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Executive Summary & Recommendations

Responding to calls to take more aggressive action to prevent misinformation on their
platforms, several technology companies instituted significant changes to their polit-
ical ad policies ahead of the 2020 election. For instance, Facebook stopped accepting
new ads in the final week of the general election, and Google and Facebook both
banned all political and social issue ads from November 4" through the middle of De-
cember. These reforms followed political ads bans by Twitter, Amazon, Spotify, TikTok,
LinkedIn, and Pinterest.

As we approach the 2022 midterm elections, platforms are faced with a critical ques-
tion: did the political ads bans work? To make informed decisions about optimal gov-
ernment and platform policies for future elections, it is critical that we understand the
impacts of policy experiments during the 2020 elections. Facebook and Google's 2020
policy changes offer useful cases for understanding how shifts in platform political
ads policies can influence elections. Analyzing available Federal Elections Commission
data, data from platform ad archives, and a set of 22 interviews with political candi-
dates and digital ad strategists, this brief offers the first systematic assessment of the
impacts that Google and Facebook’s bans had on campaign spending, strategy, and
ad content. This is the second in a series of policy briefs on political ad bans from the
Center on Science & Technology Policy.

Our empirical analysis found:

* Thereiis little evidence that either ban meaningfully reduced the impact
of misinformation. In fact, the bans may have been counterproductive by
making it harder for committees to address misleading organic content. While
it may not have meaningfully reduced misinformation, Facebook’s ban on new
ads likely altered the substance of political ads by encouraging more evergreen
content during the last week of the election.

* The bans likely hurt poorer campaigns more than wealthier ones. Both
bans required innovation in ad spending that benefited wealthier campaigns.
Campaigns with more limited financial resources were less likely to have the la-
bor, expertise, and networks to navigate the uncertainty and disruption created
by the bans.

* The bans likely hurt Democrats more than Republicans. Because Demo-
crats have tended to rely more heavily on Facebook ads than Republicans for
small-dollar donations, collecting voter data, and mobilization, it is likely that
the ban disproportionately disrupted Democratic campaigns.
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Based on these findings, we offer the following five recommendations:

1. Platforms should permit political ads for the upcoming 2022 midterm
elections. Paid political speech is a valuable channel for democratic debate.
While further study is needed, our analysis finds that banning political ads may
not yield the promised benefits. We also recommend that the government
make it easier for a wider range of platforms, particularly smaller platforms, to
run political ads. For example, the FEC should release additional guidance on
political ads so that platforms have clarity on the compliance measures they
need to implement to minimize the legal and reputational risk of running politi-
cal ads.

2. Platforms should provide advertisers with more time and resources to
navigate political ads policy changes. Platforms should announce any polit-
ical ads policy changes for the 2022 midterms no later than May 8th, 2022, six
months before election day. After that date, platforms should operate with the
presumption that there will be no policy changes, although that presumption
might be overridden by exigent circumstances.

3. Platforms should conduct due diligence on changes to political ad poli-
cies. Before making significant political ads policy changes, platforms should
conduct political advertising impact assessments to anticipate the impacts that
policies may have on elections, paying special attention to how policy changes
could affect different parties and campaigns. Platforms should also release im-
pact reports, done 6-12 months after the policy takes effect, that evaluate the
costs and benefits of the policy intervention, recommend whether the inter-
vention be continued, and include options for mitigating costs. We also rec
ommend that platforms include information about content enforcement and
action against political ads in their transparency reports.

4. Platforms should apply to paid political content at least the same stan-
dards and enforcement practices as to organic content. For example, if plat-
forms choose to label organic content deemed false by third-party fact checkers, they
should also label paid content deemed false by third-party fact checkers. Paying for
content should not exempt an advertiser from content moderation.

