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More moderation, more problems? 

A qualitative study on the perceptions of Bulgarian users surrounding the debate of 

content moderation and increasing regulation on social media. 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

 Content moderation has for years been a contentious topic of discussion within academia 

and the public policy realm. The spread of information, misinformation, disinformation or the so-

called ‘fake news’ especially during the Covid pandemic has been facilitated by the means of 

social media platforms, and this has brought the issue of moderation even further into the spotlight. 

Misleading information regarding public health could lead to devastating consequences, making 

the issue of moderation an essential element for its curbing. From discussions about more 

regulation, to increasing transparency and accountability of platforms, or giving more power and 

responsibility to the users, there have been numerous ideas and proposals to address the issue, all 

receiving their fair share of criticism. This whole debate on how to move forward, should however, 

take into account the opinions and perceptions of the ‘ordinary users’ of social media platforms, 

and research on those, especially outside of the United States is still scarce. Cultural norms, 

political contexts, historical backgrounds, or different legislations all have an impact on how 

content moderation practices should be addressed and how users would perceive them, so further 

research is necessary into how those conditions should be accounted for. Therefore, this research 

aims to answer the question: How do users in Bulgaria perceive content moderation on social 

media in light of widespread misinformation about Covid vaccines? 

 

 The results mostly go in line with what has been suggested by previous studies, in terms of 

the importance of increasing transparency in content moderation practices, reluctance towards the 

motivations of platforms for doing content moderation and skepticism towards more regulation 

from the government. Furthermore, this study shows that users understand the complexity of the 

issue and admit that they should also be placed with some responsibility regarding online content.  

 

Keywords: Social Media, Content Moderation, Regulation, Online Expression, Online 

Interactions, User perspective 
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1. Introduction 

 

Social media platforms have become an immense part of our everyday lives, and as such 

have also played a pivotal part in shaping public discourse. They are often praised for being the 

podium of free speech by allowing people to voice their opinions, by creating a space for active 

public debate and easy access to all kinds of information (Leerssen, 2015). This, however, has 

created an ecosystem of information, that is populated by all sorts of opinions and false or simply 

misleading information. As our age is marked by the abundance of freely available content online, 

there is the issue of the accuracy of the information and of people forming harmful or wrong 

beliefs, due to misleading information (Stewart, 2021). The Covid-19 pandemic has brought the 

discussion on this issue even further, by underlining how disinformation shared on social media 

can represent a risk for public health (Common and Nielsen, 2021). The increasing mistrust in 

traditional media has created a suitable environment for the spread of ambiguous information or 

deliberate disinformation regarding public health on social networks, leading to widespread 

pandemic misinformation (Gollust et al., 2020). Platforms have been externally pressured to take 

the practice into their own hands and have established content moderation practices. This model, 

however, establishes them as the new governors and the judges of freedom of expression and 

content that can be shared online (Klonick, 2018). Following this, there has been a push for further 

regulation on social media platforms, which in itself has sparked a critique that further government 

regulation would lead to limitation of public expression and could serve as cover for governments 

to monitor their constituents (Satariano, 2019). Thus, as platforms have grown in size and 

importance, so has the problem of moderating them, and the consequences of information shared 

on these platforms extend way beyond the platforms themselves (Gillespie, 2020). Increasing 

moderation has also brought up accusations of censorship (Stewart, 2021) and the debate about 

freedom of speech and what can be said online. Moreover, another problem surrounding content 

moderation is how the decision is made as to what content should be flagged as 'false', and if it is 

possible to make the decision in an unbiased manner (Stewart, 2021). Also, while much of the 

discourse around platform regulation revolves around political actors and platforms themselves, 

there is little attention to how people perceive further regulation of and by platforms (Riedl et al., 

2021). This paper will therefore aim to discover the perspectives of Bulgarian users regarding 
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content moderation, in order to uncover existing patterns of thought and give insight for future 

discussions on the topic of content moderation.  

1.1. Social and scientific relevance 

 

 The study of content moderation is essential for policy formulation and regulation, and 

scholars have the unique position to contribute to the debate (Gillespie et al., 2020). The focus on 

content moderation has brought out many aspects and perceived issues - the possible biases of 

social media platforms (Allen & VandeHei, 2019), and the role they have played in the information 

sharing regarding important events, such as elections (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017), and more 

recently, the Covid pandemic. This has in turn demonstrated the complicated relationship between 

platforms and society (Riedl et al., 2021). Ongoing debates and discussions on the topic are 

numerous, however they often fail to take into account what users of those platforms think (Riedl 

et al., 2021). Despite the vast scholarly research on the topic, there is still the need to expand the 

scope and range of research in order to receive more valuable insights (Gillespie et al., 2020). Also, 

understanding how different social dynamics, political backgrounds and values might influence 

the desire or skepticism towards certain policies and perceptions of content moderation, is essential 

for making informed decisions (Wihbey et al., 2022). Therefore, this study will contribute to 

existing research by showcasing the user perspective in a country with a very specific political 

background, social context and linguistic barrier. The results could then serve as the basis for future 

research in different societies, in order to assess the impact of those underlying circumstances.  

 

 Furthermore, there is existing research on how misinformation on social media impacts 

people in the political context (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017), but understanding the scope of 

misinformation and people’s perceptions during a public health crisis is crucial, as people need to 

have access to reliable information in order make well-informed decisions (Kim & Tandoc, 2022). 

Therefore, this research will contribute, not only to the general debate regarding content 

moderation, but also more precisely with regards to the Covid-19 pandemic, and shed a light on 

how people perceived the information they found online and whether they found that it influenced 

overall outcomes.  



 6 

1.2. Research focus 

 

Given the aspects mentioned above, this study will focus on uncovering perceptions, 

understandings, and opinions of users towards content moderation on social media. The aim of the 

research will be to contribute to the discourse on content moderation, by adding the aspect of the 

user perspective. This will be done by using semi-structured in-depth interviews with active social 

media users, with a focus on Facebook users. The focus will be on users from Bulgaria and the 

discussion of content moderation will be in light of information shared online during the Covid-

19 pandemic and regarding Covid vaccines. The topic guide for the interview will be focused on 

a particular issue, as this could uncover participants opinions regarding the topic by using a real 

situation, instead of hypothetical scenarios, and would help them to better understand the aspects 

of content moderation, in case they are not very aware of the general practice. The debate about 

information regarding Covid vaccines shared on social media and the focus on public perceptions 

in Bulgaria has been chosen for two main reasons. First, Bulgaria has the lowest vaccination rates 

in the EU (ECDC, 2022), which is largely attributed to misdisinformation spread on social media, 

and lack of trust in government and even medical staff (Kantchev, 2021). Furthermore, as 

vaccination has become a highly polarizing topic, tensions in Bulgaria have increased, leading to 

anti-vaccine protestors trying to storm the Bulgarian parliament building, urged by the nationalist 

party “Vazrazhdane”, which currently holds 13 seats in parliament (Tsolova, 2022). Second, 

Bulgaria is rated with the highest perceived corruption levels among all European Union countries 

(Transparency International, 2021). Because of this, trust in the government is very low, with only 

around 30% of the population expressing trust in the national government (Eurofound, 2018). 

Given the significance of these aspects, Bulgaria would be a suitable example, as it would allow 

to explore the perceptions of users in a place where information shared on social media played a 

significant role in shaping public opinion regarding a worldwide phenomenon. By doing this and 

using this particular scenario, we can understand how users take in the information they read on 

social media, how they feel about content moderation, whether they think curbing the spread of 

misinformation shared on social media is the responsibility of the platforms, and how they perceive 

their freedom of expression in the online world. Since users themselves are the ones ultimately 

impacted by social media content, how it is moderated and by further regulation on platforms, it 

is important to gain their perspectives, as this can discover new perspectives and help guide future 
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discussions on the topic of content moderation. The research question is consequently formulated 

as follows: How do users in Bulgaria perceive content moderation on social media in light of 

widespread misinformation about Covid vaccines? 

 

In order to address this research question, the questions asked in the interviews will revolve 

around different aspects of content moderation, how users would feel by increased government 

regulation and who in their opinion should be responsible for content shared online. Furthermore, 

their own experiences with content removal or restrictions will be discussed in light of the idea of 

freedom of expression online. Lastly, participants will be asked about their personal stance 

regarding Covid vaccines in order to assess whether people with fundamentally different views 

have different sentiments on the topic and to assess whether people with different opinions had 

different experiences with the content they viewed and shared.  

 

The next chapter will serve as a theoretical framework and will summarize and analyze 

previous literature and research on the topic, as well as outline and try to explain the main concepts 

and phenomena surrounding content moderation, that are relevant for the research at hand. 

Following that, there would be a chapter describing in detail the methodology of this study, the 

sampling criteria and the analysis of the results. The following chapter will present and discuss the 

results derived from the in-depth interviews with active social media users and the paper will close 

up with concluding remarks, reflections and limitations of the research process and the implication 

of its findings for future research. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

This chapter of the paper will outline in detail all the related concepts, by analyzing and 

discussing the existing relevant literature on the topic. It will further present a framework for the 

theoretical aspects of this study, emphasizing the fundamental topics in the sphere of content 

moderation on social media platforms. It will explore the nature of content moderation and will 

try to define the scope of its activities. It will also present the different 'labels' for misleading 

information, define and interpret the ambiguity of terms such as misinformation, disinformation 

and fake news. The different understandings and schools of thought when it comes to freedom of 

speech and freedom of expression will be explored and previous research on user perceptions of 

content moderation will be presented. Lastly, it will outline the situation in Bulgaria regarding 

vaccine hesitancy.  

2.1. Content moderation 

 

Social media platforms have contributed tremendously to the widespread sharing of 

information in a much faster and easier manner than ever before, leading to broad connectivity 

among people and new social dynamics. However, researchers have also brought up the risks and 

complexities associated with the characteristics of these new platforms, such as the balancing of 

rights, interests, privacy and honor (Hartmann, 2020). This research will look at social media 

platforms through the definition by Flew et al. (2019), where they are regarded as 'platforms as 

integrated software systems, providing the infrastructure, business models and cultural conditions 

for social networking and publishing, by organizing economic actors to create scalable, re-

configurable, multi-sided information and communications markets.' 

 

As outlined in the introduction, the relationship between platforms and society has become 

highly complicated as is shown by the debate around platform regulation, the possible biases of 

social networks and their role in major social events such as elections, and more recently - in the 

supply of information around the Covid pandemic (Riedl et al., 2021). Nowadays, social media 

platforms have millions of users and given that rapid increase in numbers, platforms have had to 

discover ways in which to go through, process, examine and curate the large-scale content 
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produced by their users (Jhaver et al., 2019). Currently, platforms cannot be regarded as a mere 

mediator of public discourse because they also constitute it (Baym & Boyd, 2012). Those factors 

have consequently led to the recognition that social media platforms provide a podium for public 

expression, and knowledge and information sharing, and this should include what behavior is 

prohibited and how this prohibition would be enforced (Balkin, 2017). This in turn has led to the 

development of complex and multi-layered content moderation systems that incorporate 

computational mechanisms, interfaces, and communication practices and most importantly, rules 

and guidance mechanisms (Myers West, 2018). Despite this, the pressure by governments, 

regulators, and users on digital platforms to regulate the information shared on their platform has 

been increasing. Many, however, are critical of the risk associated with the growing power of 

governments and platforms in being the deciding force of what information is misleading, false or 

harmful (Zeng & Kaye, 2022). Some of the concerns related to the goals of the European 

Commission and governments for more regulation on content could fall somewhere in between 

"proxy governance" and the coercion of private companies by states for the limitation of content, 

which the government itself cannot lawfully 'censor' (Wehba, 2019), which has happened in a few 

authoritarian countries. Due to the complexity of the issue, it is still unclear on how authorities can 

increase the oversight of those platforms, and 'perfect enforcement' is a very ambiguous goal 

(Renard, 2020). 

