
A 
British commentator, Tim Montgomerie, like 
many others, was appalled by the rioting in 
Paris in December. “Not so many people 
asking: ‘Where is Britain’s Macron?’ these 

days,” he tweeted. The photos accompanying his 
tweet showed smoke rising above the Arc de 
Triomphe, protesters being dragged away by police 
and a woman with blood running down her face.

But the photo of the woman was not taken in 
Paris. It was from the aftermath of the Catalonian 
independence referendum. “My apologies,” tweeted 
Montgomerie, when the mistake had been pointed 
out to him. “Sadly, the key point still applies 
though; 130 people were injured in France’s capital 
yesterday.”

The manipulation and misuse of photos is an 
insidious form of misinformation. It is not new 
– people killed on Stalin’s orders were frequently 
excised from photos – but the technology that 
makes it easy is now available to anyone with a 
smartphone. It is even possible for anyone with a 
powerful computer to merge videos and produce 
“deepfakes”, footage in which a person appears to 
speak someone else’s words. As we see in the case of 
Montgomerie’s tweet, technology is thus deployed 
in the service of “truth” – not a truth that meets 
empirical standards of accuracy, but one which 
addresses a wider “truth” based on the beliefs of its 
creator and his followers. Often we assume this is 
done innocently, by re-circulating misinformation 
that goes unquestioned because of confirmation 
bias. People were injured in Paris. At least one of 
them was probably a woman whose forehead was 
cut open.

We may trust Montgomerie’s instincts in posting 
the image: after all, he used to edit the comment 
pages of the Times newspaper. But we would, of 
course, have been hoodwinked. Our trust in what 
we understand to be the truth has been betrayed 
with the help of technology. As the sociologist 
Alessandro Dal Lago put it: “Reality [today is] a viral 
construction” in which “Truth online has become a 
function of the person who is pronouncing it.”

At the Truth, Trust and Technology Commission 
(T3), based at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science (LSE), we published a report, 

Tackling the Information Crisis, in November 2018.1 
With so many actors in play – platforms, the media, 
political campaigners and civil society – we sought 
to rise above the fray. Our first task was to survey the 
contours of the crisis and establish the evidence for 
the harm misinformation causes, and we launched 
an extensive survey of the literature. This in itself 
was revealing: misinformation studies (to coin a 
phrase) are already virtually a sub-discipline in the 
US, where the Pew Research Center, the Berkman 
Klein Center and the Shorenstein Center on Media, 
Politics and Public Policy at Harvard were already 
deeply engaged in the topic. In the UK, we found 
that while fact-checking had begun to have an 
impact on reporting and analysis – though its 
effectiveness is by no means assured – there was 
relatively little academic study of fake news.

The reasons for this 
were, in part, due to the 
inevitable difficulties in 
defining what is fake.  
Like the House of 
Commons Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) committee  
in a landmark inquiry,2 
we chose to reject the 
term “fake” in favour of 

“misinformation”. (We are indebted to Claire 
Wardle’s work3 in establishing the parameters of 
the term, and especially her misinformation matrix, 
which sets out the motivations of those who create 
and disseminate this type of content.)

A lack of source material has also hampered 
research. While some platforms – such as Twitter 
and Instagram – are open to all, others (Facebook, 
WhatsApp) are walled gardens in which algorithmic 
presentation or a private channel mean that every 
user’s experience is different. Facebook, already 
nervous about privacy, quickly realised that the 
Cambridge Analytica episode meant it had to be 
more careful with user data. When it did release 
limited information about the UK Leave campaign’s 
advertising during the 2016 EU referendum (Brexit), 
it was only at the demand of the DCMS committee. 
“Systematic research on Facebook content is now 
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With fake news – or rather, misinformation – running rife, there is an  
urgent need to establish trust and accountability in the media.  