5. Congress should criminalize the dissemination of misinformation intend-
ed to suppress the vote. Passing a bill such as the Deceptive Practices and Vot-
er Intimidation Act — introduced by then-Senator Barack Obama in 2007 and
included in the For the People Act of 2021 — would achieve this objective.
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Background

On September 3¢, 2020, Mark Zuckerberg announced in a Facebook post that the
company would stop running all political advertisements on October 27%, one week
before the end of the US general election. Ads that had already been submitted,
approved, and viewed at least once could be re-activated and re-targeted. Although
some countries prohibit political ads in the days before an election, this action was an
unprecedented policy experiment by the largest provider of digital political ad space.

Soon after, both Google and Facebook announced that after November 4%, they
would no longer run any political or social issue advertisements. While many inter-
preted this as an effort to limit false claims about election fraud and voter irregulari-
ties in the wake of the election, the new policy resulted in a significant disruption for
the runoff election held on January 5%, 2021, for both of Georgia's senate seats. While
both companies restarted political ads in mid-December, this policy—as Facebook’s
policy in the general election—amounted to a radical experiment in limiting digital

political ads by two platforms that until recently received more than 77% of digital
political ad spending.

These policy interventions came on the heels of total bans on political advertising
during the 2020 cycle by digital platforms, including Amazon, Spotify, LinkedIn, Pin-
terest, and TikTok. Notably, several other platforms, including Snapchat and Reddit,
continued to run political ads throughout the election.

Looking forward to the 2022 midterm elections, Google and Facebook’s recent policy
experiments provide important insight into the impacts and implications of platform
political ad bans more broadly. While Facebook’s ban on new ads in the general elec-
tion is notably different from other bans on all ads, it still can provide a look at how
committees and advertisers respond to major disruptions on political ad platforms.

For our analysis, we asked three main questions:
1. How did the bans impact political ad spending and strategy?
2. How did the bans impact the content of ads?

3. Did the bans have consistent impact across different campaigns, parties, or
committees?

Page 4


https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10112270823363411
https://www.axios.com/google-to-block-election-ads-after-election-day-4b60650d-b5c2-4fb4-a856-70e30e19af17.html
https://about.fb.com/news/2020/10/preparing-for-election-day/
https://www.emarketer.com/content/facebook-dominates-2019-2020-political-ad-spending
https://www.emarketer.com/content/facebook-dominates-2019-2020-political-ad-spending

Methods

In a previous brief, we outlined some of the challenges of assessing the impact of
recent political ad bans. Holes in FEC and platform ad archive data make it difficult
to understand if and how committees moved money in response to the bans. While
there are similarities across elections, each major cycle is unique. Presidential and
midterm elections not only see widely different amounts of money spent but also
different strategies and tactics used. In the four years between presidential elections,
there are often radical changes to ad and media technologies and how campaigns
use them. But there are also significant differences in the politics of different elec-
tions cycles: different candidates not only aim to mobilize different voter populations
but structure their campaigns and spend their money in diverse ways.

Most notably, holding a major election during a global pandemic had a profound im-
pact on campaign strategy. The pandemic forced many campaigns to limit in-person
campaigning and canvassing. While the political ad bans may have altered campaign
spending and strategy, it was difficult to identify those impacts within data that also
showed significant differences due to new technologies, new campaigns, and the pan-
demic.

Despite these methodological challenges, by triangulating our analysis across differ-
ent data sets we identified some of the influence these two bans had on campaign
spending, strategy, and advertising (see Appendix A for a full description of our meth-
ods).

First, we completed 22 interviews with a variety of campaign strategists, communica-
tion consultants, and political candidates. See Table 1 in the methodological appendix
for a breakdown of interview subjects. We asked interview subjects about their expe-
riences dealing with platform political ad bans in the 2020 general election and the
Georgia runoff on January 5, 2021 (when applicable). To preserve source anonymity,
participants were not listed by name, but were instead identified by a number cor-
responding to entries in Table 1 in Appendix A. While we reached out to both Dem-
ocrats and Republicans, as seen in Table 1, more Democrats agreed to participate in
interviews.

