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ABSTRACT

In January 2025, the platform company Meta abruptly announced that it would
be ending its industry-leading third-party fact-checking (3PFC) program start-
ing with fact checkers in the United States. This decision aligns with recent
changes in the US administration and heralds a cultural shift in how big tech
platforms approach both content moderation and political relations. Specifi-
cally, it marks a move away from policy that emphasizes consensus building
towards more explicit political deal-making. This decision also highlights the
vulnerabilities faced by fact checkers, whose economic model and democrat-
ic initiative largely depend on platform-supported fact checking. This article
addresses the critical implications of these developments, considering the
history of 3PFC as it relates to US politics, recent changes to digital informa-
tion ecosystems, and the dynamics of power structures around the politics of
information, technology, and truth.
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1 Introduction

Meta’s decision to end its third-party fact-checking (3PFC) program in the
United States can be viewed as part of a corporate deal-making strategy to
leverage its substantial and far-reaching content-moderation apparatus to court
political favor with right-wing politicians and their allies. We argue that this
potentially marks a turning point for digital platforms that more explicitly
barter information integrity initiatives to retain their agency and monopoly by
subverting politically targeted regulation. Fact checkers once again face chal-
lenges to their legitimacy, funding, access to information, and public reach.
These changes further institutionalize an epistemology based on ideology
and transaction rather than evidence seeking and truth telling (Barrett, 2025;
Gilbert, 2025). Meta’s recent move also provides a political deal-making
playbook for other US-based digital platforms, stepping away from its earlier
“network governance” approaches (Caplan, 2023).

In this commentary, we argue that recent platform developments implicating
the field of independent fact checking set a precedent for deal-making rather
than policy-making between industrial and political leaders. Meta’s recent
decision might create a new status quo for relationships between populist
leaders, tech platforms, and fact checkers, which moves away from practical,
evidence-informed public-interest regulation towards oligarchical patronage
(Meese, 2023), deal-brokering, and political alliance-building. We discuss the
possible, far-reaching implications of this new status quo for social media and
its regulation. First, we reconsider the changes to Meta’s 3PFC program in light
of the historical role that fact checkers have played in political discourse. We
consider Meta’s stated intentions for the program over the years and how it has
been received politically. We then examine the evolving relationships between
other platforms and fact checkers and the role that crowd-sourced approach-

es play in content moderation. Finally, we discuss what this new phase of
deal-making means for fact checking and the future of information integrity.

2 Ripping Up the Rule Books: The Inception of
Meta’s Third-Party Fact-Checking Program

In 2016, Meta’s (then Facebook’s) announcement of the launch of its 3PFC
program read: “It’s important to us that the stories you see on Facebook are au-
thentic and meaningful” (Mosseri, 2016, para. 9). The tone and approach adopt-
ed by the platform company almost 9 years later could not be more different.
Appearing on the Joe Rogan Experience podcast (Rogan, 2025), Mark Zuck-
erberg described Meta’s experience with professional fact checking as “some-
thing out of like, you know, 1984” (06:23). Zuckerberg’s recent statements
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capture Meta’s reluctance to be perceived as a publisher and echo past public
statements responding to criticism of the platform’s decision to fire human
curators working on Meta’s newsfeed algorithm and complaints from global
journalists after Meta removed the Pulitzer Winning Award photograph of the
Vietnam War (Bucher, 2018). Zuckerberg now uses the word “censorship” to
describe what journalists generally understand as “editorial responsibility.”

Conservative critics have long equated fact checking with censorship (Stewart,
2021; Barrabi, 2024; Uscinski & Butler, 2013). Fact checkers have vehement-
ly denied accusations of censorship, stating that these are often attacks from
actors who mislead publics intentionally and seek political gain (Gilbert, 2025).
Meta’s recent decisions should also be considered in light of other moves by
big tech companies in the United States that are part of the race to capture

the global artificial intelligence (Al) business over the next four years, with
US$500 billion invested in infrastructures and development (OpenAl, 2025).
Meta could indeed be appealing to politicians to avoid missing out on these
investment opportunities. Essentially, Meta’s new political stance distances its
current US deal-making approach from previous efforts to establish regulatory
mechanisms through policy consultation with foreign governments to strength-
en moderation countering mis- and disinformation.

