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Introduction

In the 21st century, the media plays a crucial role in influencing the opinions of democratic

voters, which may be considered both positive and negative. On one hand, the media may allow

citizens to stay informed concerning current issues and to gain insight regarding the political

stances of candidates. An additional source of information may allow citizens to determine the

most suitable candidate, and such information may be widely dispersed. Contrarily, the

information provided may also be biased or contain misinformation, which may erroneously

affect the citizens’ opinion concerning political figures or parties in democratic elections.

Considering these detrimental consequences, it is necessary for measures to be taken to

reduce or eliminate the bias and misinformation in the media.

Certain tech companies may refute these claims of how misinformation is shown to the

general public by stating that they have simply computed an algorithm to display the more

“popular” approach to a political argument. Additionally, some may state that one may be

censored if certain opinions are removed from digital media. However, in the world of fake news

and rumors, it is fairly difficult for even computed algorithms to differentiate between lies and

reality to stop fake news from spreading. This inevitably results in an increased amount of

misinformation to be continually spread online, and there are four main reasons for this. Firstly, it

is rather time-consuming for computers or humans to tackle individual claims. Secondly, even

the most minimal amount of false information may result in even more copies of the information

to be created or shared. Thirdly, it is difficult to ensure the authenticity of misinformation
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because most political information online is biased. Lastly, a great amount of political news is

generated on a daily basis, which eliminates the possibility of humans to fact-check manually.

Definition of Key Terms

Partisan bias

Partisan bias refers to the unneutral standpoint of information to make a political party

appear more attractive, and this is common in news and media. It is common for information

with a partisan bias to be framed to favor their own standpoint in an election by supporting their

stance with stronger arguments than what they offer the opposing side. Considering how

reporters may sometimes insert their personal biases into their reports or articles, the general

public may not be able to be as well-informed as they may be if informed by a neutral position.

Despite this, mediums may continue to feature biased standpoints on political battles because it

results in a more engaged audience.

Bias

Bias is referred to as skewed ideas to support a specific person or a certain organization.

Political bias in the media may be regarded as critical in skewing the general public’s opinion

regarding the candidates within a democratic election. In the media today, political bias may

interfere with issues such as racism, abortion, and many more because they may influence

one’s opinion on whether a candidate is relatively suitable for an election. As noted earlier, bias

in the media may play a major role in political battles because modern day journalists often

assert their personal opinions in their news reports or publications.

Misinformation

Misinformation is often confused with disinformation, with the former concerning false

information, regardless of one’s initial intentions, that is spread and the latter being related to

one knowingly spreading false information. Misinformation is often spread in the media today

because individuals may misinterpret situations and thus spread false information online. This

has resulted in certain conflicts such as that of the 2020 election by McClintock. Recently, it has
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been noted that search engines and social media may also give rise to misinformation because

the AI engines simply provide the information according to the user’s region.

Electoral volatility

The electoral volatility refers to how voters may switch between parties in two time

periods, and this can be measured with the Pedersen index. Currently, there is a rising trend of

electoral volatility as a result of media bias and misinformation because biased opinions or

misinformation regarding a candidate may result in more negativity towards them. Additionally,

sharing information online through social media platforms is becoming increasingly accessible,

resulting in skewed or misinformed reports being further accessed. This in turn results in greater

uncertainty for one to vote for a certain candidate as they switch between parties due to

engaging in biased or misinformed content.

Propaganda

Propaganda is defined as information spread to influence public opinion, and it is often

used to promote candidates in a democratic election to appeal to the electorate. This is

commonly done visually, through images and videos, or textually. Candidates justify their actions

and beliefs with propaganda, despite how they might not be entirely truthful. Although

propaganda may be utilized to glorify certain visions, resulting in the general public to be

polarized. This then ironically results in those with polarized opinions to not be easily swayed by

propaganda from the other side of the democratic election, limiting the effects of propaganda.

Political corruption

Political corruption is regarded as the inappropriate use of governmental powers or

contacts for private gain, and this has become more commonly exposed in the media due to the

increasingly common media freedom and internet access. Democratic elections may be

influenced by the absence of media exposure concerning certain corrupted leaders. On the

other hand, political corruption may also be wrongfully noted in the media, which may negatively

influence a rightful campaign. Today, the mass media plays a crucial role in curbing corruption,

although they do not provide sanctions to corrupt officials or candidates.