We combined interviews with data on committee spending from the Federal Election
Commission. All political committees (this includes campaign committees, political ac-
tion committees, and non-profit 501c4 organizations) are required to report how they
spend money during an election cycle. We collected FEC data for the final months of
the 2020, 2018 and 2016 elections that were specifically described as being for ad-
vertising. We hand coded that data, separating that which was paid to communica-
tion agencies and to advertisers directly, as well as categorizing spending into broad
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categories. See the methodological appendix for a more detailed description of our
search terms and methods.

We also collected data from platform political ad archives. Facebook, Google, Snap-
chat, and Reddit maintain such archives. As discussed in our previous brief, these
archives have significant limitations. As one way of dealing with Facebook API limita-
tions, we sampled 10% of US House districts and collected both winners and losers in
both 2020 and 2018 (the ad library does not include 2016).

Finally, we analyzed metadata about fact checks included in the ClaimReview archive.
ClaimReview is a formatting standard used by many—but not all—fact checking out-
lets, that allows fact checks to be easy archived and searched. Google maintains a
database of these fact checks.

Findings

There is little evidence that the bans reduced misinformation, but Face-
book’s action encouraged advertisers to run more generic ads

No Indication of a Change in Content Accuracy

Facebook justified the ban on new ads in the general election by suggesting it would
prevent or limit the amount of misinformation circulating at the end of the election.
The platform prohibited false information about voting processes and requirements,
but it did not fact check ads more broadly, meaning there was nothing to prevent an
organization from uploading false ads in the days before the ban took effect. While
Facebook claimed the ban would permit “fact-checkers and journalists” to “scrutinize”
ads loaded into the library, fact checkers rarely assess political advertisements. For
example, PolitiFact, a prominent American fact checker, maintained an “Ad Watch”
during the election, that synthesized all the fact checks it did of political ads. By the
end of the general election, it included only 7 entries.

A broader review of all the fact checks included in the ClaimReview archive under-
scored how rarely political ads were subject to a fact check. Searching all fact checks
in the final month of the election for the key word “ads” or “advertisement” returned
only 9 entries, none of which assessed ads on Facebook; only fact check ran in the
final week.

These data are similar to strategists’ perceptions of the impact the ban had on misin-
formation, as one reported:
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Honestly, | think it's bullshit. | don't think anybody is going in there [Facebook’s
ad library] in the seven days before looking through all of those ads and fact
checking them ... | don't think any of that honestly happened and | truly do
believe that Facebook was doing it to kind of save face and say: “Look, we did
something, you can't blame us any longer because we did a thing” (3).

As discussed below, the ban meant that ads for the end of the election were uploaded
over a shorter timeframe, potentially making it even more difficult for fact checkers,
campaign staff, or journalists to wade through the thousands and thousands of ads
uploaded into the archive.

In addition, some advertisers appeared to have shifted spending from Facebook and
Google to other platforms (especially in the Georgia runoff). Notably, programmat-

ic display ads placed through demand-side platforms and ad exchanges have little
transparency. Not only did this make it difficult to assess if and how the content of
ads shifted, but also left open the possibility that advertisers simply moved false con-
tent to alternative platforms.

Importantly, we did not attempt to assess the facticity of Facebook or Google ads in
the election. At the same time, despite new interest in misinformation in political ads
following revelations about foreign state actors placing misleading ads in the 2016
election, there remain few efforts to systematically review the facticity of digital politi-
cal ads. While there has recently been more scholarship on digital political ads—espe-
cially in the wake of Cambridge Analytica and the creation of platform political ad ar-
chives—there remains much we do not know. There is some indication that Facebook
ads are less negative than TV ads, however, it would be beneficial to understand how
commonly false claims occur, the types of false claims that predominate, the types

of committees most likely to spread false claims, and the amount of money spent on
falsehoods.

Most of the strategists interviewed indicated that they believed misinformation in
organic content on Facebook was a bigger issue than in paid media. As one strategist
explained: “l was more frustrated with them [Facebook] on an organic perspective.
Because, great, yes, you can shut down ads. But that does not shut down people from
posting misinformation. It doesn’t shut down people from claiming he [Trump] won. It
doesn’t shut down those things” (3).

