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14 October 2020
Executive Officer
Electoral Matters Committee
Parliament of Victoria
Via email: emc@parliament.vic.gov.au

Dear Secretariat,
Thank you for the invitation to participate in the Electoral Matters Committee's Inquiry looking at
elections and social media.
We welcome the opportunity to participate, and thank you for accommodating an extension of time
for our feedback.
About TikTok
The Committee identified a number of key areas of interest, which will be addressed in further detail
below. But for broader, important context about our platform, TikTok is a leading destination for
short-form mobile video. Our mission is simple: inspire creativity and bring joy. We aim to cultivate
an environment that encourages users to celebrate what makes them unique and express
themselves creatively.
While TikTok isn't the go-to app to follow news or politics, we're focused on supporting our users
with education and authoritative information on important issues.
TikTok's users across Australia are diverse. We have millions of users in Australia and have
experienced significant growth in the last 12 months. There are now a number of Members of
Parliament and other politicians using the platform, both in Australia and around the world.
Users are free to create political content, so long as it is consistent with our Community Guidelines.
We don't remove content based on political associations or references, but our Community
Guidelines make it clear that we do not allow misinformation that could cause harm, including
content that misleads users about elections, and will proactively remove such content when it is
identified.
We monitor the TikTok platform for content that potentially violates our Community Guidelines. Any
activity that violates the guidelines may result in the content and/or account being removed. We
also ask our users to report any content which they believe violates any of the Community
Guidelines, so we can review and take appropriate action.
Authenticity
We know that authenticity is important, particularly in the context of elections and the broader
political process, and we continue to invest in efforts to actively identify misinformation and to
prevent inauthentic behaviour. We have taken the following measures to combat misinformation,
disinformation and other content that may be designed to disrupt civic processes:
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1. Enhancing our misinformation policies: We updated our Community Guidelines to explicitly
capture a broader coverage of topics related to misleading information. We also introduced
a new policy which prohibits synthetic or manipulated content that misleads users by
distorting the truth of events in a way that could lead to real world harm. This explicitly
protects users from things like shallow or deep fakes and, whilst this kind of content was
broadly covered by previous guidelines, our recent update makes our policies easier to
understand and enforce. We have made our policy around influence campaigns more
transparent. Our Community Guidelines already prohibit content around disinformation
campaigns, but the recent addition makes our stance against coordinated inauthentic
behaviour unambiguous.

2. Expanding our teams and programs: Central to the issue of misinformation is the presence
of unverified content circulating the internet that may appear to the public to be 'facts' or
'news'. To support our efforts in identifying and limiting the spread of misinformation, we
have put systems in place to allow our users to easily report misinformation in-app. In turn,
we have also recently introduced a third-party fact-checking program for Australia, with a
team of global fact-checkers who review and verify reported content across 16 languages. If
the information is confirmed to be false or misleading, we take proactive steps to remove
the content in line with our Community Guidelines.
3. Deepening our partnerships: We continue to consult with a wide range of industry experts,
academics and civil society organisations to seek guidance on improving our policies,
including those that are part of our Content Advisory Council and our Asia Pacific Safety
Advisory Council. We welcome collaboration with Australian industry players and regulators.
This includes working with the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA),
towards the development of a draft industry code of conduct on misinformation, which is
due for release later this year.

A COVID-19 Case Study: Our approach to misinformation in practice
We understand that we have a responsibility to protect our community from misleading
information, to educate our community on why it is inappropriate to post and spread
misinformation, and to encourage everyone in our community to think twice about the information
provided in any given post, by providing more context and information from verified resources.
Our approach to misinformation in relation to COVID-19 and the global pandemic provides a useful
case study of the steps we take to combat misinformation on TikTok.
Preventing the spread of COVID-19 requires not only enabling access to accurate information but
also taking steps to limit the potential for false or misleading information to be distributed on
TikTok. To that end, we introduced a global misinformation strategy, which included updates to our
policies and rolling out new in-app features to provide more context on COVID-19 and help combat
against misleading medical information online. We are working hard to minimise the opportunity for
disinformation to gain traction on TikTok, and we are working with public health organisations (like
World Health Organisation, International Federation of Red Cross, and popular voices for public
health and science, like Bill Nye the Science Guy) to provide trusted information to our community.
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Updates to TikTok policies
In light of the pandemic, we updated our policies in the following ways to allow us to more easily
remove or limit the dissemination of harmful COVID-19 misinformation:

●

●
●

●

Medical misinformation: We remove false medical advice about COVID-19 that could cause
imminent harm to a user's health, or could cause harm to public safety by discouraging
people from seeking helpful medical treatment.
Dangerous misinformation: We remove false information that is likely to stoke panic and
consequently result in real world harm.
Conspiracy theories: We limit the distribution of conspiratorial content that may allege that
the COVID-19 was intentionally developed by a person, group or institution for nefarious
purposes.
Hate speech: We remove content that suggests a certain race, ethnicity, gender or any
member of a protected group is more susceptible to have and/or spread coronavirus.