 

 Content moderation is a very complex phenomenon, entailing social, legal and regulatory 

aspects, and is defined as the process through which platforms decide and filter the appropriateness 

of the content shared and the exchanged information according to cultural understandings, legal 

norms and policy requirements (Witt et al., 2019). Also, content moderation is how platforms 

shape user participation into a deliverable experience (Gillespie, 2018). Despite its relatively 

simple definition, content moderation is still a very complex process, raising lots of questions. It 

is an expensive and intensive approach, requiring the delicate and often flawed decision between 

what is acceptable and what is not, consideration of different cultural norms, languages, and 

interpretations, and this makes the standards for content moderation very unclear (Gillepsie, 2018). 

Consequently, academia has produced an extensive amount of research related to the convoluted 

systems of content regulation and all the social, regulatory, and political matters that surround it 

(Bucher, 2012; Gillespie et al., 2020; Helberger, 2020; Suzor et al., 2019). As nowadays the 
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quantity of online content is enormous, the consequences of harmful or misleading content shared 

online extends way beyond the platform it appears on and criticism of the failure of how it is being 

handled has grown, fueled by Myanmar, revenge porn, the 2016 US Presidential elections, 

Christchurch (Gillespie, 2020), and more recently, by the Covid-19 pandemic. While the screening 

of the content can occur prior to it being posted on the platform's page, most commonly content 

moderation occurs after the post has made its way on the platform and is flagged for review by 

other users who find that it could be harmful and offensive, or that it contradicts platform 

guidelines (Roberts, 2016). And while some of the filtering could be done through machine 

learning and automation, the ultimate decision is a vastly complex process, which is beyond the 

capabilities of softwares alone and requires the human 'factor'. Thus, content moderation still 

requires a degree of human intervention (Roberts, 2016). Despite the dreams and promises of the 

CEOs of these platforms for fully automated and AI led content screening that could alleviate the 

work of human workers and could solve the complexity of the issue and remove harmful content 

before it ever being seen, in March and April 2020, when many of the platforms shifted to almost 

entirely automated operations due to the offset of the pandemic, there was an uptick in errors made 

during the screening of contents (Magalhaes & Katzenbach, 2020). A statement by Twitter pointed 

out the issue, referring to it as the lack of context that a human brings that results in mistakes 

(Gadde & Derella, 2020). As already mentioned, there are a number of challenges with content 

moderation that also translate to automated content moderation. Different ways of expression 

could lead to very high ambiguity regarding a piece of content, the consideration of context could 

change the meaning within a post, or the potential bias of the moderator could impact what is 

considered as appropriate. AI curated content conforms to the same issues, along with a few 

additional technological challenges (Llansò et al., 2020). Language also presents another barrier 

to the practices of content moderation and more precisely to automated content moderation. First 

of all, most of the currently approved language processing tools are only effective for texts in 

English or other 'high-resource' languages, such as French, Spanish, German or Chinese (Duarte 

et al., 2017). While the majority of social media users are non-English speakers, machine learning 

language tools tend to have low accuracy for languages that are not 'popular' on the internet, 

leading to fewer examples of these languages for the models to learn from, which could in turn 

lead to bias and disproportionate outcomes (Mina, 2015), and algorithms might amplify existing 

biases within languages, when excluding the human factor (Duarte et al., 2017). Furthermore, 
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machine learning cannot make sense of context, doesn't have empathy and cannot grasp humor, 

sarcasm or irony, and can only mirror decisions that have already been made, by only adapting 

gradually (Ruckenstein & Turunen, 2019). Human moderators on the other hand can adapt quickly, 

can react to changes in context and linguistic expressions, and learn (Ruckenstein & Turunen, 

2019). Some critics even argue that in most instances content moderation should not be an 

automated task as it depends on the circumstances of the context and rule of law, and automated 

systems decrease the transparency and accountability in the decision-making process (Renard, 

2020). These factors impede even further the progress in content moderation and present additional 

challenges for the improvement of content moderation practices.  

 

For all the reasons stated above, the discussion of content moderation is a cross-disciplinary 

work, since it involves legal, political, economic, social and communication issues (Gillespie et 

al., 2020). Additional research on the user's knowledge of content moderation practices of 

platforms shows that knowledge is often unauthoritative and is a result of 'gossip' between online 

members and communities (Bishop, 2019). For example, the practice of 'shadow banning', which 

is when a platform makes a users' content less visible, without notifying them, is nearly always 

denied by the companies. However, users and creators often dispute that, and claim otherwise, 

which is a proof of the asymmetry in information between platforms and users (Cotter, 2021). In 

turn, Bucher (2016) emphasizes the importance of understanding how users perceive these 

platforms, as that would help understand what expectations they might have towards decision 

making algorithms, which can in turn shape the algorithms themselves. Riedl et al. (2021) add that 

while much of the discourse around platform regulation revolves around political actors and 

platforms themselves, there is little attention to how people perceive further regulation of and by 

platforms. Given this, in the next sections of this study a light will be shed into the discourse about 

people's perceptions of content moderation and give insights for future research on the topic.  

2.2 Information, misinformation, disinformation, fake news  

 

 In order to understand the severity of and address properly the threat posed by the quality 

of information, it is important to develop techniques that help identify misleading information and 

that help its spread. In order to do that, however, a good understanding of the scope of 



 12 

disinformation is needed, along with distinguishing it from other types of wrongful information 

(Fallis, 2015). Harmful content and information include all different sorts of speech - 

misinformation, disinformation, malinformation, fake news, hate speech, illegal activities and so 

on. For the purposes of this paper, only the terms related to misleading information will be looked 

at, as they are the most relevant to this study and the situation with the pandemic.  

 

Furthermore, in this paper misinformation will be used as an umbrella term for all sorts of 

misleading or false information. However, for a more detailed and precise definition, it is important 

to distinguish between what information, and misinformation, disinformation and fake news are. 

The spread of wrongful information is not anything new, however new technologies have 

facilitated the creation and dissemination of incorrect and misleading information (Hancock, 

2007). There isn't one straightforward way to define what constitutes misleading information 

versus the notion of information itself. What is inherently true can vary depending on what theory 

lies underneath and within philosophy there are debates as to whether information actually requires 

truth to be information (Søe, 2019). 

 

Floridi can be regarded as the philosopher of information in the world, and he is the one 

that established it as a subdiscipline of philosophy, with the main task of defining what information 

actually is (Fallis, 2011). Floridi (2011) defines information as "well-formed, meaningful and 

truthful data". This definition, and more precisely the element of 'truth, has caused debates in the 

academic community and among philosophers'. Some philosophers agree with the notion that 

'false' cannot be an element of information and go even further to claim that misinformation or 

disinformation should not be looked at as varieties of information (Dretske, 1983; Grice, 1989), 

while others believe that any meaningful data counts as information (Scarantino and Piccinini, 

2010; Fetzer, 2004a), since at the moment of its reception from an information source, an 

individual has solely received information, without yet knowing if it is true or false (Fallis, 2011). 

Therefore, it can be argued that truth and falsity are not the distinguishing factors between 

information and mis- or disinformation, but it is rather misleadingness and non-misleadingness, 

and intentionality (Søe, 2019).  

 



 13 

Based on these philosophical ideas, previous research has proposed frameworks in which 

differentiation is made on the basis of the truthfulness of the content shared and whether the person 

who shared it had malicious intentions with it or not, and if they were even aware of it being 

misleading (Wardle & Dershkan, 2017). Furthermore, whether something is malicious is often a 

matter of perspective, which makes it difficult to determine and challenging to assess. These 

criteria are the main differentiating factor between misinformation, disinformation, 

malinformation or fake news.  

 

 Misinformation should be looked at as "information that is false, but not created 

deliberately with the intention of causing harm" (Wardle & Dershkan, 2017; Floridi, 2005). This 

entails that those who share misinformation are usually not aware of the untrue essence of the 

information and are usually driven to share it rather because of social incentives, or because it 

corresponds with and reinforces their current beliefs (Wardle, 2019).  

 

 Disinformation, on the other hand, is information or semantic content that is intentionally 

misleading and is deliberately created to harm a person or a certain group (Wardle & Dershkan, 

2017; Fetzer, 2004b; Jackson & Jamieson, 2007; Floridi, 2005). In other words, the main 

difference between misinformation and disinformation, is that with disinformation, the source is 

aware of the falsity of the information. Some researchers have argued, however, that a more narrow 

definition and further distinguishing factors for disinformation are needed, since even if some 

content would lead people to inaccurate beliefs, it doesn't necessarily mean that it is dangerous 

(Fallis, 2011).  

 

 Fake news, on the other hand, presents the biggest challenge and ambiguity when it comes 

to finding a definition. While the application and explanation of the term is problematic, it is often 

used to frame the larger issues in the social media ecosystem (Albright, 2017). The term 'fake 

news' gained popularity since Britain's referendum on EU membership and gained substantial 

traction with the 2016 US Presidential election and the Donald Trump presidency (Tarran, 2017). 

Fake news can be defined as ‘made-up stuff, masterfully manipulated to look like credible 

journalistic reports, that are easily spread online to large audiences willing to believe the fictions, 

and willing to spread the word (Holan, 2016). However, there is no common understanding or 
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definition of the meaning of fake news within academia, and researchers have diverging opinions 

regarding how and if the term should be used. Burger et al. (2019) for example, refrain from using 

the term 'fake news' at all due to the imprecise definitions and connotations related to it, such as 

deceitful, slanted or false, and resort to the term 'junk news' instead. Nielsen & Graves (2019) on 

the other hand conducted a study on audience perspectives on 'fake news' and found that when 

asked about 'fake news', people identify poor journalism, propaganda or various advertising, 

instead of false information masqueraded as the truth or as a news report. Furthermore, people 

view 'fake news' as a politicized buzzword, that politicians use to criticize news media and social 

media platforms, and the distinction between 'fake news' and 'real news' is seen as a matter of 

degree, rather than a definite distinction (Nielsen & Graves, 2019). In line with that, Talisse (2018) 

argues that 'fake news' is a highly politically charged term and as such people from different 

political ideologies will disagree on what sources count as 'fake news'. Also, Benkler et al. (2017) 

point out that 'fake news' could constitute true or partly true information, relied in a way that creates 

an ultimately misleading message. Fallis and Mathiesen (2019) analyze various definitions of the 

term and suggest that the most precise definition of 'fake news' would be 'counterfeit news', which 

is a false story that is presented as genuine news, with the intention to deceive and mislead. They 

describe genuine news as those that have gone through the standard modern journalistic process 

with reporters, editors and rigorous fact checking. Some academics have gone as far as suggesting 

the discontinuation of the use of the concept of fake news (Habgood-Coote, 2019). Egelhofer and 

Lecheler (2019) however state that abandoning the term is just not feasible and suggest classifying 

it as a two-dimensional phenomenon. The first dimension would constitute the deliberate creation 

of pseudo-journalistic disinformation, while the second dimension entails the instrumentalization 

of the term with the aim to delegitimize traditional media (Egelhofer and Lecheler, 2019). These 

diverse definitions within academia, and the politicized meaning across public discourse, 

demonstrate the ambiguity of the concept. As such, there is no single way to define fake news and 

distinguishing it from other types of misleading information is not a clear process.  