However, bans limited the ways committees responded to organic misinformation
directed at them. Many smaller or non-incumbent campaigns may have lacked the
organic reach to ensure that responses to misinformation were widely seen. For
those campaigns, paid media could be a way to make up the difference in followers
or distribute content to other audiences they could not otherwise reach. Rather than
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limiting misinformation, some informants, like a GOP campaign staffer, indicated that
bans limit “advertisers’ ability to adapt and respond to organic disinfo” (4).

Ultimately, some informants described the ban as some sort of “publicity stunt” (13),
“vanity play” (3), or an effort “in some way for them to cover their asses” (8). One
Republican strategist said, “I think everyone viewed it as what it was, it was a way

to sidestep having to make difficult decisions about Trump in the last seven days of
the campaign”. The strategist continued that misinformation is “not something that
they're trying to address seriously. So | just don't take anything that they say as a good
faith effort” (4).

The Ban Encouraged More Evergreen Content

Despite limited evidence that Facebook’s ban reduced misinformation, it did appear
to have changed the content of political ads by encouraging more evergreen and
less-specific content (see Figure 1). In previous elections, committees ran detailed dig-
ital ads in the final week to encourage turn out. One strategist explained: “There’s re-
search to indicate that if somebody sees an ad and it says, ‘Election Day is tomorrow,’
they will maybe feel more of a sense of urgency than if they see that, like ‘the election
is like coming up very soon, or like the election is November 3" (20).

However, because the ban compelled adver-

tisers to upload ads at least one week in ad- st
vance Of the eleCtion and because Facebook Joe and Kamala are counting on your vote! Please, click
prohibited false information about voting below and take just a minute to confirm your polling place
logistics and processes, several (Democratic) pefore Flection By on Tuesday, Nov. 31
informants indicated they were concerned
ads with detailed information about voting
would not be approved. For example, if a
campaign tried to upload and run an ad on
October 25 that said “Today is the last day
to vote” so that they could re-activate it the
following week, according to Facebook’s poli-
cies the ad would be rejected for being false.

With the stakes high in the last week of the

election, several Democratic informants sug-
gested that, as one said, “l want[ed] to make
sure our ads are up, | don't want them to get
taken down for any reason.” Rather than risk
having ads rejected and wasting the time and
money to produce and upload those ads,

TUESDAY,

I PAID FOR BY BIDEN FOR PRESIDENT I

Figure 1. Facebook advertisement that ran
during the last week of the election.

Page 8


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19331681.2021.1874585
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/19331681.2021.1874585

they “just kind of continued with more evergreen, less specific creative, capitalizing on
this sense that the election is very soon, but without the specificity” (20).

The bans likely burt poorer candidates more than wealthier ones

While much about digital political ads remains unclear, existing empirical scholarship
suggests “the most financially constrained candidates rely on Facebook more, rela-
tively speaking, than candidates with typically less binding financial constraints.” The
same appears to be the case for down-ballot races, where “less than 10% of state
house and senate candidates advertised on television, whereas closer to 40% adver-
tised on Facebook.”

Our data indicated that bans hurt poorer campaigns more than wealthier ones. One
NC state-level political candidate said that he believed that Facebook

made all of their decisions only thinking of big, expensive national attention
type of campaigns. And when they did that, they gave no consideration what-
soever for small campaigns, which is the vast majority of campaigns going on
across the country during an election. That's who got held back. They were
never even considered when the rules were put in place (14).

The bans limited an avenue of paid political speech used more by poorer and
down-ballot races. However, well-funded campaigns across the ballot were better
able to deal with the disruption presented by the Facebook’s policy experiment. Sim-
ilarly, the huge amount of money in the Georgia runoff likely mitigated what would
otherwise have been much larger impacts of the Facebook and Google bans. We saw
this disparity playing out in three main ways: how the bans compressed the timing of
ad spending, how they increased uncertainty, and how they required innovation in ad
strategy and spending.

