com/emotional_health
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● Instagram Reels Campaign with the The Jed Foundation: We know young people can feel 
pressure to look a certain way or compare themselves to others on social media. In 
partnership with The Jed Foundation, we’re creating a series of Instagram Reels with 
creators to share tips and ways teens can manage social comparison. We’ve consulted 
with Dr. Phillippa Diedrichs from the Centre for Appearance Research and other global 
mental health organizations to provide guidance on the Reels. Creators participating in the 
campaign include @pinkmantaray, @bunnymichael, @Ohhappydani, @afffirmations, 
@spencer.barbosa and @jessiamusic.   

● @Instagram Guide on Social Comparison: We also launched a new guide on @instagram 
with artwork by @nubiartuk to help people understand how different experiences online 
make them feel. It includes tips and resources from well-being creators, experts and 
advocates on how to make your experience on social media more positive and uplifting.  

These efforts build on our ongoing investment to help keep people safe, informed and connected 
to mental health resources as they continue to navigate the pandemic, and beyond.  

As we process the residual mental health effects of COVID-19 and other events of the past year, 
we hope people will remember to check in and support each other every step of the way. 

Giving People More Control on Instagram and Facebook 
Everyone on Instagram and Facebook now have the option to hide their public like counts, so they 
can decide what works for them. 

We tested hiding like counts to see if it might depressurize people’s experience on Instagram. 
What we heard from people and experts was that not seeing like counts was beneficial for some 
and annoying to others, particularly because people use like counts to get a sense of what’s 
trending or popular, so we’re giving people the choice. 

We’re looking for more ways to give people control over their experience. That’s why we 
announced new tools to allow people to filter offensive content from their DMs and gave people 
ways to control what they see and share on Facebook’s News Feed — like the Feed Filter Bar, 
Favorites Feed and Choose Who Can Comment. 

https://www.instagram.com/jedfoundation/
https://www.instagram.com/p/COVz59Zn4de/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/reel/COQvaTUBkFX/
https://www.instagram.com/p/COYwpoUF3l8/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/reel/COQ5dj5DlAK/
https://www.instagram.com/reel/COQ4LTzpvIX/
https://www.instagram.com/reel/CORQPMRhoIW/
https://www.instagram.com/instagram/guide/perfect-isnt-real-tips-to-avoid-the-pressure/17848437515579140/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&utm_campaign=&utm_medium=
https://www.instagram.com/nubiartuk/
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/10/connecting-people-to-mental-health-resources/
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/10/connecting-people-to-mental-health-resources/
https://about.instagram.com/blog/announcements/introducing-new-tools-to-protect-our-community-from-abuse
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/03/more-control-and-context-in-news-feed/
https://www.facebook.com/help/1634545223376778
https://www.facebook.com/help/1625371524453896
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New Options to Hide Public Like Counts: We’ve given people the option to hide like counts on 
all posts in their feed. People also have the option to hide like counts on their own posts, so others 
can’t see how many likes people’s posts get. This way, people can focus on the photos and videos 
being shared, instead of how many likes posts get.  

People can hide like counts on others’ posts by visiting the new Posts section in Settings. This 
control applies to all the posts in people’s feeds.  

People can also choose to hide like counts before sharing a post. People can turn this setting on or 
off, even after it goes live. People want more flexibility, so we thought it would be important to give 
people the option. 

Changing the way people view like counts is a big shift. We’ll continue working on new ways to 
give people more choice, so they feel good about the time they spend on our apps. 

   

Supporting Vaccination Efforts on Our Apps 
At Facebook, we’re working to help governments meet their COVID-19 vaccination goals by 
improving access to vaccine information and how to get vaccinated; making it easier for people to 
share their support for vaccines; and reducing misinformation about vaccines. Today, we are 
sharing an update on our global vaccination work as well as recent trends in vaccine acceptance 
from the COVID-19 Symptom Survey that we hope will help inform efforts to reach those around 
the world who have not yet been vaccinated.  
 