The LSE’s ROS TAYLOR continues the discussion of this key issue
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untenable, turning what was already a worryingly 
opaque, siloed social network into a black box that 
is arguably even less accountable to lawmakers and 
the public,” wrote Marco Bastos and Shawn Walker 
last year.4 Facebook has since made a limited 
amount of information about real-time political 
advertising available to everyone. It has also 
collaborated with the UK Social Science Research 
Council to share data about democracy and 
elections.5

Elections and referendums are only one strand in 
the study of misinformation and disinformation. It 
transcends national politics. Even a topic that might 
at first seem unrelated to mainstream politics – anti-
vaccination campaigns, for example – often turns 
out to have a geopolitical dimension that extends 
far beyond individual state and national rules about 
vaccines.6 In seeking to cast doubt and sow mistrust 
in official narratives, disinformation is a tool that 
can and has been deployed by state actors. The T3 
Commission rejected the argument that we live in a 
“post-truth” environment where nothing can be 
absolutely and reliably established as fact. Instead, 
we argue that certain commonly shared facts bind a 
society together, and enable it to reach a necessary 
consensus. What does the evidence tell us about 
how we can encourage these facts to emerge?

Clearly, the responsibility does not lie with any 
one group, and we chose four areas of investigation 
– journalistic responsibility, platform regulation, 
political communications and media citizenship. 
Each was the theme of a workshop to which we 
invited experts in the field.

JOURNALISTIC CREDIBILITY
As the barriers to publication have collapsed and 
the volume of news and commentary has grown, 
journalists and news organisations are finding  
their role as trusted and credible sources being 
challenged. During election and referendum 
campaigns, politicians contact voters directly: many 
no longer regard the media as an indispensable 
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intermediary in the democratic process. Since the 
UK’s Leveson press inquiry, the press has been 
unable to agree on a common system of voluntary 
regulation. The impartiality of the BBC has come 
under sustained attack from different quarters. 
Meanwhile, much of the media has either put up 
online paywalls or struggles to make its work 
available freely through a sustainable funding 
model. Journalists struggle to agree on what 
constitutes public value, or how to measure it.

We recognised the need to challenge the news 
industry’s dependence on “eyeballs” as an index of 
value, and looked at the growth in alternative 
revenue models – for example, the Guardian 
newspaper’s successful voluntary contributor 
model, or Bristol Cable (local journalism in the city 
of Bristol). Participants urged news organisations  
to be more open about their working practices  
and ownership, and to reconsider what “balance” 
means in the context of evidence-based journalism. 
Is there a case for quality indicators that would 
inspire trust among readers? And is it possible to 
make them feel more empowered to act on what 
they read?

PLATFORM RESPONSIBILITY
We turn to platforms for information, for 
entertainment and increasingly look to them to 
create and sustain our relationships. They, in turn, 
have worked hard to create dependency among 
their users so as to maximise the time we spend on 
them. In this they have been outstandingly 
successful: a third of the world has a Facebook 
account, and 1.52 billion people log on to the site 
each day. What they choose to share is sometimes 
violent and hate-filled, and some of it is 
misinformation. The company now employs more 
than 7,500 content moderators. 

Yet calls for the platforms to take a more active 
role in weeding out misinformation and hate speech 
have raised fears that they might become the 
ultimate arbiters of what constitutes 
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unacceptable content. In this context, the aim of 
the T3 Commission was to try to establish what a 
healthy platform ecosystem, fostering good-quality 
democratic deliberation, would look like. Onora 
O’Neill has discussed the “ethical and epistemic 
norms and disciplines” that allow truthseeking to 
take place in a journalistic context.7 As platforms 
start to play a part in elections and everyday political 
deliberation, should the same principles apply?

Procedural accountability offers a way to respond 
to public concerns about platform dominance, lack 
of transparency, extremism and harmful content. 
The wider policy aims of any intervention should be 
clear, and may not be confined to the avoidance of 
harm. Given the pace of developments, the need for 
coordinated action was, participants agreed, urgent. 

32  InterMEDIA | April 2019 Vol 47 Issue 1  www.iicom.org

Most fundamentally, platform users are citizens as 
well as consumers, and any regulatory body should 
consider how well platforms serve the public 
interest, and perhaps act to improve public life.

ONLINE POLITICAL COMMUNICATION
Many of the communication strategies that we 
associate with the practice of democracy – electoral 
advertising, pressure groups, reporting from 
Westminster – have now moved largely online. The 
ability of the internet to bring like-minded people 
together for a common cause is unprecedented. 
Early internet thinkers such as Clay Shirky were 
frequently evangelical about the ability of online 
networks to democratise debate, and especially to 
connect activists. In the UK, mySociety’s 
TheyWorkForYou was perhaps the best-known 
attempt to open up the workings of Parliament to 
scrutiny, and the Freedom of Information Act 
2000 was similarly optimistic about the 
effectiveness of public scrutiny.