 

 Again, to avoid confusion and misunderstandings, in this paper 'misinformation' will be 

used as an umbrella term for all types of misleading information. In any case, no matter if deception 

results from a mistake, negligence, or is an intentional act, the spread of false information could 

be harmful to people (Fallis, 2015). Therefore, apart from the importance of distinguishing 
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between the different types of false information, researchers, politicians and policy advisors are 

also looking into ways to curb its spread, now more than ever, with the fast-spreading means 

created by the Internet and social media platforms.  

2.3. Freedom of expression in the online world 

 

 Another topic that emerges from the debate on content moderation and how to curb the 

spread of misinformation, is the one of freedom of expression. It is important to first note that 

social media platforms are owned by private tech companies and as such they are guided primarily 

by economic considerations such as profits, managerial interests, good company image and 

generating engagement. Private interests are usually commercial and not necessarily aligned with 

government interests such as the protection of freedom of speech and the curbing of hate speech 

or wrongful information (Irving, 2019). Despite that, however, social media platforms have led to 

tremendous transformations not only in the way people communicate, but also on how businesses 

go about their marketing initiatives, how goods and services are sold or on the political activism 

spectrum as well, since social media platforms have become a tool for political campaigns, 

organization of protests and expression of political affiliation (Jackson, 2014). Even though social 

media companies are privately owned, a lot of politicians have started engaging with their 

constituents through these platforms, which redefines the participation principle of representative 

democracy (Nunziato, 2018). Given this, social media platforms have begun to resemble public 

forums, essentially providing space for free expression and the discussion of important social and 

political events (Jackson, 2014). This status of social media platforms has not only been 

emphasized by academics, politicians and policy activists, but also by prominent figures. In March 

2022, Elon Musk, who is now also the owner of Twitter, posted a tweet in which he describes 

Twitter as the de facto public town square, and claims that by failing to adhere to free speech 

principles, it fundamentally undermines democracy (Musk, 2022). Similar to this, many questions 

have arisen as to how the freedom of speech principles apply to these 'private forums' and how 

should they be followed in order to not interfere with one of our basic human rights (Leetaru, 

2017). Furthermore, the debate about content moderation has in its core the question of how to 

create content moderation practices that do respect freedom of expression and do not end up 

censoring unpopular views and opinions, since if social media companies are to be considered 
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public forums, then the right of freedom of speech applies to their practices (Nunziato, 2018). In 

any case, even though in many instances social media platforms could be regarded as public 

spaces, there should be further clarification if that should apply to all of their communication 

practices. (Bittencourt, 2020). This leads to another discussion, concerning the fact that if social 

media platforms have to indeed protect freedom of speech and expression, then what is the proper 

limit of hate speech, and if any hate speech should even be allowed on the platforms (Bittencourt, 

2020). Also, who has the responsibility to regulate and determine what actually is harmful content? 

Last but not least, this discussion has to presume the fact that different countries have different 

laws and different 'levels' of what speech and expression is protected under law, and what speech 

would be illegal.  

 

 Freedom of speech is a fundamental human right, which has gained even more significance 

with its entanglement with democracy (Nieuwenhuis, 2000). Article 19 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human rights gives a universal definition of freedom of expression, which is 

formulated as follows 'Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right 

includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information 

and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers'. However, despite this general definition, 

there are different approaches towards what it encompasses, depending on the type of democracy. 

For example, in many European countries there is extensive legislation against racist utterances, 

such as inciting hatred, insulting particular groups or denying the Holocaust, and these legislations 

are not according to the law at odds with the fundamental right of freedom of expression 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2000). These provisions, however, would not stand the test of the First Amendment 

in the United States, where the Supreme Court has posed very strict limits on what speech should 

be restricted (Nieuwenhuis, 2000). These different approaches to human rights have given rise to 

problems for human rights groups that operate internationally and have posed challenges ever since 

the creation of the Internet, regarding the different types of content that are deemed acceptable in 

Europe and in the United States (Nieuwenhuis, 2000). This problem has been extended also to 

social media platforms and poses a lack of clarity as to what should be deemed as harmful content 

and how that translates across borders. Following this, some researchers have also stated that it 

could be problematic to delegate complex decisions regarding freedom of expression to private 

companies, because of the lack of clarity and guidance of how the law should be interpreted 
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(Keller, 2018). Social media platforms have already generated different user experiences 

depending on the laws of the specific countries they operate in (Silverman & Singer-Vine, 2018), 

however this is often costly, difficult to manage and leading to discontent among users (Keller, 

2018).  

 

Social media platforms have been pressured externally to censor content in a few 

authoritarian and restrictive regimes (Jackson, 2014). This, however, has not happened solely in 

authoritarian regimes and although not so common in democratic societies, platforms like 

Facebook have provided user information and restricted content under pressure by the government 

in countries like the United States and India (Jackson, 2014). Also, oftentimes, platform-

established content guidelines are stricter than the laws themselves when it comes to what speech 

is deemed tolerable, but the principles under which this is established lack transparency, reason 

giving or review (Wehba, 2019). 

 

Even if the debate about whether social media platforms should follow free speech 

protections is very unclear, many of the big platforms have committed to transparency in their 

content moderation practices, and to adhere to the principles of freedom of speech (Meta, 2022; 

Twitter, 2022). However, despite this, academics have pointed out that after all those platforms 

are private companies, who pursue their own financial interests, and they often face external and 

internal pressures to censor or block particular content or particular users (Jackson, 2014). 

Following this, some researchers have even pointed out that current content moderation practices 

could result in over-removal of content that is not false or misleading, which some argue could 

amount to censorship and the under-removal of actual misinformation (Keller, 2018). With 

growing suspicion about the over-removal of content, even if current practices prove to be very 

effective, the overblocking, censorship and possibly biased decision making regarding what is 

deemed acceptable can represent a risk to human rights (Oliva, 2020).  

2.4. The user perspective of content moderation 

 

 As much of the discussion surrounding content moderation has been on the policy level, 

between policy makers, academics, journalists, and legislators, it is essential to get the user's 
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perspective on the topic. Research in that aspect is still scarce and there is still a need for further 

understanding of how users in different countries perceive content moderation and regulation of 

content moderation in order to bridge the gap between what the user experiences in reality and 

what ideas researchers have. Cook et al. (2021) conducted a large-scale survey of social media 

users on six different social media platforms, where they evaluated users’ social media habits and 

their understanding of current content moderation practices, and what they believe the best 

practices would be when it comes to content moderation. They find that users tend to be more 

knowledgeable of content moderation practices in user-moderated platforms, rather than in the 

ones with employee moderators. Also, they find that users thing none of the strategies that users 

can employ to moderate content themselves (such as reporting and blocking) are very effective, 

and they emphasize that in employee moderated platforms, the platform should take more 

responsibility for moderation, while in user moderated platforms, users should be better educated 

and responsible for the content they share. In any case, they find that despite the emphasized 

importance of transparency, users prefer to leave the responsibility of content moderation to the 

platforms.  

 

 The Cato Institute also conducted a Speech and Social Media National Survey on over 

2,000 American citizens, in which they find that users do not think that platforms are generally 

unbiased and fair with their content moderation practices (Kemp & Ekins, 2021). They find that 

users generally prefer that social media companies give them more control over what they see, and 

want to be part of the decision-making process, rather than platforms solely restricting their access 

to harmful content and misinformation. Also, they find that conservative users tend to have their 

content restricted more often than liberal users do.  

 

 Wihbey et al. (2022) conducted research on public opinion in four different democracies - 

the United States, the United Kingdom, Mexico and South Korea, gathering the perspectives of 

people on issues such as social media regulation, online expression and censorship. The results 

from their study show differences across countries in the extent to which people are supportive of 

freedom of expression or stricter measures for content moderation. These results show the 

importance of underlying global dynamics in the discussion of content moderation, such as trust 

in government and societal values in norms. Furthermore, they demonstrate that different 
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democracies might have different needs when it comes to moderating online content and 

underscore the nuances in which rules have to be applied.  

 

 As the study by Wihbey et al. (2022) demonstrates, there needs to be further research into 

how people from different backgrounds perceive content moderation and what the implications of 

those sentiments are when discussing and drafting further regulations and policies for social media 

platforms. Current studies of the user perspective have focused mainly on the United States, and 

therefore, there is yet to be a more complete account of the viewpoints of users coming from 

different countries. It is also important to study how the underlying societal characteristics might 

have an influence on people’s opinions. This study will build on existing literature, by examining 

the user perspective in a country with some interesting social dynamics - low trust in government 

and institutions, high collective consciousness, and a unique language, which can be a challenge 

for content moderation.  

2.5. Covid misinformation, the anti-vaccine movement, and the case of Bulgaria 

 

 Public health has been a topic giving rise to misinformation and conspiracy theories for 

long before social media. However, social media platforms have expedited the speed with which 

they are shared, and this can be seen by the presence of countless conspiracy theories and hoaxes 

regarding vaccination or cancer treatments for example (Oyeyemi et al., 2014; Drezde et al., 2014). 

Misleading health-related information can have devastating consequences and provides obstacles 

to health officials to properly give health education and services (Rodgers & Massac, 2020). 

Covid-19 was no different, as the focus became not only on containing the spread of the virus, but 

also on the spread of misinformation around it (Kim & Tandoc, 2022). This led the WHO to even 

declare an infodemic, as misinformation regarding the virus, remedies and prevention spread 

online (Thomas, 2020). That was also accompanied by the discourse on rising vaccine hesitancy. 

Previous research has demonstrated that vaccine hesitancy has been following a slow evolution 

and has existed long before the Covid pandemic (Jones & McDermott, 2022). The infamous 1998 

publication by Andrew Wakefield, where he argued that the MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) 

vaccine could cause autism, could be considered the start of the anti-vaccination movement as we 

know it today and the rise of the internet has played a role in spreading the word around (Hussain 
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et al., 2018). There is no clear definition about what vaccine hesitancy or being anti-vaccine means, 

but generally researchers have defined vaccine hesitancy as a delay in acceptance, reluctance, or 

refusal to vaccinate, despite availability of vaccines (MacDonald et al. 2015). 

 

 As of June 2022, only around 30% of Bulgaria’s population has been vaccinated, the lowest 

in the European Union (ECDC, 2022). There is no single reason to explain that, but it is often 

attributed to a combination of local particularities and global concerns, all revolving around trust 

(Boytchev, 2021). In Bulgaria trust in authorities has been low, as the government was already for 

a long time involved in corruption scandals (Boytchev, 2021). As the pandemic begun, cases in 

Bulgaria were very low compared to the rest of Europe, but the preventive measures taken were 

so strict, including roadblocks, closing of natural parks and permits to travel between provinces, 

that people were generally unconvinced about the danger of the pandemic (Boytchev, 2021). 

Furthermore, many have blamed widespread misinformation on social media as having a direct 

impact on distrust and vaccination outcomes (Kantchev, 2021). It can be argued that 

misinformation, especially regarding health, spreads more easily since people are more likely to 

trust and accept advice from their family and friends or people from their community that they 

trust (Rodgers & Massac, 2020). The Bulgarian society is marked by a very high collective 

consciousness, which combined with low trust in authorities, leads people to be way more trusting 

of information coming from their peers and people inside their communities (Pehlivanova, 2009). 

On top of that, countries in Eastern Europe, given their Socialist past, have been found to be more 

susceptible to the lure of conspiracy theories (Marinov & Popova, 2022). All these factors, amid 

unclear guidance and contradictory advice from authorities, plus general distrust, could be 

considered a contributing factor to vaccine hesitancy in Bulgaria. The challenge of addressing this 

issue is emphasized even further, as vaccination can be a polarizing topic and vaccine hesitant 

people can often form tight communities on social media where any countering information would 

be deemed untrustworthy (Schmidt et al., 2018), and this presents an issue to content moderation. 