Although it is not clear how Meta’s crowdsourced fact-checking model will
work in the United States, the remainder of the global fact checkers working
for Meta’s 3PFC program face an uncertain future, given that the consequences
of this new US platform deal-making strategy are yet to unfold. Fact checkers,
as only one part of the platform content-moderation apparatus, engage in “soft”
content moderation, which focuses on verifying particular kinds of problem-
atic content that could cause public harm (Graves et al., 2023). Their role as
“de facto moderators” has long been debated, with researchers investigating
how fact-checking organizations may be prioritizing the interests of platforms
(Vinhas & Bastos, 2023; Riedlinger et al., 2024) given the “convoluted re-
lationship between the democratic mission of fact checking and the content
moderation bureaucracy of social platforms” (Vinhas & Bastos, 2023, p.3).

3 Controlling the Conversation:
Meta’s Attack on Fact Checking

Meta’s announcement has enabled the platform company to gain control of the
narrative by casting doubt on fact checkers’ neutrality instead of reassuring
users of the continued importance of content moderation and outlining what a
new paradigm might look like on its platforms. The chief reasons provided by
Zuckerberg for Meta’s abandonment of the program in the US were that fact
checking did not successfully address misinformation on Meta’s platforms, that
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it stifled free speech, and that it led to widespread censorship. These accusa-
tions have surprised fact checkers, who have challenged Zuckerberg’s state-
ment that the 3PFC program demonstrated biases (see, for example, Holan,
2025; Schenk, 2025a).

While Zuckerberg blames the 3PFC program for being too political, public-in-
terest fact checking — and indeed content moderation — is intrinsically linked

to politics. The 3PFC program was a policy response to international concern
among audiences and regulators about the role that Facebook played in in-
ternational democratic processes in 2016 (Ohlheiser, 2016; Stray & Sneider,
2025). The timing of this policy suggests that Facebook acted in anticipation
of regulation, involving civil society actors to address legitimacy concerns
(Caplan, 2023) and favoring self-governance (Suzor, 2019). The original remit
of the 3PFC program was to safeguard democracy by tackling viral claims on
issues that are timely and consequential for democratic citizens. Meta partic-
ularly emphasized major issues such as “COVID-19, global elections, natural
disasters, conflicts and other events” (Meta, 2021, p. 1). Major global events,
mis- and disinformation, politics, and fact checking are inherently connected,
and although fact checkers have never claimed to use scientifically rigorous
methods (Amazeen, 2015), their methods have always sought to reflect scien-
tific consensus, separating institutionally recognized facts from value-laden
content (Yarrow, 2021). Yet, science itself — especially climate science and
health science — is also politically contested (see, for example, Sarewitz, 2004).
The COVID-19 pandemic brought to light the critical role of fact checking in
countering harmful public health claims, but it also exposed its limitations (Bu-
rel et al., 2020; Luengo & Garcia-Marin, 2020). COVID-19 was a case study of
extreme politicization around the distribution of vaccines, isolation measures,
and the allocation of blame (Forman et al., 2021), especially in the United
States (Stroebe et al., 2021; Kerr et al., 2021). During the pandemic, fact check-
ers continued to fulfill their watchdog roles, at times maintaining significantly
higher online engagement when verifying claims by elite actors, including
politicians, alternative-health influencers, and other public figures (Riedlinger
et al., 2024). However, as a result of these practices resulted, fact checkers were
targeted by conservative critics for allegedly being biased (Moon et al., 2023),
in particular for exhibiting the kind of progressive bias often associated with
knowledge-making industries.

Academic critiques of fact checking practices focus on these organizations’
normative conflation of empirical data with objectivity and their imposition