Connecting people to reliable information about COVID-19 vaccines: Since January, we’ve 
given more than $30 million in ad credits to help governments, NGOs and other organizations 
reach people with COVID-19 vaccine information and other important messages. These 
information campaigns resulted in an estimated 10 billion ad impressions globally. We’re also 
adding authoritative information to posts about vaccines on Facebook and Instagram that link to 
the COVID-19 Information Center for more resources. 
 
Encouraging people to share their support for vaccines: We know from public health research 
that people are more likely to get vaccinated if they see others in their community doing so. In 
countries where vaccines are available to most of the population, like the US and the UK, we 

https://dataforgood.facebook.com/covid-survey/vaccines
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ramped up our efforts to show people when their friends and neighbors share their support for 
vaccines through profile frames and stickers. More than 5 million people globally have used these 
profile frames. On Instagram, we also introduced stickers for people to share that they got 
vaccinated or share their support for vaccines. Since April, these have been used more than 7 
million times. 
 
Addressing content that could discourage people from getting vaccinated: An important part 
of our work to increase vaccinations is to address content that violates our rules on COVID-19 and 
vaccine misinformation. For certain content that does not break these rules, but could still 
discourage someone from getting vaccinated, we reduce its distribution on Facebook and remove 
it from recommendations on Facebook and Instagram.  

Real-Time Insights on Vaccine Acceptance and Drivers of Vaccine Hesitancy 
Since April 2020, we’ve been collaborating with Carnegie Mellon University and the University of 
Maryland on a global survey to gather insights about COVID-19 symptoms, testing, vaccination 
rates and more. This is the largest survey of its kind, with over 60 million total responses, and more 
than 170,000 responses daily across more than 200 countries and territories. This effort generates 
localized insights for researchers, public health officials and policymakers who are working to end 
the pandemic as quickly as possible.  
 
Based on some recent insights from this survey related to trends in vaccine acceptance, we have 
seen globally that vaccine acceptance is rising — for example it increased 18% in Chile and 4% in 
the UK since January. Adults who are hesitant about getting a COVID-19 vaccine indicate they are 
most hesitant due to concerns about side effects, followed by distrust of COVID-19 vaccines and 
the government. Most respondents who are hesitant due to concerns about side effects indicate 
they would be most persuaded by those within their community, either healthcare providers who 
they know or friends and family. Combating hesitancy will require ongoing work to address these 
specific concerns. We’re continuing to share these insights with public officials, nonprofits and 
others to help inform more effective vaccination efforts. 
 
While we’re encouraged by the positive trends in surveys about vaccine acceptance and the work 
that we and our partners have done so far, the data also demonstrates the need to continue efforts 
to reach the remaining populations with lower vaccine acceptance. For more information about our 
global efforts, see how we’re reaching billions of people with COVID-19 vaccine information. You 
can also see additional insights from the COVID-19 Symptom Survey. 

Our Continuing Commitment to Transparency 
At Facebook, we’ve published biannual transparency reports since 2013 because we strive to be 
open and proactive in the way we safeguard users’ privacy, security and access to information 
online. While our initial reports focused on the nature and extent of government requests for user 
data, we have expanded our report over the years to include the volume of content restrictions 
based on local law, the number of global internet disruptions that limit access to our products, 
reports of intellectual property infringement, and actions taken against violating content across our 
platforms. In the latest Transparency Report, we have expanded it to include our proactive efforts 
to protect intellectual property rights, and launched a redesign of our Transparency Center to make 
it easier for people to find what they need.  
 

https://about.fb.com/news/2021/04/encourage-your-friends-to-get-a-covid-19-vaccine/
https://dataforgood.facebook.com/covid-survey/vaccines
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/04/supporting-equitable-access-to-covid-19-vaccines/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/reaching-billions-of-people-with-covid-19-vaccine-information/
https://dataforgood.facebook.com/covid-survey/vaccines
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/how-were-proactively-combating-counterfeits-and-piracy/
https://transparency.fb.com/
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Transparency Center: We launched a new Transparency Center to provide a hub for all our 
integrity and transparency work. The new Transparency Center is a single destination for our 
integrity and transparency efforts. It includes information on: 

● Our policies and how they are developed and updated 
● Our approach to enforcing these content policies, using reviewers and technology 
● Deep dives on how we work to safeguard elections and combat misinformation 
● Transparency Reports sharing data on our efforts, including our quarterly Community 

Standards Enforcement Report 
● Our response to decisions, recommendations and case updates from the Oversight Board 

We’ll continue to add more information and build out the Transparency Center as our integrity 
efforts continue to evolve. 

