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WHAT HAPPENED

On Sunday October 3rd, 2021, CBS’ 60 
Minutes ran a segment featuring Frances 
Haugen, a former Facebook data scientist 
and now whistleblower on the company. 
The segment revealed allegations that 
Facebook has been suppressing internal 
research surrounding hate speech, violence 
and misinformation on its platforms, and as 
a result is misleading the public on its 
progress in combating these issues. 

This is evidenced by tens of thousands of 
pages of Facebook’s internal research that 
she systemically removed from the 
company over the course of 2021, which 
have been the subject of The Wall Street 
Journal’s Facebook Files, a series of 
articles written over the course of 
September 2021 detailing the most 
concerning findings from Facebook’s 
research. Some of the findings most 
pertinent to advertisers include that 
Facebook has been misrepresenting its 
progress in combating hate & violence, that 
they’ve been over-reporting audience size & 
reach metrics, that they’re aware it’s 2018 
algorithm change disproportionally 
prioritized divisive content and that 
Instagram was found to be harmful to 
teenage girls. 

Facebook has since responded to both the 
whistleblower segment and the Wall Street 
Journal articles, claiming that they are a 
mischaracterization of the work they’re 
doing to combat these issues. Frances 
Haugen has filed a series of complaints 
with the SEC, has testified before congress 
and believes that the US federal 
government should impose regulations on 
Facebook.

OVER-REPORTING AUDIENCE SIZE & 
REACH METRICS CLAIM

One of the SEC complaints filed by Haugen 
claimed that Facebook misled investors 
and advertisers about reach metrics and 
user base details in order to secure 
continued and increased investment. The 
file claims that Facebook’s active user 
numbers are overstated as they don’t 
account for users with multiple accounts. 
The filing also claims that Facebook failed 
to disclose internal data that showed a 
decrease in usage amongst teenagers and 
young adults. 

These claims are obviously concerning, as 
they directly impact advertisers in their 
ability to reach their audiences and the 
decision-making process to invest in 
Facebook based on its reach potential. 
Facebook disputes these claims, stating 
that they are false and that they have been 
transparent about the volume of duplicate 
and fake accounts on its platforms, which 
cumulatively account for 16% of Facebook’s 
active user base.

Though Facebook instills that it’s not due to 
the SEC complaint, they recently made an 
update to their ads platform that changes 
“Potential Reach” to :Estimated Audience 
Size”, which is now expressed as a range. 
However, moving forward Facebook will 
now count a single user’s Facebook & 
Instagram accounts as separate if they are 
not connected, whereas previously 
Facebook would use email & device 
identifiers to identify single users with 
multiple accounts. This change is contrary 
to industry standard and will likely lead to a 
slight inflation in audience size estimations, 
though it’s unlikely it will have a substantial 
impact on reported campaign reach.

Unfortunately, Facebook did not share any 
information related to the claim of 
decreased teen usage on its platforms.

FACEBOOK 
WHISTLEBLOWER
& The Wall Street Journal Findings
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WHAT THIS MEANS FOR 
ADVERTISERS

The details surrounding Facebook’s internal 
research contrasting that of their public 
communications is undoubtedly 
concerning, as transparency and 
accountability are at the heart of what’s 
needed to achieve trust in digital media. 
Therefore, IPG Mediabrands introduced the 
Media Responsibility Index, a system 
designed to measure social media 
platforms on 10 core principals surrounding 
social responsibility. Some of the key 
principals include no misinformation, no 
hate speech, children’s wellbeing, 
transparency and accountability, which are 
at the heart of the issues recently identified 
with Facebook. We will continue to hold 
Facebook accountable against these 
principals and provide alternative solutions 
where they lack. 

We have been conducting regular social 
listening reports to understand what the 
public are saying about Facebook amid 
these findings, and if there are calls for 
advertiser boycotts from major activist 
groups. As it currently stands, while there 
are increases in commentary surrounding 
the news, we are not currently seeing any 
major uplift in calls for advertiser boycotts 
or pressure campaigns from activist 

groups. This said it is still early days, so we 
will continue to monitor this and provide 
updates as the situation progresses. 

Given there has been no major uplift in calls 
for advertiser boycotts, from a brand safety 
perspective advertisers should be okay to 
proceed with running their Facebook & 
Instagram activity. However, advertisers 
should give thought to their brand values 
and corporate social responsibility 
principles and evaluate whether advertising 
on Facebook & Instagram is appropriate for 
their brand. Upon reflection, brands may 
find that platform diversification is a path 
they wish to go down. 

In the event of which, Society will provide 
guidance and subsequent content on how 
to best approach moving investment away 
from Facebook. Society is here to help 
guide clients on which platforms make 
sense to reach their audiences & achieve 
their goals, set them up with the 
infrastructure needed to effectively activate 
across these platforms and structure test & 
learn initiatives to measure & optimize your 
platform approach. This said, given 
Facebook’s ability to scale and 
sophistication in terms optimizing 
performance, clients should expect some 
performance implications should you move 
away from Facebook. 
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BACKGROUND 

At Facebook’s Connect Conference on 
October 28th, 2021, Mark Zuckerberg 
announced that they will be changing their 
company’s name from Facebook to Meta. 
This change will bring together the 
Facebook family of apps and technologies 
under a new company brand. Meta’s 
company mission is to connect people in 
ways never before possible. 

