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Fact-checking is important for the health of our
media systems. But fact-checking alone is not
enough. Exposing audiences to debunks is crucial
in helping sanitize major social platforms such as
Facebook and TikTok. Two debunkers, Zasto Ne in
Bosnia & Herzegovina, and Verificat in Spain, are
doing just that.
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The spread of disinformation hasn’t spared any regions in the world. In many
countries, disinformation also fuels a lucrative industry. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
a disinformation paradise, even reputable news outlets sometimes publish false or
misleading information.
“This is not a rule, it is not the most common form of fake news that one could find
in the Balkan media, but surely [it] is one of the most alarming,” Elvira Jukic, editor
in chief of Mediacentar Sarajevo, a media training organization, told Poynter, an
American think tank.
The unabated spread of lies online prompted a local NGO, Zasto Ne (‘Why Not?’),
which has been operating the digital platform Istinomjer to strengthen political
accountability since 2010, to launch another platform that monitors disinformation:
Raskrinkavanje in 2017. The former focuses on fact-checking public office holders
and monitors how promises made by political candidates during elections are
fulfilled. The latter concentrates on media reports and social media. Public reaction
to the work of the Bosnian fact-checkers has thus far been mostly positive, but they
also had some unpleasant experiences as well. Staff of the two outfits are regular
guests in various media outlets and their audience on social media has skyrocketed,
also because of the Covid-19 pandemic. Raskrinkavanje already has more than
70,000 followers on Facebook, an impressive figure in a country of 3.3 million.
Politics and social media are also important for Verificat, the first independent, nonprofit fact-checking platform in the Spanish region of Catalonia. Founded in 2019,
but running at full speed for only a year, Verificat aims to counter the spread of
disinformation in both Catalan and Spanish. The outfit’s staff monitors news items
and social media posts, and debunks false information. The organization also tries
to be present on various platforms, especially because the majority of their traffic
comes from smartphones.
Verificat also runs an educational program for students. “Young people are not only
consumers, but also producers and distributors of information,” Verificat’s website
states. By focusing on youth, Verificat tries to also increase its social media outreach.
Verificat often translates long fact-checks into Twitter threads and Instagram posts.

Facebook’s Endless Fight With
Disinformation
There are countless articles, research papers, and even books about how
disinformation flooded social media platforms, and what could be done to counter
it. Nevertheless, false news still spreads rapidly on every platform in spite of recent
efforts by tech giants to stop it. “We take misinformation seriously,” Facebook CEO
Mark Zuckerberg wrote shortly after the 2016 American elections. However, a
recent report by the online advocacy group Avaaz slammed the platform for doing
“too little, too late” to tackle disinformation, giving the example of the 2020
elections in America.
Furthermore, social media companies are often criticized for focusing on Englishlanguage disinformation, and caring much less about false news in other languages.
Thus, it is not surprising that in Central and Eastern Europe Facebook is still the
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primary generator of traffic for most disinformation websites. In majority, these
websites are lucrative businesses, according to an analysis by the Center for Media,
Data and Society (CMDS).
Facebook in the meantime has forged partnerships globally with independent,
third-party fact-checkers that are certified by the International Fact-Checking
Network (IFCN), a unit at the Poynter Institute that vets fact-checking outfits. The
focus of Facebook's initiative is on addressing viral disinformation, especially
groups or individuals who have the potential to mislead or harm, according to the
company.