 
 
Community Standards Enforcement Report (CSER): We publish our Community Standards 
Enforcement Report on a quarterly basis to more effectively track our progress and demonstrate 
our continued commitment to making Facebook and Instagram safe and inclusive. The report 
provides data on how we take action against violating content across our platforms. In the May 
2021 report (our 9th report), we share updated metrics for the January 2021 to March 2021 
reporting period, detailing how we are doing at preventing and taking action on content that 
violates our policies. For the first time, we introduced prevalence data for adult nudity and sexual 
activity and violent and graphic content on Instagram. 

● Prevalence is one of the most useful metrics for understanding how often people see 
harmful content on our platform, so in this report, we expanded prevalence metrics on 
Instagram to include the prevalence of adult nudity and violent and graphic content. In Q1 
of 2021, the prevalence of adult nudity on both Facebook and Instagram was 0.03-0.04%. 
Violent and graphic content prevalence was 0.01-0.02% on Instagram. On Facebook, it 
was 0.03-0.04%, down from .05% last quarter. We’re working to share more data and 
match the metrics we share across both Facebook and Instagram. That’s why we’re 
releasing these prevalence numbers for the first time, and we’ll continue to share them 
each quarter to track our progress. 

https://transparency.fb.com/
https://transparency.fb.com/policies/
https://transparency.fb.com/enforcement/
https://transparency.fb.com/features/
https://transparency.fb.com/data/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/community-standards-enforcement-report-q1-2021/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/05/community-standards-enforcement-report-q1-2021/
https://transparency.fb.com/oversight/
https://transparency.fb.com/data/community-standards-enforcement/
https://transparency.fb.com/data/community-standards-enforcement/
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● Hate Speech: Prevalence of hate speech on Facebook continues to decrease. In Q1, it 

was 0.05-0.06%, or 5 to 6 views per 10,000 views. We evaluate the effectiveness of our 
enforcement by trying to keep the prevalence of hate speech on our platform as low as 
possible, while minimizing mistakes in the content that we remove. This improvement in 
prevalence on Facebook is due to changes we made to reduce problematic content  in 
News Feed.  

Advancements in AI technologies have allowed us to remove more hate speech from 
Facebook over time, and find more of it before users report it to us. When we first began 
reporting our metrics on hate speech in Q4 of 2017, our proactive detection rate was 
23.6%. This means that of the hate speech we removed, 23.6% of it was found before a 
user reported it to us. The remaining majority of it was removed after a user reported it. 
Today, we proactively detect about 97% of hate speech content we remove.  

 
 

● Recent Trends: In addition to new metrics and ongoing improvements in prevalence, we 
saw steady numbers on the content we took action on across many problem areas. On 
Facebook in Q1 we took action on: 

○ 8.8 million pieces of bullying and harassment content, up from 6.3 million in Q4 
2020 due in part to improvements in our proactive detection technology  

○ 9.8 million pieces of organized hate content, up from 6.4 million in Q4 2020 

https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/community-standards-enforcement-report-q4-2020/
https://about.fb.com/news/2021/02/community-standards-enforcement-report-q4-2020/
https://tech.fb.com/how-ai-is-learning-to-see-the-bigger-picture/
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/11/measuring-progress-combating-hate-speech/
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○ 25.2 million pieces of hate speech content, compared to 26.9 million in Q4 2020 

On Instagram in Q1 we took action on: 

○ 5.5 million pieces of bullying and harassment content, up from 5 million in Q4 2020 
due in part to improvements in our proactive detection technology 

○ 324,500 pieces of organized hate content, up from 308,000 in Q4 2020 
○ 6.3 million pieces of hate speech content, compared to 6.6 million in Q4 2020 

● Independent audit of CSER Metrics: Last year we committed to undergoing an 
independent audit to validate that our metrics are measured and reported correctly. We 
have selected EY to conduct this assessment, and we look forward to working with them.  

