
 

People or profit? Facebook papers show deep
conflict within

October 25 2021, by Barbara Ortutay

  
 

  

In this Nov. 19, 2016, file photo, Mark Zuckerberg, chairman and CEO of
Facebook, speaks at the CEO summit during the annual Asia Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC) forum in Lima, Peru. From complaints whistleblower
Frances Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents
obtained by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that
emerges is of a troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms
it causes is abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Esteban
Felix, File
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Facebook the company is losing control of Facebook the product—not
to mention the last shreds of its carefully crafted, decade-old image as a
benevolent company just wanting to connect the world.

Thousands of pages of internal documents provided to Congress by a
former employee depict an internally conflicted company where data on
the harms it causes is abundant, but solutions, much less the will to act
on them, are halting at best.

The crisis exposed by the documents shows how Facebook, despite its
regularly avowed good intentions, appears to have slow-walked or
sidelined efforts to address real harms the social network has magnified
and sometimes created. They reveal numerous instances where
researchers and rank-and-file workers uncovered deep-seated problems
that the company then overlooked or ignored.

Final responsibility for this state of affairs rests with CEO Mark
Zuckerberg, who holds what one former employee described as
dictatorial power over a corporation that collects data on and provides
free services to roughly 3 billion people around the world.

"Ultimately, it rests with Mark and whatever his prerogative is—and it
has always been to grow, to increase his power and his reach," said
Jennifer Grygiel, a Syracuse University communications professor who's
followed Facebook closely for years.
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This Jan. 17, 2017, file photo shows a Facebook logo in Paris. From complaints
whistleblower Frances Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted
internal documents obtained by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty
Facebook that emerges is of a troubled, internally conflicted company, where
data on the harms it causes is abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit:
AP Photo/Thibault Camus, File

Zuckerberg has an ironclad hold on Facebook Inc. He holds the majority
of the company's voting shares, controls its board of directors and has
increasingly surrounded himself with executives who don't appear to
question his vision.

But he has so far been unable to address stagnating user growth and
shrinking engagement for Facebook the product in key areas such as the

3/16



 

United States and Europe. Worse, the company is losing the attention of
its most important demographic—teenagers and young people—with no
clear path to gaining it back, its own documents reveal.

Young adults engage with Facebook far less than their older cohorts,
seeing it as an "outdated network" with "irrelevant content" that provides
limited value for them, according to a November 2020 internal
document. It is "boring, misleading and negative," they say.

  
 

  

In this April 30, 2021, file photo, an altar boy checks his mobile phone in the
Old City of Jerusalem. From complaints whistleblower Frances Haugen has filed
with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained by The
Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a
troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is
abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Maya Alleruzzo,
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In other words, the young see Facebook as a place for old people.

Facebook's user base has been aging faster, on average, than the general
population, the company's researchers found. Unless Facebook can find
a way to turn this around, its population will continue to get older and
young people will find even fewer reasons to sign on, threatening the
monthly user figures that are essential to selling ads. Facebook says its
products are still widely used by teens, although it acknowledges there's
"tough competition" from TikTok, Snapchat and the like.

So it can continue to expand its reach and power, Facebook has pushed
for high user growth outside the U.S. and Western Europe. But as it
expanded into less familiar parts of the world, the company
systematically failed to address or even anticipate the unintended
consequences of signing up millions of new users without also providing
staff and systems to identify and limit the spread of hate speech,
misinformation and calls to violence.
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In this Sept. 29, 2021, file photo, Marcela Rodrigues, 14, looks at her cellphone,
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. From complaints whistleblower Frances Haugen has
filed with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained by The
Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a
troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is
abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Bruna Prado, File

In Afghanistan and Myanmar, for instance, extremist language has
flourished due to a systemic lack of language support for content
moderation, whether that's human or artificial intelligence-driven. In
Myanmar, it has been linked to atrocities committed against the
country's minority Rohingya Muslim population.

But Facebook appears unable to acknowledge, much less prevent, the
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real-world collateral damage accompanying its untrammeled growth.
Those harms include shadowy algorithms that radicalize users, pervasive
misinformation and extremism, facilitation of human trafficking, teen
suicide and more.

Internal efforts to mitigate such problems have often been pushed aside
or abandoned when solutions conflict with growth—and, by extension,
profit.

Backed into a corner with hard evidence from leaked documents, the
company has doubled down defending its choices rather than try to fix
its problems.

  
 

  

In this Nov. 15, 2017, file photo, $1 bills are cut and stacked at the Bureau of
Engraving and Printing in Washington. From complaints whistleblower Frances
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Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained
by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a
troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is
abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Jacquelyn Martin,
File

"We do not and we have not prioritized engagement over safety,"
Monika Bickert, Facebook's head of global policy management, told The
Associated Press this month following congressional testimony from
whistleblower and former Facebook employee Frances Haugen. In the
days since Haugen's testimony and appearance on "60 Minutes"—during
which Zuckerberg posted a video of himself sailing with his wife
Priscilla Chan—Facebook has tried to discredit Haugen by repeatedly
pointing out that she didn't directly work on many of the problems she
revealed.

"A curated selection out of millions of documents at Facebook can in no
way be used to draw fair conclusions about us," Facebook tweeted from
its public relations "newsroom" account earlier this month, following the
company's discovery that a group of news organizations was working on
stories about the internal documents.

