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Keynote speakers 

Leon Strømberg-Derczynski: Automatic Detection of Fake News 

Detecting fake news is an arms race, but we can use artificial intelligence to catch it. How will that 
work? The way that people control media and spread misinformation is evolving quickly. People 
creating and spreading intentionally false and misleading claims constantly try to work faster and 
smarter than people trying to catch and regulate this information. But there is hope! We will talk 
about fake news, where it comes from, how it spreads (including in Denmark), and why we need 
technology to catch it. We will look at some of the big data and artificial intelligence techniques 
we are already using to find and stop it, including natural language processing, network analysis, 
and deep learning – without going into any maths or things like that. 

Leon Derczynski is Assistant Professor at the ITU University of Copenhagen where he has been 
working on online veracity since 2013, first with the EU FP7 Pheme project, which he co-authored 
while at the University of Sheffield, UK. His background is in artificial intelligence, in the field of 
Natural Language Processing. He has researched and led implementations of multi- lingual veracity 
detection systems in Europe, as well as founding the recurring RumourEval evaluation exercise in 
automatic estimation veracity of claims. 

 

Ben O’Loughlin: Strategic Narratives: Peacemaking through Visual Digital Diplomacy  

Ben O’Loughlin is Professor of International Relations and Co-Director of the New Political 
Communication Unit at Royal Holloway, University of London. Ben’s expertise is in the field of 
international political communication. He is Co-Editor of the Sage journal Media, War & Conflict, 
and since 2007 he has carried out a series of grant funded projects on media and security. 

 

Jennifer Stromer-Galley: Conspiracies as disinformation: Defining, measuring, and designing to 
mitigate conspiracy thinking 

Today’s information environment is fraught with concerns about disinformation and how it leads 
to problematic decision making. One type of disinformation is conspiracy theories, which are 
beliefs that explain events of how actors collude for nefarious purposes. Conspiracy thinking has 
real consequences, for example, in attitudes towards vaccinating children. Scholarship on 
conspiracy thinking has surveyed people or conducted experiments to understand who is 
susceptible to conspiracy thinking and how the information environment shapes conspiracy 
thinking. But, we need to start identifying ways to reduce conspiracy theory beliefs using design 



 

thinking principles. Tools and approaches, such as structured analytical techniques and 
crowdsourcing, could be designed to help people reduce the chances of conspiracy thinking and 
improve the quality of our information environment. 

Jennifer Stromer-Galley is Professor in the School of Information Studies at Syracuse University 
and Director for the Center for Computational and Data Science. She has been studying “social 
media” since before it was called social media, studying online interaction and strategic 
communication in a variety of contexts, including political forums and online games. Her award-
winning book, Presidential Campaigning in the Internet Age (Oxford University Press), provides a 
history of presidential campaigns as they have adopted and adapted to digital communication 
technologies. 

 



Black Trolls Matter: Sockpuppetry as a Disinformation Tactic in the 2016 US Election 
 
Deen Freelon (UNC-Chapel Hill)  
Michael Bossetta (University of Copenhagen)  
Chris Wells (Boston University) 
Kirsten Adams (UNC-Chapel Hill) 
Yiping Xia (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 
Josephine Lukito (University of Wisconsin-Madison) 
 
The recent rise of black propaganda and information warfare on social media has attracted strong 
interest from political communication scholars. Of particular concern is the practice of 
disinformational sockpuppetry, in which agents of foreign governments (including Russia and Iran) 
disguise themselves as American citizens on social media and attempt to participate in everyday 
political conversations. Their goal appears to be to inject turmoil into these conversations, increase 
polarization between politically attentive citizens, and encourage the organic sharing of state-
sponsored content across user networks. This study contributes to the growing literature on 
contemporary digital disinformation in two ways. First, we document the efficacy of disinformational 
sockpuppetry by analyzing 5.2 million tweets produced by a Kremlin-funded disinformation outlet 
called the Internet Research Agency (IRA). We measure the prevalence and activity of various types 
of IRA sockpuppet identities and show that some receive disproportionately more attention than 
others. Second, we demonstrate that these activity levels were largely the result of interactions with 
authentic social media users rather than communications between IRA agents.  



Antagonizing the public: how hyperpartisan media use antagonistic tactics to 
enhance virality and spread disinformation on Facebook 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The exposure of citizens to disinformation, i.e. the intentional creation and dissemination of false or 
misleading information is seen to represent one of the biggest societal challenges of our times (EU 
Commission 2019). One emerging strand of research approaches the phenomenon of 
disinformation by focusing on those news sites that in a permanent fashion contribute to the 
spread of disinformation online (e.g. Benkler et al., 2018; Fletcher et al., 2018).  