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. 

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 (Facebook) and Community Guidelines (Instagram) 
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, 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. So in 
addition to our misinformation policies, we have a number of other ways we might combat COVID-
19 misinformation. The following are updated metrics: 

● During the month of May, we removed over 930 thousand pieces of content on Facebook 
and Instagram globally, including over 62 thousand pieces of content in the EU, for violating 
our COVID-19 and vaccine misinformation policies.  

● Under our Hate Speech policy, we are removing content that states that people who share 
a protected characteristic such as race or religion have the virus, created the virus or are 
spreading the virus. This does not apply to claims about people based on national origin 
because we want to allow discussion focused on national-level responses and effects (e.g., 
“X number of Italians have COVID-19”). We also remove content that mocks people who 

https://about.fb.com/news/2020/08/independent-audit-of-enforcement-report-metrics/
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/
https://www.facebook.com/help/instagram/477434105621119/?helpref=hc_fnav&bc%5B0%5D=Instagram%20Help&bc%5B1%5D=Policies%20and%20Reporting&rdrhc
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share a protected characteristic such as race or religion for having COVID-19. As reported 
in our Community Standards Enforcement Report (CSER):  

○ Facebook: We took action on 25.2 million pieces of content in Q1 2021, 96.8% of 
which were found and actioned on before it was reported by people. Prevalence of 
hate speech content was between 0.05% to 0.06%. 

○ Instagram: We took action on 6.3 million pieces of content in Q1 2021, 93.4% of 
which were found and actioned on before it was reported by people. As for 
prevalence, we are working to include this data in future CSERs. 

● Under our Bullying and Harassment policy, we remove content that targets people 
maliciously, including content that claims that a private individual has COVID-19, unless 
that person has self-declared or information about their health status is publicly available. 
As reported in our Community Standards Enforcement Report (CSER):  

○ Facebook: We took action on 8.8 million pieces of content in Q1 2021, 54.5% of 
which were found and actioned on before it was reported by people.  

○ Instagram:  We took action on 5.5 million pieces of content in Q1 2021, 78.6% of 
which were found and actioned on before it was reported by people.  

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 (Facebook) and our Community Guidelines (Instagram) when appropriate to keep the 
members of our community safe during this crisis.  

Our Third-Party Fact-Checking Program in Europe 
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 32 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 May, we launched a campaign to educate people in 
Cyprus about how we work with third party fact-checkers to combat false news online. The 
campaign focused on educating the general public about the fact-checking process by stressing 
the  independence of fact-checkers and the rigorous techniques they use to verify news. 

Informing People That Have Interacted With Fact-checker Rated Content & Taking 
Action Against People Who Repeatedly Share Misinformation  

We’ve launched new ways to inform people if they’re interacting with content that’s been rated by a 
fact-checker as well as taking stronger action against people who repeatedly share misinformation 
on Facebook. Whether it’s false or misleading content about COVID-19 and vaccines, climate 
change, elections or other topics, we’re making sure fewer people see misinformation on our apps.  

https://transparency.fb.com/data/community-standards-enforcement
https://transparency.fb.com/data/community-standards-enforcement
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
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More Context For Pages That Repeatedly Share False Claims: We want to give people more 
information before they like a Page that has repeatedly shared content that fact-checkers have 
rated, so people will now see a popup if they go to like one of these Pages. People can also click 
to learn more, including that fact-checkers said some posts shared by this Page include false 
information and a link to more information about our fact-checking program. This will help people 
make an informed decision about whether they want to follow the Page. 

 

 

Expanding Penalties For Individual Facebook Accounts: Since launching our fact-checking 
program in late 2016, our focus has been on reducing viral misinformation. We’ve taken stronger 
action against Pages, Groups, Instagram accounts and domains sharing misinformation and now, 
we’re expanding some of these efforts to include penalties for individual Facebook accounts too. 
We will now reduce the distribution of all posts in News Feed from an individual’s Facebook 
account if they repeatedly share content that has been rated by one of our fact-checking partners. 
We already reduce a single post’s reach in News Feed if it has been debunked. 

