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Introduction

In late August 2024, a resident of Springfield, OH posted an item in a small private Facebook
group. A neighbor’s daughter’s friend had found her lost cat dead, hanging in a tree where it
was being carved up and eaten by a group of Haitians. The post implied that the same might
be happening to dogs and the ducks and geese at a local park.*

On Sept. 5, the story migrated to X (Twitter).” It was picked up by a three-million follower
Twitter account called “End Wokeness.” On Sept. 9, Springfield’s mayor and Ohio’s governor
Mike DeWine both debunked the story. The following day, however, then-candidate Donald
Trump and then-senator J.D. Vance picked up the story and continued to spread it.>

By September 16, Springfield had become the target of bomb threats. The governor stationed
state highway patrol in the city’s schools and sent Homeland Security to the city. Hate groups
showed up; one handed out swastikas. Some of Springfield’s Haitian residents became so
fearful they stopped going to church and to the local park. One family didn’t let their children

! Sam Howard and Jack Brewster, “Triple Hearsay: Original Sources of the Claim that Haitians Eat Pets in Ohio
Admit No First-Hand Knowledge,” NewsGuard’s Reality Check, Sept. 12, 2024,
https://www.newsguardrealitycheck.com/p/origins-haitians-eating-pets-claim

2IBID

* Kit Maher and Chris Boyette, “JD Vance defends baseless rumor about Haitian immigrants eating pets,” CNN,
September 15,2024,
https://www.cnn.com/2024/09/15/politics/vance-immigrants-pets-springfield-ohio-cnntv/index.html
*“Governor DeWine Sends Ohio State Highway Patrol to Provide Added Security in Springfield City
SchoolDistrict,” Press release from office of Gov. DeWine, Sept. 16, 2024,
https://governor.ohio.gov/media/news-and-media/governor-dewine-sends-ohio-state-highway-patrol-to-provid
e-added-security-in-springfield-city-school-district
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into their backyard® By the end of October, the Facebook post had been viewed 5 million
times.*

Should social media users be able to spread falsehoods like the one about Springfield
because they have a right to free speech? Or is the story misinformation that should be
removed from the social media platforms because it will cause harm? Who should decide?
The question is at the heart of ongoing heated and sometimes political debates about how
social media companies moderate inaccurate and fictitious content on their platforms. This
year, X and Meta have made major changes in how they handle misinformation and
disinformation. Bluesky, part of a decentralized network of social media sites, is pioneering a
new concept: do-it-yourself content moderation. Reddit is an example of a company that has
succeeded in addressing content moderation problems so serious they had threatened its
business. The efforts raise questions about whether truth can and should be protected in this
era of Al-generated content and if so, how.

Major Changes

X changed how it moderates content after Elon Musk acquired the company in October, 2022
drastically paring down its trust and safety operations in part to cut costs.’ Meta (Facebook,
Instagram and WhatsApp) announced its change in January, 2025.° While both have publicly
committed to moderating illegal content and violations of platform rules, they have loosened
restrictions on what can be said on their sites, most notably on misinformation and hate
speech. X’s moderation ethos is to move away from fact-checking to enable more
“counterspeech” - differing viewpoints and dissenting opinions.’ The two platforms have
eliminated thousands of staff and contract fact-checkers working on misinformation and
factual accuracy.

*Miriam Jordan, “Many Haitians Prospered in Springfield, Ohio. Then Came the Hate.” New York Times, Oct. 11,
2024, https://www.nytimes.com/2024/10/11/us/haitians-springfield-ohio-pets.html?searchResultPosition=2

® William Oremus, Trisha Thadani and Jeremy B. Merrill, “Elon Musk says X users fight falsehoods. The falsehoods
are winning.” The Washington Post, Oct. 30, 2024,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/10/30/elon-musk-x-fact-check-community-notes-misinform
ation/

" Lorenzo Franceschi-Bicchieral, “X is hiring staff for security and safety after two years of layoffs,” TechCrunch,
Sept. 4,2024

8 Joel Kaplan, “More Speech and Fewer Mistakes,” Meta Newsroom, Jan. 7, 2025
https://about.fb.com/news/2025/01/meta-more-speech-fewer-mistakes/

° Platform Guidelines, “Our approach to policy development and enforcement philosophy,” XHelpCenter
https://help.x.com/en/rules-and-policies/enforcement-philosophy
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Instead, the platforms have delegated more responsibility to their users through a
crowd-sourcing method called Community Notes that allows contributors to attach notes to
posts explaining why they believe the content is suspect. TikTok and YouTube have begun to
use community notes, and Bluesky is considering it - not to replace but to complement their
current content moderation methods.