But in recent years concerns have emerged about 
the impact social media is having on political 
deliberation. The UK’s Brexit referendum and  
the US presidential race in 2016 both featured 
misinformation that spread rapidly through social 
networks, and was amplified by mainstream media. 
Although Russia is heavily implicated in this 
activity, the T3 Commission’s focus was on the 
structural trends that allow foreign disinformation 
to spread, rather than Russian interference per se.

Current election law, and in particular spending 
limits and the public service broadcasting 
impartiality rules during campaigns, were written 
in a pre-platform era. Trust in election rules is being 
undermined by this shift online. In a world where 
people share content freely, laws that prohibit 
collusion (such as funnelling money to like-minded 
organisations to avoid declaring it to the UK 
Electoral Commission) are more difficult to enforce 
– and this is just one instance of the problems in 
regulating electoral, let alone political, activity.

What sort of advertisement is deemed to be 
political? Facebook’s political advertising dashboard 
currently relies on advertisers to declare whether 
they fall into this category. When it comes to 
enforcing spending limits, fines are not necessarily 
a disincentive if they are levied months or years 
after a campaign.

Crucially, at the moment we have very little 
knowledge of the effects (or effectiveness) of 
targeted online political advertising. Furthermore, 
it is now possible to target particular demographics 
precisely. Vote Leave’s spending on advertising in 
the run-up to the Brexit referendum went largely 
unnoticed at the time because it reached a 
demographic that had little social contact with 
political journalists.

The existence and salience of online “filter 
bubbles” is moot: some research suggests people 
who spend more time online get their news from  
a wider range of sources than those consuming 
traditional media. But the news people consume is 
increasingly driven by partisanship, and this feeds 
social fragmentation. 
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PROPOSAL: AN INDEPENDENT 
PLATFORM AGENCY 

Central to our recommendations 
for the UK is an independent 
platform agency (IPA), funded by 
a targeted levy (of around  
£40-50m) on the digital 
platforms and with the power to 
obtain data from them. The IPA’s 
core role would be to monitor 
whether all relevant parties are 
fulfilling their responsibilities to 
ensure that the UK information 
environment is one in which 
citizens can contribute to 
democracy effectively. It would 
be a body independent of 
government, and with the 
statutory power to recommend 
policies – but it would not be  
(at least initially) a regulator.  
In particular, the T3 Commission 
was firmly against any body that 
had as its purpose the regulation 
of “truth”.

An IPA would report on trends 
in news and information sharing, 
and on the effectiveness of 
self-regulation of the major 
news-carrying social and 
search platforms. This should 
include reports on trust marks, 
credibility signalling, filtering 
and takedown. It would also 
work with UK regulator, Ofcom, 
to ensure an inclusive and 
sustained programme in media 
literacy for both children and 
adults. As well as reporting 
annually to Parliament, it 
would provide reports on 
request to other agencies such 
as the Electoral Commission, 
Ofcom and the Information 

Commissioner’s Office, and work 
closely with Ofcom and with 
the Competition and Markets 
Authority to monitor the level 
of market dominance and the 
impact of platforms on media 
plurality and quality.

The need to address online 
political advertising is urgent, 
and a mandatory standards 
code should be introduced 
before the next election. The 
UK Electoral Commission needs 
power to act more quickly in 
the case of breaches. Platforms 
should develop annual plans 
and transparent open mission 
statements on how they plan 
to tackle misinformation. They 
should work with civil society 
and news providers to develop 
trust marking.

The information landscape 
is changing rapidly, and in 
the longer term it might be 
necessary to subject platforms 
to much more stringent 
regulation – including making 
them liable for content they 
host, obliging them to unbundle 
or separate internal divisions 
or even break up their business 
units, or introducing a more 
comprehensive system of tax 
incentives. In time, it is possible 
that an IPA would develop 
beyond a monitoring and 
information function into a 
regulatory function, but it is also 
possible that regulatory needs 
can be met by a combination of 
existing bodies. 



With this in mind, some participants at this 
workshop mooted the idea of an overt effort to 
educate the public about politics rather than simply 
restrictions on electoral advertising. In Germany, for 
example, the Bundeszentrale für politische Bildung 
(BPB, Federal Agency for Civic Education) is tasked 
with “fostering civil society” and “strengthening 
democracy” for everyone in the country. The BPB 
produces a “Wahl-O-Mat” voting advice application 
that tries to match a voter’s views to the most 
suitable political party. 