Media
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Media is noted as the mediums in which communication is done through publications,

and this may be noted online and also in person. A few examples of the media may be news

articles online, newspapers, and magazines. Journalists today often engage in creating content

for media online, which may be easily spread on social media platforms. Propaganda may also

be featured in the media, and many note them as inseparable. For instance, propaganda to

promote certain candidates in modern democratic elections may be seen on mediums online.

History

In the past, media bias and misinformation may have greatly influenced democratic

elections, and this issue has existed over the past few centuries. Before internet access became

widespread, the main sources of media were the newspaper and the radio, and many people

read the news on a daily basis to understand the current situation of their nation. In 1609,

newsletter The Relation of Strasbourg was first regularly published, and this was followed by the

creation of the first newspapers in many regions of Europe. However, governments were

concerned on how transparent these media coverages may be regarding current affairs and

thus issued the Licensing Act of 1662. With this, the media started to become censored, as

certain reports may have not been allowed to be made.

An example of how censorship in the media influenced democratic elections was how

the Nazis outlawed hundreds of newspaper publications to exert Nazi influence over the news

mediums. Additionally, they “deployed the radio, press, and newsreels to stroke fear of a

pending ‘Communist uprising,’ then channeled popular anxieties into political measures that

eradicated civil liberties and democracy” (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). Before

this, there was a widespread usage of political propaganda to promote Adolf Hitler, such as

glofication on postcards, posters, and the press. They had also spread negative images and

ideas about Jewish individuals in magazines, films, cartoons, and other media. By eliminating

publications and radio channels that featured views against the Nazis, there was an incredibly

apparent media bias and widespread misinformation. Therefore, this resulted in people to cast

the vote differently in the German presidential election in 1932.
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Figure 1: A poster from Nazi propaganda that promoted Hitler (“We take
the fate of the nation into the hands”)

A relatively modern instance of media influences on democratic elections was the

partisan’s bias that was apparent in 2008 during President Obama’s election, and this is now

commonly known as the “Palin Effect.” Former Republican vice president nominee Sarah Palin

posted on Facebook, which became widely shared, that she believes that President Barack

Obama’s proposed healthcare reform plan would result in a “death panel.” Compounded with

media influences on various platforms, such false claims of Obamacare resulted in fake news

spreading about his campaign and thus influenced the election. Additionally, President Obama’s

campaign was also influenced by fake news of how he was supposedly Muslim. This resulted in

his campaign to face controversy and an unfavorable cast, and because of such a strong focus

on religion and race, there was little to no attention paid on abortion and gay marriage.
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Figure 2: Graph of the rumor coverage of Obama being Muslim

The media in the United States has an apparent partisan gap, especially between

conservative Republicans and liberal Democrats. This has led to polarization of the media,

which makes individuals from certain parties distrust mediums that lean towards the other party.

With this political divide between the Democratic and Republican party, people of each party

have been mainly influenced by information provided by the news mediums from their

respective parties in elections. Without a neutral standpoint, it is considerably difficult for

individuals to differentiate the differences between a fact and a biased opinion, as journalists

often insert their own opinions into their reports. Additionally, misinformation has also influenced

voters as well. A conservative media personality tweeted during the 2020 election that 1000

uncounted mail-in ballots were discovered in a dumpster in California, and this was actually fake

news because they were actually empty envelopes from the 2018 election.

Today, there are still various instances of media bias, and censorship may be regarded

in certain nations. It has been regarded that 8% of Twitter accounts and 5-11% of Facebook

accounts are actually robots that are utilized to disrupt political processes around the world

(Sarts). The Director of NATO Strategic Communications Center of Europe has stated that

Russia has influenced democratic elections across Europe, including those in Estonia (2009),

Ukraine (2014), Germany (2015), Montenegro (2016), Norway (2017), the Netherlands (2017),

and France (2017). Additionally, nations such as Azerbaijan, China, Iran, Russia, Rwanda, and
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Vietnam are known for state-run media and reach their audiences consistently without using

censorship. Lastly, modern, online sources often have target audiences, especially because

search engines and social media platforms are capable of predicting one’s race, ethnicity, age,

sex, and even political beliefs. This allows such mediums to target specific groups and thus

provide biased information regarding certain candidates or political parties.

