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Abstract

Fake news represents a prominent topic in the field of journalism and communi-
cation studies. In existing research on fake news governance, scholars have pre-
dominantly focused on the agency of social media platforms, while overlooking
the significant role of search engines. In fact, the ranking mechanisms of search
engines exert considerable impetus on the dissemination of fake news. Since
2016, foreign search engines have intensified their governance efforts against
fake news, encompassing technological optimization, improvements to search re-
sult quality, the establishment of collaborative fact-checking networks, and the
implementation of media literacy programs for key populations. In contrast,
in China, the governance of fake news and rumor debunking relies primarily
on a few mainstream media platforms and government agencies, with relatively
limited investment from search engines. From a long-term perspective, beyond
drawing upon foreign governance measures, building trust constitutes the pri-
mary objective for search engine platforms in governing fake news and achieving
sustainable development.
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Abstract: Fake news represents a hot-button issue in journalism and com-
munication studies. Existing research on fake news governance has predomi-
nantly focused on the role of social platforms as primary actors, while largely
overlooking the critical importance of search engines. In reality, search engine
ranking mechanisms significantly amplify the spread of fake news. Since 2016,
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foreign search engines have intensified their governance efforts, including opti-
mizing technology to improve search result quality, establishing collaborative
fact-checking networks, and implementing media literacy programs for key pop-
ulations. In contrast, China’ s fake news governance and debunking efforts rely
primarily on a handful of mainstream media platforms and government agen-
cies, with relatively minimal investment from search engines. In the long term,
beyond drawing lessons from international governance measures, building trust
should be the primary objective for search engine platforms in governing fake
news and achieving sustainable development.
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The term “fake news” became a globally visible concept after the 2016 U.S.
presidential election. During the election, a large volume of political disinforma-
tion spread unchecked across online platforms, eroding American public trust in
media and government. In 2017, “fake news” became one of Google’ s most pop-
ular search terms, with polls showing that 45% of citizens attributed primary
responsibility for fake news governance to the U.S. government and public offi-
cials, while 42% believed social media and search engines should bear the main
responsibility [1]. Consequently, fake news governance emerged as a heated
topic in journalism and communication studies. However, while scholars have
extensively focused on disinformation spread and governance on social media [2-
3], they have neglected the crucial role of search engines, necessitating a deeper
examination and understanding of current search engine practices in fake news
governance.

1. The Relationship Between Search Engines and Fake
News Causes

Search engines are not merely platforms; they frame and shape how people view
the world. Precisely for this reason, search engines play a vital role in fake
news governance. The generation of fake news through search engines can be
attributed to three main aspects.

First, the free ranking mechanism. For websites not using paid advertising,
search engines employ their own ranking rules and algorithmic mechanisms that
assign weights to various metrics. Generally, a website’ s click volume, dwell
time, and frequency of being linked by third parties serve as important criteria
for priority recommendation. Regarding click volume, when a link is clicked, the
search engine algorithm assigns relevance between that link and the search query.
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When enough users click the link, its relevance index rises, boosting its search
ranking. This positive feedback loop generally helps optimize search results.
However, the problem arises when a link containing false news is repeatedly
clicked and presented to audiences, ultimately increasing the likelihood that
fake news will be mistaken for truth and spread widely. Additionally, from the
perspective of news characteristics, sensational, conflicting, and controversial
information more easily attracts audiences, increasing the risk that fake news
spreads faster than real news.

Second, the search engine advertising ranking mechanism. Generally, both do-
mestic and foreign search engines have advertising ranking mechanisms to in-
crease revenue. Through real-time bidding, search engines sell user behavior
data to advertisers, allowing advertising fees to help websites rank at the top of
search results. Different search engines have different bidding rules, requiring
internet companies to set regulations and conduct manual gatekeeping. How-
ever, corporate commercial logic ultimately requires choosing between company
interests and public interests. Over-prioritizing the former easily introduces
low-quality and false text or video links. The 2016 Wei Zexi incident brought
domestic search engines’ paid search ranking rules into the spotlight of public
opinion, also reflecting how false information spreads under this mechanism.

