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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

Can social media be trusted with self-regulation? 

 
“Regulation should enforce transparency, enforce co-operation with law, and 

compliance with it”. These were the words of The Times journalist Hugo Rifkind. He 

was proposing the motion ‘Social media can’t be trusted with self-regulation’ at the 

Debating Group debate on 16 July 2018 at the House of Commons. The Debate was 

sponsored by The Market Research Society and chaired by Christine Jardine MP for 

Edinburgh West, Liberal Democratic Spokesperson for Scotland. 

 
Hugo Rifkind began his argument with a list of events: 

 

On 10 November 2016, two days after the US presidential election that saw Donald Trump become 

President, Mark Zuckerberg said “the idea that fake news on Facebook influenced the election in any 

way, is a crazy idea”. 

 

On 18 November, asked again, he said that the amount of misinformation on the platform was ‘very 

small’. 

 

In April the following year, Facebook admitted it removed 30,000 fake accounts before the French 

election. 

 

In May it denied specific allegations of Russian attempts to meddle in the US election. 

 

In September, it told Congress it had, after all discovered 300 Russian-backed accounts and about 

4,000 Russia-backed adverts. Mark Zuckerberg publicly asked for forgiveness. 

 

At the start of October, it said they might have been seen by 10 million people. 

 

At the end of October, Facebook admitted such things had actually been seen by 126 million people. 

 

The next month it upped that to 150 million because it had forgotten about Instagram. 

 

In May this year the Mueller investigation into Russian efforts to sway the US election published a 

massive amount of evidence of a systematic Russian effort to use social media to sway US popular 

opinion, stirring up rightwing issues such as gun control to boost a Trump vote and left wing issues 

such as Black Lives Matter to reduce a Clinton vote. 

 

A few weeks later, Facebook started forcing political advertisers to identify themselves, and insisting 

that paid-for content is identified. Hugo Rifkind pointed out that this was eighteen months late, having 
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started with ‘It’s a pretty crazy idea’. He went on to say that we do not know whether anything similar 

happened in the UK, although there are small bits of evidence to suggest it may have done. Damian 

Collins’ Fake News inquiry – DCMS Committee – has attempted to hold tech companies to account, 

but it is hard, because they literally don’t know which questions to ask. 

 

At a Washington hearing, Ian Lucas asked Facebook to reveal what it knew and Facebook said, “Tell 

us what to reveal, and we’ll reveal it” And Lucas, of course could not, “You have everything!” he 

said, “ You have all the information! We have none of it, because you will not show it to us!” This is 

one problem with allowing tech companies to regulate themselves. We, the public, cannot see into 

them. We, the pubic, cannot even see which bits of them need regulating. Sometimes, they deign to 

tell us. More often, they are forced to. By then, always, it is too late. 

 

Hugo Rifkind admitted he was focusing on Fake News, because it is an obsession with him. He could 

instead have talked about the way social media leak data, as seen in the Cambridge Analytica scandal, 

which last week led to Facebook being fined £500,000, which is what it earns in about 18 minutes. 

 

He could have talked about the way social media facilitates cyberbullying and revenge porn. 

 

He could have talked about the way they, probably, harm the mental health of teenagers, spreading 

anxiety, depression, self-harm and body-image disorders. 

 

He could have talked about the way they make a mockery of copyright laws and libel laws and 

contempt of court, and disavow themselves of responsibility in each and every case. 

 

He could have talked about them being society’s primary vectors of extremist content and hate speech 

and their profiting by selling advertising alongside both. 

 

Or he could have talked about the way they are just, basically, making us mad – pushing us into 

bubbles, so we literally do not understand the world of theirs. 

 

The Sunday Times this week reported that this happened to Jeremy Corbyn at the hands of his own 

party during the last election, when officials deceived him by tailoring adverts only to his tiny inner 

circle, so that he would wrongly assume the campaign was being conducted as he wanted it to be. An 

amazing story although Hugo Rifkind wondered how they managed the microtargeting. Location: 

Islington. Likes: Hugo Chavez, allotments, antisemitic murals, making jam.  He suggested there was 

almost half of Islington there! 