"At the heart of these stories is a premise which is false. Yes, we're a
business and we make profit, but the idea that we do so at the expense of
people's safety or wellbeing misunderstands where our own commercial
interests lie," Facebook said in a prepared statement Friday. "The truth is
we've invested $13 billion and have over 40,000 people to do one job:
keep people safe on Facebook."
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In this Oct. 5, 2021, file photo, former Facebook data scientist Frances Haugen
speaks during a hearing of the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation
Subcommittee on Consumer Protection, Product Safety, and Data Security, on
Capitol Hill, in Washington. From complaints whistleblower Haugen has filed
with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained by The
Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a
troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is
abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Alex Brandon, File

Statements like these are the latest sign that Facebook has gotten into
what Sophie Zhang, a former Facebook data scientist, described as a
"siege mentality" at the company. Zhang last year accused the social
network of ignoring fake accounts used to undermine foreign elections.
With more whistleblowers—notably Haugen—coming forward, it's only
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gotten worse.

"Facebook has been going through a bit of an authoritarian narrative
spiral, where it becomes less responsive to employee criticism, to
internal dissent and in some cases cracks down upon it," said Zhang, who
was fired from Facebook in the fall of 2020. "And this leads to more
internal dissent."

"I have seen many colleagues that are extremely frustrated and angry,
while at the same time, feeling powerless and (disheartened) about the
current situation," one employee, whose name was redacted, wrote on an
internal message board after Facebook decided last year to leave up
incendiary posts by former President Donald Trump that suggested
Minneapolis protesters could be shot. "My view is, if you want to fix
Facebook, do it within."
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In this Nov. 19, 2016, file photo, Mark Zuckerberg, chairman and CEO of
Facebook, speaks at the CEO summit during the annual Asia Pacific Economic
Cooperation (APEC) forum in Lima, Peru. From complaints whistleblower
Frances Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents
obtained by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that
emerges is of a troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms
it causes is abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Esteban
Felix, File

This story is based in part on disclosures made to the Securities and
Exchange Commission and provided to Congress in redacted form by
Haugen's legal counsel. The redacted versions received by Congress were
obtained by a consortium of news organizations, including The
Associated Press.

They detail painstakingly collected data on problems as wide-ranging as
the trafficking of domestic workers in the Middle East, an over-
correction in crackdowns on Arabic content that critics say muzzles free
speech while hate speech and abuse flourish, and rampant anti-vaccine
misinformation that researchers found could have been easily tamped
down with subtle changes in how users view posts on their feed.

The company insists it "does not conduct research and then
systematically and willfully ignore it if the findings are inconvenient for
the company." This claim, Facebook said in a statement, can "only be
made by cherry-picking selective quotes from individual pieces of
leaked material in a way that presents complex and nuanced issues as if
there is only ever one right answer."
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In this Oct. 17, 2018, file photo, a flag of the United State is shown between
monitors as workers sit at their desks during a demonstration in the war room,
where Facebook monitors election related content on the platform, in Menlo
Park, Calif. From complaints whistleblower Frances Haugen has filed with the
SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained by The Associated Press,
the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a troubled, internally
conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is abundant, but solutions
are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Jeff Chiu, File
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This Aug. 11, 2019, file photo an iPhone displays the apps for Facebook and
Messenger in New Orleans. From complaints whistleblower Frances Haugen has
filed with the SEC, along with redacted internal documents obtained by The
Associated Press, the picture of the mighty Facebook that emerges is of a
troubled, internally conflicted company, where data on the harms it causes is
abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit: AP Photo/Jenny Kane, File
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In this May 9, 2019, file photo, protesters, wearing "angry emoticon" masks
picket the Facebook office in the country to protest Facebook's alleged inaction
against fake news, hate speech and red-tagging or vilification campaign of health
activists, in suburban Taguig city east of Manila, Philippines. From complaints
whistleblower Frances Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted
internal documents obtained by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty
Facebook that emerges is of a troubled, internally conflicted company, where
data on the harms it causes is abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit:
AP Photo/Bullit Marquez, File
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In this April 14, 2020, file photo, the thumbs up "Like" logo is shown on a sign
at Facebook headquarters in Menlo Park, Calif., USA. From complaints
whistleblower Frances Haugen has filed with the SEC, along with redacted
internal documents obtained by The Associated Press, the picture of the mighty
Facebook that emerges is of a troubled, internally conflicted company, where
data on the harms it causes is abundant, but solutions are halting at best. Credit:
AP Photo/Jeff Chiu, File

Haugen, who testified before the Senate this month that Facebook's
products "harm children, stoke division and weaken our democracy,"
said the company should declare "moral bankruptcy" if it is to move
forward from all this.

At this stage, that seems unlikely. There is a deep-seated conflict
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between profit and people within Facebook—and the company does not
appear to be ready to give up on its narrative that it's good for the world
even as it regularly makes decisions intended to maximize growth.

"Facebook did regular surveys of its employees—what percentage of
employees believe that Facebook is making the world a better place,"
Zhang recalled.

"It was around 70 percent when I joined. It was around 50 percent when
I left," said Zhang, who was at the company for more than two years
before she was fired in the fall of 2020.

Facebook has not said where the number stands today.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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