In this paper, we propose to approach the issue of online disinformation via the emerging news 
ecosystem constituted by hyperpartisan, alternative online media and their audiences. These online 
news media pair an anti-hegemonic ambition with an (often right-wing) partisan agenda. 
Sometimes colloquially referred to as ‘fake news media’, they represent the institutionalized, 
journalistic branch of what has been called an emerging ‘disinformation order’ (Bennett and 
Livingston 2018). What is often neglected, however, is that these news sites do not primarily 
engage in disinformation in terms of a deliberate spread of false information (see also Rone 2019). 
In many cases, the stories published on these sites are ‘true’ enough in a fact-checking logic, often 
linking to legacy media articles as backing.   

Our approach thus sets itself apart from attempts to approach ‘disinformation news sites’ based on 
a mere fact-checking logic (see e.g. Fletcher et al. 2018). As these news sites mix disinformation 
with ‘news reports of documented events to enhance its aura of authenticity´ (Bennett and 
Livingston 2018, p.125), their contribution to online disinformation cannot be meaningfully studied 
by singling out individual false news stories. Rather, the entirety of news-stories on these sites 
should be seen to constitute disinformation in a broader sense. In this logic, disinformation is not 
located at the level of the individual news item, but a result of the overall selection, deselection and 
highlighting of news items and thus a deliberate strategy of actively seeking out documented 
events that correspond to one’s partisan agenda and making these into ‘news’. A prime example in 
this respect is the prioritizing of an otherwise minor news story due to a perpetrator’s ethnicity.  

We argue that this process is exacerbated by the particular audiences of these news sites. Seeking 
to maximize the virality of their posts, hyperpartisan media will cater to their Facebook users by 
producing content likely to attract high user engagement. By engaging and sharing particularly 
antagonizing news stories more than others, users contribute to fueling the spiral of disinformation 
initiated by hyperpartisan media content, thus becoming co-creators of disinformation.  
 
  



2. Method and data 
 
We propose a research design in three stages. Our methodology will draw on collections of digital 
trace data (Jungherr and Theocharis, 2017) from the Facebook pages of six (self-proclaimed) 
alternative right-wing partisan media outlets (Den korte avis, 24nyt.dk, NewSpeek Networks, 
document.dk, Folkets Avis, 180grader). These sites have a substantial followership on Facebook 
(10,000-50,000 followers) and rely heavily on this platform to disseminate news content originally 
published on their websites. Collection of data is done via the Facebook API (Lomborg and 
Bechman, 2014). 
 
• In the first and current stage we have collected all posts (3347) from six pages during 2018 and 

until present day. From this content we will develop an inductive coding scheme based on a 
close reading of the most and least engaging content of all pages.  

• In the second stage, we will collect data during the Danish national election in order to compare 
how the activity and engagement patterns change during this highly strategic and politicized 
time. We will conduct a content analysis of all content during the election campaign in order to 
study the relation between content and engagement. 

• In the third stage we wish to explore the potential of automated analysis such as NLP and 
machine learning of the entire dataset including text and pictures. We will use our prior 
conclusions to develop hypothesis about the relation between antagonistic content and the 
spread of disinformation. 

 
3. Preliminary findings 
 
Post activity by the Facebook pages appears to have been increasing in late 2018 (figure 1), 
potentially due to increasing rumors of election announcement around this time, hinting at a 
strategy of increased presence up to and potentially during the Danish election. Looking at the total 
amount of reactions (table 1), we find a high number of angry reactions, making this the most 
common emotional response apart from liking. Studies of engagement with legacy media show that 
likes are much more common (Larsson, 2017), which indicates that the content and or audiences of 
the Danish hyperpartisan Facebook pages differ from legacy media. From a brief examination of the 
most and least engaging content from posts in 2018 we find that content with a clear enemy or 
black and white distinction of good and bad is the most engaging. Based on this preliminary result, 
this study will explore further how antagonistic tactics serve to enhance virality and the spread of 
disinformation on Facebook. 
 
