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Online safety and social media
liability: Has the tide turned?

Tech companies might have to be responsible
for their algorithmic design and commercial
decisions after landmark ruling on British

teen’s death.

Lim Sun Sunand
Chew HanEi

For The Straits Times

Last week, aUnited Kingdom
coroner’s court ruled that British

 teen Molly Russell died in 2017

“from an act of self-harm while

: suffering from depressionand the
 negative effects of online

content”. The coroner determined
that the social media content
contributed to her deathina
“more than minimal way”.

The court heard that on

Instagram, the 14-year-old had

saved, liked or shared over 16,000

Instagram posts including photos
dvid cisi harm

Prior to this landmark ruling,
tech companies were legally
protected from most lawsuits for
the content their users post by
legislation, such as Section 230 of
the Communications Decency Act
inthe United States. Section 230
states that “no provider oruser of
aninteractive computer service

suicide and self-harm.

TWO MEASURES IN SINGAPORE

Indeed, some of the tech
companies have taken progressive
stepsin this direction. For
example, Instagram updated its
policies in 2020 to ban self-harm
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depression pins you mightlike”.
Her fatheris determined to
ensure that she did not die in vain
and has called out social media
platforms for their negligenceand
culpability. Hupefu]ly, this verdict
willbea crucial turning point on

companies liable for their
algorithmic designand
commercial decisions.

The response andaction needed
from the social media services is
clear. Tech companies need to put
inplace stronger systemsand

posts. Mor
suchas better age verification
systems need to be putin place to
prevent harmful online content
from having devastating
real-world effects.

InSingapore, the Government
on Monday tabled measures to
enhance online safety. One will
empower the Infocomm Media
Development Authority to issue
orders toblock or take down
egregious content suchas posts
advocating suicide or inciting
racialand religious disharmony in
the event thatitisaccessed by
localusers on social media
Platforms with

rhehabnh(yof[ech for processes guard
i for teen: users, such dchildren,
andchlldren. against harmful content suchas

reach orimpact” in
Singapore may also be required to

complywitha code of practice on
online safety.
Thislegislation is a sign of the

turn of the 20th century were
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times, and the
enforcement of these measures
will test the resolve of the
Governmentand the tech
companies to keep the In(ernet
safer for usersin
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RAISING THE BARON
TRANSPARENCY, EMPOWERMENT

well before the “A4 waist
challenge” 0f2016 that triggered
backlash for creatingadverse body

companiesto be more transparent
about their tactics for engaging
consumers over their platforms. In
thesame way that consumers can

online habits.

Molly Russell did not know
better because she was unaware of
everything she was up against
when she ventured into Instagram
and Pinterest. Ensuring thatall
media better
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where does that leave individual
responsibility for the content we
choose to consume?

Media history isreplete with
examples of how society has
always blamed the profiteering
nature of media

But what sets these previous
media panics apart from the
current anxieties about social

designed toappealand drivento
eng
Technolugycompamesmusl do
&

than herisagrave task that society
mustactupon,and urgently.
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Thelandmark rulingin the UK sets the
precedence for shattering this legal
shield and makes tech companies liable
fortheiralgorithmic designand
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Theresponse and action needed from

society’sills.

The penny press - cheap,
tabloid-style newspapers
mass-producedin the United
States from the 1830s - and later
theyellow journalism eraat the
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