 

In The Times last week Sharon White, Chief Executive of Ofcom, which regulates broadcast, 

suggested that it was time for social media companies also to be independently regulated. Hugo 

Rifkind feels she is right, even though he is not generally a fan of regulation. 

 

The problem is, these are vastly powerful companies. Maybe the most powerful companies there have 

been. Even if they are well meaning, they have shown that they are not competent to do it themselves; 

not even competent to rise above the profit motive and agree upon industry rules and standards, for 

example. They exist to disrupt, which means that disrupters will always take advantage of them. 

 

They know that regulation is coming. Many feared the Irish referendum would be a re-run of US 

disasters, with foreign money diving in to sway. The way social media dealt with this was almost as 

alarming as the problem itself – they banned political ads. First Google, then YouTube, then 

Facebook. Hugo Rifkind argued that cannot be allowed. These companies and platforms matter. They 

are where our democracy – our conversation – takes place. He could not imagine living without them. 

 

Autocratic states find these problems easy to solve. They just ban them. There is no Facebook in 

China. These are not options open to a democracy. We need to be smarter. 
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Hugo Rifkind as a journalist does not want censorship. But he does want the enforcement of laws. 

Most of the problematic things that social media facilitates are already illegal or should be.  He still 

does not know whether Facebook genuinely did not know it was being used to subvert democracy, or 

did know and hid it. This is indicative of a company and an industry that operates outside regulation, 

outside the possibility of any scrutiny or control.  

 

Hugo Rifkind concluded, “This is the start of a conversation, not the end. We are having it later than 

we ought to be, but we must have it now. This is not some special interest, geek stuff. This is an 

industry with fingers into every aspect of our live, and it is running wild”. 

 

Clear History 

 

Opposing the motion, Stephen Woodford, CEO, The Advertising Association, speaking in a 

personal capacity, argued that in a free and competitive market, self-regulation can be a much more 

effective means of ensuring good behaviour than external regulation. 

 

The large-scale, rapid and broad-reaching responses of the social media platforms to the issues 

outlined by the proposer is demonstrating that they can be trusted to self-regulate. This is not to 

diminish the magnitude of the problems, or to say that they have yet been fully addressed. These are 

global responses, though many of the issues have been brought to light through UK journalists and by 

advertiser pressures here and around the world. 

 

Effective self-regulation does not operate in a vacuum. It is responsive and responsible and can make 

change happen more quickly and at much lower cost to the end customer.  

 

The social media platforms have listened, are responding and will continue to do so to address the 

issues we’ve heard about, and no doubt others to come in the future as technology continues to 

develop. Each week brings new examples of this. For instance, Twitter’s announcement last week that 

millions of fake accounts will be deleted, reducing their overall numbers by 6%. 

 

This year, an estimated 83% of the UK adult population will use some form of social media. It has 

and will continue to drive huge changes in the way we connect and share information and ideas. For 

most people, it is a highly positive experience and one that enhances their lives. This explosive 

growth in the reach and power of the networks has led to problems with harmful content, control of 

data and many of the other concerns outlined by the proposer. 

 

Keith Weed, CMO of Unilever, said in a speech earlier this year, “2018 is either the year of the 

‘techlash’, where the world turns on the tech giants – or it is the year of trust. The year where we 

collectively rebuild trust back in our systems and society”. 

 

This evening we are debating how we can rebuild that trust, and whether the social media platforms 

can be relied on to do what is needed. Fundamentally, it is in the self-interest of the platforms to 

provide a safe and trusted environment for their users and the advertisers that want to reach them. If 

they don’t, both users and advertisers will go elsewhere and their businesses will suffer. 

 

Stephen Woodford contended that most consumers and advertisers in a free and open market are far 

more effective regulators than some sort of external intervention. 

 

Ultimately the motion and the wider context of the debate, is not just one of regulating social media, 

but of regulating free speech. 