Therefore, it is important to study how people with different perceptions regarding vaccines 

perceive the issue of content moderation, in order to make a more informed decision about how 

this topic can be approached. For all the reasons stated above, Bulgarian users with different 

opinions regarding Covid vaccines are a suitable subject of analysis.  
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2.6. Summarizing remarks 

 

 To sum up, the debate surrounding content moderation and how it should be executed is a 

mix of several different factors that lack clarity and are inherently controversial. Platforms are 

private actors and as such can make their own decisions and restrict speech and content differently 

than democratic governments otherwise would (Keller, 2019). However, with the way they are 

shaping communication and public discourse, governments have pushed for further regulation on 

how and on what grounds content should be removed on these platforms and for more guidance 

as to what type of expression is acceptable. Addressing content moderation requires in its core a 

clear definition and understanding of what constitutes misinformation and what constitutes 

subjective opinions, what type of speech is not harmful or misleading to others and whether those 

types of expression go in line with the fundamental rights of freedom of expression. All these 

factors are heavily analyzed by academics, researchers, policy advisors and politicians but there is 

still more progress and work to be done. In addition to the opinions of professionals, however, it 

is also important to understand how users perceive and what their sentiments are towards the way 

content is monitored. For this reason, this paper will aim to give some insight into this aspect, in 

order to provide a basis for future research on users' perceptions.  
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3. Methodology 

 

In order to answer the research question at hand “How do users in Bulgaria perceive 

content moderation on social media in light of widespread misinformation about Covid 

vaccines?”, a deeper understanding of people's perceptions, sentiments and opinions towards 

content moderation is needed. The theoretical framework has already outlined the existing debates 

and problems related to content moderation and discussed and analyzed in detail existing literature 

on the topic, including the diverging concerns and arguments arising from it. As mentioned in the 

introduction and theoretical framework of this paper, previous literature has extensively covered 

the legislative debates, difficulties with navigating different cultures, political regimes and 

understandings of freedom of expression. However, there has been little research into how users 

of these platforms actually perceive these issues and how aware and well-acquainted they are with 

content moderation itself, and how and why it is performed. Furthermore, as the future of content 

moderation, at least in the European Union, is a big topic of discussion in the European 

Commission, it would be important to gain deeper understanding of how the issue is understood 

in one of the smaller and newer member states - Bulgaria, and whether more education regarding 

content shared online and how its legitimacy can be verified could be needed, in order to make 

users more knowledgeable and understanding of what content moderation is and why it is 

necessary. Therefore, this study will contribute to existing literature through a series of in-depth 

interviews that aim to discover recurring patterns in what Bulgarian users' opinions and perceptions 

of content moderation are, if they understand what it is and how it is done, and what their 

sentiments are towards further regulation on the matter. Again, Bulgaria is a suitable example, 

since, as it is a smaller member state, it is often not at the center of the debates surrounding content 

moderation and can present a challenging case given the different language and often particular 

attitudes towards sensitive topics and 'being told what can be said or not'. Furthermore, as the 

Covid pandemic presented new challenges regarding the wave of misinformation on social media, 

and Bulgaria proved to be an interesting case with that, asking questions particularly regarding 

Covid and vaccine information that was shared online will allow this research to discover 

understandings of how people perceive the topic of moderating content shared online, by using a 

recent and existing example instead of subjective scenarios. The aim of this chapter is to provide 
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a comprehensive overview and justification of the methods chosen for this research and to 

elaborate on the sampling process, data collection process and data analysis process.  

3.1. Research methods and design 

 

As mentioned previously, this study will employ qualitative methods, namely in-depth 

interviews. Qualitative methods are used when researchers need information about peoples' 

experiences, attitudes, or opinions about the issue at hand (Hammarberg et al., 2016). As the data 

needed conceptualizes the opinions, perceptions, or emotions of an individual or a group, 

qualitative methods would be of higher relevance than numerical quantitative research 

(Hammarberg et al., 2016). Also, as this study focuses on relevant social affairs and the focus is 

put on gaining in-depth insight of perceptions and understandings of the topic, a quantitative 

method might be too constraining (Brennen, 2017). Going further than that, in-depth interviews 

are typically employed when the researcher seeks more profound and detailed information about 

a person's opinions, understandings or thoughts and strives to uncover new issues and problems 

(Boyce and Neale, 2006). In-depth interviews require interviewing a small number of participants, 

which in this case will be ten, in order to uncover underlying patterns (Boyce and Neale, 2006). 

Moreover, interviews are a suitable method for this research because as the study aims to measure 

the perceptions and sentiments of Bulgarians towards content moderation and further legislation 

and regulation by the government of content related to Covid shared on social media, interviews 

will provide more profound knowledge than for example, surveys. Additionally, interviews will 

be used instead of focus groups, as overall sentiments towards Covid vaccines can be a polarizing 

and sensitive topic, and participants might not feel comfortable or be truthful in discussing a 

sensitive topic in front of others (Boyce and Neale, 2006).  

 

To fully make use of the advantages that in-depth interviews offer, in terms of flexibility 

and gaining profound understanding, using semi-structured interviews was chosen for this 

research. An interview guide was prepared and used in all the interviews, however it was solely 

used as a basis and as a guide for the most relevant concepts and questions that should be covered 

with each participant. The questions were not asked in any exact order and were chosen depending 

on the directionality of the interview. Furthermore, some questions from the topic guide might 
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have been skipped and other ones asked instead, depending on the course of the discussion. This 

allowed for more flexibility and for uncovering new perceptions or topics that were not considered 

by the researcher prior to starting the interview process. Moreover, allowing for flexibility in the 

topic guide ensured the removal of any potential bias and subjective opinions instilled by the 

researcher when constructing the questionnaire. The semi-structured interview method proved to 

provide a far-reaching insight for answering the research question in this study. 

3.2. Sampling criteria 

 

 When conducting in-depth interviews, the first step is to identify what information would 

be required and who is a good source of that information, in order to establish the sampling criteria 

for the participants that would be recruited for the research (Boyce & Neale, 2006). The proposed 

sample for this study is people aged between 18-50, who are active users of Facebook. The research 

will focus on Facebook, as this is the most used social media platform in Bulgaria (Statista, 2021). 

The age group has been chosen as people between 18 -50 years old make up the highest percentage 

of Facebook users in Bulgaria (Statista, 2021). The goal of this study is to reach theoretical 

saturation, which Glaser and Straus (1999) defined as the point when researchers see similar 

instances over and over again and find no additional data for a given category, which allows them 

to develop the characteristics of that category. Therefore, this paper aims to uncover patterns of 

behavior and perceptions, by using a small sample, that can be divided into relevant categories. 

Participants were picked using non-random, purposive sampling. In qualitative research, purposive 

sampling is typically used to identify and select participants that are information rich and very 

knowledgeable about a topic, in order to obtain comprehensive results with limited resources 

(Patton, 2002). In this research, purposive sampling was found to be the most suitable method, as 

it allowed the researcher to handpick participants of all backgrounds, and more precisely both 

people who are pro and people who are against the Covid vaccine. In turn, a total of ten participants 

were recruited, from various Facebook groups, with the criteria that they are active users of the 

platform (this means that they post or comment frequently on other people's posts in the group 

they were found in) and have diverging opinions towards Covid vaccines. This is initially 

established through their public posts and comments on the group they were found on, without 

going through their personal profiles, in order not to invade their privacy and raise ethical concerns. 

A person will be described as vaccine hesitant or against the vaccine using the definition outlined 
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by MacDonald (2015), which goes as follows: Vaccine hesitancy is understood as a delay in 

acceptance, reluctance, or refusal to vaccinate, despite availability of vaccines. Covid vaccines in 

Bulgaria are widely available, therefore a participant will be regarded as being against the Covid 

vaccine, if they answer that they are unvaccinated, and the reason for that is hesitancy or distrust 

in the vaccine. Pro-vaccine participants will be defined as those who have taken the Covid vaccine 

and believe in its effectiveness and trustworthiness. Pro-vaccine people are usually expected to 

believe that anti-vaccine people are generally misinformed, because they derive their information 

from unscientific sources, while anti-vaccine people are expected to express more skepticism and 

believe that pro-vaccine people are deriving their information from biased or manipulated sources 

(Maciuszek et al., 2021). Furthermore, anti-vaccine groups are often associated with orthodox 

religiousness, moral purity concerns, conspiratorial thinking, and hierarchical worldview (Hornsey 

et al., 2018). Also, vaccine hesitancy and rejection has played an important role in the Covid 

pandemic, and it is important to understand the potential underlying role of social media in these 

dynamics. Therefore, it could be assumed that those two groups would have diverging sources of 

information and different opinions towards information found online, and that makes them suitable 

for analysis. Choosing participants with different sentiments towards Covid vaccines is important, 

because it will ensure the inclusion in the sample of people with different opinions, which can in 

turn uncover contrasting attitudes towards content moderation and diverging exposure towards 

misleading information on the platform. The objective of qualitative research and in particular in-

depth interviews is not necessarily to be highly representative and involve a high number of 

participants, but that the sample allows to uncover recurring structures that can then be generalized 

to the rest of the society. Thus, picking people with diverging opinions would allow us to uncover 

more and different pre-existing structures. 

 

The use of the case of both pro-vax people and anti-vax people in Bulgaria, allows to 

comprehend a larger population and shed light on an issue, using smaller units and a specific case 

(Seawright & Gerring, 2008). In this research this is relevant as it would help generate an in-depth 

understanding of a very complex issue in a real-life setting (Crowe et al., 2011). Furthermore, 

particular cases are often used to explain causal links that have resulted from new policy initiatives, 

and it can help shed light as to what course of action should be implemented instead of another 

(Yin, 2009). According to Siggelkow (2007), case studies are useful to demonstrate the occurrence 
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of a phenomena and to identify research gaps or previously unidentified scenarios that can guide 

future research. In this study, the case of pro-vax and anti-vax people in Bulgaria will identify 

possible gaps in the consideration of the perceptions of people with different opinions, on a 

particularly polarizing topic, when implementing regulations on social media on the European 

Union level. The drawback of using specific cases, as would be in this scenario, is that they are 

very specific, and generalization might be misguided. However, it could be used to generate an 

initial hypothesis and uncover a new side of the problem, which can be further tested in future 

research (Abercrombie et al., 1984). 

3.3. Operationalization and data collection 

 

As the researcher lives in the Netherlands and the participants are Bulgarian, most 

interviews were conducted online, using the Zoom service, while three of the interviews were 

conducted in person, since the researcher found participants from the target sample who live in the 

Netherlands. Typically, in-person interviews are considered to be the standard, as they provide a 

comfortable environment, but it has been suggested that they are only marginally superior to video 

interviews (Krouwel et al., 2019). The limitation that was caused by conducting the interviews 

online, was the decreased ability to pick up on non-verbal cues and the lack of personal contact 

and exact face-to-face interaction, which prolongs the building of rapport. As the topics discussed 

are indeed sensitive, ensuring a controlled and safe environment for each participant was of utmost 

importance (Babbie, 2014), so all participants were interviewed in a comfortable environment for 

them, ensuring their privacy and anonymity. Given this aspect, conducting the interviews online 

proved to be a beneficial option, as nearly all participants were doing the interviews from the 

comfort of their own homes, which could be considered the 'safest' environment. Also, by not 

conducting the interviews face-to-face, and by being able to be at home, the participants felt more 

in control of the situation. All participants were presented with and asked to sign an informed 

consent form, including the consent to record the entire interview. Their consent for recording was 

asked once again at the start of the interview. In addition to that, the researcher made sure to make 

the participants feel comfortable and at ease and refrained from expressing her personal opinions 

on the topics discussed, so the participants would feel comfortable to speak freely.  
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The interviews started with ice breaker questions in order to establish rapport and make the 

participants at ease. Then, there was a short conversation in which the goals of the research were 

explained, participants were reminded of the informed consent they signed, were again ensured 

about the privacy and anonymity of their responses and that they would only be used for the 

research at hand and were again asked for their consent to record the interview. All participants 

were also given the option to receive the conclusions and results from the study, once it was 

completed.  