Discussion Questions

1. The Springfield story shows how a private Facebook post escalated to real violence -
bomb threats, Haitian families afraid to let children in their backyards, hate groups
distributing swastikas. At what point does false speech cross the line from protected
expression to harmful misinformation that demands intervention?

2. Even after Springfield's mayor and Ohio's governor debunked the story, political
figures continued spreading it. What responsibilities do public figures have when
amplifying unverified claims? Should platforms treat politically amplified content
differently?

3. The post originated from a small and obscure Facebook group, and was up for an
unknown period of time before being screenshotted and spread virally. Should a
platform remove the original post? Screenshots of the post? Verbal references to the
post or screenshot? Or, only restrict hateful language while still allowing the premise of
the post to be shared? Is there a more transparent and accountable enforcement
alternative?

4. What might motivate these companies to announce major shifts in their moderation
practices?

Content Moderation: Definition and Context

Content moderation is the review and enforcement of online content to ensure it complies
with a social media platform’s rules and policies and, historically, to curb misinformation and
disinformation.'® The review has traditionally been conducted by a mix of algorithms and
humans - some combination of lower-paid workers who scan thousands of posts a day and
professional fact-checkers who are journalists or subject matter experts.

Some questionable content is clear-cut. It’s illegal, threatens harm, exploits children, violates
copyright laws. But much of the offending content is mis or disinformation - by individuals

19 “What is Content Moderation? “ Trust and Safety Professional Association,
https://www.tspa.org/curriculum/ts-fundamentals/content-moderation-and-operations/what-is-content-moder

ation/#:~:text=Any%200ne%200r%20more%?200f,in%20Creating%20and%20Enforcing%20Policy
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who may or may not have malicious intent, by conspiracy theorists, propagandists, countries
trying to influence elections and trolls spreading hate speech. Those types of noncompliant
content are often difficult to parse.

“There’s no silver bullet [to content moderation],” says Paul Davison, CEO and co-founder of
the drop-in audio app Clubhouse.™

Davison has been a strong proponent of content moderation. If you’re building a social media
platform, “you need to recognize there are bad actors in the world and you need to build a
network that’s durable to that. You have to deeply care about it and prioritize it at every step,”
he told the Wall Street Journal in 2021.

Many tech executives and free speech advocates, though, feel that content moderation too
often impinges on people’s right to express themselves. That’s true of Jack Dorsey, who
founded Twitter and Elon Musk, who now owns it.” “Moderation is a propaganda word for
censorship,” Musk said in a recent interview." In announcing the changes at Meta, CEO Mark
Zuckerberg said: “We’ve reached a point where there’s too many mistakes and too much
censorship.” Content moderation “was never intended to operate at the scale of billions of
users,” write Jillian C. York and Corynne McSherry, two directors at the Electronic Frontier
Foundation in an article entitled “Content Moderation is Broken.”**

Advertisers depend on content moderation to help protect their brands. In 2020, Coca-Cola,
Unilever and others boycotted Facebook and Twitter because they didn’t want their brands

" Dow Jones, “Clubhouse CEO Says Content Moderation Has No Silver Bullet,” October 19, 2021,
https://www.wsj.com/video/clubhouse-ceo-says-content-moderation-has-no-silver-bullet/32996444-CC56-4F25-
B3AT-EEA22072AD8D

2 David Inserra, “Jack Dorsey on Why Social Media’s Future Should Be Decentralized and What the Takeaways are
for Pollcymakers ” Cato Instltute May 21, 2024,

-Qollcymaker
policymakers#:~:text=Governments%20could%20decide%20t0%20go,that%20can%20resist%20government%2
Odemands

3 Don Lemon, “Elon Musk on Racism, Bailing Out Trump, Hate Speech and More,” The Don Lemon Show,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hhsfjBpKiTw

¥ Jillian C. York and Corynne McSherry, “Content Moderation is Broken. Let Us Count the Ways,” Electronic
Frontier Foundation’s Deeplinks Blog, April 29, 2019.
https://www.eff.org/deeplinks/2019/04/content-moderation-broken-let-us-count-ways
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tarnished by hate speech and divisive political content on the platforms.” Since Musk’s
takeover of X, dozens of advertisers have pulled their ads.*®

Many users depend on content moderation for protection from harassment and orchestrated
attacks. Millions of X users recently migrated to Bluesky, the social media site launched in
2023, in search of a more civil, carefully moderated social media experience."’