 

Advertising is the commercial underpinning of the social media platforms and a free and open internet 

that does so much to support free speech. The two most high profile advertisers in the world, Marc 

Pritchard of P & G, and Keith Weed of Unilever, along with major advertising trade bodies like 
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ISBA, representing the advertisers and the IPA, representing the agencies, have all called for greater 

transparency in the digital supply chain. 

 

Most recently, Keith Weed has further raised the bar by asking for higher ethical standards in the 

behaviours of the digit platforms and the influencers using these platforms. He certainly welcomed 

Twitter’s move last week in the media coverage. 

 

In response to these demands, as well as the issues outlined by the proposer, we have seen the 

platforms respond rapidly and at scale. Whether change has yet gone far enough, or has happened fast 

enough, depends on your perspective. Even the most ardent critics would not be able to deny that 

changes are happening across the world, with all the key players taking action. 

 

Google, which owns YouTube, has rapidly developed AI systems better to identify extremists or other 

harmful content. So much so, that 98% of extremist content is now flagged by machine learning for 

human reviewers to check and if it violates YouTube’s policies, it is removed. They are not simply 

relying on AI to do all the work, Google is currently on track to bring the total number of people 

reviewing content to 10,000 by the end of the year. 

 

Non-human accounts and spam disrupts everyone's experience on social media. Over the past year, 

we have seen the platforms tackling this issue head on. Facebook took down 837 million pieces of 

spam in Q1 2018, nearly 100% of which they found and flagged before anyone reported it, through 

their own monitoring technology.  The key to fighting spam is taking down the fake accounts that 

spread it. In Q1 this year, Facebook disabled about 583 million fake accounts, most of which were 

disabled within minutes of registration. 

 

Facebook recognises there is more to be done and stated in its recent Transparency report that around 

3-4% of the active Facebook accounts are still fake and need to be addressed. 

 

On data, Facebook has announced many initiatives in response to the Cambridge Analytica breach. 

One recent one, ‘Clear History’ enables users to see the websites and apps that send Facebook data 

when a user interacts with them. Users will now be able to delete this information and turn off 

Facebook’s ability to store such information if they so wish. This is a provision that goes well beyond 

what is required by GDPR. 

 

Facebook is introducing new policies to improve the transparency of all advertising, including 

political advertising. You can now see all the ads an advertiser is running across Facebook and 

Instagram, even if those ads are not shown to you.  

 

Facebook will also soon launch a political ads labelling scheme and archive in Brazil, ahead of 

October’s general election, a system already running in the US. This shows who is paying for the ads 

and all the varying messages that are running are archived and viewable to everyone. No doubt this 

will extend to other countries in time. These and many other examples show that the platforms are 

acting decisively and at scale to reduce harmful impacts and remove bad actors and fake accounts 

from the platforms. These efforts to improve the user experience are matched by global and UK 

initiatives to improve advertisers’ confidence in the media. 

 

The social media platforms are working collaboratively with advertisers and industry bodies to 

implement policies which offer advertisers more confidence and users a better experience. But 

platforms do not operate in a vacuum. Dialogue and collaboration, with continued pressure from 

users, the public, from advertisers, the wider media and politicians will ensure effective progress 

continues to be made. 

 

In the crusade to bring the bad actors using the internet under control, existing laws are often 

overlooked. The law of the land applies equally to online as offline. There is a wealth of legislation 

already on our statute books which could effectively remedy many of the concerns we often see cited 
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in relation to the online platforms, including anti-social behaviour, intellectual property theft, 

cybercrime and data protection law. Using the full force of the existing law may mean new laws are 

not needed. Perhaps we should be wary of new laws that seek to curtail free speech. 

 

Stephen Woodford cited the German Network Enforcement Act, introduced on 1 January this year.  

Under this law, online platforms face fines of up to 50m Euros if they do not remove ‘obviously 

illegal’ hate speech and other postings within 24 hours of receiving a notification. The Guardian 

reported on 5 January that one German Green politician said “too many competencies that require 

legal expertise are being delegated to the tech companies and the AfD (a far-right anti-immigrant 

party) is already using the law to paint itself as a victim”. The Bild newspaper said in an editorial “the 

law against hate speech failed on its first day” and was turning AfD politicians into ‘opinion martyrs’.  