In light of the pandemic and the serious risk it poses to public health, we are erring on the side of
caution when reviewing reports related to misinformation that could cause harm to our community
or to the larger public. This may lead to the removal of some borderline content.
In-app features
We launched the following features within the TikTok app in order to fight against misinformation in
relation to COVID-19. We connect users to authoritative sources of health information and also offer
features and tools that allow users to evaluate the content that they are engaging with on the
platform:

1.

Information Resource Pages: We provide links to resources
that contain links to official Government websites from over 40
countries, with information about COVID-19. We also provide
educational resources and valuable information from credible
sources within the app. This includes an informational page that
offers facts from the World Health Organization, answers
common questions, gives tips on staying safe, and busts
common myths surrounding COVID-19.
While these resources aren't the reason that users come to
TikTok, we want to make sure it's readily available among the
creative content they're enjoying. The informational page can be
accessed from the Discover tab and when users search for
coronavirus-related topics, they'll also find videos from verified
accounts that provide trusted information from reliable sources.
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2.

Public Service Announcement (PSA) in respect of
Coronavirus Hashtags: In January, we launched a PSA in
respect of hashtags related to the coronavirus. The PSA
reminds users of our community guidelines and presents them
with resources to find accurate and up-to-date information. We
launched the PSA in 20 languages within 24 hours of settling on
the idea. This demonstrates TikTok's commitment to moving
quickly to keep our users and platform safe.

3.

Providing access to trusted resources in the search
function: In February we launched in-app notices on the top
results page, which appear when a TikTok user explores
hashtags related to coronavirus. The in-app notice provides
easy links to local health resources and reminds users of our
Community Guidelines, which prohibit misinformation that could
cause harm to an individual's health or wider public safety.
We also help our users gain access to trusted and verifiable
information by directing them to our Covid-19 Resource "Hub".
When users search for Covid-19, coronavirus or other related
hashtags or terms, they are directed to “learn the facts about
Covid-19” through the Hub. To ensure as many users as
possible are directed towards the Hub, it is permanently pinned
to the top of the Discover tab (one of the main ways a user
discovers and explores content on TikTok). The Hub provides
three key areas of information from the World Health
Organisation
● Advice on how to avoid catching the virus
● Helpful ‘myth busters’ content and
● A series of questions and answers about the global
pandemic.
Globally, the Resource Hub has had over 350 million views.

4.

Limiting 'auto-suggest' for misinformative hashtags: To limit
the views in relation to content containing COVID-19
misinformation, we restricted the 'auto-suggest' search function
for certain hashtags. Specifically, hashtags that relate to known
misinformation that credible authorities like the CDC and World
Health have debunked. So, for instance, if a user starts to type
"coronavirus" into hashtag search, "coronavirusbleach" or
"coronavirusclorox" will not automatically populate as a
suggested search result. We also work to restrict auto-suggest
for hashtags related to conspiracy theories as and when these
conspiracy theories gain traction online.
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5.

Notice Tag (Warning Banner): In March, we started featuring
banners on videos that are tagged with Coronavirus hashtags,
which directed and encouraged users to consult their local
health authorities for the latest information on COVID-19.
On viewing a video with a Coronavirus or COVID-19 hashtag, a
banner with the following text appears across the bottom
"Consult your local health authorities for the latest on
COVID-19."
We also provide a link to TikTok's informational page on videos
that may relate to coronavirus and remind users to seek
accurate information from credible sources.

6.

New ability for users to report content in-app: To help limit
the potential for the spread of coronavirus and health-related
misinformation, we have also introduced a dedicated reporting
reason for COVID-19 misinformation. Users can now report
videos and content to us, if they think it contains misleading
information so that we can investigate and take appropriate
action in accordance with our Community Guidelines.

Transparency Reports
Last year we published our first Transparency Report to provide clear data about government
requests for users' account information and other legal notifications, and we will continue to do so
regularly. Through these regular updates, outside experts will have the opportunity to better
understand the actions we take.
Here are our transparency reports to date:
●
●
●

Report for January 1 - June 30, 2019 (published December 30, 2019)
Report for July 1 - December 31, 2019 (published June 30, 2020)
Report for January 1 - 30 June, 2020 (published September 22, 2020)

Political comment and elections
Platforms like ours are an important way for policy makers and governments to reach the
communities they represent. Our creators value our unique tools for creativity and ability to reach
and connect with people around the world, and advertisers appreciate the ability to communicate
with important audiences in a place where they're highly engaged.
Importantly, we do not allow paid political advertising on TikTok, and our safety team have
developed a series of best practices and systems to protect our platform closely in the lead-up to
elections.
By way of example, we have been working collaboratively with the New Zealand Electoral
Commission to create public service announcements to educate users, and to make sure we are well
prepared to act quickly in light of information shared or reported to us by the Electoral Commission.
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In the United States, TikTok has recently launched a range of resources associated with the
upcoming election. The Committee may find the details of this work is available here.
Since TikTok launched in Australia in 2019, there has not been a Victorian election. However, we
look forward to engaging with the Electoral Commission as appropriate in due course.
Kind regards

Brent Thomas
Director of Public Policy, TikTok Australia and New Zealand
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