 



   
Figure 1 Number of posts per month in 2018 

 

 REACTIONS AVG LIKES AVG ANGRY AVG 

180GRADER 6,6 3,4 0,8 

24NYT 80,3 35,3 35 

DEN KORTE AVIS 328,5 138,2 157 

DOCUMENT DK 232 96,4 96,6 

FOLKETS AVIS 68,1 40,4 13,6 

NEWSSPEEK 82,7 38,2 33,7 

TOTAL 152,3 66,8 65,1 
Table 1 Average reactions per post during 2018 
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5. Author bios 
 
Sander Andreas Schwartz (corresponding author) is assistant professor of communication at the 
Department of Communication and Arts, University of Roskilde. Sander studies political communication and 
citizen engagement on social media. He is also developing digital methods as a founder of the Digital Media 
Lab at Roskilde University. 
 
Contact: saansc@ruc.dk 

Eva Mayerhöffer is assistant professor of journalism at the Department of Communication and Arts, 
University of Roskilde, where she is also affiliated with the Center for News Research and the Digital Media 
Lab. She holds a PhD in political communication from Freie Universität Berlin. Her research focuses on 
journalism cultures, comparative media studies, media and populism, alternative media and the role of elites 
in political communication. 

Contact: evamay@ruc.dk 



Viral hate: How hate speech spread partisan messages 
 
Background 
The spread of disinformation has recently risen as a global issue with foreign powers using 
the global web to intervene in national elections (e.g. US President campaign 2016, Brexit 
2016; xx) along with national uprisings and demonstrations (e.g. yellow west protests 2018, 
Avaaz 2019). As reported by xx, a tool commonly used by initiators of disinformation 
campaigns is to take advantage of the cognitive biases of political digital environments: if the 
information creates a strong emotional effect1 and fits into a certain world view (note 
mangler), effective spreading can take place. 
 
It is also well-know that initiators of disinformation campaigns have used state of the art 
digital advertisement strategies to boost the spread of false information.2 However, as social 
media brings changes to their news feed algorithms and user interfaces, ‘best practices’ for 
advertisers changes too. Following this logic, as social media changes, the strategies to 
create algorithmic viral effects as an effort to spread disinformation, must change too. 
 
In beginning of 2018 Facebook made major changes in its news feed algorithm in an effort to 
try and prioritize “meaningful conversations”. For businesses and organizations this change 
meant that Facebook posts generating a lot debate in the comments section would be 
prioritized by the news feed compared to posts generating primarily ‘likes’.3 
 
In this paper we wish to understand if these algorithmic changes to the Facebook news feed 
creates new possibilities to generate viral effects that can be used for malicious purposes.  
 
Given the fact that expert statements have indicated that political discussions on Facebook 
has grown “angrier”4, we seek to explore weather use of toxic language creates viral effects 
for partisan political environments. Given the fact that the problem of disinformation and 
false amplification has spread to more ‘civil’ agendas such as vaccination5, we wish to 
examine viral effects of toxic language in different online environments. 
 

- A political neutral environment (Danish news) 
- A politically biased environment (Alt-right) 
- An agenda-biased environment (Anti-vaxx) 

 
 
                                                        
1 SOROUSH VOSOUGHI, DEB ROY, SINAN ARAL: The spread of true and false news online SCIENCE 09 MAR 2018 : 1146-1151 
2 https://www.adweek.com/digital/russian-trolls-used-digital-marketing-best-practices-to-sow-discord-senate-reports-find/ 
3 https://newsroom.fb.com/news/2018/01/news-feed-fyi-bringing-people-closer-together/ 
4 http://www.niemanlab.org/2019/03/one-year-in-facebooks-big-algorithm-change-has-spurred-an-angry-fox-news-
dominated-and-very-engaged-news-feed 
5Broniatowski, David A et al. “Weaponized Health Communication: Twitter Bots and Russian Trolls Amplify the Vaccine 
Debate.” American journal of public health vol. 108,10 (2018): 1378-1384. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2018.304567 
 



Population and Method 
We use Facebooks public API to extract all content from all pages belonging to one of the 
above groups. From these pages we extract all available posts, comments, interaction 
numbers (e.g. likes, shares etc.) from Marts 2018 to Marts 2019.  
 
We then process all comments through a machine learning algorithm that is trained to detect 
derogatory language. The algorithm analyses the comment text based upon a Danish 
language model and calculates a probability score for each comment. The algorithm has been 
trained on 20.000 potential hateful Facebook comments of which 15% turned out hateful. 
Based on this training data the algorithm is able to detect derogatory language with a 
precision of 77%.  
 
Finally, we compare the correlation between the degree of spread, measured through 
aggregated interaction numbers, to the average use of derogatory language. 
 