Redesigned Notifications When People Share Fact-Checked Content: We currently notify 
people when they share content that a fact-checker later rates, and now we’ve redesigned these 
notifications to make it easier to understand when this happens. The notification includes the fact-
checker’s article debunking the claim as well as a prompt to share the article with their followers. It 
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also includes a notice that people who repeatedly share false information may have their posts 
moved lower in News Feed so other people are less likely to see them. 

 

Funding Instagram Research on Safety and Community Health 

We’re funding more external research about people’s experiences on Instagram, and how we can 
improve our policies and products to support our community. We’re currently requesting research 
proposals from global academics and non-profits to help us better understand experiences on 
Instagram that may or may not contribute to the safety and health of our community. This includes, 
but is not limited to, research that will help us better understand equity and fairness issues facing 
our communities, develop better policies, assess possible improvements to protect our younger 
community, or better understand the mechanisms (e.g., social support, social comparison) through 
which Instagram usage would directly impact the people that use our service. We especially 
encourage researchers investigating topics that may affect teen communities or underserved or 
vulnerable communities to apply. More information on the research grant can be found here. 
 

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.  

Historically, influence operations have manifested in different forms: from covert campaigns that 
rely on fake identities to overt state media efforts that use authentic and influential voices to 
promote messages that may or may not be false on their face. As we’ve studied emerging 
adversarial tactics and actors, our understanding of influence operations has evolved. Today, we 
define influence operations as: Coordinated efforts to manipulate or corrupt public debate for a 
strategic goal. 

https://research.fb.com/programs/research-awards/proposals/2021-instagram-request-for-proposals-on-safety-and-community-health/
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Tackling the many tactics that make up influence operations requires multiple approaches, which is 
one reason why, when designing policies intended to counter IO, it is important to distinguish 
deceptive content from deceptive behavior.  

The most egregious form of this type of deception is Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior (CIB): 
CIB is any coordinated network of accounts, Pages and Groups on our platforms that centrally 
relies on fake accounts to mislead Facebook and people using our services about who is behind 
the operation and what they are doing. Since 2017, Facebook’s Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior 
policy has been a primary vehicle for enforcing against these covert deception campaigns. 

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. 

Threat Report: Combating Influence Operations 

Over the past four years, industry, government and civil society have worked to build our collective 
response to influence operations (IO), which we define as “coordinated efforts to manipulate or 
corrupt public debate for a strategic goal.” 

Since 2017, our security teams at Facebook have identified and removed over 150 covert 
influence operations for violating our policy against Coordinated Inauthentic Behavior (CIB). These 
operations targeted public debate across both established and emerging social media platforms, 
as well as local blogs and major newspapers and magazines. They were foreign and domestic, run 
by governments, commercial entities, politicians, and conspiracy and fringe political groups. 

In May, we published a strategic Threat Report on Influence Operations that covers our CIB 
enforcements from 2017 through 2020. While over the years we’ve consistently shared our 
findings around the time of each takedown, they often are a snapshot in time focused on a 
particular network and its particular deceptive tactics. To keep advancing our own understanding 
and that of the defender community across our industry, governments and civil society, we believe 
it’s important to step back and take a strategic view on the threat of covert IO. In our analysis, we 
looked at what’s changed, how threat actors have evolved, what have defenders done that’s 
worked and hasn’t. 

This threat report draws on our existing public disclosures and our internal threat analysis to do 
four things: first, it defines how CIB manifests on our platform and beyond; second, it analyzes the 
latest adversarial trends; third, it uses the US 2020 elections to examine how threat actors adapted 
in response to better detection and enforcement; and fourth, it offers mitigation strategies that 
we’ve seen to be effective against IO. 

https://about.fb.com/news/2019/10/inauthentic-behavior-policy-update/
https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/IO-Threat-Report-May-20-2021.pdf
https://about.fb.com/news/tag/coordinated-inauthentic-behavior/
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While the defender community has made significant progress against IO, there’s much more to do. 
Known threat actors will continue to adapt their techniques and the new ones will emerge. Our 
hope is that this report will contribute to the ongoing work by the security community to protect 
public debate and deter covert IO. 

See the full IO Threat Report. 