Vaccination and Sweepstake Scams
Although Facebook has not been very successful in curbing false news given the
sheer amount of fake content that is produced and circulated online, some of its
fact-checking partners have been doing a remarkable job. One of them is
Raskrinkavanje, which became a Facebook partner in 2020.
To decide which posts to fact-check, Raskrinkavanje takes several factors into
consideration. “First of all, [we think about] how dangerous the disinformation itself
can be. Some disinformation, for example the ones [information] about Covid-19
vaccines, can have a much more negative impact on society overall than others,
which makes them somewhat of a priority for us to fact-check,” said Marija Ćosić, a
fact-checker with Raskrinkavanje. She added that virality is an important factor for
them, too. “If we realize that certain disinformation has the potential to reach a very
wide audience through social media, we make sure to fact-check it and try to stop
the further spread,” she said.
A special type of disinformation that often goes viral on Facebook consists of fake
giveaways. “We’ve noticed a lot of fake Facebook pages posting videos of celebrities
alongside the claims that if you solve some kind of a riddle and post the answer in
the comments, you can win a large sum of money,” Ćosić said. “However, the catch
was that, in order to participate in the giveaway, you needed to register on some
sketchy website and leave your bank account details.”
One of them involved the renowned tennis player Novak Djokovic. Another one
claimed that Jala Brat, a popular Bosnian rapper, will give away cash. The team
quickly figured out that it was a recurring scam and started systematically
monitoring such videos to quickly rate them as false as soon as they appeared.
But how much impact this effort has is hard to gauge because it’s not easy to
measure the impact of debunks, Ćosić admits. Still, thanks to the partnership with
Facebook, Raskrinkavanje is able to flag posts containing disinformation, and “this
helps our debunks reach a wider audience that sometimes, that way, gets to see
them even before [seeing] the disinformation itself,” she said.
Fact-checking the fake giveaways was a success. “At first, we would find dozens of
similar videos a day, but after months of consistent and strenuous ‘whack-a-mole’
action, we got to a point where we would only find one [fake news piece] a week,”
Ćosić said.
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How TikTok Handles Disinformation
Nevertheless, the most popular social media platform among youth is not Facebook
or Instagram anymore, let alone Twitter, but a fairly new player: TikTok, a video
sharing application owned by the Chinese company ByteDance. TikTok unfolded in
2018 after acquiring the U.S.-based Musical.ly and merged the two apps. In 2020,
with over two billion downloads, it became the most downloaded app globally. The
number of its users has since been constantly increasing. According to Sensor
Tower, an online metrics company, in April 2021, TikTok was still the most
downloaded non-gaming app worldwide with more than 59 million installs.
Despite privacy concerns, TikTok has about one billion monthly active users, 60% of
whom belong to Generation Z (people born between mid-to-late 1990s and the
early 2010s).
Like any other social media platforms, TikTok also struggles to blot out
disinformation from its website. Quartz warned already in 2019 that “posts that
promote mistruths, hate, and even violence do sneak in. And researchers say the
way the platform is set up makes it fertile ground for those who’d want to spread
that kind of content.”
TikTok claimed that it was committed to fight disinformation on its platform. In
2020 it signed up to the European Union’s Code of Practice on disinformation. The
decision was hailed by the European Digital Media Association (EDiMA), Europe’s
trade association of online platforms, as “great news” because it “widens the breadth
of online platforms stepping up the fight against disinformation online.”
Furthermore, last February, TikTok announced new measures to curb the spread of
disinformation. “We take the responsibility of helping counter inauthentic,
misleading, or false content to heart,” the company claimed in a statement. It added
that they remove disinformation as soon as they identify it. When “fact checks are
inconclusive or content is not able to be confirmed,” then viewers will see a banner
that “the content has been reviewed but cannot be conclusively validated,” and the
creator will also be notified.
However, this doesn’t prevent users from sharing such content. Although they see a
“prompt reminding them that the video has been flagged as unverified content,”
users can still decide to share it. Irrational Labs, a behavioral science lab that tested
the new features before they were introduced found that “the new sharing prompt
led users to share misleading videos 24% less often,” and likes on unverified content
decreased by a mere 7%.
The same month, TikTok announced that it removed almost 90 million videos
globally in the second half of 2020, for violations of its community guidelines and
terms of service. However, it seems that only a fraction of those were removed
because they consisted of disinformation. A bit more than 50,000 videos were
deleted because they promoted Covid-19-related disinformation, and nearly
350,000 for spreading false information about the U.S. elections. In addition,
441,000 videos “were not eligible for recommendation into anyone’s For You feed.”
Compared to the vast amount of videos uploaded to TikTok daily, this seems like a
drop in the ocean. Only a few weeks after the announcement, Advance Democracy,
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a research organization studying disinformation and extremism found numerous
videos on TikTok that were spreading false news under various hashtags.
Chloe Colliver, head of digital policy at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue told USA
Today, a popular American newspaper, that TikTok “still has a long way to go to
improve the reality of safety on its platform.” Just like other social media platforms,
there is “a vast difference between what the platform claims to be taking action on
and the evidence of how it implements its policies in practice,” Colliver said.

Counter Disinformation on TikTok:
Verificat’s Formula
But again, it is very often that fact-checkers have more impact in fighting
disinformation TikTok than the platform itself. Enter Verificat. Its staff one day
came across a Spanish TikTok video that had been posted by a student. In the video,
the student claimed that doctors recommended taking paracetamol before getting a
Covid-19 shot. She also said that, if she doesn’t get the vaccine, she won’t be able to
travel, work or finish her studies.
Nevertheless, these claims were incorrect: paracetamol is recommended as a
treatment to mitigate eventual side effects in case they appear, not before the
vaccination, and in Spain vaccination is neither mandatory nor required as a
condition to allow people to work or study.
It was “a very typical misinformation content,” a viral video coming from someone
who didn’t have a bad intention, said Verificat’s co-director, Lorenzo Marini who
calls misinformation “one of the biggest traps on social media.”
So, Verificat decided to debunk the story and correct the false claims. They tried to
get in touch with the poster, but with no avail. Then they created an Instagram story
and posted the fact-check on every channel they had. “We are aware it was not
sufficient,” Marini said, adding that now they would definitely create a TikTok
video about the debunk as well.
Nevertheless, the episode helped Verificat realize that they needed more resources
to segment potential audiences as well as a different strategy to disseminate every
piece of content they produce, especially as Verificat relies to a large extent on its
community and on content their audience sends to them.
That’s why Verificat changed its approach, setting up the DesFake program, which
has been publicized as “fact-checking for Generation Z.” The program targets highschool students who detect and verify content circulating in their networks. After a
few weeks of training they start building a YouTube channel and profiles on
Instagram and TikTok to share their fact-checks.
A pilot project to test the program was run successfully in one school last year. With
a grant from the Barcelona city council, it will be expanded to three more schools.
Verificat also plans to involve more and more institutions. Some of them will be
offered intensive one-week workshops.
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In addition to teaching media literacy and fact-checking for social media to Gen Z
users, “we want to involve them [young users] to send us content because such
content is not easy for us to find on TikTok, for example, it’s a different
environment which they know better,” Marini said. Such an approach, he believes,
will allow Verificat to fact-check claims that go viral among teenagers on TikTok.
The young people trained in media literacy and fact-checking can also help correct
content that reaches large audiences. Such corrections themselves can go viral
sometimes.
“We also need to find more tools, formats and a design that is effective with
teenagers,” Marini said. For now, in an attempt to gain more attention, Verificat is
thinking about posting less serious content on these channels. But, of course, the
organization will still source everything on its website along with the methodology
used in debunking stories to allow visitors to find all the details about the misleading
articles they might have come across.
Although they operate in different contexts and address audiences that speak
different languages and have a different exposure to disinformation, both Zasto Ne
and Verificat show how important locally sourced debunking and fact-checking
initiatives are for the larger efforts made by tech companies to clean up their
platforms. Their work, especially experiments with dissemination of their
debunking results, also shows how crucial it is for fact-checkers to know, follow and
involve the audiences in this work.
Miss that and fact-checking will be a vain effort.
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