The Rise of Content Moderation

Moderating the accuracy and authenticity of content became a top priority for Facebook and
Twitter when it became clear that Russia had used the platforms to try to destabilize the U.S.
in advance of the 2016 presidential election.' As part of a government-sponsored
disinformation campaign, Russia used thousands of bots and fake social media accounts to
spread rumors designed to stoke polarization and divisiveness.” Russians posing as
Americans with names like Pamela Moore and Crystal Johnson infiltrated Facebook groups to
organize protests and stoke hostility. “In 2016, the platforms missed the mark,” says Yoel Roth,
former global head of trust and safety at Twitter. “We collectively woke up in 2017.7%°

In December, 2016, a month after the election, Facebook announced a plan to address fake
news. “We believe in giving people a voice. . .so we’re approaching this problem carefully,”
wrote Adam Mosseri, then vice president of Facebook’s News Feed. “It’s important to us that
the stories you see on Facebook are authentic and meaningful. . We’re going to keep working

on this problem for as long as it takes to get it right.”**

> Suzanne Vranica and Deepa Seetharaman, “Facebook Tightens Controls on Speech as Ad Boycott Grows,” The
Wall Street Journal, Business, June 26, 2020
https://www.wsj.com/articles/unilever-to-halt-u-s-ads-on-facebook-and-twitter-for-rest-of-2020-11593187230

'8 Ryan Mac and Kate Conger, “X May Lose Up to $75 million in Revenue as More Advertisers Pull Out,” November
26,2023,
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/24/business/x-elon-musk-advertisers.html#:~:text=Musk%20and%20the%?20
platform%20have%20spread%?20far,their%20advertising%20campaigns%200n%20X%20last%20week

" Tom Ambrose, “What is Bluesky and why are so many people suddenly leaving X for the platform?” The
Guardian, Nov. 16, 2024

'8 Alex Stamos, “An Update on Information Operations on Facebook,” Meta Newsroom, Sept. 26,2017

19 Statement of Yoel Roth, former head of trust and safety at Twitter Inc., Before the House of Representatives
Committee on Oversight and Accountability, Feb. 8, 2023,
https://oversight.house.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Roth-House-Oversight-opening-statement-V4-Final.p
df

% Betsy Morris interview with Yoel Roth, April 30, 2025

! Addam Mosseri, “Addressing Hoaxes and Fake News,” Meta Newsroom, Dec. 15, 2016,
https://about.fb.com/news/2016/12/news-feed-fyi-addressing-hoaxes-and-fake-news/
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Both Facebook and Twitter began to boost their content moderation capabilities. Facebook
contracted with professional fact-checking organizations like the Poynter Institute for Media
Studies, groups of trained journalists and researchers.”” By 2021, the company had 15,000
fact-checkers, triple the number four years earlier. Between April and June of that year,
Facebook took down more than 31 million pieces of hate speech.”

Twitter’s content moderation team grew to 220 employees and thousands of contractors that
included subject matter experts, an election integrity team and a civics integrity team. In the
second half of 2021, it removed more than 33,000 accounts for promoting terrorism or violent
extremism, more than 100,000 for promoting the sale of illegal goods and services and
600,000 for engaging in child sexual exploitation.”

Both companies developed long lists of rules and processes designed to protect users without
stifling their access to information. Facebook created an oversight board of independent
experts to adjudicate content moderation disputes.” At Twitter, enforcement actions had to
be tied to observable, describable harms. Potential infractions were analyzed in a hairsplitting
way in an attempt to abide by the rules and eliminate subjectivity and bias.” “What are the
words? How are they arranged? What is the construction of the sentence?” Roth says.

For that reason, it’s difficult to know how Twitter’s content moderators would’ve handled the
Haitian pet-eating tweet. It likely would’ve violated the platform’s policies related to hateful
conduct and hate speech, Roth says. If the tweet threatened to incite violence or resulted in
people calling for the exclusion of Haitian immigrants from the U.S., Twitter likely would’ve
intervened and taken some action, he says.”’