 

May 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 May, we removed two networks from three countries - 
Russia, Sudan and Pakistan. We have shared information about our findings with industry 
partners, researchers, law enforcement and policymakers. 

We know that influence operations will keep evolving in response to our enforcement, and new 
deceptive behaviors will emerge. We will continue to refine our enforcement and share our findings 
publicly. We are making progress rooting out this abuse, but as we’ve said before — it’s an 
ongoing effort and 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. 

Here are the numbers related to the new CIB networks we removed in May: 

● Total number of Facebook accounts removed: 123 

● Total number of Instagram accounts removed: 77 

● Total number of Pages removed: 55 

● Total number of Groups removed: 12 

https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/IO-Threat-Report-May-20-2021.pdf
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Networks removed in May 2021: 

● Russia, Sudan: We removed 83 Facebook accounts, 30 Pages, six Groups and 49 
Instagram accounts operated by local nationals in Sudan on behalf of individuals in Russia. 
This network targeted primarily Sudan. We found this activity after reviewing information 
about its portion shared by an independent open source researcher. Our investigation 
uncovered some connection to the network we removed in October 2019 and we linked this 
latest activity to individuals associated with past activity by the Russian Internet Research 
Agency (IRA). 

● Pakistan: We removed 40 Facebook accounts, 25 Pages, six Groups and 28 Instagram 
accounts that originated in Pakistan and targeted primarily domestic audiences in Pakistan, 
in addition to also focusing on English, Arabic and Pashto-speaking audiences globally. We 
found this activity as part of our internal investigation into suspected coordinated 
inauthentic behavior with some links to the network we removed in April 2019. We linked it 
to individuals associated with AlphaPro, a Pakistan-based PR firm. 

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.  

The following is an update on our latest advertising policies related to COVID-19.  

Controversial Advertising Content 

We’ve expanded our Controversial Content policy to restrict or prohibit ads promoting certain 
medical supplies and high-demand products related to COVID-19 as they have been associated 
with exploitative behavior. Ads must not contain content that exploits crises or controversial 
political or social issues for commercial purposes. The current status of products included under 
this policy is as follows: 

● Temporarily Restricted: Non-Medical Masks, Hand Sanitizers and Surface disinfectant 
wipes 

○ Non-medical masks are masks or face coverings that do not fit within the definition 
of medical masks below. Common examples of non-medical masks may, but do not 
necessarily, include masks that are non medical-grade, masks that have been 
handmade, custom made, are reusable or created out of household fabrics (ex: 
cotton, cloth, denim, etc.) or refashioned non-conventional materials (ex: neoprene, 
wetsuits, board shorts, etc.), or developed for fashion purposes. 

https://about.fb.com/news/2019/10/removing-more-coordinated-inauthentic-behavior-from-russia/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/04/cib-and-spam-from-india-pakistan/
https://about.fb.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/May-2021-CIB-Report.pdf
https://about.fb.com/news/tag/coordinated-inauthentic-behavior/
https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/
https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/
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○ Hand sanitizers such as those containing methanol or other unsafe ingredients will 
be subject to our Unsafe Supplements policy and are not allowed to be promoted in 
ads, or in commerce listings under our Hazardous Goods and Materials policy. 

○ Surface Disinfectant Wipes. 

● Advertiser Restrictions: Not all advertisers are eligible to advertise non-medical masks, 
hand sanitizers and surface disinfectant wipes, and some may have ad targeting 
restrictions which are detailed below. These restrictions are intended to be temporary, and 
may change over time. 

○ Advertisers must have a minimum advertising history of 4 months and accounts 
must be eligible to advertise on Facebook (ex: not disabled due to violating activity). 

● Temporarily Prohibited: Medical Face Masks, COVID-19 Test Kits, Gifts and Giveaways. 
We're temporarily prohibiting ads promoting the sale of certain medical supplies and high-
demand products related to COVID-19 as they have been associated with exploitative 
behavior. This currently includes the following products: 

○ Medical Face Masks: Includes masks used by health professionals for the 
protection or prevention of ailments, illness or disease, such as surgical or 
procedure masks, medical masks, N95 masks, KN95, P2, DS2, DL2, KF94, N99, 
FFP2, or other masks that claim health or preventative capabilities. This also 
includes any type of face masks that includes text or other components that allude 
to medical or health functionality, or that claim to filter particulates (including 
infectious particles), provide respiratory protection, or disease prevention in any 
way. 