 

Stephen Woodford went on to discuss the practicalities of a state regulatory structure. Social media 

does not operate as a closed-off network in each country. Global internet governance is dependent on 

a complex, international multi-stakeholder framework.  Our approach here in the UK is world-leading 

in upholding rights and freedoms. If the UK begins to advocate measures that undermine this global 

framework and supports a state-by-state regulatory approach, might this embolden those countries 

which seek to normalise state regulation of the internet, undermining free speech and open internet. 

 

The last 18 months has seen more scrutiny on the influence, the reach and on the failings of the social 

media platforms than ever before. We have seen the power that consumers and advertisers, the media 

and political leaders can bring to bear to drive change and improvement, without external regulation. 

We have seen the sort of collective action to rebuild trust that Keith Weed called for. 

 

No doubt there is much more that is needed and much more to come. But the pace, scale and depth of 

the changes the platforms have made and continue to make, allows us to argue that social media can 

be trusted to self-regulate. 

 

Trust and Transparency 

 

Seconding the motion, Jo Causon, CEO, Institute for Customer Service, stressed the incredible 

power that social media companies now have. We use social media to communicate, we get our news 

from platforms like Twitter, we hand over chunks of our personal data to these operators and we get 

bombarded by advertisements – both in their traditional form and from influencers. 

 

With this power comes great responsibility. These are not just private tech companies or even simply 

service providers – they are communication channels and publishers. Jo Causon asked, “We regulate 

television and radio – why on earth would we not regulate social media platforms? We regulate 

telecoms providers, water firms and electricity companies, so a sensible and proportionate model of 

regulation for social media platforms can only be logical. 

 

We have seen that social media operators have been reluctant to live up to their responsibilities in 

recent years, casting doubt on their ability to self-regulate. Whether it is addressing fake news, 

tackling extremism or hate speech or stopping cyber-bullying and ‘trolls' – platforms have been slow 

to respond, have only done so in response to intense media and political scrutiny, and action has only 

come after there has been serious real-life consequences. Indeed, only last week, we saw the 

Information Commissioner announce plans to fine Facebook £500,000 for its failures in relation to 

Cambridge Analytica’s holdings of personal data. 

 

Jo Causon went on to discuss the issue from a customer perspective. Customers are engaging more 

and more with social media. There is a key link to customer satisfaction and trust. If customers do not 

trust social media organisations they will not give them their data. 'Social intelligence’ must be 

accurate in order for companies to source insight on customer opinions, needs and trends. There is a 

growing expectation of transparency. The growth of false news and information means it is 



6 

 

6 

 

increasingly important to have codes. Organisations are making decisions based on this type of 

information, so rules and boundaries are required to police this. 

 

It is about the quality of relationships. What if you don’t know who you are engaging with?  Trust and 

reputation are paramount. 

 

Jo Couson stressed that regulation should not be punitive, but regulation is required because social 

media is an open platform which has to be transparent.  

 

The Customer is King 

 

Seconding the opposition, Andrew Mann, Ex-Vice-President Insight and CRM, Asda, argued that 

regulating social media is regulating free speech. As a marketer he stressed that he always starts with 

the customer – ‘How well will this help or hinder my customer?’ ‘How can I create enthusiastically 

engaged customers who trust my brand?’ 

 

If you don’t do what is best for the customer someone else will and your customer will move 

somewhere else. So ‘the customer is king’, ‘the individual is king’ and free and open markets 

responding to customers are the most effective way for self-regulation. So why is regulating social 

media bad for the customer? 

 

Regulation can be bad for developing better products for customers. It increases cost and it is 

ultimately the end customer that pays. It also puts up barriers to competition, reducing consumer 

choice and making it harder for new entrants into the market. Regulation is also driven by the self-

interest of a vocal few. Often people who support regulation do it to regulate against their competition 

and regulate to improve their position. 