 

The ten interviews lasted anywhere between 40 and 60 minutes, not counting the time the 

researcher and participant spent talking before and after the interview itself. Some questions from 

the topic guide were used in all the interviews. For example, the questions regarding how much 

the participant knew about content moderation, how they thought it was currently executed, their 

opinion about more government regulation given the amount of misleading information that was 

shared about Covid on social media platforms and of course their stance towards Covid vaccines, 

were essential for the research question at hand and thus were included in each interview. 

Following the semi-structured approach, the rest of the interviews were adjusted depending on the 

course of the discussion and depending on how knowledgeable and opinionated the participant 

was on the topic of content moderation. For instance, people who had more profound familiarity 

on how and why content moderation is executed and on the whole debate surrounding this issue, 

were asked more detailed questions about different aspects of content moderation. Participants 

who appeared to have less awareness of the issue were given some explanation as to what the 

debate is and were asked more general questions, such as their opinions on who should be 

responsible for it and what would be their preferred way of it being approached.  

 

The recordings of the interviews were initially transcribed using a transcription software 

called Otter.ai, for the interviews conducted in person, or the Zoom transcription feature, for the 

interviews conducted online and were then checked by the researcher for any gaps and 

inconsistencies, which were then corrected. The interviews were all conducted in English, to 

ensure that there were no inconsistencies or misunderstandings due to the need for translation and 

as all of the participants indicated they were comfortable with doing the interviews in English. For 

this reason, there was no need for translation of the interviews, prior to the transcription.  
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3.4. Analysis of results 

 

The data collected was consequently analyzed using an inductive approach, which 

establishes a framework and categories based on evidence in the collected data (Thomas, 2006). 

Inductive analysis creates categories from the material itself, and not from an established 

theoretical framework, which is suitable for interviews, as not all the material in an interview was 

regarded for analysis (such as off-topic or ice-breaker conversations) (Mayring, 2014). Results and 

conclusions were drawn based on the categories and frequencies of occurrence of each category. 

In particular the data was analyzed using the grounded theory approach, in which understanding 

is drawn based on the data collected and not on existing theoretical models to explain the results 

(Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The thematic analysis was done following the six steps of thematic 

analysis described by Braun & Clark (2006).  

 

In order to do this, all the transcripts were put into ATLAS.ti, which is a qualitative data 

analysis tool that helps to analyze unstructured data and provides tools to code findings in the 

initial data material (Silver & Lewins, 2014).  The initial coding was done by selecting all the 

relevant parts of the data (excluding general, icebreaker questions). After that all the codes were 

assigned to the potential main categories and themes that were formed based on the theoretical 

framework and on the overall topics that emerged from the interviews. Those themes were 

subsequently re-checked with the contents of the interviews and finally, all the categories and 

themes were assigned with relevant names. The results chapter will outline the main themes that 

emerged from the analysis and will explain in detail what the perceptions of Bulgarian users 

regarding content moderation on social media were.  
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4. Results 

 

As explained in the methodology chapter, this study employed semi-structured interviews 

with users of social media platforms in order to identify their perceptions of content moderation. 

This chapter will outline and analyze in detail the results from this research, by grounding them in 

the concepts and academic literature discussed in the theoretical section. After the coding and 

thematic analysis, there are 4 main categories that emerge that describe the perceptions of users 

and can be used to answer the research question “How do users in Bulgaria perceive content 

moderation on social media in light of widespread misinformation about Covid vaccines?”. Those 

key categories and their related themes will be thoroughly discussed in this chapter using the data 

produced from the interviews, grounded in the concepts discussed in the theoretical framework. 

4.1. Research findings  

 

The following table outlines the main categories and themes identified after the open, 

selective and axial coding of the thematic analysis, which was done as described by Braun and 

Clarke (2006). The first category revolves around users' perceptions of who and to what extent 

should be responsible for content moderation and how much should different actors be involved 

in the process. The second category relates to how the participants perceive freedom of expression 

online, regarding not only their own, but also other people’s opinions, and what type of content in 

their point of view should be moderated on social media platforms. Lastly, the third category 

relates to the social implications that content moderation has. This category involves both the 

impact of different types of content, but also the reasons and benefits different actors might have 

for and from content moderation. This part also touches upon the topic of increasing transparency 

in content moderation practices.  
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Table 1: Main categories and themes 

Category Main themes 

Content moderation in practice The role of government 

Platform liability 

The role of the user 

Transparency in content moderation 

Opinions and online expression Presence of opinions and discussions  

Sentiments towards online expression 

Opinions vs (mis)information 

Social implications of content moderation The bias in moderation 

Platform vs user interest 

Freedom of expression online 

Impact of online information  

 

4.2. Content moderation in practice 

 

 The first category in the results from this research uncovers who users believe should take 

the responsibility for content moderation. Interestingly, all of the interviewees had similar 

perceptions of who should be responsible for content moderation. All of them mention the need 

for government guidelines and regulation on online content but emphasize their skepticism 

towards too much government involvement in the process. Similarly, they show distrust towards 

letting the platforms make the decision about what can be said and what cannot, but at the same 

time point out the complexity of the issue and indicate that social media platforms should not be 

judged too hard on how they manage this task. Given this, they also place some responsibility on 

the users to be more mindful of the things they see online.  
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 All users interviewed indicated that responsibility lies somewhere in the middle between 

government, platforms, users, and a potential independent party. The prevailing sentiment towards 

government involvement and further regulation of social media was that of skepticism, especially 

because of the threat of censorship and the danger it could pose to the free flow of opinions. 

 

I do feel like every time the government gets too involved, that could lead to 

censorship, it could lead to loss of freedom of speech, loss of democracy. And I 

mean, the internet and social media in particular, they've always been branded as 

these democratic places where everyone can get their opinion. So no, I don't think 

that ultimately the government should be involved to that extent, I don't know to 

what extent I want the government to be involved. (Natalia, May 2022) 

 

 Natalia was not alone in this sentiment as nearly all participants expressed similar concerns, 

as to the further involvement of the government in content moderation practices. Most participants 

indicated that in their opinion the political realm and social media companies are already very 

intertwined, which makes platforms more leaning in one political direction rather than the other. 

By increasing the regulation of platforms, participants fear that information online will be skewed 

towards what the government is promoting or pushing for and would limit the freedom of 

expression and free flow of information. This goes in line with what some critics, both academic 

and political actors, have pointed out, in terms of increased government insight on moderation 

practices (see Hicks, 2021; Wehba, 2018). This has already happened in some countries with 

authoritarian regimes, such as China and Iran, where governments place very tight restrictions or 

even block some platforms from use in the countries (Jackson, 2018). With increasing external 

pressures for regulation, however, users have expressed their concerns with reverting to a society 

whose expression is limited and guided by the government.  

 

During Soviet times, during the Iron Curtain the government controlled everything 

we said and what we did, and I don't believe they should be messing up with my 

time and what I say. (Eduard, May 2022) 
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 In a country like Bulgaria, these sentiments are probably strengthened by memories of an 

authoritarian past and further emphasized by lack of trust in the government. This was 

demonstrated by some statements such as:  

 

…I have what I would describe as a healthy level of distrust that any government. 

(Kaloyan, May 2022) 

  

 Thus, as discussed in existing literature and as has been demonstrated by the data from the 

interviews, increasing government involvement in content moderation definitely comes with a 

concern about how much the government will be involved in the process and about the potential 

censorship of opinions that challenge the status quo. This effect could potentially differ across 

countries, since different socio-political circumstances can influence sentiments towards online 

content (Wihbey et al., 2022).  

 

 Despite this skepticism, participants also highlight the need for overall guidance and a 

general regulatory framework established by governments. All interviewees pointed out that they 

believe that the government should help with establishing overall rules for platforms as to what 

content should be removed, and ensure the follow through of the process, but they should not go 

beyond that and monitor content themselves or have a say in individual cases.   

 

Probably some government regulation could be in some cases, good, but only in 

terms of the structure of how things should run. So, if the government can impose 

some sort of regulation, saying: you must have this third-party moderator and you 

must, you know, leave, let them assess completely your content and your 

information provided on the platform, but not in terms of the government actually 

having any say in individual cases. Because at the end of the day, media is the one 

way to challenge the government as an individual. (Lora, May 2022) 

 

What Lora has indicated is that the government should solely provide the structure for how 

things run, and someone else needs to be responsible for the actual assessment. Similarly, another 

interviewee, Martin, mentioned that the government should establish the minimum criteria for 



 33 

what cannot be said online, but as long as that is met, people should be free from interference in 

expressing their opinions online, and that the actual moderation should be done by algorithms. 

These results underline the complexity of the situation and go in line with the growing literature 

on how platforms exist side by side with the state and how intertwined the two are with policy 

decisions on user speech and security (Benvenisti, 2018; Keller, 2019). By operating in a given 

country, it is obvious that the platforms have to follow the laws of the country. When it comes to 

content moderation, drawing the line is still challenging, and the results from these interviews 

demonstrate that users themselves have the same skepticism that many critics have pointed out, 

but still believe in the importance of governmental guidelines and principles. 

 

 When it comes to the role of the platforms in content moderation practices, all interviewees 

acknowledge that currently the process is mainly the responsibility of the platforms. When asked 

whether platforms were doing a good job with their practices, the sentiments were mixed. Some 

participants thought that platforms were doing a very good job with how content is being 

moderated.  

 

I think, right now, it's quite good in the sense of how content is moderated. (Hristo, 

May 2022) 

 

Those participants highlighted the complexity of the task and identified that their feeds 

have been ‘free’ from harmful or misleading content for the most part and that they have been 

exposed to all types of opinions and discussions, which they find appropriate for a social media 

platform. On the other hand, a part of the interviewees identified that in their opinion platforms 

had a long way to go before doing a good job in managing the content that is on their platform. 

Some noted that they still see plenty of obviously false or misleading content and it is sometimes 

hard to distinguish it from ‘truthful’ content. Interestingly, however, some of those participants 

also indicated that the reason that platforms are not doing a good job is because they often tend to 

remove too much, instead of too little. For example, Natalia commented:  

 

I feel like the problem is not so much that they're moderating very little, it's more 

that they're moderating too much. When it comes, for example, to platforms like 
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Twitter, I would say they're even overachieving with their content moderation to 

the point where they're like censoring people, and I don't think that's fine. (Natalia, 

May 2022) 

 

 Going in the same direction Martin also pointed out that platforms might be removing too 

much, which could be unfair to some people who have their content removed for sometimes not 

very obvious reasons. These sentiments go in line with what has been argued by Keller (2018) that 

current content moderation practices often result in censorship and over-removal of information 

that should not be removed, and under removal of actually harmful content. This indicates the need 

for better understanding of the basis of the content moderation practice and could mean that the 

discussion should focus on improving the practices as they are now, rather than establishing more 

and stricter rules or regulations. The core of this is ensuring that people maintain their freedom of 

expression and that removal is based solely on harmful or misleading content, excluding personal 

opinions. This will be discussed further in the next parts of this chapter.  

 

 Despite disagreeing on whether platforms are doing a good job, interviewees agreed that 

platforms shouldn’t be judged too harshly on this matter. They note that content moderation is an 

extremely difficult task, with many ambiguities, and that it would be very hard, if not impossible 

to reach a point where it is done well according to different people’s standards. Therefore, they 

suggest that despite the responsibility social media companies have, we shouldn’t expect from 

them to solve this issue right away. 