Third, user-generated content and spam indexing. Spam indexing violates
search engine rules. Creating and formatting content on websites is relatively
easy for people with basic reading and writing skills. However, creating high-
quality content on online platforms—such as regularly updating information,
providing accurate sources, ensuring readability, and collecting materials—often
requires significant time, effort, and money. Spam indexers can bypass these
cost barriers. Using special software, they produce similar but different content
from a core piece while keeping the webpage links unchanged, rapidly generating
thousands of fake webpages that evade search engine detection. These fake news
operations have mature gray industrial chains, making search paths fraught with
traps. For example, many fake websites confuse audiences by using URLs or
website identifiers similar to mainstream media, such as Abcnews.com.co, whose
logo closely resembles the real ABC News website. Similarly, Baidu’ s recom-
mendations contain much fake news content masquerading as news while Jez¢
advertising.

In the big data era, algorithm-driven news distribution has become increasingly
common. While this satisfies public demand for personalization, it also creates
“filter bubbles”that isolate users from diverse perspectives, creating “information
silos.” If users accidentally click on fake news once, the probability of receiving
similar news #i¥ increases during future browsing.

2.1 Technology-Led Algorithmic Governance

In most cases, netizens are not direct producers of fake news but rather play
the role of disseminators. Since technology can boost fake news, it can also
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block it. When using technology for governance, the main approaches involve
improving existing algorithmic mechanisms and utilizing new technologies like
Al to automatically identify fake news.

Platforms have revised their recommendation algorithms. For instance, Google
and Bing have downranked low-credibility information. Google uses its unique
“PageRank” algorithm to redefine search result recommendation rules. The new
search result ranking assigns weight to three key aspects: “relevance” between
information and queries, “authority” of content sources, and “freshness” of infor-
mation, while downgrading misleading and false online articles. Meanwhile, hu-
man teams have recruited over 10,000 volunteers globally to objectively evaluate
search results generated by Google’ s algorithm according to guidelines exceed-
ing 160 pages, measuring content source authority [4]. In 2020, the COVID-19
pandemic highlighted the dangers of fake news. In response, Google announced
a $6.5 million investment to fund global fact-checkers focused on detecting novel
coronavirus misinformation. Google’ s YouTube also introduced special policies
to handle all content contradicting WHO recommendations. Additionally, to
combat health misinformation (COVID-19), Microsoft (Bing) created COVID-
19 information centers in 53 global markets with an experienced editorial team.

AT technology has also played an important role in fake news identification.
Since 2016, Google has used Al algorithms to clean up machine-generated fakes.
Researchers at the University of Michigan developed an automated fake news
detection system based on linguistic algorithms by analyzing news grammar
structure, punctuation, and vocabulary choices, achieving 76% accuracy. This
algorithm helps platforms like search engines effectively filter fake news, and
Google has collaborated on this technology. Google also set up an extension
program in its Google Chrome browser to automatically grade news as safe,
pending verification, or unsafe.

Although current efforts to combat fake news using algorithms and other intel-
ligent technologies remain in the exploratory stage and cannot fundamentally
eradicate fake news—struggling to accurately identify false content such as out-of-
context quotes, unverifiable propaganda, and claims—the speed and sensitivity
of technology can at least slow the spread of fake news.

2.2 Multi-Party Collaboration to Establish Fact-Checking
Mechanisms

Fact-checking represents an effective method for fake news governance, encom-
passing both internal news verification tools and collaboration with third parties.

Internally, Google added news authenticity checking tools to its search pages.
When users conduct news-related searches, authenticity check options from Poli-
tiFact or Snopes appear below the results. Snopes and PolitiFact are special-
ized online databases for fake news identification. Through this cross-platform
content exchange and verification mechanism, they can verify news facts and
determine whether trending news is authentic.
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Beyond general users, Google also provides targeted information verification ser-
vices for journalists. The “Reporting” module launched in Google News Lab in
2015 offers tools including My Google Maps (allowing users to create personal-
ized interactive maps), YouTube, Google Earth Pro, Google Media Tools Alerts
(enabling journalists to track breaking events and reporting progress on maps in
real time), and Citation Permissions (similar to academic citations, protecting
copyrights of some reports). Google Maps helps media professionals effectively
verify information by analyzing searched information and its geographic location.
The “Reverse Image Search” function helps verify whether images are original,
allowing journalists to find sources of images and videos. This module packages
these tools to provide journalists with as much news background information as
possible, helping them better judge retrieved information.