of binary, truth/falsity metrics on political speech (Uscinski & Butler, 2013).
These practices ignore the complex political nature of selective data generation
and analysis and normative reasoning (Yarrow, 2021). Yet, fact checkers also
re-situate contentious and consequential claims within their social, political,
and empirical contexts (Amazeen, 2015; Watt et al., 2024). Studies suggest
correlations between US conservative voters, a tendency to downplay the
harms of misinformation (Park, 2024), and a tacit belief that fact checkers are
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biased (Walter et al., 2020). Political communication scholars coined the term
factual belief polarization to describe the tendency for actors with opposing
ideological beliefs to differ in what they consider valid knowledge-seeking
practices and legitimate evidence (Lee et al., 2021; Rekker, 2022). Actors’
attempts to discredit information and erase complexities are indeed aspects of
destructive polarization (Esau et al., 2024). Fact checkers have attempted to
move against partisanship and destructive polarization by reintroducing com-
plexity and following evidence in a politically agnostic way (Watt et al., 2024).
Members of the 3PFC program also commit to non-partisanship and a trans-
parent fact-checking process when they become signatories to the International
Fact-Checking Network’s (IFCN) Code of Practice (Meta, 2021).

Meta’s own Oversight Board tempered Zuckerberg’s accusations of bias but
welcomed changes to a system that had attracted controversy (Oversight Board,
2025). Still, Zuckerberg’s accusations remain unsubstantiated beyond a tacitly
held partisan belief, and even Meta’s publications support the 3PFC program.
According to Meta, the program has been successful in what it set out to do,
which is to reduce the spread of misinformation (Meta, 2021): “We know this
program is working and people find value in the warning screens we apply to
content after a fact-checking partner has rated it” (para. 7).

More recently, a report by Meta in response to the European Union’s (EU)
Digital Services Act demonstrated Meta’s support for the 3PFC program and
indicated that it stood by the decisions of its fact checkers, at least in the EU.
According to the report, the fact checkers in Meta’s 3PFC program flagged
13,876,973 pieces of misinformation content in the EU and debunked it “as
False, Altered, or Partly False” (Meta, 2024, p. 13), leading to the content’s
algorithmic demotion. The data in the report shows that misinformation flagged
by fact checkers was notably the largest group of algorithmically demoted
content by far (excluding deleted policy-violating content). Only 1,849 of these
algorithmic demotions were reversed, which amounts to the lowest reversal
rate among all categories of demoted content (0.01%). At the time of writing,
there is no comparable report on 3PFC program operations in the US or data to
suggest different findings from the EU.

Although Meta’s decision cannot — at least yet — be justified empirically, it can
be explained by a recent strategic and ideological shift towards US conserva-
tive politics. Meta may have severed ties with fact checkers as a necessary but
calculated concession to maintain its political and business interests in the Unit-
ed States. US President Donald Trump himself described it as likely a reaction
to threats he made to the company and Zuckerberg in the lead-up to his elec-
tion (Chan et al., 2025). This is tied to a “jawboning” controversy where the
Biden administration was alleged to have unduly influenced Meta’s removal of
heavily politicized content around elections and COVID-19 (Chung, 2024). Re-
treating from their US fact-checking partnerships might be Meta’s only option
for reasserting control over their content policies and avoiding further political
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backlash. In the meantime, even though Meta is not the only platform stake-
holder in independent fact checking, the 3PFC program has become a primary
source of income for many independent fact checkers (IFCN, 2023), and there
are no clear funding alternatives matching its current scale of operation. Along-
side funding from Meta, IFCN-accredited fact checkers receive modest invest-
ments from other platform companies, including Google through its Google
News Initiative and TikTok via its fact-checking partners program (Wake et al.,
2024). The future of these programs remains uncertain.

4 One Deal May Set a Trend

If maintaining the goodwill of powerful political players in the US continues
to be prioritized over information integrity, then it is important to consider
what Meta’s recent policy changes mean for other tech giants and, consequent-
ly, for fact checkers. Given what we know about platform conformity from
institutional theory — notably Caplan and boyd’s (2018) investigations of algo-
rithmic isomorphism — we can assume that there will be little platform appetite
or support for professional fact checking in the United States for quite some
time. The recently signed US Executive Order Restoring freedom of speech
and ending federal censorship specifically targets the use of platform-support-
ed fact checkers in content moderation (The White House, 2025). But this is
not the first time that the content moderation decisions of platform companies
have signaled a lack of commitment to responsible content provision. After
taking over Twitter, Elon Musk changed the platform’s policies to enable

users to share misinformation about COVID-19 and vaccines and disbanded
its Trust and Safety Council. YouTube subsequently changed its moderation
policy to allow content that could attribute the results of the 2020 presidential
election to widespread fraud, and Meta scaled back its trust and safety team
and fact-checking efforts (Field & Vanian, 2023).