Over time, the companies’ enforcement actions grew increasingly baffling to the public.
Moderators applied warning labels, deleted posts and used a tool called “shadow banning” -

2 https://www.poynter.org/

% Yoel Roth, “Content Moderation’s Legalism Problem,” Lawfare, July 24, 2023,
https://www.lawfaremedia.org/article/content-moderation-s-legalism-problem

*Yoel Roth, statement to oversight committee.

» Jeff Horwitz, “Facebook Forms Independent Board to Oversee Content Decisions,” The Wall Street Journal,
Sept. 17,2019
https://www.wsj.com/articles/facebook-forms-independent-board-to-oversee-content-decisions-11568752897?
mod=article_inline

% Yoel Roth Interview

2 bid.
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algorithmically reducing the visibility of posts without telling users.*® Users could be banned
for one, three, thirty days or more without knowing why.

Facebook’s policies did not allow you to call somebody ugly, but you could say they had frizzy
hair, according to an investigation by the Wall Street Journal.” The company’s hate speech
policy didn’t allow direct attacks on people based on race, religion and other demographics
unless the words of the post were intended to raise awareness or used “in an empowering
way,” according to the company’s Community Standards.*

A post quoting Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels was taken down - not because it
was erroneously attributed or because the intent of the post was to compare the Trump
administration to the Nazi regime - but because it violated Facebook’s Community Standard
on Dangerous Individuals (Goebbels) and Organizations (the Nazis). The post was restored
after its removal was overturned by Facebook’s Oversight Board.™

The lack of transparency and perceived arbitrariness of the enforcement actions of both
companies has drawn the scrutiny of lawmakers and contributed to the politicization of
content moderation. Public support has declined, according to an April, 2025 Pew Research
survey.” In that survey, the percentage of Americans who said tech companies should take
steps to restrict false information online declined to 60% from 65% in 2023. The percentage of
Americans who said tech companies should restrict extremely violent content fell to 58% from
71%.

Discussion Questions

1. What level of transparency do platforms owe users about their moderation decisions?

8 Tatum Hunter, “Everything we know about ‘shadow bans’ on social media,” The Washington Post , October 16,
2024.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/10/16/shadowban-social-media-algorithms-twitter-tiktok/
# Kirsten Grind, “Inside Facebook Jail: the Secret Rules That Put Users In the Doghouse,” The Wall Street Journal,
May 4, 2021
https://www.wsj.com/tech/inside-facebook-jail-trump-the-secret-rules-that-put-users-in-the-doghouse-1162013
8445

* |bid.
*! Meta Oversight Board, “Nazi Quote” case summary, Jan. 28, 2021
h //www.oversigh r m ision/FB-2RDRCAV!

%2 Christopher St. Aubin and Michael Lipka, “Support dips for U.S. government, tech companies restricting false
or violent online content,” Pew Research Center, April 14,2025
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/04/14/support-dips-for-us-government-tech-companies-restrict
ing-false-or-violent-online-content/
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2. How should platforms balance protecting democratic processes with restricting
speech that might be legitimate political discourse?

3. What values are promoted or harmed when moderation rules are inflexible, but
everyone understands them? In contrast, which values are enhanced or hampered by
complex, nuanced moderation policies that attempt to account for more context?
What approach would you take?

Community Notes

Part of Twitter’s pre-Musk content moderation effort included a precursor to Community
Notes - a crowd-sourced fact-checking system called Birdwatch that was to complement the
company’s other efforts. Birdwatch gave users a chance to flag inaccurate or misleading
content that wasn’t significant enough to warrant action by the company’s content
moderators.

After Musk’s takeover, X dismantled its trust and safety team and supplanted it with
Community Notes.* * Within 12 hours, hate speech - much of it antisemitic, misogynistic and
transphobic language - soared, according to the Brookings Institution. Mentions of the
N-word increased 500%.