MEDIA LITERACY AND CITIZENSHIP
Writing in 1989, Robert Dahl feared that a policy 
elite might use technology to consolidate its own 
power.8 But “the elite” is now a contested and often 
derogatory term. The questions of who is 
manipulating information, with what motives – 
and who is responsible for controlling the flow of 
misinformation – are now urgent. How best, then, 
to equip people with the skills they need to 
recognise misinformation and make informed 
decisions about whom to trust?

As the LSE’s Sonia Livingstone has pointed out, 
media literacy is often proposed as a ready solution.9 
Yet although both Ofcom, the UK regulator, and the 
European Commission (in the Audiovisual Media 
Services Directive) monitor and nominally  
promote media literacy, it is not embedded in UK 
government policy or the school curriculum, which 
focuses on digital safety. Instead the main impetus 
has come from not-for-profit and media 
organisations.

Citizenship cannot just be a matter of assessing 
competing claims and coming to an informed 
judgment at election time. It means being able to 
have a meaningful say in policymaking, to organise 
or join political movements, and to debate and 
challenge others. As more and more political 
discussion happens online, the “communicative 
entitlement” to participate in the life of the 
community – as the LSE’s Nick Couldry describes it 
– has been shaped by the policies and site designs of 
platforms, and these in turn are shaped by issues of 
legal liability, advertising, algorithmic design and 
the “attention economy” rather than democratic 
and civic considerations.

In an interview in 2006, Chantal Mouffe identified 
the delicate balance between informing and 
stimulating people sufficiently to encourage 
democratic debate, without triggering “culture 
wars” or a wholesale rejection of democratic 
politics:10 “Democracy’s aim is to enable forms of 
expressing conflict that are not going to destroy the 
political association.” More recently, danah boyd 
(who writes her name in lower case) 
has suggested that in encouraging people to 
question everything they see, some programmes 
instil scepticism and distrust of all media, 
regardless of its credentials.11

THE ‘FIVE GIANT EVILS’
One example of a comparable systemic response to a 
significant social problem threatening the stability 
of the UK is the Beveridge Report of 1942, which 

helped to lay the foundations for 
the British post-war welfare state. 
William Beveridge identified the 
five giant evils of social policy 
and emphasised the urgent need 
for a coordinated response to 
abolish want. Following 
Beveridge, we locate the 
information crisis in five giant 
evils:
CONFUSION: citizens are less 
sure about what is true, and 
whom to believe.

CYNICISM: they are losing trust – even in 
trustworthy sources.
FRAGMENTATION: citizens have access to 
potentially infinite knowledge, but the pool of 
agreed facts on which to base societal choices is 
diminishing. Citizens are becoming more divided 
into “truth publics” with parallel realities and 
narratives.
IRRESPONSIBILITY: power over meaning is held by 
organisations that lack a developed ethical code of 
responsibility and exist outside of clear lines of 
accountability and transparency.
APATHY: as a result, citizens disengage from 
established structures of society and are losing faith 
in democracy.

THE INFORMATION CRISIS IS REAL
Public policy should approach the information 
crisis as a problem of system resilience. Western 
liberal democracies face many long-term challenges: 
fragilities in our political and electoral system; 
changes in the economy as it passes through 
austerity and structural change; ecological, social 
and demographic changes and problems of 
adapting the welfare state; and the relationship of 
UK citizens and communities to the regional and 
international forces of immigration, inequality and 
crises in international governance. These difficult 
challenges have triggered simple populist responses, 
in part because the new media system favours the 
simplicity and emotionality of those responses. 

Our proposal is for a new platform agency that 
addresses this crisis (see box). Our aim is to ensure 
that the interests of citizens – understood as all of 
those residing in the UK – are protected alongside 
the interests of other stakeholders as the media 
system develops. Only by challenging the 
assumption that citizens are merely users or 
consumers can we hope to tackle the information 
crisis and sustain democratic deliberation.

ROS TAYLOR is research manager for the LSE Truth, 

Trust and Technology Commission, based in London. 
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Questions of who 
is manipulating 
information, with 
what motives – and 
who is responsible 
for controlling this 
flow – are now 
urgent.
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