 

I think that there is a continuous belief that social media platforms are doing 

something wrong. In both cases, if they do moderate the content, there are going to 

be people who say they shouldn't. If there are not, there are going to be people that 

would say, sure, they should. And I think they are faced with a particularly hard 

philosophical question, which they surely didn't think they would face once creating 

the social media platform itself. (Nikolay, May 2022) 

 

 In light of this, the interviewees also made observations about the responsibility of the user 

and how users can also take part in the decision-making process of what and how content should 
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be moderated. On the one hand, participants suggested that adult people should put some thought 

into and be careful with what they share. They put emphasis on the fact that platforms do not have 

the responsibility to educate people on what is right and what is wrong. Furthermore, people talk 

outside of social media, so even if platforms limit the sharing of misleading and hurtful 

information, there is a high chance people would still hear it ‘on the streets’. Thus, when discussing 

content moderation, and evaluating the work of the platforms in that area, we should also look at 

the users, and put some of the responsibility on them.  

 

Of course, I believe it's the responsibility of the person to limit themselves on what 

they're saying…. let’s say we live in a world where you can have the best social 

media, the most censored one, but you go outside, and you’d hear everything. So, 

if we consider that there are issues right now with social media, I mean, us people 

need to be able to filter for ourselves, what makes sense and what does not…. 

(Hristo, May 2022).  

 

 Also, some of the interviewees noted that the spread of misleading or false information can 

also be blamed on the users. For example, Martin noted that it is part of human nature to be 

captivated by controversial content and that people find it interesting and tend to share and reshare, 

even though they do not find it believable or useful. In that sense, previous research confirms that 

controversy tends to spark conversation, and that controversial information tends to be discussed 

more often (Chen & Berger, 2013). On the other hand, in terms of user responsibility, many of the 

interviewees indicated the importance of including the users and having an open discussion about 

the rules and principles of content moderation. They emphasized that in order for users to 

understand and support content moderation, they should be included in the process and be given 

the opportunity to voice their opinions.  

 

I think it should be an open discussion for all the people in the world to discuss 

whether content moderation is needed to see both perspectives to hear both sides 

of the argument, because I'm sure that me as a regular person is missing out a lot 

of important points and maybe continue moderation is super important, but I just 

don't realize it. (Stefan, May 2022)  
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 This goes in line with the whole idea of this research and what Riedl et al. (2021) highlight 

in terms of the current discussion focusing on the governments and platforms, without taking into 

account the user perspective and opinions.  

 

 In line with the inclusion of users in the discussion on content moderation goes the next 

theme in this category that emerged from the analysis of the interviews, which relates to 

transparency in the content moderation practice. All participants underlined the fact that they are 

not aware of the rules or on what grounds content is removed and thus they don’t think the process 

right now is transparent. They advocated for more transparency, which in their opinion would 

make users of the platforms more trusting and less judgmental when it comes to content 

moderation.  

 

On the other hand, I think that they could be more transparent with their users, as 

I said, regarding what should be shared with them, and maybe the user should have 

the power to decide what to see and what not to see (Nikolay, May 2022) 

 

According to them, transparency would mean being very open about the rules and grounds 

on which a piece of content is removed, give reasoning as to why a certain piece of content is 

flagged and provide reliable sources instead for each post that is flagged as potentially misleading 

information. Furthermore, Lora, one of the interviewees, noted that if we are trying to achieve 

more trustworthiness of information shared online, a big part of achieving that would be by being 

honest and transparent about the way the reliability of information is being decided. This goes in 

line with previous research that implies that transparency in content moderation is essential to 

ensuring users are aware of what they can say and how they can behave online (West, 2018; Jhaver 

et al., 2019; Suzor et al., 2019). Platforms like Facebook have previously committed to 

transparency, but that dedication has been often put into question, due to their tight control of 

information on the platform (Felella, 2021). In any case, there have been frequent calls in 

demanding more transparency in content moderation, as this would allow for a more informed 

public debate (Suzor et al., 2019). Given that similar sentiments were expressed by users, it can 
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definitely be argued that increasing transparency would be a step in the right direction for informed 

debate.  

4.3 Opinions and online expression  

  

 Content moderation and online expression are deeply intertwined. As the discussion about 

more regulation and rules on content moderation is growing, there have been various criticisms as 

to what that would mean about freedom of speech. Some academics and legislators consider that 

increased regulation on social media, would lead to lower protections of freedom of expression, 

while others argue that rules and laws would be appropriate and not deteriorating to democracy, if 

they make the internet a safer space (Satariano, 2019). As social media platforms are often praised 

for being the podium of free speech and giving access to alternative opinions (Leerssen, 2015), it 

is essential to see what influence content moderation has on that aspect from the user perspective. 

When inquired about how they feel about their ability to express themselves freely online, users 

shared some different experiences. Generally, people like Eduard, who were more skeptical 

towards Covid vaccines and online Covid information and could thus be classified as holding more 

alternative opinions, felt more restricted in what and how they can express themselves online. 

However, all participants agreed that social media platforms should allow the free flow of 

information and opinions as that would enhance the dialogue about different topics. All of the 

people interviewed expressed their support for allowing diverse opinions on social media 

platforms, as this was the only place where those could be presented and as that would allow people 

to get exposed to alternative thoughts and perceptions, and that would allow them to make more 

informed decisions 

 

I think social media is one of the, if not the only medium of sharing alternative 

thoughts, because the news, the official news on the TV, or the official news that 

share on social media would never share information that they're not at least 80% 

sure about. (Nikolay, May 2022) 

 

When asked about the diversity of opinions they could find on the platform, in particular 

regarding Covid and Covid vaccines, interviewees had seemingly different experiences. Some of 
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them identified that they could see different opinions and discussions happening on the topic, while 

others indicated that they saw predominantly polarizing opinions, confrontation and no healthy 

discussions. Most of them indicated that this would probably have to do with the algorithm, rather 

than with how content moderation is being done. Social media algorithms are designed in such a 

way as to promote content similar to what the user interacts with and what the user is assumed to 

be interested in, and form groups of like-minded individuals, which has been blamed to result in 

filter bubbles and echo chambers (Cinelli et al., 2021). In that sense, there are multiple factors that 

impact information spreading. One of them would be online polarization, which can aid in the 

spread of misinformation (Vicario et al., 2019). The other one would be the fact that individuals 

tend to favor information that confirms their own beliefs and interact with people and content that 

reinforced their beliefs, which causes and reinforces the existence of echo chambers (Cota et al., 

2019). In relation to that, all of the interviewees for this research indicated that they wouldn’t mind 

and would even like to see comments or posts with diverse opinions, and most importantly 

different than their own. Lora and Nikolay indicated that this could lead to healthy discussions in 

society, where people learn from each other and see different aspects of a given topic, which they 

otherwise wouldn’t. Stefan mentioned that currently there are no discussions, because alternative 

opinions are often removed, but that he hopes that with the improvement of content moderation, 

platforms would be a safe space for online discussions, rather than just reading what someone has 

decided is good for the users. Natalia on the other hand expressed that she does not believe 

discussions on Facebook or other social media platforms are healthy, because people tend to enter 

them with the idea to start an argument or a confrontation, but still, she thinks people should freely 

share their opinions on the platform. Along those lines Kaloyan said that even though seeing 

different opinions would sometimes ‘piss him off’, he would still rather see that, than only posts 

and articles that go in line with his opinions.  

 

In addition to that, some interviewees pointed out that a big reason for them to use social 

media as a source of information is to get the ‘unfiltered’ information, coming straight from people 

and how they experience a given situation. For example, Eduard highlighted that he used Facebook 

during the pandemic, in order to get ‘the real news’, which he described as what is happening in 

his community and what people’s experiences are, rather than what the journals and mass media 

are saying. Nikolay added more to that by saying:  
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Social media is like a secondary news, because you would hear the official news 

from the official outlets, but then you could engage with the users and hear what 

they what actual people think. Or if you're based in one country, and there is a big 

event happening, like it was in Italy, with the spread of the virus, you could actually 

go on social media and see pictures and comments from people actually living there 

compared to just hearing the story from a news company in your country. (Nikolay, 

May 2022) 

 

 Therefore, this shows that users might be using social media platforms for getting that extra 

layer of information, on top of official sources and reports. This goes in line with the fact that the 

Bulgarian society has very high collective consciousness and low trust in institutions, which leads 

them to seeking and believing people’s experiences, rather than what officials are saying 

(Pehlivanova, 2009). In that aspect, however, importance should be placed on differentiating 

between opinions and ‘facts’ or information, as the harm could come from people being misled 

from taking a certain opinion as a given fact (Stewart, 2021). In that sense, it was pointed out that 

maybe opinion sharing could be limited in certain scenarios. Some interviewees expressed that 

there are certain instances in which the presence of different or alternative opinions might be 

harmful. For example, Natalia mentioned:  

 

I feel like a lot of people on Facebook tend to present their opinion as a fact. And I 

think it could be said that, when you say okay, that's my opinion, then it's fine. Well, 

it really also depends on the topic actually. I think if it's some serious topic, then I 

would say it could be harmful to maybe present our opinion as a fact, because 

maybe someone would read that and think: “Oh, well, that must be the truth. You 

know? And it's actually not.” So that truly depends on the topic. (Natalia, May, 

2022) 

  

 After this, she further emphasized that she would often see articles from accredited 

scientific journals, where in the comments some people would argue against scientific facts, which 

in her opinion would do more harm than good. In this case, the presence of different opinions and 
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discussions might be harmful, as it could mislead people and lead them to challenge information 

that has been proven scientifically. This, however, leads to the challenge of distinguishing between 

what is an opinion and what is a fact, and also making the decision about what is indeed a fact. 

Along those lines, Martin said: 

 

I think this is just a general problem in the world, like you don't know whether 

something is true or not until sometimes after the fact. (Martin, May 2022)  

  

 This points to what can be described as one of the prevailing issues in the world of content 

moderation. For instance, Stewart, 2021, specifies that there are two disagreements related to the 

detection of misleading information online. The first one relates to distinguishing between what is 

an opinion, and what is information, thus what should be subject to moderation, and the second 

one questions who should decide that, and if it could be done in an unbiased manner (Stewart, 

2021). The interviewees expressed their skepticism towards the involvement of the companies in 

the latter part. The results from this study show the importance for users in tackling those issues, 

as they believe in the importance of opinion sharing online, but also feel skeptical about who 

should make the decisions and if in the current state of affairs, freedom of speech online even 

exists. Those latter sentiments will be further described and analyzed in the next part of this 

chapter.  

4.4. Social implications of content moderation 

 

 As already described in the theoretical framework, previous research has shown that users 

tend to be skeptical when it comes to the fairness of the way social media companies are doing 

content moderation (Kemp & Ekins, 2021). The interviews conducted in this research demonstrate 

similar reluctance, as users show distrust towards the reasoning platforms have behind conducting 

content moderation and hesitation about their power of deciding what is right or wrong. For 

instance:  

 

….They obviously want to make money. Or that's how companies work, making 

profit to the stockholders so obviously, they'd be afraid to get rid of certain stuff, if 
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that affects the shareholders…. the truth is just what makes that company 

shareholders the most money. (Kaloyan, May 2022) 

  

 In the same line of thought, Lora mentioned that content moderators are employees of a 

company who has investors that need to be pleased, and therefore it is impossible to moderate 

content without taking that aspect into account. Sandra also said that she doesn’t know where 

platform interest lays, but she knows it is not in the public interest. She also added that misleading 

articles or so-called fake news, often have flashy titles and generate more engagement in terms of 

clicks and comments, which she thinks could be a discouraging factor for social media companies 

to remove these contents. In that sense she was doubtful if those platforms might be making profits 

from harmful content. Stefan, who said that he thinks governments are ultimately responsible for 

content moderation as they are the ones that put the obligation on platforms to do it, added another 

layer to this argument by saying:  

 

I do think that the platform itself doesn't really care that much [about content 

moderation]. What they only care about is that the governments are allowing them 

to exist, in order for them to be able to make profit and business with advertisers. 