In January, Meta also dramatically changed course. The company’s content moderation
systems had become too complex and made too many errors, Zuckerberg explained in a video
blog post.* The company would get rid of its fact-checkers who Zuckerberg said “have been
too politically biased” and replace them on Facebook, Instagram and Threads with
Community Notes like Twitter’s. It would simplify its policies and loosen restrictions on what
people can say about topics like immigration and gender to reflect the times. It would focus
its content filters only on “high severity and illegal” content and rely on users to report other
problems. Meta would greatly reduce the amount of content it takes down. This will be a

* Kari Paul, “Reversal of Content Policies at Alphabet , Meta and X threaten democracy warn experts,” The
Guardian, December, 2023
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2023/dec/07/2024-elections-social-media-content-safety-policies-modera
tion

* Megan Bobrowski, “Elon Musk Champions Twitter Fact-Checking Feature That Corrects Him,” The Wall Street
Journal, Tech, Nov. 26, 2022,
https://www.wsj.com/articles/elon-musk-champions-twitter-fact-checking-feature-that-corrects-him-116694369
% Rashawn Ray and Joy Anyanwu, “Why is Elon Musk’s Twitter Takeover Increasing Hate Speech?”
Brookings.edu, Nov. 23,2022,
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-is-elon-musks-twitter-takeover-increasing-hate-speech/.edu

% Joel Kaplan, “More Speech and Fewer Mistakes,” Meta, Jan. 7, 2025
https://about.fb.com/news/2025/01/meta-more-speech-fewer-mistakes/
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tradeoff, Zuckerberg said. “It means we’re going to catch less bad stuff but we’ll also reduce
the amount of innocent peoples’ posts and accounts that we accidentally take down.”

With community notes, users sign up to become note-writers. Once accepted, they are able to
append comments and links to posts to give them context or explain why they may be
inaccurate or misleading. Before a note is made public, it must be voted “helpful” by other
note-writers. To be publicized - and to eliminate the possibility of bias - a note must receive a
critical mass of votes by contributors who normally don’t agree with each other as
determined by an algorithmic bridging system.*” When a note gets a critical and balanced
mass of votes it is displayed to Meta’s wider audience of users. The note doesn’t alter the post
or affect its reach. The system is designed to let users decide how to interpret content.

Published notes are highly accurate, according to a study published in JAMA in 2024.% The
study examined about 205 of the notes about Covid-19 vaccines that had been appended to
tweets and published between December, 2022 and December, 2023 and found that 97% of
them were “entirely accurate.” Two percent of the notes were partially accurate. Nearly half of
the notes cited high credibility sources and 44% cited moderately credible sources.

Community notes are perceived as “significantly more trustworthy” than posts labeled as
misinformation with no additional explanation, according to research published in 2024 in
PNAS Nexus.” The trustworthiness stemmed primarily from the context provided by the notes
rather than the fact that they’d been produced by community fact-checkers.

Community notes also appear to decrease engagement in misinformation and
disinformation. An analysis of 285,000 Twitter community notes indicates that the notes
reduced retweets by half and increased by 80% the probability that a tweet will be deleted by
its author, according to an analysis published in April, 2024 in the HEC Research Papers
Series.®

" Meta, “Testing Begins for Community Notes on Facebook, Instagram and Threads,” Meta Newsroom, March 13,
2025, https://about.fb.com/news/2025/03/testing-begins-community-notes-facebook-instagram-threads/

% Matthew R. Allen, Nimit Desai and Aiden Namazi, Eric Leas, Mark Dredze, Davey M. Smith, John W. Ayers,
“Characteristics of X (formerly Twitter) Community Notes Addressing Covid-19 Vaccine Misinformation,” JAMA ,
April 24, 2024, https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2818054

% Chiara Patricia Drolsbach, Kirill Solovev and Nicolas Prollochs, “Community Notes Increase trust in
fact-checking on social media,” PNAS Nexus, Vol. 3, Issue 7, May 31, 2024,
https://academic.oup.com/pnasnexus/article/3/7/pgae217/7686087

*° Thomas Renault,David Restrepo-Amariles and Aurore Troussel, “Collaboratively adding context to social media
posts reduces the sharing of false news,” HEC Paris, April 19, 2024
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4800565
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The researchers found, though, that in their experiment, only 11% of the community notes
that were written got published. “This effect could be partially explained by the low quality of
some proposed notes but also shows the difficulty of reaching a consensus on controversial
tweets in a crowdsourced approach,” the authors wrote.* Separately, The Washington Post
found that 8.7% of 900,000 community notes written on Twitter in 2024 got published.*

In the case of the Haitian pet-eating story, the misinformation spread for four days before one
community note-writer challenged the claim, according to The Washington Post.* The note
explained that the story had been debunked and cited five sources, but it didn’t generate
enough votes to get published. Two months later, the status of the community note was
“needs more ratings.” By then, the tweet had been shared 200,000 times and viewed about 5
million times.*