Tentative results 
Based upon this setup we are able to show how use of derogatory language does in fact 
correlate heavily with the spread of content. Using an aggressive tone not only offer a way to 
saw polarization between people, with the most recent changes in Facebooks algorithm the 
same aggressive tone also works to secure that one’s message reaches a broad spectrum  
 
Bio: Tobias Bornakke is an analyst and researcher specialised in social data science and 
machine learning. His particular interest lies within exploring the potentials of new digital 
data. Tobias holds a Ph.D. in digital methods from the University of Copenhagen and is the 
co-founder of the cooperative agency Analyse & Tal in which he works as a partner.   
 
Co-authors:  
Ronnie Taarnborg (Analyse & Tal) 
Håvard Lundberg (Analyse & Tal) 
Jakob Bæk Kristiansen (University of Canterbury, Christchurch) 
Thomas Albrechtsen (Common Consultancy) 
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Using unjustified accusations to ensure attention and spreadability  
This paper suggests that the spreading of disinformation might be fueled in some cases by an integrated 
element of informal accusatory rhetoric. Accusatory rhetoric functions as a tool for the negative evaluation 
of previous actions/statements or their absence. In a courtroom, such rhetoric can be part of formal legal 
proceedings leading to sentencing or acquittal. But this form of rhetoric is not restricted to formal trials – 
it also arises, thrives and evolves in informal public debate, not least on social media. This might be due 
to the fact that there seems to be a strong combination of agencies when accusations are stated in a social 
media context, since accusatory rhetoric invites collective public evaluation and judgement, which is made 
possible by the affordances of social media platforms. My claim is that the spreadability of some “fake 
news” or disinformation is closely tied to this combination.  
    There are several angles from which one could look at the combination of agencies offered through 
accusatory rhetoric and new media affordances. In this paper, the focus will be on how traditional news 
media (radio, TV and newspapers) in some cases take advantage of the spreadability of accusations when 
they construct news stories, and how this might result in the spreading of disinformation. However, using 
accusations as a way to ensure attention may be risky because false accusations may be deemed to be 
libellous. As a result, journalists might only hint x and y, leaving their readers to conclude what the 
journalist cannot prove. In other words, there is an intended gap between the information given and the 
conclusions drawn by the audience. If a story like this is done well, it can avoid any libel and fake facts but 
still invite conspiratorial conclusions and unjustified accusations. If this process takes place on social 
media, it can attract massive attention, but the price might be additional rumors, conspiracies and 
disinformation.   
    This paper takes as its point of departure a recent case in a Danish context. In this news story, no fake 
facts are presented and no concrete accusations are raised. Even so, the story clearly invites and fuels 
conspiratorial conclusions. On March 11 2019, Radio24syv reported that a Russian agent had tried to 
recruit Marie Krarup (a Danish politician) as a Russian spy around the year 2000. Krarup turned down the 
proposal and reported the incident to the Danish Security and Intelligence Service. After telling the story 
on the radio, Radio24syv shared a link to the story on Facebook and Twitter. Part of the post was a text 
consisting of a summary of the story, omitting the fact that Krarup had not accepted the offer and without 
mentioning that she had reported the incident. Within hours, the story spread across different news media 
and social media platforms. On Facebook, Twitter and Reddit a debate unfolded as the question was asked 
explicitly: Is Marie Krarup actually cooperating with Russia/the KGB? Some people added their own 
personal experience of Krarup, suggesting that there had been signs that could confirm the conclusion 
and accusation. Two poles in the debate arose quickly – those that labeled the story “fake news” or poor 
journalistic work, and those who accused Krarup of cooperating secretly with Russia. Within the following 
days, Radio24syv added further details to the story, fueling the accusations and the spreading of the story. 
Even though the story died after a week, the unjustified accusation arising based on Radio24syv’s story 
may have long-term consequences for Krarup’s ethos.  
    The methodological approach has involved an attempt to track and map the issue (Marrens & Rogers 
2005; Marrens 2015) as it traveled across platforms after being raised on Radio24syv, inspired by A 
Fieldguide to “Fake News” and Other Information Disorders (Bounegru et al. 2017). I did a Google search in a 
research browser tracking the story each day in the period March 11-19 2019. This gave me a list of URLs 
to follow across social media platforms with the browser extension CrowdTangle. What was striking in the 
results and visualization was that journalists from Radio24syv played a significant role in posting and 
reposting the story. It was also interesting that new evidence suggested by users of Facebook, Twitter or 
Reddit became part of Radio24syv’s coverage of the story. Through this example, the paper adds to a 
discussion of what should be regarded as disinformation, as well as conducting an ethical discussion of 
the responsibilities of traditional media as they balance on the edge of disinformation in order to ensure 
attention and spreadability. And lastly, the paper adds to a methodological discussion of how to track and 
map (dis)information across platforms. 
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Rebekka Lykke Nørremark is a PhD student at the Department of Comparative Literature and Rhetoric, 
School of Communication and Culture and the PhD Programme for Art, Literature and Cultural Studies. 
With a background in rhetorical studies, her research focuses on the forms and functions of informal 
accusatory rhetoric on online social media platforms and the way these differ from “offline accusations”. 
One of her interests involves tracking and mapping accusations as they are raised, spread and evolved 
across media platforms.  
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Defining and Measuring Abilities to Debunk Disinformation among Swedish Adults 
 