In addition to the name change, Zuckerberg 
also introduced the Metaverse, a set of 
digital spaces that are interconnected so 
people can easily move between them. It’s 
envisioned to be a hybrid of today’s online 
social experiences and immersive virtual 
and augmented reality experiences. At the 
core of the Metaverse’s experiences include 
elements like virtual places and experiences, 
avatars, digital products and interoperability 
across platforms.

Despite Facebook’s eye on the future, there 
are little immediate changes for advertisers. 
Facebook’s vision of the Metaverse is still in 
its early stages, with many of these products 
and experiences likely to come over the next 
5-10 years. There are also no immediate 
changes to Facebook’s family of apps. The 
Facebook, Instagram, Messenger and 
WhatsApp platforms will retain their existing 
names, and only the holding company will 
be rebranded to Meta.

OUR PERSPECTIVE

While it’s exciting to think about what the 
future holds in terms of digital innovation 
and virtual and augmented experiences, our 
belief is that there is still work to be done in 
resolving Facebook’s present-day issues. 
This rebrand comes amid increased scrutiny 
of Facebook considering the whistleblowers 
claims, and rather than making course 
correction its number one priority, Facebook 
sets its sights on the future. 

The reality is that there’s still more work that 
Facebook needs to do in combatting hate 
speech, violence and misinformation on its 
platforms in order to create more positive 
environments for its users. There’s also 
more work that Facebook needs to do in 
restoring trust with advertisers, as the 
claims bring into question Facebook’s level 
of transparency with its advertisers over key 
issues, such as brand safety and 
misrepresented audience details. 

Despite the recent controversy, Facebook 
saw a 35% year-over-year growth in revenue 
last quarter. This comes at no surprise, as 
advertisers have become reliant on 
Facebook to achieve their business 
objectives, particularly as we edge our way 
out of the pandemic. However, dependency 
on a single platform should be avoided, and 
advertisers should think about platform 
diversification and what it means for them; 
especially in light of Facebook’s issues.

METAVERSE 
ANNOUNCEMENT
What’s this I hear about Meta?
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OUR PERSPECTIVE

Reliance on a single platform to achieve your business objectives is a slippery slope, 
particularly as the digital ecosystem matures and ad disruption through IDFA and 3rd party 
Cookie deprecation progresses. In addition to this, the recent controversy surrounding 
Facebook sheds light on the increased need for transparency and social responsibility in 
digital media. Through platform diversification, we’re able improve business outcomes 
through structured test & learn, reduce dependency on any single platform and hold 
partners to account on social responsibility.

While there isn’t a one size fits all approach, and we do not recommend pausing Facebook 
activity entirely, here are some partners we’ve seen success with through a diversified 
platform approach.

PLATFORM 
DIVERSIFICATION
The case for diversifying your mix

TIKTOK
TikTok is the fastest growing social media platform, growing from 2M to 
10M monthly active users in Canada amid the pandemic. In addition to this, 
TikTok is the most improved platform against the MRI, making strides on 
Brand Safety & DEI, showing their increased priority of media responsibility.

PINTEREST
83% of Canadians believe that Pinterest is a positive place, which has led to 
a 37% YoY growth in MAUs amid the pandemic. In tandem with being #1 in 
trust amongst advertisers for brand safety and transparency, Pinterest is a 
viable option for creating positive experiences around your brand.

SNAPCHAT
Snapchat has also seen growth, amounting to 20% YoY growth in DAUs. 
Additionally, they continue to improve against the MRI, showing above average 
performance in transparency & accountability, protecting people & DEI, which in 
tandem with no open news feed, makes Snapchat a safe space for advertisers. 

LINKEDIN
LinkedIn continues to maintain the most qualified targeting parameters for 
B2B advertisers and continues to yield strong performance as a result. 
Despite not participating in the last round of the MRI assessment, LinkedIn 
showed strong initial results on DEI, data collection & policy enforcement.
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SOCIAL LISTENING FOR 
BOYCOTT CALLS
Conducting regular social listening reports to analyze what 
the public are saying and if there are calls for boycotts and 
pressure campaigns from activist groups. 

MEDIA RESPONSIBILITY 
INDEX REPORTING
Continuing to press Facebook and other social platforms to 
adhere to social responsibility principals as measured by the 
Media Responsibility Index. 

PLATFORM DIVERSIFICATION 
RECOMMENDATIONS
Supporting clients with guidance on ideal channel mix, 
backed by data, performance and media responsibility, in 
order to achieve greater platform diversification. 

BUILDING INFRASTUCTURE 
FOR TEST & LEARN
Guiding clients through setting up the necessary 
infrastructure to be able to effectively activate across other 
platforms, as well as structure test & learn initiatives to 
measure & optimize your platform approach.
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HOW WE’RE 
SUPPORTING YOU
At Media Experts
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ANY QUESTIONS?
We encourage you to reach out to your Media Experts 
and Society Teams should you have any questions 
surrounding Facebook, the Meta announcement or 
platform diversification opportunities.
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