The bottlenecks appear to occur most frequently when content is contentious. On election
day last year, 166 tweets received 849 notes only 5% of which were published, according to an
analysis by Poynter Institute and the disinformation newsletter Faked UP. In the three days
leading up to the election, less than 6% of 15,000 notes were published.*

“We’ve always thought that one area where crowdsourcing was unlikely to work is in the
increasingly tribal interpretation of news,” Gordon Crovitz, former publisher of the Wall Street
Journal and co-CEO of NewsGuard told the Washington Post. “We’re living in a highly divisive
era, and people on both sides are increasingly loyal to their view of facts.” NewsGuard is a
company that tracks misinformation.*

“ Ibid.

“2Will Oremus, Trisha Thadani and Jeremy B. Merrill, “Elon Musk says users fight falsehoods. The falsehoods are
winning..” The Washington Post, Oct. 30 2024,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/10/30/elon-musk-x-fact-check-community-notes-misinform
ation/

** Oremus et al, The Washington Post,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/10/30/elon-musk-x-fact-check-community-notes-misinform
ation/

* Ibid.

* Alex Mahadevan and Alexios Mantzarlis, “X’s Community Notes had a marginal, if any, impact on the election,”
Bloomberg Opinion, Nov. 14,2024
https://www.poynter.org/commentary/2024/x-community-notes-role-2024-presidential-election/

* Oremus et al,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2024/10/30/elon-musk-x-fact-check-community-notes-misinform
ation/
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Community notes are vulnerable to gaming - by note-writers, who are partisan and organized
or by X, which can tweak the platform’s algorithm to change what qualifies as a balanced vote.
A Bloomberg analysis found that about 26% of published notes are removed when they
become too controversial.*’

In one case, 40% of community notes were removed from a set of tweets about Russia and
Ukraine in 2024. The removals appeared to be driven by Russian government officials or
state-run media accounts, according to Bloomberg, which wrote: “It is not uncommon to see
instances of pro-Russia voices corralling their followers to collectively vote against a proposed

or published note.”*

Discussion Questions

1. Research shows Community Notes are 97% accurate when published, but only
8.7-11% of notes written actually get published. For the Springfield story, a note was
written but "didn't generate enough votes to get published" - by then the tweet had
200,000 shares and 5 million views. Is a highly accurate system that rarely activates
better than a less accurate but more responsive one? What are the tradeoffs?

2. When misinformation is not corrected, does it undermine the concept of truth? Is it up
to each individual to decide for themselves what’s true? Is there even any way to
ensure the truthfulness of social media?

Other Ways to Moderate Content

Reddit

Reddit, like Twitch, Discord and Nextdoor, is a community-based platform. Its users gather in
more than 100,000 sub-groups or subreddits, organized by topic, to interact with each other
on shared interests.” Unlike Meta or X, Reddit takes a decentralized approach to content
moderation. It does not have fact-checkers or Community Notes. It does not take a top-down

" Lee and Silverman, Bloomberg Opinion,
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/features/2025-03-18/community-notes-on-x-and-meta-can-t-save-social-
media-from-itself

“* Lee and Silverman, Bloomberg Opinion,
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/features/2025-03-18/community-notes-on-x-and-meta-can-t-save-social-
media-from-itself

* Sarah E. Needleman, “How Years of Reddit Posts Have Made the Company an Al Darling,” The Wall Street
Journal, Dec. 20, 2024 https://www.wsj.com/tech/ai/reddit-ai-partnerships-investors-59eef0fe
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approach to moderating content. Much of its content moderation occurs within the
communities themselves.

The site has a set of eight rules that are clearly spelled out.”” Among them: Do not cheat or
engage in content manipulation; Don’t impersonate an individual or an entity in a misleading
or deceptive manner; Remember the human (no harassment, bullying or threats of violence).
Reddit also has a simply stated set of eight actions it will take to enforce the rules, including:
Asking you nicely to knock it off; Asking you less nicely; removing content; temporarily or
permanently banning individuals or entire subreddits.