The Ban Compressed the Timing of Ad Spend

One of the most apparent impacts of Facebook’s ban on new ads in the general elec-
tion was altering and compressing the timeline for digital ad spending in the last
weeks of the election. Campaigns have a “strategic temporality” or a “temporal logic,
communications are often planned in advance, and staffers have a holistic messaging
strategy that proceeds in time.” The ban “shortened all that timeframe and moved it
back” (8), by forcing advertisers to make sure that all of their Facebook ads for the last
week were uploaded by October 26%. This “sort of meant that the push for election
day got moved up a week earlier” (21), as advertisers needed to have all ads approved
and in the system.
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Facebook ad library data (Figures 2a & 2b) show that both total spending on ads and
the number of new ads placed peaked in the week before the ban took effect, before
dropping dramatically in the final week. Advertisers “submit[ed] every ad we might
want” (5) in the final week of the election. Others uploaded what one strategist called
“back-up sets” to give themselves options for what to run in the final week. Advertis-
ers “had to really think through a lot of different scenarios, so that we could potential-
ly be ready for anything” (3). See Figure 3 for an example.

Interestingly, while several interviewees suggested the time compression created ad-
ditional work and stress several weeks before the end of the campaign, three saw this
as a benefit. One Democratic consultant observed that “it kind of forced some better
planning” (5); another noted it was “a little bit of a reprieve” (21) in what is otherwise
an incredibly hectic time in a campaign.

Even still, there was reason to suspect that this time-contraction advantaged bet-
ter-funded campaigns and advertisers. Better-funded advertisers were not only able
to pay for help navigating the new and unfamiliar policy, but they were also able to
spend the money to create additional ads and make sure that they were uploaded
ahead of time. One strategist who worked both on large and small campaigns noted,
“for our smaller campaigns. We had to be a little bit more nimble and just run maybe
one or two pieces of creative that we knew we would need in those final days” (3).

Smaller and/or poorer campaigns might not have had the resources necessary to
develop “backup sets,” nor to pay consultants to ensure that all the work was done
ahead of time. One state-level candidate said, “the only people that got held up [by
Facebook’s ad ban] were people who couldn't afford to hire people or didn't have the
volunteer base that | ended up getting. So again, the only people that got hurt were
the small guys” (14).

Both Bans Increased Uncertainty about Ad Policy

Facebook announced its significant ads policy change only six weeks before a highly
contentious election. One GOP strategist reflected that “it's unfortunate that we were
kind of the guinea pigs of it all, especially whenever tensions are so high” (12).

As digital and campaign strategists learned of these policies, many either did not
understand nor agree with the rationale for the ban. One Democratic strategist said,
“l do not understand what [Facebook] was hoping to achieve” (5). Another said they
saw that “There was no logical reason behind a week-long ad ban when Facebook has
known full well that the problem is with organic posts, not with paid media” (13).

Furthermore, Facebook'’s roll-out of its ban on new ads in the general election did
not go smoothly. One Democratic strategist remembered that, “when it actually hap-
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pened, the rollout was horrible. It was absolutely terrible. We were not live on Face-
book for two days in the critical final week, which is just unacceptable” (3).

While Facebook deactivated all political advertisements from October 27, it had
intended to allow ads that had previously been submitted, approved, and had had at
least one impression to be re-activated. Informants, however, reported issues both
having ads approved in the days before the ban and reactivating ads in the days after.
One consultant from a large Democratic agency (13) estimated that there were prob-
lems approving or reactivating as many as 70% of their ads—a problem Facebook told
them and at least one other informant was “a glitch” (21).

Some saw their advertisements rejected after being incorrectly classified. One Dem-
ocratic strategist said Facebook informed them it rejected an ad for a gay candidate
because it ran afoul of prohibitions on ads for mail order brides (21).