In third-party collaboration, Google partners with 115 international profes-
sional organizations including Snopes and PolitiFact, launching dedicated fact-
checking labels on user search pages to present news verification basis. Google
News Lab, together with organizations like the Nieman Journalism Lab, Pew
Research Center, Facebook, Twitter, and foundations, established the non-profit
network alliance “First Draft News,” gathering relevant parties including media,
third-party fact-checking agencies, and independent media on its platform.

In 2016, First Draft News established an “Online Practice Community” with
nearly 100 news organizations and journalism schools globally, focusing on ex-
ploring and discussing false information in elections. In 2017, First Draft News
collaborated with news site ProPublica to launch a “multi-party verification”
project for the French election, monitoring false and misleading statements cir-
culating online during the 10 weeks before the presidential election through
multi-institutional cooperation. In 2020, Google provided $6.5 million to fact-
checkers and non-profit organizations worldwide to combat COVID-19-related
fake news, including First Draft News, Brazil’ s collaborative verification project
Comprova, Europe’ s Full Fact and Maldita.es verification organizations, Ger-
many’ s Corrective organization, and Spanish-language verification organization
Latamchequa [5].

In summary, search engine companies represented by Google mostly leverage
their influence and network relationships to organize multiple media institutions
to establish verification alliances for fact-checking projects. This approach inte-
grates the strength of fact-checking institutions nationwide, better promoting
fake news governance.

2.3 Implementing Media Literacy Training Programs to En-
hance Public Information Identification Capacity

Media literacy education in the West began in the 1950s-1960s, evolving from
initially emphasizing student empowerment to now empowering the general pub-
lic, with increasingly broad coverage, and ##% an effective tool for building
an inclusive society [6]. Promoters of media literacy include governments, enter-
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prises, NGOs, and schools. The prevalence of fake news requires participation
from multiple social forces to jointly enhance society’s overall information identi-
fication capacity. As the world’ s largest search engine, Google provides different
programs annually for different population groups.

First is professional training for journalists. In March 2018, Google launched a
project called “Google News Initiative,” allowing news organizations to partner
with Google and earn revenue through the “Subscribe with Google” function
to support quality journalism reporting. Google also developed an open-source
tool called Outline for news organizations, enabling journalists to access more
secure network links.

Google India selected 200 journalists from various cities to participate in a
five-day “train the trainers” boot camp aimed at improving their fact-checking
and training abilities. Trained journalists become trainers who can train more
journalists through half-day, one-day, or two-day workshops. Since India uses
multiple languages, Google added Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, Marathi, and
Kannada to the training beyond English. In April 2018, Google opened a boot
camp in the Middle East and North Africa region, planning to train 4,000 jour-
nalists within a year, while journalists could register online for Google News
Lab to receive training in research, writing, editing, and fact-checking. Addi-
tionally, Google partnered with the World Bank and Code For Africa to train
6,000 journalists in 12 African cities.

In 2019, Google collaborated with Taiwan’ s FactCheck Center—a third-party
verification organization certified by the International Fact-Checking Network
(FCN)—to hold a three-day “Tackling Misinformation Deep Fact-Checking Train-
ing Camp” at Google’ s Taipei office. This training camp specially invited se-
nior international media professionals to teach active news media workers and
journalism academics diverse verification methods and techniques, aiming to
continue implementing and promoting deep fact-checking in Taiwan’ s media
environment and jointly discuss how to enhance digital literacy, media literacy,
and civic participation.

Second, since 2018, Google and other companies have frequently launched media
literacy programs for children and adolescents. In 2019, Google launched the
two-year “Interland Be Internet Awesome” program for children, encompassing
six media literacy activities: understanding AI and robots, avoiding phishing
attacks, verifying information credibility, evaluating information sources, identi-
fying online false information, and discovering fake URLs. The program collabo-
rates with national media literacy education associations to develop curriculum
systems, which are available online for teachers and families in eight languages
including English and Spanish [7].