Key Issues

The major issue regarding media bias and misinformation is that people cannot tell the

difference between false claims and reality. Additionally, it is rather impossible for humans to

confirm all events covered through mass media because there is simply too much content and

because everyone is inevitably biased. Furthermore, governmental or financial influences may

result in censorship in the media and cause bias and misinformation to be spread. Media bias

and misinformation may result in unreasonable positive or negative opinions regarding certain

political candidates, which would then result in more corruption in the government.

In the past, media censorship and bias has led to instances like opinions justified by

false information projected by media coverages. Therefore, this may result in issues concerning

a given nation’s public welfare, economy, engagement in war or violence, and more. As

aforementioned, Adolf Hitler was elected by the German public due to the political propaganda

in the media. As infamously regarded in human history, the Holocaust happened during his

campaign, which resulted in war, conflict, and mass genocide. Additionally, modern democratic

elections are also heavily influenced by the media, and this may be regarded by how President

Obama’s campaign was heavily affected by false accusations.

As people consume and engage in media more and as artificial intelligence becomes

more developed, it may be harder for people to differentiate between false claims and reality.

Therefore, democratic elections around the world may be increasingly heavily affected by any

accusations in the media. This issue has become more serious over time with the rise of digital

media, especially because many people have been required in situations of lockdown and only

have connection with the outside world with sources of media.
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Figure 3: Social media’s, namely Facebook’s, influence on democratic elections

Major Parties Involved and Their Views

Figure 4: Europe and media bias

USA (United States of America)
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The first amendment of the United States Constitution states that there should be

freedom of the press, and this does not indicate that all media sources need to be unbiased.

However, over the past several years, there has been a strong emphasis on the influence of

media bias and misinformation on democratic elections. After the 2016 presidential election,

misinformation on the internet has become an apparent issue in the United States, which

prompted regulations to be made concerning the issue. This is because of how Russian actors

may have purchased advertisements to influence the democratic election in the United States.

Considering these aspects, the United States hopes to regulate media sources online that

concern political elections without contradicting the notion of having a free press.

In 2017, the Honest Ads Act was a bipartisan bill issued to regulate online

advertisements from companies that operate online, such as Google, Twitter, and Facebook. It

also ensures that foreign individuals, groups, or organizations cannot purchase political

advertisements to influence elections in the United States. Additionally, it requires platforms with

50 million monthly visitors to “maintain a public file of election-related messages purchased by

anyone spending more than $500 total on the platform (Feiner and Graham). Additionally, the

Banning Microtargeted Political Ads Act bans political advertisements to be presented to

citizens based on the characteristics of the user, such as their location, race, or information

concerning their online behaviors. This was regarded as a rather “bold” legislation, as it tackles

the issue surrounding digital privacy laws.

Brazil
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Figure 5: Level of concern regarding fake news by country

The amount of misinformation spread in Brazil is regarded as the most extreme in the

world by some, and this has been apparent during COVID-19 as well. Misinformation spread in

Brazil has reportedly helped Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro amplify his message in the 2018

election. The Supreme Court of Brazil is now probing supporters of the president regarding

malicious attacks against the judges. For instance, on May 31, 2020, “far-right protests rallied in

front of the building of the Federal Supreme Court, wearing masks and torches that mimic those

of the Ku-Klux-Klan” (Meyer and Bustamante). Recently, it has worked on the “fighting

disinformation in the 2020 election” program, for which social-media platforms have signed

agreements to raise awareness regarding disinformation and misinformation. Furthermore, there

are still issues regarding the spread of misinformation in the present due to the fact that certain

technological companies would not comply to or sign such agreements.

It has been noted that the Brazilian government has issued certain controversial acts,

including the Internet Freedom, Responsibility and Transparency Act. In the past, digital rights in

Brazil have been established by the Brazilian Civil Rights Framework for the Internet in 2014.

However, this new framework may contradict with the initial act in 2014 because it limits the

users’ rights of protecting one against censorship and that of freedom of speech. Additionally,
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while the new framework removes accounts that may not be authentic, such as anonymous

accounts, it does not remove the other accounts that may appear to be authentic but continue to

spread misinformation. Furthermore, the new act asks social media platforms to be responsible

for everything that is published, including posts from its users. Although the intention of this may

have been well, this removes the freedom of speech of the Brazilian people, and misinformation

may still be spread when the artificial intelligence does not detect it.