 

Andrew Mann is not saying that social media can do what it likes. There are already a host of laws in 

place to be clear about what is legal, and social media should not have other regulation than the laws 

which are applicable to everyone.  GDPR will effectively control use of data, giving customers 

control of their data. Enlightened forward-thinking organisations see this as an opportunity to create 

enthusiastically engaged customers. Libel law will still remain to protect individuals. In the case of 

child pornography, incitement to violence and hate crime, all existing laws apply to everyone. 

 

Social media is not a thing. It is a series of businesses competing to provide consumers with a 

platform for free speech. They do it very well. Competing under market pressure to make easier to use 

products is the best form of self-regulation. To maintain customer growth and revenue streams you 

need to maintain brand reputation and trust, applied through individual customers and advertising 

organisations.  

 

Individual customer usage of products or services entails joining, engaging more or leaving. Social 

media companies compete well by satisfying a deep emotional and psychological need for 

connectivity. They provide joy and engagement, building communities and connecting people across 

the world. It enables us to keep in touch with friends and family. “On my birthday”, recounted 

Andrew Mann, “I was contacted by over 100 friends from around the world, and had 10 cards”. 

 

It is also a channel of choice so if social media companies lose the trust of their customers they will 

leave. “You can choose to use Facebook or Twitter; my daughter has just demonstrated this as she 

switched off her account. Facebook responded quickly to media coverage for the Cambridge 

Analytica scandal that drove reduced usage, lost users, reduced likeability and put advertising revenue 

under threat. They acted quickly to sort the problem and have published a transparency report: 

everyone can see what data is held by Facebook and ask for a report. 

 

Advertisers responded to their individual customers switching on or off advertising revenue to protect 

their brand reputation. YouTube and its owner Google reacted quickly when they had to deal not only 
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with reputation damage but revenue damage. Advertisers like Mars, Diageo, Pepsi, Adidas, GSK, 

Johnson & Johnson withdrew millions of advertising pounds after their content was found to be 

appearing next to videos promoting extremist views or hate speech or alongside exploitative and 

inappropriate content. 

 

Advertisers are threatening on a global scale to move advertising back to traditional media like TV. 

But changing to ensure the law of the land is applied is difficult and requires societal change as well. 

When the law was changed for drink driving, it still took years before it was culturally acceptable.  

Homophobia and racism are illegal but the football terraces were still places where they were 

prevalent. It took football clubs coming together to self-regulate and ban supporters found guilty from 

the ground to make it culturally unacceptable and drive the behavioural change. 

 

Social media working with advertising organisations, existing industry bodies and listening to 

customers will self-regulate so that existing laws are implemented on their platform. A group of 

leading advertisers through ISBA has called on Facebook and Google to adopt common policies over 

the detection, monitoring and removal of inappropriate content. 

 

ISBA is also working with several enlightened advertisers and social media companies to ensure that 

hate crime is eradicated on this platform. Not only do social media companies use algorithms and 

moderation to identify hate crime and ensure it is not visible, they are also working to apply a zero 

tolerance approach where the perpetrators are named and shamed. 

 

Who should regulate if there is not an open and free market? The geo-political framework of internet 

governance relies on a fragile multi-stakeholder model. The more nation states intervene, the greater 

the risk of state social media becoming the norm, harming free expression, normalising political 

censorship and undermining the global economy. The UK is an important voice in the global internet 

regulation debate. If the UK advocates measures to undermine this multi-stakeholder framework and 

supports a state-by-state approach, it will embolden states to normalise state control. 

 

The reality in a global changing world, is that open and free markets not governments should decide. 

Regulating social media would result stifling competition; making innovation more expensive and 

difficult to execute and enable politically driven censorship. Andrew Mann concluded, “None of these 

things are good for customers: in my world the customer is king: which is why I am opposing the 

motion”. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 

The contributor did not see the social media companies taking care of people. They don’t take the 

lead in regulation. The social media platforms have to take more responsibility for what is going 

on. 

 

Large money-making organisations, which are driven by profit and growth, do not self-regulate. 

They do not want to control data. 

 

Regulation has to be carefully monitored and must be cross-national. We need some control in 

Western countries. 

 

We have to realise that it is not a level playing-field. 