For teenagers (middle and high school students), Google collaborated with Stan-
ford University’ s Graduate School of Education on the “MediaWise” project,
aiming to enhance citizens’ ability to identify “fake news”in digital environments.
Launched in 2018, the project targets reaching 1 million teenagers. Through

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.00924 Machine Translation


https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202310.00924

ChinaRxiv [$X]

online and offline teaching, it introduces teenagers to techniques for identifying
fake news, such as using reverse Google image search to verify image sources and
using fact-checking websites. The project also works with teenagers to create
educational materials on social media to help more adolescents improve their
media literacy [8]. These new media literacy programs primarily adopt partici-
patory learning methods, placing greater emphasis on cultivating digital literacy
skills such as retrieving, utilizing, evaluating, and discerning information.

3. Purifying Cyberspace: Comparative Reflections on Chi-
nese Search Engines

Baidu search engine ranks in the same tier as Google. Although Google’ s
advertising promotion mechanism and Baidu’ s bidding ranking mechanism are
similar models, Baidu’s bidding ranking places greater emphasis on the payment
capacity of corporate clients—meaning that regardless of whether enterprise in-
formation is authentic, as long as they pay enough, their product and commodity
advertisements can be ranked at the top of search results. The consequence of
such ranking has triggered a series of bidding ranking scandals, from CCTV’
s “News 30 Minutes” exposure of Baidu’ s bidding ranking W& in 2008, to
“Economy and Law” program’ s renewed exposure in 2011, to the 2016 Wei Zexi
incident, and Xinhua News Agency’ s renewed exposure of Baidu’ s bidding rank-
ing problems in 2018. In 2019, an article titled “Search Engine Baidu is Dead”
from a self-media lab went viral, accusing Baidu of directing more than half of
its search results to its self-media platform Baijiahao, which is not only filled
with low-quality marketing content but also promotes fake news with readership
reaching hundreds of thousands [9].

Although Baidu, like foreign search engines, uses Al technology and manual
patrol methods to jointly #Z#8 obscene and pornographic content, gambling-
related harmful information, and has rejected hundreds of millions of FH#l medi-
cal advertisements, it also launched a public participation-based “Duchacha Self-
Discipline Committee” in 2020 to combat vulgar and false information through
4 social forces. However, the number of ## information reports from netizens
remains limited [10]. Compared with Google, Baidu’ s handling of fake news
only represents a small portion of false information or advertisements, focusing
more on governing vulgar content and advertising content, with obviously insuf-
ficient investment in fake news governance. Among internet webpages, quality
webpages account for only 7.4%, while poor-quality websites account for 21%
[11].

In China, specialized fake news debunking entities include Xinhua News Agency,
The Paper, and other professional news institutions, as well as relevant govern-
ment departments for authoritative investigation and release. A small portion
of news relies on netizens’ questioning and spontaneous investigation, repre-
senting a top-down governance approach. Social media platforms, self-media
accounts, and commercial media are increasingly st A\ in fake news production
and creation. These links, through search engines, generate information flow
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driven by click volume [12]. Relying solely on media organizations and govern-
ment departments is far from sufficient; search engines should ¥ become an
important force in fake news governance.

The key difficulty in combating fake news lies in the conflict between platform
business models and fake news governance. The advertising business model
essentially extends user time on platforms and encourages user engagement by
stimulating attractive content, catering to user preferences. In other words, plat-
forms send targeted advertisements or false information to different users based
on algorithmic logic, triggering clicks to generate revenue, and the proliferation
of fake news stems precisely from platforms’ “click economy.” Low-quality fake
news content can bring false prosperity to platforms in a short time, making
it difficult to replace. Foreign search engines’ measures to “hinder fake news
economic incentives” by prohibiting fake news websites from using advertising
services and canceling false accounts also have problems. On one hand, they
sacrifice platform economics; on the other hand, virtual websites can return to
platforms under new guises, and the powerful industrial chains behind them
place fake news in a governance EiE of “growing back after being cut.” In the
long term, gaining audience trust is the path to development for online platform
companies; the key to continuously attracting audience attention lies in mutual
trust rather than eye-catching information [13]. Chinese search engines need
to optimize algorithmic ranking technology, intensify fact-checking, collaborate
with media to establish fact-checking mechanisms, and build a healthy online
environment for the public. Quality journalism can bring high-quality services
to search engine users. Search engines joining fake news governance to reduce
fake news spread is essential for rebuilding social trust.
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