Most of Reddit’s content moderation is carried out by some 60,000 volunteer community
moderators called “mods,” each of whom presides over their individual subreddits.” Mods are
given wide latitude to create and enforce rules of conduct for their groups and to take action
against violators with the help of an “automoderator” - a robot that they can customize to the
group. In the first half of 2024, mods removed about 41% of the 208 million pieces of content
struck from the site during the period. Users removed about 21% - probably in response to
warnings. The rest were removed by Reddit employees.*

Reddit used to be a toxic place, similar to 4Chan, with subreddits called Creepshots
(voyeuristic photos of women taken without their knowledge), Jailbait (sexualized images of
underaged girls)* and r/beating women (depicting women being brutally beaten).>

A decade ago, Reddit enacted the rules and began to aggressively enforce them, banning both
individual users and also entire communities that broke the rules repeatedly.” Reddit became
reputable, not just as a place for users to gather but as a site to include in a Google search.
The aggressive content moderation boosted the platform’s value and paved the way for an

*® Reddit Rules https://redditinc.com/policies/reddit-rules

> Reddit Inc., Form S-1 Registration Statement, filed with the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, Feb. 22,
2024, https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/1713445/000162828024006294/reddits-1g423.htm

*2 Jonas Strandell, “Data on Reddit’s massive amount of user-generated content and how it is moderated,”
Besedo, Feb. 7, 2025 https://besedo.com/blog/reddit-content-moderation-stats/

%3 Adrian Chen, “Unmasking Reddit’s Violentacrez, the Biggest Troll on the Web,” Gawker via the Wayback
Machine, Oct. 12,2012
https://web.archive.org/web/20121012213707/http:/gawker.com/5950981/unmasking-reddits-violentacrez-the-
biggest-troll-on-the-web

> Fernando Alfonso lll, “Reddit bans infamous forum about beating women,” Daily Dot, May 31, 2021
https://www.dailydot.com/unclick/reddit-beating-women-banned/

> Mike Isaac, “Reddit Sets New Content Policy, Banning Some Racist Communities,” The New York Times, August
5,2015,
https://archive.nytimes.com/bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/08/05/reddit-sets-new-content-policy-banning-some-
racist-communities/
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IPO. In March, 2024, Reddit went public at a $6.4 billion valuation. The New York Times called
Reddit’s IPO a “content moderation success story,” noting that it had become a trusted source

of news and entertainment for millions of people.”®

Discussion Questions

1. On Reddit, each subreddit can create its own rules within platform-wide guidelines. Is
this more democratic? What are the ethical trade-offs of this model of community
self-governance?

Bluesky

Bluesky is one in a proliferating crop of decentralized social media sites designed to operate
without the top-down control of a tech giant like Meta or X.

Bluesky was started inside Twitter in 2019 by then-CEO Jack Dorsey. Dorsey’s purpose was to
develop a decentralized standard for social media that would give users more control over
their data, experience and, in the process, their content moderation.

Bluesky, which moved out of Twitter and launched to the public in 2023, is a public benefit
corporation, a for-profit company that is to act both in the best interests of shareholders and
the best interests of society. It is to contribute to the public good. It is open source, which
makes its content moderation more transparent than at the big, established social media
companies. It is also decentralized - part of a network of dozens (and growing) of
interconnected social apps (the “fediverse”) built atop the AT Protocol, a standardized set of
rules and procedures that enable computers and apps to communicate with each other,
allowing for flexibility.”

The platform provides default moderation services that filter out illegal content and flags
content that violates its own community guidelines. It employs 100 content moderators to
monitor the automation and to address user concerns. Most of its content moderation,
though, is at the discretion of its users.”®

%% Kevin Roose, “Reddit’s I.P.0. is a Content Moderation Success Story,” The New York Times, March 21, 2024,
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/03/21/technology/reddit-ipo-public-content-moderation.html

" Sarah Perez, “Beyond Bluesky: these are the apps building social experiences on the AT Protocol,” TechCrunch,
June 13,2025
https://techcrunch.com/2025/06/13/beyond-bluesky-these-are-the-apps-building-social-experiences-on-the-at-
protocol/

%8 Jay Graber, “Composable Moderation,” Bluesky Blog, April 13, 2023
https://bsky.social/about/blog/4-13-2023-moderation
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Users are not subject to the platform’s algorithms but can choose their own algos from an

“algorithm marketplace.”

They can use a Bluesky tool called Ozone to create and run their own moderation services.”
Users can subscribe to content filters provided by organizations like the ACLU. They can mute
or block accounts, hide their own replies and detach their posts from those of other users. If
they move to another social networking site, they can take their social graphs with them.
Bluesky said recently that it is considering adding a community notes feature to the platform.