Russia

Europeans have noticed Russian Intelligence Officers targeting democratic elections by

hacking their computer network. For instance, it has been recorded that the German

parliament’s system was hacked by Russian spies in 2015 with cyber attacks. Many European

elections were affected by such instances, mainly between 2009 and the present day.

Additionally, the United States has stated that Russian spies had allegedly interfered with the

2016 election by spreading misinformation after hacking into the Clinton campaign. Russia is

currently known for spreading misinformation regarding candidates in Europe to discredit them.

In January 2017, Russia had spread “fake news, false documents, and disinformation as part of

a coordinated campaign to influence Swedish public opinion and decision-making (Taylor). The

French government studied cyberattacks spread in the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and

the United States and thus prompted social media platforms like Facebook to remove fake

accounts. It has been regarded that Putin, Russia’s president, had Brexit on his agenda to

destroy the European Union and spread pro-Kremlin disinformation about Crimea on Twitter as

an “information warfare...to mobilize support from the local population and to sow confusion in

the international scene” (Golovchenko).

UNAOC (United Nations Alliance of Civilizations)

The United Nations Alliance of Civilizations has regarded media bias as an issue over

the past decade and has recommended “media literacy programs [to] be implemented in

schools, particularly at the secondary level, to help develop a discerning and critical approach to

news coverage by media consumers” and “to promote media awareness and development of

Internet literacy to combat misperceptions, prejudices, and hate speech” (United Nations

Alliance of Civilization). Additionally, it conducts researches like the “Ground Zero Mosque” case

study regarding Isliamic representation in the media and has discovered that the misuse of

terminology in the media has resulted in conflict and a disinformation effect. Currently, it works
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to conduct other studies, raise awareness regarding cultural issues, offer training for journalists,

monitor media content, and increase the understanding of complex cultural issues. Furthermore,

it has recently launched its third “Youth for Change'' Summer School in New York to promote

cross-cultural dialogue and exchange.

The Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting and Analysis (CAMERA)

The Committee for Accuracy in Middle East Reporting and Analysis is an organization

was founded in 1982 and works to provide accurate information regarding Israel and the Middle

East, and it regards itself as a neutral organization that does not suggest positions in the

American or Israel political issues, presidential elections, or solutions to the Arab-Israeli conflict

(CAMERA). It believes that skewed reports have resulted in anti-Semitism and anti-Israel ideas

and thus works with colleges to spread correct, informational reports.

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events

Date Description of Event

1609

Johann Carolus printed the first European Newspaper, The Relation of
Strasbourg, and this suddenly increased the demand of newspapers. The
publication emerged in western Europe and pioneered in the international
coverage of news.

1662
The Licensing of the Press Act in England prohibited the publication of books
and pamphlets that were not licensed. This was used between 1662 and 1679
and between 1685 and 1695, and it symbolizes when censorship of the press
was linked to economic interests of the nation, resulting in media bias.

March 1933

The Reich Ministry of Enlightenment and Propaganda was used by the Nazis
to promote their ideas and beliefs by glorifying Adolf Hitler and spreading
negative images of Jewish people. On this particular day, Germans were
prohibited from listening to foreign radio. Additionally, the Hitler Youth and
League of German Girls promoted Nazi ideals.

September 23, 1936
The International Convention concerning the Use of Broadcasting in the
Cause of Peace was a treaty signed by the League of Nations to ban the
broadcasting of propaganda and fake news.

August 26-29, 1968 The 1968 Democratic National Convention was held in Chicago, Illinois,
United States, and white police battled with protestors. The riots resulted in
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certain critiques of conservative journalists because the public no longer
trusted the press as a reliable source of news (Greenberg).

September 2004

CBS News anchor Dan Rather apologized after being accused for bias in a
news reporting concerning President Bush. He had “reported documents
critical of President Georg Bush’s Air National Guard service” (Thornton) and
was exposed after internet bloggers stated them as fake documents used for
spreading misinformation online.