And governments are the body that allows a certain social media platform to 

operate in their country or not. (Stefan, May 2022)  

 

This goes in line with the argument made by some scholars that social media platforms 

generally regulate their content in order to keep their users and advertisers, which are the main 

sources of income for these companies (Keller, 2018). This was demonstrated by the situation in 

which YouTube severely tightened its content moderation policies almost overnight, after major 

advertisers pulled their money out of the platform, as their brand advertisements appeared next to 

content that was deemed to be extremist and harmful (Solon, 2017). In addition to that, Roberts 

(2018) argues that content moderation is a matter of brand protection and social media companies 

undertake content moderation practices for the sole purpose of protecting themselves from 

liability, keeping investors happy, maintaining advertising revenue, and providing a decent user 

experience. Roberts (2018) blames this perception on the lack of transparency that social media 

companies have in terms of content moderation, by pointing out their unwillingness to disclose too 
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much information about how they approach the moderation practice. This goes back to the point 

that interviewees made about the need for more transparency in content moderation and in that 

sense, it demonstrates even further how increased transparency about the rules and practices of 

content moderation could lead to higher trust and less judgment on the process. In turn, 

interviewees also made some observations as to how this situation could be improved in their 

opinions, and how content moderation can be done in a way that is more transparent and in line 

with the user's interest. Stefan suggested that in order to escape the ‘trap’ he pointed out, there 

needed to be a more inclusive discussion on the topic:  

 

I think it should be an open discussion for all the people in the world to 

discuss whether content moderation is needed to see both perspectives to hear both 

sides of the argument, because I'm sure that me as a regular person is missing out 

a lot of important points…. And then as a society, we should be able to make a 

decision whether this is something good or something bad, but it shouldn't be 

imposed on us by the government. (Stefan, May 2022) 

 

 This emphasized the points made by this study and by Riedl et al. (2021) about the 

importance of not excluding users from the debate on content moderation. Nikolay also shared a 

similar opinion. He said that platforms should be the one making the decisions about content 

moderation, but they should be very open with users about the decisions they make, get opinions 

from users and have open dialogues, get feedback and reiterate. On the other hand, some 

participants suggested a different approach, where responsibility for content moderation is taken 

outside of the platform itself.  

 

I would say there needs to be a third party. Something like an ombudsman, like 

someone who is.... I don't know who would be sponsoring them. But if it could be 

not attached to either government or company, that would be the best way of like, 

the sponsorship could come, but if it was not entailed with any other affiliations 

politically, or company, then something like that, so that the person is not 

influenced by anything political or financial aspects. (Lora, May 2022)  
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 Nikolay also shared that he thinks there should be a well-established third party who 

ultimately gives the thumbs up and thumbs down for certain pieces of content, while Sandra 

mentioned that she thinks content moderation should be a collaboration between the platform and 

an established third party. Those results support the findings of a report by Business Insider 

Intelligence, in which they find that 70% of users studied preferred a stakeholder outside of the 

company making the final decision regarding content moderation, with 26% of respondents stating 

that it should be a non-governmental independent agency (Schomer & McCarthy, 2019). 

Independent fact checking has existed in the United States since the early 2000s and has gained 

traction in Europe as well over the last decade with over 60% of those being fully independent 

civil organizations, and some being affiliated with media organizations (Graves & Cherubini, 

2016). Despite their rise, their presence is still scarce, and their work hasn’t gone without criticism, 

mainly due to the complexity and disagreements from users regarding the decisions made (Graves 

& Cherubini, 2016).  

 

Independent fact checking could serve as a solution to concerns regarding the interests of 

platforms and how those influence content moderation practices, and would mitigate the 

skepticism of further government regulation, however there is another aspect of the issue that it 

cannot address yet - the human bias. Content moderation practices have often been blamed to be 

biased, with the personal bias of human moderators often weighing in (Diakopoulos & Naaman, 

2011). The backlash often comes from people with more conservative ideologies, who claim that 

their views are being censored and that platforms are biased against them (Usher, 2018). Fact-

checking organizations have been accused of the same bias, leading to conservatives pledging for 

‘fact-checking of the fact-checkers’ (Richardson, 2018). Those statements were also confirmed by 

the sentiments expressed from the participants in this study. Eduard, who was the most doubtful 

participant of Covid information and of the Covid vaccine, was also the one who felt his opinion 

was ‘censored’ and content he shared was restricted the most. 

 

They only allow you supportive posts, they never allow you to be critical of the EU 

and are always pro NATO, pro vaccines, pro everything. and they talk about free 

speech and free discussion, but they never let you say your opinions. (Eduard, May 

2022).  
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 Eduard further shared that he often had his posts taken down during the pandemic, with no 

feedback or explanation from Facebook itself, and that social media was too influenced by the 

government and ‘the West’ given the content they are allowing on the platform. Other participants 

confirmed that even though they haven’t felt to be subject to the ‘bias’, they also think platforms 

are often leaning in a certain direction. Natalia also said: 

 

I do think that social media are very left leaning politically. I think that it's, you 

know, I don't think it's possible to talk about social media nowadays and not also 

mention politics with it, because it's so intertwined. (Natalia, May 2022)  

 

 Martin also acknowledged that platforms tend to be more left leaning as San Francisco 

where most big social media companies are based generally has different views than other parts of 

the US. What he emphasized, however, is that as long as the rules are transparent, it is acceptable 

for some platforms to be more liberal, and for others to be more conservative, as different 

traditional media outlets are also usually leaning towards a particular political direction. Christina, 

on the other hand, mentioned that people are usually very biased, so the information you get on 

social media, no matter how moderated, will always be more biased than a traditional media 

source. As mentioned, human bias has been emphasized by academia, as a problem for content 

moderation, and it is one that is particularly hard to curb. Martin made a suggestion as to mitigating 

the bias of human based content moderation by automating the process:  

 

I think it should be algorithm based so basically no one person should be scrolling 

through Facebook and saying: “Oh, this is allowed, this not allowed”, because 

every person is biased in their own way……So I feel like there should be sort of like 

Community guidelines and I feel like it should be algorithms deciding based on 

rules that are clear. (Martin, May 2022)  

 

 However, researchers have pointed out that algorithms often carry a certain amount of bias, 

since they are created and trained by humans, who inherently have their own bias. In that sense, 

many algorithms have been blamed in causing discrimination and being biased and creating an 
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algorithm that is as fair as possible has been a huge topic of discussion (Binns et al., 2017). Bias 

is a part of human nature and therefore it is a factor that is nearly impossible to eradicate. Therefore, 

possibly the goal of content moderation should not be to remove human bias, but to include as 

much as possible different perspectives and opinions, as to make the decision-making process as 

fair as possible. In that scenario the previous points about transparency, open discussions and 

reiteration would be essential to achieving this goal.  

 

 Another point that emerged in the discussion of content moderation was the impact of 

information and opinions shared online. The whole reason for the existence of content moderation 

in the first place is to remove harmful content, and information that can have a negative impact on 

the people that see it. When asked about the impact of information shared online, participants 

expressed that it depends on the topic and the circumstances. In regard to the Covid pandemic, 

interviewees felt that information shared online definitely had an impact on the outcomes and 

vaccine hesitancy in Bulgaria. Some participants even shared those online discussions and 

information initially had impact on their sentiments towards measures and Covid vaccines:  

 

I got maybe a little bit influenced by the whole discussions and comments and 

opinions, because it was a very hot topic, also, on social media platforms, 

Facebook, as well. And a lot of people commenting, a lot of people without any 

medical background, commenting…. For me, it was confusing, I was confused 

(Sandra, May 2022) 

  

 Christina also shared that this effect might have been more amplified than usual as 

everyone had to stay home and thus spent more time on social media than usual. However, 

participants shared that social media isn’t the only one to blame for that. First of all, participants 

emphasized the importance of people seeking information outside of platforms, and that the 

platforms should not bear the responsibility for educating people on how to be careful with the 

information they receive. On that note Natalia mentioned:  

 

Because at the end of the day, like social media can't give you all the information, 

to teach you, or Facebook or any other type of social media. It's not their 
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responsibility to educate, but you know, they're not educational platforms, if you 

want to educate yourself, go somewhere else. (Natalia, May 2022) 

 

 In that sense, she said that what social media platforms could do to diversify the 

information a person receives, is to adjust the algorithms in a way that could expose people to 

more diverse information and opinions, instead of only the ones they interact with. Sandra also 

added that after her confusion, she realized that she needed to seek information outside of social 

media in order to inform herself based on research. Interviewees also noted other factors that could 

have had a more significant impact in terms of sentiments regarding the pandemic. They all pointed 

to mixed statements and guidance from the government and the WHO, as well as the overall 

uncertainty in the situation. They also placed some blame on media outlets, who used flashy titles 

in order to generate clicks and engagement, with the actual content of the article being different 

from the title. Therefore, interviewees agreed that the impact of information online was only a 

small part of the overall cycle. An interesting point that was made by a few of the participants was 

regarding the underlying social dynamics and how that could have also influenced how people 

perceive online information and the impact of the pandemic:  

 

So paradoxical, but I think that overall, people in Bulgaria are, in the first place, 

very susceptible to conspiracy theories. And one small thought that is a conspiracy, 

sparks a big idea in them that it is a conspiracy, so it doesn't take a lot for them to 

believe things that are wrong or misinformation. (Nikolay, May 2022).  

  

Researchers have previously linked the post-Communist transition in Eastern Europe with 

the rising power of conspiracy theories, mostly attributed to political dynamics (Marinov & 

Popova, 2022), and therefore can be considered an important social dynamic in Bulgaria and 

probably other Eastern European countries. This highlights the importance of the underlying social 

dynamics in a society, when discussing content moderation, which was pointed out by Wihbey et 

al. (2022) and reviewed earlier in this paper.  

 

Last but not least, participants felt that the impact of online information was dependent on 

the topic and on the source of the information. Natalia for example emphasized that with topics 
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that can be considered important to the overall well-being of people, such as public health in the 

case of Covid, or politics and elections, then information shared online could have a bigger and 

more detrimental outcome. On the other hand, when it comes to entertainment, celebrity news or 

events, sharing opinions or information that could be misleading is not particularly harmful and 

would not impact people in a negative way. Similarly, Martin and Nikolay both emphasized that 

people often seek information about or talk about their interests and hobbies on social media, where 

incorrect information would not necessarily mislead people to a significant extent, and therefore 

the free flow should be allowed. Nikolay added another layer to that by saying that online 

information has a diverging impact depending on the topic - if the matter discussed is scientifically 

proven or factually backed, then information or opinion that question or oppose that should be 

removed from the platform as they would impact users in a negative way. However, if a topic 

carries a high degree of uncertainty- such as the topic of Covid, he felt that there should be a free 

flow of information and opinions, as that would generate an open discussion. Thus, the topic of 

discussion, the underlying social dynamics and the complexity of the situation should be taken into 

account when discussing the impact of online information.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 48 

5. Conclusion 

 

 Content moderation has proven over time to be a highly controversial and challenging 

topic. As social media has transformed the way in which we communicate and expedited the 

sharing of information, the issues related to misinformation, conspiracy theories and ‘fake news’ 

have gained more prominence than ever. Those dynamics were further changed by Covid, but also 

had a significant impact on the course of the whole pandemic (Magalhães & Katzenbach, 2020). 