In light of Meta’s most recent changes, Google has announced that it will

not comply with the EU’s Digital Services Act’s requirements to implement
fact checking on Search and YouTube in EU countries (Weatherbed, 2025).
However, in other areas, Google has demonstrated significant support for fact
checkers, investing $13.2 million in 2022 in grants to IFCN members through
its Global Fact Check Fund, and the Google News Initiative’s Fact Check Ex-
plorer streamlines access to fact checker—verified content. It appears that You-
Tube’s approach to content moderation will remain institution-driven for now.
YouTube’s Priority Flagger Program prioritizes partnerships with non-govern-
mental organizations and government agencies to flag content that violates the
platform’s Community Guidelines rather than supporting individual volunteer
participation or professional fact checking (Google, 2023).
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Bluesky, a small but fast-growing platform, is resisting the move away from
professional fact checking. A well-timed — albeit modest — grant to develop an
independent fact-checking presence on its platform was recently announced
(Schenk, 2025b). However, the dynamics of platform moderation are shifting.
TikTok, which has established a fact-checking partnership similar to Meta’s
through its TikTok Fact-Checking Partners program, has remained notably
silent on the issue, likely due to its ongoing challenges with US lawmakers.
However, with Meta’s 3PFC program gone, TikTok could play a pivotal role
in shaping the future of platform-supported fact-checking initiatives.

5 Trading Truth: Meta’s Exit from Fact Checking
and the Future of Online Information Integrity

Meta initially stated that its decision to end the 3PFC program would only
apply to the US, but representatives have since stated that they expect Me-
ta’s content moderation policy to eventually roll out to other regions (Haeck,
2025). This shift in content policy is likely to have significant downstream
effects on other information integrity initiatives, including crowd-sourced
content contextualization approaches like X’s Community Notes, which,
according to one study, cites fact checks as its third most common source after
Wikipedia and other posts on X (Maldita, 2025). Another study, published in
preprint, looked at how fact checkers’ articles were cited in Community Notes
found that fact checking was critical to community moderation practices,
especially when addressing claims tied to larger narratives (Borenstein et al.,
2025). The gap left in the US platform fact-checking landscape is likely to em-
power cynical fact checking by motivated actors (Montafa-Nifio et al., 2024),
exemplified by the Russian state’s Global Fact-Checking Network (EDMO,
2024). This will further empower state propagandists and facilitate the sup-
pression of dissent by authoritarian leaders and violations of press freedom
around the world. Fact-checking organizations have long maintained that fact
checks must go hand in hand with other initiatives that increase the resilience
of audiences and accountability for powerful actors operating in their own
interests (Full Fact, 2019). These activities, which include upstream advocacy
and lobbying, media-literacy campaigns, and technological interventions for
screening out the most harmful content, are made possible by the steady and
substantial source of income provided by Meta’s 3PFC program to fact check-
ers, many of whom rely on it (IFCN, 2023).
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As we have argued in this article, Meta’s recent changes are part of a larger
shift by US tech companies to align with conservative leaders, which will
have implications for global efforts towards information integrity. Meta’s de-
cision sets a precedent for private platform deal-making with populist leaders
and lays the foundations for platforms and populist leaders to achieve greater
influence over global information flows. We argue that this places the world’s
largest social media platform ecosystem on a trajectory that runs against infor-
mation integrity. Meta’s strategic rebranding comes at a pivotal time when big
tech has been under heightened scrutiny by powerful stakeholders, including
Trump. Essentially, the move aligns with the current trend of sycophancy by
the US tech elite towards the US administration (AP News, 2024), likely to
shield big tech from both legal and reputational accountability for harmful con-
tent circulating on digital platforms (Gilbert, 2025).

Given the reduced ability for content verification, it is likely that this politi-
cal deal-making will contribute to further misinformation-related harm and
damage democratic institutions for years to come. The recently signed US
Executive Order Restoring freedom of speech and ending federal censorship,
combined with this political deal-making approach, undermines the leverage
of democratic institutions and voting publics to do anything about it. This does
not bode well for the politics of truth; as Trump put it, “Leverage: don’t do
deals without it” (Trump & Schwartz, 1987, p. 54).
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