○ COVID-19 Test Kits: Products that are intended to be self-administered (ex. not 
administered by or in consultation with a medical professional). This includes at-
home sample collection products, at-home COVID-19 antibody tests, and other 
means by which to assess one's COVID-19 status at home without proper 
consultation or assessment by a medical professional. (Note: Ads promoting 
educational information on where people can access COVID-19 testing and related 
services such as those administered in hospitals, testing sites, remote telehealth 
services and clinics are allowed.) 

○ Gifts and Giveaways: Our policies continue to prohibit attempts to offer any 
prohibited products as a free gift or giveaway (ex: “Donate today and we will throw 
in a free COVID-19 test kit”). 

● Prohibited: Sale of COVID-19 Vaccines, Urgency Tactics, Categorical Prevention Claims. 
Ads also cannot link to landing pages that feature the sale of any prohibited products or 
services. Ads may not be approved if the landing page doesn’t comply with our Advertising 
Policies. 

○ Sale of COVID-19 vaccines: Ads that promote the sale of COVID-19 vaccines, 
such as attempts to sell COVID-19 vaccine kits or expedited access to vaccines are 
prohibited. (Note: Ads promoting information related to COVID-19 vaccines and 
access to COVID-19 vaccines are allowed.) 

https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/prohibited_content/unsafe_supplements
https://www.facebook.com/policies/commerce/prohibited_content/hazardous_goods_and_materials
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○ Urgency Tactics: Ads for supplies or products related to COVID-19 that use the 
global pandemic to create a sense of urgency or incite fear. (ex: “COVID-19 is on 
the rise. ORDER NOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF!") 

○ Categorical Prevention Claims: Ads for supplies or products related to COVID-19 
that include claims of providing categorical or guaranteed prevention (ex. 
“Completely eliminates COVID-19 on all surfaces”) from COVID-19. 

Misleading Claims 

Our Misleading Claims Advertising Policy prohibits ads that contain deceptive, false, or misleading 
claims like those relating to the effectiveness or characteristics of a product or service or claims 
setting unrealistic expectations for users such as misleading health, employment or weight-loss 
claims. The following types of ads are not allowed: 

● Ads that make deceptive, false, or unsubstantiated health claims, including claims that a 
product or service can provide 100% prevention or immunity, or is a cure for the virus. For 
example, ads that say “Our masks are guaranteed to keep you safe from COVID-19” or 
“Kiss the Coronavirus goodbye! The new COVID-19 vaccine provides complete immunity 
from the virus!" 

The following types of ads would be allowed: 

● For ads promoting information related to COVID-19 vaccines we do allow claims that a 
COVID-19 vaccine can be effective at preventing contraction of the virus. (Ex. "The newly 
approved COVID-19 vaccine has been proven to be effective in preventing COVID-19. 
Contact your doctor or local health authority to see if you're eligible today"). 

Social Issues, Elections or Politics Policy & COVID-19 

Ads targeting EU countries about social issues, elections or politics have additional requirements 
when they reference COVID-19. If ads about COVID-19 include political or electoral content, or if 
the content includes advocacy, debate or discussion about social issues, then advertisers are 
required to get authorized and include a “Paid for by” disclaimer on these ads to run them. Learn 
more about how COVID-19 affects ads about Social Issues, Elections or Politics. 

Repeat Offenders 

Repeat offenders are subject to enforcement. If we see advertisers repeatedly violate our 
advertising policies, we may take action, including but not limited to, losing the ability to advertise 
via disablement of a single ad account, Ads Manager, Business Manager, Facebook page or 
Instagram account. 

For a full list and further details on our Advertising Policies related to COVID-19, see here. 

https://www.facebook.com/policies/ads/prohibited_content/misleading_claims
https://www.facebook.com/business/help/213593616543953
https://www.facebook.com/business/help/1123969894625935?helpref=search&sr=8&query=account%20disabled
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