New ads placed on Facebook by
sample of US House candidates

Number of new ads
§ 8 68 B 8§ 8 B

- B

Week -3 Week -2 Week-1 WeekD
Weeks before election day

OB — 2020

Total daily spend on Facebook ads by sample of US House candidates by year
$70,000

$60,000
$50,000
540,000

530,000

Total spend on each day

SE0.000
510,000

50

10097 94 91 BS 85 B2 79 76 73 70 67 64 61 583 55 52 49 46 43 40 37 34 31 23 25 12 1916 13 00 7 4 1
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PIE e 2

Figures 2a & 2b. 2a shows the total number of new ads uploaded to the Facebook ad archive
in the weeks before the 2020 and 2018 elections. Data are from the winners and losers of
arandomly selected sample of 10% of congressional districts. 2b shows the average daily
spend on ads from the same districts.
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Inactive 0

Oct 25, 2020 - Oct 26, 2020

ID: 675490853402044
-

~ Trump For North Carolina
&Z | Sponsored - Paid for by DONALD J. TRUMP FOR
PRESIDENT, INC.

President Trump needs you now more than ever. Vote
November 3rd.

Figure 3. Facebook ad library entry for Trump cam-
paign ad uploaded on October 25™ that ran for one

day before the ban took effect.

All of the informants who had prob-
lems with ads reported that the issues
were resolved within 48 hours. Howev-
er, missing advertising time in the final
week of the election, when organizations
usually spend substantial amounts of
money on get-out-the-vote messaging,
meant a significant disruption. “When
you're spending at that level ... and
you're targeting five swing states or
something, missing a day of creative is
like, hundreds of thousands, if not mil-
lions of impressions, and you can't get
that back” (13). That sort of disruption
was especially damaging for smaller
campaigns, which were less able to
make up for the loss of impressions with
other media.

At the same time, the bans showed that
Facebook and Google were willing to ex-
periment with somewhat-radical policies
even in extremely sensitive moments.
Nearly half of our interviewees indicat-
ed that this experience has created a
great deal of uncertainty about future
elections. Several wondered if this was
“maybe the first step of them [Facebook]
getting out of the political game” (8). But
even if Facebook continues to run po-

litical ads, “you saw just how capricious Facebook is and how they come up with and

enforce these policies” (4).

Another GOP consultant indicated that Facebook and Google's bans “definitely left me
with a sense that anything is possible, and you sort of expect the unexpected, but you
don't know how those things would play out” (16).

This sort of uncertainty was particularly unsettling for smaller campaigns that might
not have the resources to pay expensive consultants or even dedicated digital ad
staffers who could help them plan how best to navigate an uncertain policy terrain.

Larger and better funded campaigns also tended to have better access to platform
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representatives. This meant that while some informants heard about the policy
change from Facebook and Google representatives, one described reading about the
policies on news sites:

| often times felt like | was hearing about their changes in the news and wasn't
hearing as direct communication about changes, and | don't know why that
was the case. You know, we spend a lot of money with both of them, but often
times, | felt like with the Facebook ad changes, it was like, I'd read about it, and
then I'd have to follow up with people at Facebook (16).

Smaller campaigns—especially smaller state and local campaigns—often relied heav-
ily on party infrastructures. While this brought advantages, it also left campaigns less
flexible and less able to quickly deal with unforeseen challenges. One example is
telling. While it restarted some in-person outreach in mid-October, the North Carolina
Democratic Party suspended most in-person canvassing in response to the pandemic
following the March primaries. This left candidates who wanted to do in-person can-
vassing having to build a system on their own. One NC state representative (18) said
that in response to Facebook's policy, they felt they should increase canvassing in the
final week to help motivate turn out. However, they found little help from the state
party. While this representative’s experience seems somewhat unique, it does, at a
minimum underscore an additional way that poorer campaigns can be disproportion-
ately affected by such policy experiments.

Both bans required innovation in ad spending that benefited wealthier cam-
paigns

Deep pockets helped make it easier for campaigns to navigate the Facebook and Goo-
gle bans, as illustrated during the Georgia runoff. Because the winners of the runoff
would decide control of the Senate, committees were able to raise huge amounts of
money. This money permitted campaigns, agencies, and other committees to exper-
iment with new ad venues and to flood the market with ads across media, which one
consultant said turned a major disruption into a “blessing in disguise” because they
were able to expand their buy “beyond the walled gardens of Facebook and Google”
(15).

According to the 