Giving users the tools to moderate their own content may limit the amount of toxic content
they themselves can see, but it doesn’t stop the wider distribution of that content. Bluesky
has been criticized by users who didn’t think it took decisive enough action against racist
rhetoric.®* Users were not satisfied with Bluesky’s handling of Jesse Singal, the writer and
podcaster criticized for his coverage of transgender issues, who joined the site in December,
2024. Users wanted him banned from Bluesky altogether. The company banned Singal, then
reinstated him and labeled his account “intolerant.”®

Content moderation is particularly challenging in decentralized networks where there is no
central moderation team. A user who spreads hateful content might be banned from one
federated social network (say, Bluesky’s), but can still continue their conversation in other
parts of the fediverse. In decentralized networks, user conversations take place across
multiple networks. An administrator or moderator charged with enforcing the guidelines and
cultural norms on their own network can’t monitor or moderate a user’s activity on other
sites. In a two-day analysis of the decentralized network that includes Bluesky competitor

%% Jay Graber, “Algorithmic Choice,” Bluesky Blog, March 30, 2023
https://bsky.social/about/blog/3-30-2023-algorithmic-choice

% Aisha Malik, “Bluesky launches Ozone, a tool that let’s users create and run their own independent moderation
services,” TechCrunch, March 12, 24,
https://techcrunch.com/2024/03/12/bluesky-launches-ozone-a-tool-that-lets-users-create-and-run-their-own-in
dependent-moderation-services/

®Morgan Sung, “Bluesky sends some users personalized apologies after racism controversy,” TechCrunch, July
27,2023 https://techcrunch.com/2023/07/27/bluesky-racism-slur-apology-feedback/

%2 Sarah Perez, “Bluesky at a crossroads as users petition to ban Jesse Singal over anti-trans views and
harassment,” December 13, 2024
https://techcrunch.com/2024/12/13/bluesky-is-at-a-crossroads-as-users-petition-to-ban-jesse-singal-over-anti-t
rans-views-harassment/
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Mastodon, researchers at Stanford University found a prevalence of child sexual abuse
content.”

Researchers and academics are working to solve the problem. The Stanford researchers
propose the use of automated methods common to centralized social media platforms,
including blocklists (blocking users or content) and hash matching (identifying (and filtering)
similar types of content by their digital fingerprints). Other proposals include: the
development of a content moderation system based on technology that enables federated
servers to share information and work together® and the use of a deep learning model trained
to combine and analyze fragmented conversations - posts and replies - across networks.*
“Counterintuitively, to enable the scaling of the Fediverse as a whole, some centralized
components will be required, particularly in the area of child safety,” write Stanford’s David
Thiel and Renee DiResta.”

Discussion Questions

1. The case study shows declining support for centralized content moderation efforts.
How does this erosion of trust affect the legitimacy of any moderation system? Can
trust be rebuilt, and if so, how?

2. Inan era of deepfakes, Al-generated content, and increasingly sophisticated
disinformation, how might our approaches to content moderation need to evolve?
What ethical frameworks should guide these developments?

3. If you were designing a content moderation system, what values would you prioritize?
How would you balance competing ethical claims while creating practical, scalable
solutions?

% David Thiel and Renee DiResta, “Child Safety on Federated Social Media,” Stanford Internet Observatory, Cyber
Policy Center, July 23, 2023 https://purl.stanford.edu/vb515nd6874

* Haris Bin Zia, Aravindh Raman, Ignacio Castro, Gareth Tyson, “Collaborative Content Moderation in the
Fediverse,” arXiv, Jan. 10, 2025
https://arxiv.org/html/2501.05871v1#:~:text=With%20these%20tasks%20in%2Dmind,to%20label%20thousands
%200f%20posts.

% Vibhor Agarwal, Aravindh Raman, Nishanth Sastry, Ahmed M. Abdelmoniem, Gareth Tyson, Ignacio Castro,
“Decentralised Moderation for Interoperable Social Networks: A Conversation-Based Approach for Pleroma and
the Fediverse,” 2024, Proceedings of the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media, 18(1), 2-14
https://doi.org/10.1609/icwsm.v18i1.31293

® Thiel and DiResta, “Child Safety on Federated Social Media,” July 23, 2023
https://purl.stanford.edu/vb515nd6874
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