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Crowdsourced Fact-Checking as Platform Metacommentary

Community Notes (formerly named “Birdwatch”) is Twitter’s crowdsourced fact-checking
program to combat mis- and dis-information.” It “aims to create a better-informed world,
by empowering people on Twitter to collaboratively add helpful notes to Tweets that
might be misleading ” (Twitter n.d.). By signing up to be a Birdwatch contributor, a user
can add contextual notes and commentary to other tweets as well as rate the
contributions of others. Since 2021, community notes that are rated as “helpful” are
displayed underneath Tweets that are identified by Birdwatch users as needing
additional context. User submissions to the Community Notes program also serve as
metacommentary on the platform more generally. Beyond their fact-checking role,
Birdwatch notes also illuminate how some users perceived Elon Musk’s recent
purchase of the platform and how the subsequent changes aligned with their own
understandings of what the platform ought to be.

This paper describes Birdwatch Archive, a project to archive Twitter's Community Notes
program, which has been an under-acknowledged component of the platform’s history.
The website processes the data that Twitter publicly releases from the Birdwatch
program and displays it in a searchable and organized fashion that is accessible and
useful to researchers. As Muira McCammon and Jessa Lingel (2022) explain, studying
dying platforms is a way “for designers and practitioners to think about the lifecycles of
the devices and services they create, and for users seeking to understand the
relationships between people, platforms and data” (2). | argue that studying a dying
platform relies upon the creation of what Abigail De Kosnik (2016) describes as “rogue
archives,” collections which exist beyond traditional memory institutions. This includes

' The online platform now named “X” was previously named “Twitter.” | continue to use this original name in following
the practices of the platform’s users and communities. Similarly, although Twitter renamed the “Birdwatch” program to
“Community Notes” shortly after the Musk purchase, | continue to use both interchangeably as both names continue
to be used within Twitter's publicly posted documentation as well as within the public URLs for downloading data.
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turning to less publicized materials from social media platforms, and to preserve and
make these available to other researchers.

Even though major platforms such as Twitter are typically well-documented and may
offer some data access, researchers cannot rely solely on the platform itself to
document its histories. | use notes from the Birdwatch Archive to analyze how some
Twitter users experienced the weeks and months surrounding Musk’s purchase of the
platform. How did some users understand the platform and its online space? How did
some users understand their own role in shaping the platform? What can we take from
that to our analyses of other online spaces?

Elon Musk Purchases Twitter and Transforms the Platform

In late 2022, Elon Musk purchased Twitter and enacted many significant changes
across the platform, such as firing thousands of employees, reinstating previously
banned users, and selling the blue checkmark “verified status” for a monthly fee
(Scribner 2022). In the months following Musk’s purchase, many users abandoned the
platform and there have been numerous failures of technology and infrastructure. In
their “platform biography,” Jean Burgess and Nancy Baym (2020) argue that much of
Twitter’s success can be traced to novel practices developed by users and later co-
opted by the platform, such as hashtags and retweeting. The sociocultural meaning of
any online platform emerges, in part, from the balance between user practices and the
business interests of its corporate owners (Gillespie 2010). As with the decline of earlier
platforms like Friendster, MySpace, and Tumbilr, the sudden changed enacted on
Twitter felt like a seismic shift in the makeup of the contemporary internet (McCammon
and Lingel 2022; Corry 2022; Ogden 2021). But, as those previous cases demonstrate,
new platforms will emerge may soon take Twitter’s place. Speculating in 2020 on the
future of Twitter and similar platforms, Burgess and Baym (2020) wrote that “[t]he
challenge for us all is how to maintain the creative power users have to reshape the
cultures of digital media platforms, especially when they seem to be veering
precipitously toward interests that may work against their users’ security, privacy, well-
being, and civic agency” (115). Even as Twitter continues to decline and the balance
tips toward those interests, internet scholars can assess what’s left behind on the dying
platform and imagine how future platforms might better balance the interests of their
users with their own business priorities.

The Birdwatch Archive

There has been significant development of methods to study Twitter by retrieving and
analyzing Tweets, and these will continue to be critical for studying the platform’s
ongoing decline. However, the use of meta-commentary such as data from the
Community Notes program offers additional opportunities to understand how users
perceived their role in shaping the platform. In the interest of transparency, Twitter
publicly distributes Birdwatch data, but this is limited in its scope and utility (Twitter n.d.).
Data is batched and updated approximately once per day as a set of TSV (tab-
separated values) files. Typically, only the past week’s worth of data continues to be
accessible at their public URLs, and only one day’s files listed on the data download
page. Furthermore, although the data is distributed in a well-documented and structured



format, it is difficult for a researcher to parse and search through the data in an efficient
manner. To address these limitations, | have developed an archiving project to preserve
copies of the public Birdwatch data and make it accessible in a more convenient format
for researchers. The project uses a series of Python scripts to copy TSV files into a
public Google Cloud Storage Bucket. The files are then imported into a relational
database which is used as the backend for a public-facing website:
www.birdwatcharchive.org. Following Shawn Graham, lan Milligan, and Scott
Weingart’s (2016) “macroscopic” methods for large data sets, the website facilitates
sorting, querying, identifying relations across the data at scale. Using the anonymous
user identification strings from each TSV file, the website enables researchers to assess
how frequently users contribute to the Community Notes program by grouping notes
and ratings they have provided.

Even as Twitter continues to devolve and collapse, we can try to learn from how users
described and understood the platform. When studying major platforms, we cannot rely
solely upon the data made accessible by the platform itself. Instead, we must look for
opportunities to create “rogue archives” of online settings, which includes turning
sources that are not as frequently viewed by most users. As Jessica Ogden (2021) puts
it, “web archiving practices constrain how we will come to know and understand dead
and dying platforms in future” (3). Therefore, we should try to cast as wide a net as
possible when archiving how various users understood an online space. Preserving
significant tweets is important, but other aspects of the platform—including Birdwatch—
are important for future analyses of Twitter as well. Part of imagining and building the
future of the internet should include sifting through the rubble of what came before.
Researchers can lean upon rogue archives such as the Birdwatch Archive to begin to
do this work.
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