June 28, 2017

The Director of NATO Strategic Communications Center of Europe analyzed
Russia’s influence on social media and has noted that Russia has financed
pro-Russian candidates while attacking candidates that they do not find
friendly. This has been regarded in multiple nations across Europe.

Relevant UN Treaties and Events

● Convention on the International Right of Correction, 16 December 1952 (A/RES/630)

● Resolution 2222 (2015), 27 May 2015 (S/RES/2222)

● Joint Declaration on Freedom of Expression and “Fake News”, Disinformation and

Propaganda, 3 March 2017 (FOM.GAL/3/17)

● The safety of journalists, 27 September 2018 (A/HRC/RES/39/6)

● Report of the Committee on Information, 2-4 September 2020 (A/75/21)

● Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 19)

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue

Recently, the United Nations is fighting against misinformation spread about the

coronavirus by spreading accurate messages to the global community. It has dispelled various

rumors by posting scientifically-accurate information on its website and social media accounts.

Additionally, it has partnered with certain tech companies like Facebook and WhatsApp to

provide guidance concerning the pandemic. Additionally, it connects journalists and

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to dismiss media bias. With more accurate information

provided regarding healthcare, the common people may select the candidate that correctly

faces the issue of the global pandemic in democratic elections easier. However, despite these

efforts, the United Nations has not been able to prevent the spreading or false belief in biased
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media or misinformation completely. Certain governments still employ censorship in the media

today, and people may blindly select the candidate that they do not truly support.

The European Union (EU) (2018b) Communication on Tackling Online Disinformation

has opened up a discussion regarding misinformation by providing more transparency, diversity,

and credibility. European news mediums are noted to be considerably politically skewed, and

the EU has attempted to resolve this by using Artificial Intelligence (AI) to filter words in search

engines to prevent political skewing. However, this may have not been effective because

although readers may not have access to extreme views as easily, more news is published on a

daily basis. Additionally, AI may not be the most reliable way of filtering words because they

may still adapt to the general public’s political view and thus censor more content of one party

than the other.

In the past, social media companies have worked to remove political content that spark

heavy controversy with the aid of AI, and this may be both positive and negative. On one hand,

content that may potentially be biased could be removed before it reaches audiences, and this

may allow the general public to consume less extreme views. However, how “extreme” a

political view is is entirely subjective. Additionally, this may have been viewed as censorship

because AI generally filters specific words. This may also reduce the amount of discussion

concerning political issues, which is critical in today’s society.

Possible Solutions

1. The United Nations may cooperate with social media companies to prevent the spread of

media awareness in ways such as removing content that includes fake news if they

receive a certain amount of views.

● Pros: Sources of fake news may be removed, and their removal may be publicly

announced so that individuals would be aware of the fact that such types of

misinformation have been spread concerning a certain subject. Additionally, this

may result in sensations online regarding censorship if the content removed was

actually justified in the political sense.

● Cons: The people who have viewed the content may have already spread the

misinformation online as well. Additionally, fake or skewed news that influence
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democratic elections that are less viewed may still exist on social media. Also, it

may be difficult for the United Nations to manually, or even with Artificial

Intelligence, remove content from the media on a daily basis.

2. The United Nations may increase the amount of educational programs regarding media

bias and misinformation to teach children, adolescents, and the elderly. This may include

programs used to spread awareness and also those that allow them to check the

reliability of resources.

● Pros: People would be able to differentiate between misinformation and actual

news and thus not require people or artificial intelligence to manually remove

content that is biased or contains misinformation. Furthermore, people would be

able to make relatively informed selections in elections after such education.

● Cons: It is still fairly difficult for people to always accurately differentiate the

difference between false and reality, and such programs may not be easily

introduced to certain nations where censorship is employed.

3. The United Nations could encourage governments around the world to influence certain

platforms, not all of them, to allow each nation to spread correct information to its

citizens without them having to encounter biases in the media.

● Pros: The information would be used for the public’s good, and the information

would be widely accessible to the general public without issues concerning media

bias. Additionally, privately-owned media sources may be biased and thus may

not report the news concerning the candidates in democratic elections accurately.

● Cons: Governments may also be biased when spreading their information, and

there could be certain biases towards specific political parties. Additionally,

governments may manipulate the information provided to the general public and

affect how the voters make their choices.
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