 

Social media needs to be regulated. It is reacting to pressure from media pressure groups. 

 

What happens when business interests take on political interests? 
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The contributor was concerned about relying on market forces. Many social media companies are 

monopolistic. Their use of brand portfolios covers huge monopolies. 

 

There is a difference between free speech and hate speech. It is intolerable to have misogamy; 

ant-Semitism; hate against lesbians and gays; and refugees etc.  Targeting the vulnerable is 

immensely damaging and harmful. 

 

It is a get-out to say ‘we are not publishers and therefore not responsible for content’. 

Technological devices can intercept child pornography. None of the social media companies are 

taking responsibility for content. They are publishers. 

 

The majority of sites used by teenagers are underneath the radar and we can’t regulate them. The 

big platforms have to react to social forces. We have to take a pro-active approach. Our teenagers 

are at risk if we don’t do something now. 

 

Hate speech is not the same as free speech. People are following social media trends. The 

contributor compared social media with subliminal advertising which was banned in the 1960s. 

 

Each generation gives away more of its privacy. In the future every child will be chipped from 

birth. 

 

Social media companies are not looking at ethics, but at profits. 

 

People object to ID cards, but they are giving away much more personal data on social media. 

This is not a static but a growing problem. 

 

Regulation is there to prevent harm but it often comes in, in reaction to what has already 

happened, 

 

Social media reflects the society we are in. People think they can get away with bad behaviour 

online. Social media is the world we live in, in real life. 

 

There’s a great need for education. Children are deeply worried about the impact of social media. 

We don’t know what platforms they are involved with. For some children it is a drug. We have to 

start somewhere. The contributor urged the audience to support the motion. 

 

Against the motion 

 

The contributor did not trust the government to put things in place. He did not see the government 

imposing restrictions on social media. 

 

There is so much volume and data out there. Can regulation really do a good job? 

 

Maybe the companies themselves can use technology to help them self-regulate. Will regulation 

actually change behaviour or is there another mechanism that can do that? 

 

What content will be permitted? 

 

If you have regulation, you have to have to trust in government. 

 

How do you regulate globally? 

 

Don’t know 

 

We need a code, but how do you regulate on a global basis, across the world? 
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It is down to trust and the introduction of best practices. 

 

The argument is not about freedom of speech, but about people being exploited. 

 

People are into social media, because they want to be in contact with people. 

 

Summing up 

 

Summing up for the opposition, Stephen Woodford pointed out that a lot of things we are talking 

about e.g. homophobic messages, hate speech etc., have existed for a long time. These anti-social 

messages can be more anonymous on social media. But social media organisations are not deaf to 

these issues. There is a huge amount of action to address them and social media platforms are 

doing a lot to deal with these issues. But we have to allow for free speech. 

 

If you believe in a market economy, you have to look after your customers. If you care about 

looking after your customers, you have to look after your company. 

 

Advertisers make a huge difference. 

 

You can be anonymous on Facebook. 

 

There is a case for thinking about the actions of social media platforms. They have the capacity 

and technology to control their content. We have to think about this issue globally and in terms of 

using technology and we can trust these platforms to do so. 

 

Summing up for the motion, Hugo Rifkind spoke particularly of the mental health of children. 

“Can we trust social media companies to care for the mental health of children, when many of 

their owners do not let their own children use their products?” He believes the companies know 

what they are doing. 

 

Speaking about the rest of the world he focused on Russia; the way it uses social media and 

exploits the tools of advertising and the way social media is used to sway elections.  

 

Hugo Rifkind asked if we can hold companies to account about what they do in the rest of the 

world. 

 

 Facebook says it is transparent, but how do we know? The Select Committee was powerless in 

getting insight into these companies. 

 

This motion is not about free speech. Rather, we must ensure that existing laws are adhered to. 

 

These companies are not a part of our culture; we have imported this culture into our country. 

 

We must start regulating the system, making sure that social media can be policed. 

 

The result 

 

The motion was carried. 

 

Next debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 29
th

 October sponsored by Thinkbox.  For more 

details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, 

e-mail: doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com 