For all those reasons, content moderation has been at the center of policy debates, legislative action 

and academic discourse. This dialogue, however, needs to take into account the user perspective, 

in order to account for underlying social dynamics, geographical and political factors, and 

diverging values (Gillespie et al., 2020; Riedl et al., 2021).  

 

 This research has explored the perceptions of users in Bulgaria regarding content 

moderation, in light of the widespread misinformation regarding the Covid pandemic. The findings 

of this study aim to uncover existing patterns within a society with a particular political 

background, social values and language barrier, which can be used as a basis of analysis of other 

countries with similar characteristics in order to reach a point of theoretical saturation. The insights 

gained from this study have provided the vehicle for answering the research question that lays at 

the core of this research: How do users in Bulgaria perceive content moderation on social media 

in light of widespread misinformation about Covid vaccines? 

 

 This study employed in-depth interviews as a method for the research and a total of ten 

participants, who are all active users of social media, were interviewed. Following the analysis, a 

total of three overarching topics were identified. Firstly, participants expressed their opinions 

towards content moderation in practice and shared their sentiments towards government 

regulation, platform liability, the role of the user and the importance of transparency. Overall, 

interviewees felt skeptical towards further regulation on content moderation, but also feared 

leaving the task solely to the platform. Contrary to what has been emphasized in previous research, 

they also highlighted the role of the user in being more careful with the information they see and 

share and how platforms shouldn’t be judged too harshly, due to the complexity of the issue. Most 

importantly, they reiterated the importance of increasing transparency, in order to mitigate all of 
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those concerns. The second topic was regarding users’ sentiments towards expression of opinions 

online, the importance of different opinions and discussions, and the separation between mere 

opinions and misinformation. Participants supported the notion of social media platforms being a 

public forum and underscored the importance of allowing the free flow of information and 

alternative opinions on the platforms, in order to spark productive discussions. They agreed that 

as in day-to-day life, freedom of expression online should not be absolute, but should also be 

protected. Lastly, participants discussed the social implications of content moderation, in terms of 

the commercial interests of platforms, the possible bias in moderation and the impact of 

information shared online. Participants showed their skepticism towards the motivations of social 

media platforms to moderate content and confirmed their sentiment of the existence of bias within 

those platforms. They also shared that the impact of information shared online shouldn’t be 

attributed to just social media and their content moderation practices, and that the underlying 

political and social dynamics are equally as important.  

5.1 Social and theoretical implications 

 

This study has a few social and theoretical implications. In the first place it is important to 

note that the results of the research conducted are similar to what previous studies on the user 

perspective have found, and what researchers have pointed out and discussed in the past. 

Therefore, from a theoretical perspective, the results from study can be considered as a validation 

of understanding in current academic discourse (Sousa, 2014), but it contributes to it by adding 

the nuance of the user perception. As has been stated in this paper and by other researchers, there 

is a lack of consideration of the user perspective in current content moderation debates. The user 

perspective is essential, as it would allow us to understand how the different social dynamics, 

political backgrounds, values and context influence sentiments towards content moderation 

(Gillespie et al., 2020). This research gives insight into how some particular social dynamics in 

Bulgaria could influence the way users there feel about their expression online and about content 

moderation practices. Participants showed concern regarding increasing government regulation on 

content moderation and the government having too much power as to what can be said online, due 

to a socialist past, where speech was very restricted. In that sense, this study bridged the gap in 

current research and policy discourse as to how users in a country with an authoritarian past could 
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feel towards increasing regulation on social media and aims to pave the way for future research of 

user sentiments in other regions of the world. On the other hand, participants also expressed 

concerns regarding the motivations with which platforms themselves execute content moderations, 

and how as private entities, their interests are mostly commercial, and do not necessarily lie with 

the public interest. However, interviewees expressed that they believe platforms should not be 

judged too harshly about their content moderation practices, as it is a very controversial topic, and 

users shouldn’t be stripped of any responsibility regarding the information they consume and 

share. This finding contributes to the current debate, which focuses almost entirely on the platform 

and government responsibility.  

  

From a societal perspective, this study adds to the understanding of the relationship 

between users and platforms and the role social media platforms play in today’s society. As 

previous research on the topic of content moderation has emphasized the importance of not 

restricting freedom of expression and censoring alternative opinions. This research has contributed 

to previous findings that conservative users, and users with more alternative opinions experience 

more restrictions and content removal on social media (Usher, 2018). This implies that there is the 

need for further discussion as to how to make the process as fair and unbiased as possible, in order 

not to marginalize or restrict certain groups. In this line of thought, this research also uncovered 

that users would like to be involved in the decision making process regarding content moderation, 

and that they insist on the overall process and rules being as transparent as possible. As previous 

research has also confirmed, transparency would increase trust in the process and would help avoid 

discrimination and silencing in terms of online content (Suzor et al., 2019). Lastly, this research 

contributes to the still scarce research about the user perspective of content moderation and aims 

to pave the way for future research into user perspectives, and for the inclusion of users in the 

debate regarding content moderation.  

5.2. Limitations and implications for future research 

 

 Despite the measures undertaken to suppress them, there are several limitations to this 

research. First, it is important to note that the sample of ten people is a relatively small sample 

compared to the millions of users of social media platforms. Also, even though the focus on 
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Bulgaria and in the particular case of Covid allowed us to uncover underlying patterns, cultural 

characteristics and diverging circumstances might impede the generalizability of results and their 

translation to other cases. Furthermore, as the researcher used grounded theory and an inductive 

approach, and despite grounding them in existing literature, the established categories and themes 

that constituted the theoretical findings were subject to the interpretation of the researcher. This 

was mitigated by critical reflection, careful analysis of the data and double-checking of all the 

categories with the data in the interviews. Moreover, the analysis reached theoretical saturation, as 

at a particular point, the analysis of further interviews only confirmed existing observations and 

did not generate any new themes (Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). Therefore, the results of this 

study have high reliability, and could be used as a useful insight to guide future research and 

discourse regarding content moderation but should not be generalized due to the size of the sample 

(Sousa, 2014). Another drawback that could result from interviews, especially as in this case the 

topic of Covid vaccines can be a rather polarizing topic, is that some participants might have not 

felt comfortable to share all of their opinions and experiences as to not feel judged.  

 

 This study has provided relevant insights which can be investigated further in future 

research. As the sample aimed to include people of different opinions regarding Covid vaccines, 

in order to get the perspectives of people with fundamentally different sentiments and consequently 

different online experiences, the results combined diverging perspectives and presented an 

extensive understanding of how users perceive content moderation and the content they see online. 

However, future research can focus on wider samples, in a more international context, in order to 

eliminate country specific characteristics. Bulgaria was a suitable example in order to discover 

patterns in a society with a different language than the predominantly used ones on social media 

and represents smaller Eastern European countries that are not usually the subject of thorough 

research in the context of content moderation. However, the legacy of socialism in Bulgaria has 

left a very strong collective consciousness related to communities and groups of people, leading 

people to have very high trust in micro-level personal relationships in contacts, than in government 

and institutions (Pehlivanova, 2009). Also, Bulgarian people generally have very low trust in 

government and governmental institutions (Eurofound, 2018). This cultural characteristic possibly 

has an effect on how Bulgarian users perceive their interactions online, which might differ from 

for example countries in Western Europe. Therefore, it would be useful to conduct further research 
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on the user perspective in different countries, or on a more international context, and compare the 

similarities and differences in the results and the context.  

 

 Moreover, future research could focus on different social and political phenomena than 

Covid, in order to see whether the perceptions of online content of users differ according to the 

topic discussed and according to their different opinions on various topics. This would help in 

gaining understanding about whether specific issues require more strict moderation according to 

users, but it would also shed a light into whether users with diverging opinions from what is 'the 

popular belief' are usually the ones who are subject to 'more moderation' than others.  

 

 Additional research could further explore some of the topics brought up in this research, 

such as the importance of transparency in content moderation and the possible inclusion of the 

user community in the decision-making process regarding content moderation. Current literature 

has focused mainly on 'protecting' the user from harmful content online but hasn't extensively 

discussed whether and how the user can become part of making the decision as to what they see 

online.  

 

 Last but not least, future research should take into consideration that the actors and 

challenges surrounding online content and misinformation is constantly shifting, and the actors 

and dilemmas are continuously changing. It is thus important to analyze the actions that need to 

be taken over time and the impact they would have on society as a whole.  
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Appendix A - Interview guide 

 

Basic introduction: 

 

● Mention the informed consent and ask them if they agree to the interview being recorded; 

remind them about the anonymity and ensured privacy of their responses  

● Icebreaker, questions/conversation to build rapport and make the interviewee comfortable 

and predisposed to talk 

● Asking how they have been doing 

● Tell them a little more about what the research is about and explain why I chose to speak 

with them - because of their active participation on Facebook and particular Facebook 

groups regarding Covid vaccines 

 

Guiding questions (subject to change depending on interview directionality):  

 

● Do you enjoy the platform / social media in general? How often do you use it? What do 

you use it for? How often do you post? 

● Do you use Facebook / social media to obtain news or relevant information? 

● Did you use the platform to obtain news or information regarding Covid measures, 

vaccines, remedies etc. ? 

● How did you perceive that information - did you find it useful, deceiving etc.? 

● What was the most interesting / surprising / captivating piece of information you read on 

Facebook regarding Covid and Covid vaccines? What did you think about it/ 

● How careful are you with what you post? Do you do a double-check of the information 

you share? 

● Have you had a piece of content they shared removed? What was it and why do you think 

that is? 

● How do you double check or verify information you find on Facebook? 

● Do you know what the term content moderation means and how do you understand it? 

The researcher can give a brief unbiased definition and overview on the topic in case the 

participant doesn't understand completely the concept of content moderation  
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● Who do you think is responsible for content moderation on Facebook and social media 

platforms? 

● Who do you think should do it? 

● Should the government have a say and establish guidelines and laws for that? 

● Do you think content on social media should be moderated? Should misinformation be 

removed or should it be up to the user to check info they see online? 

● Do you think platforms can do a good job in removing misinformation? 

● Do you feel like you have the right to say whatever you want on social media? Would 

you feel censored if an opinion you shared was deleted or reported? 

● What in your opinion is freedom of speech online? Is content moderation restricting it? 

 

Stance towards Covid/ Covid vaccines: 

 

● What is your stance on Covid vaccines?  

● Could you see information on Facebook that supported your opinion towards Covid 

vaccines? 

● Could you see all types of opinions regarding Covid vaccines on Facebook and do you 

think that was fair?  

● Do you think there was a lot of misinformation on Facebook during Covid?  

● Did this impact vaccination rates in Bulgaria in your opinion? 

 

Final remarks and interviewees asked if they have anything else they would like to add 
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Appendix B - Sample description 

 

Name Age Activity on Facebook Covid vaccine stance 

1. Hristo 

2. Martin 

3. Eduard 

4. Christina 

5. Nikolay 

6. Lora 

7. Natalia 

8. Sandra 

9. Kaloyan 

10. Stefan  

20’s 

30’s 

50’s 

20’s 

20’s 

20’s 

30’s 

40’s 

30’s 

40’s 

Moderately 

Moderately 

Very active on groups 

Moderately 

Very active 

Very active 

Moderately 

Very active 

Moderately 

Very active 

Pro-vaccine 

Pro-vaccine 

Vaccine hesitant 

Pro-vaccine (changed opinions) 

Vaccine hesitant 

Pro-vaccine 

Pro-vaccine 

Pro-vaccine (changed opinions) 

Pro-vaccine 

Vaccine hesitant  
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