An increasing number of false and biased news is created and spread globally (Del Vicario et al., 2016; 
Lazer et al., 2018; Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018) by different sources, ranging from influential 
individuals to political organisations and bots. The available technology for automated fact checking is 
limited and dependent on human fact checking (Babakar & Moy, 2016). Also for humans, fact-
checking is far from a simple task, even history professors and students at elite universities struggle to 
separate trustworthy from biased digital information (Nygren & Guath, 2019; Wineburg & McGrew, 
2017). Considering that access to accurate information is a pivotal part of democracy (Kahne & 
Bowyer, 2017; McGrew, Ortega, Breakstone, & Wineburg, 2017) it is of great importance to acquire a 
better understanding of the ability to assess the credibility of online news in people with differing 
background, education, and (political) values. In the current study, we take a first step at delineating i) 
the different necessary abilities for assessing online information credibility; ii) moderating background 
variables; iii) individual differences pertaining to cognitive and personal constructs. 
 
Method and design 
An online survey was conducted with 1222 participants age 19 – 99, distributed approximately equally 
across the age categories. There were 370 men, 381 women, and 112 uncategorised. Further, there 
were five different educational groups: elementary school, 2 years upper secondary school, 3 years 
upper secondary school, 2 years university education and, 3 years university education. All 
participants completed a survey (M = 13.24 min, SD = 6.27 min) that contained three parts: i) 
background variables ii) self-reported abilities and habits; iii) objective abilities. The assessment of the 
objective abilities departed from the theory of civic online reasoning (McGrew, Breakstone, Ortega, 
Smith, & Wineburg, 2018). In short, the theory states that there are three central abilities underlying 
the ability to assess the credibility of online news: i) sourcing (detecting the source behind 
information), ii) corroboration (verifying claimed evidence by comparisons) and, iii) evidence 
(evaluating the basis of argumentation). In the survey, sourcing was measured as ability to distinguish 
embedded advertisements from news on a screenshot from two evening news papers and a 
technique journal; corroboration was assessed as the ability to choose the most credible of two 
articles on a subject; evidence was assessed as the ability to evaluate the evidence of articles 
illustrated with a) misleading images, b) misleading figures, and c) false information in texts.  
 
Results 
Exploratory regression analyses with number of correct/correct answer as deepened variables and, 
background variables and self-rated abilities as independent variables revealed three main results. 
 
i. High performance 
High performance was associated with high ratings on credibility importance (importance of accessing 
credible news), university education, and educational orientation in humanities and arts. 
 
ii. Low performance  
Lower performance was associated with a lower education, higher self-ratings on fact-checking ability 
(ability to find credible news online) and internet info reliability (credibility of news online). 



 
iii. Media habits 
Consuming public service media was associated with the same characteristics as those who predicted 
good objective performance.  
 
Conclusions and future research 
The present study has begun exploring the underlying cognitive and background variables that are 
associated with civic online reasoning. The results point at the importance of higher education, valuing 
credible news, education in the humanities and art, and scepticism towards information on the 
internet.  
 
The present conceptualisation of self-rated abilities is, however, very broad, and it is difficult to say 
what underlies the concept of, for instance, credibility importance. Previous research in epistemic 
cognition and overconfidence does, however, give a hint of what may be driving the higher results in 
the group rating this construct highly.  
 
Research in political psychology points at the presence of science curiosity as a moderator for 
motivated reasoning (Kahan, Landrum, Carpenter, Helft, & Hall Jamieson, 2017). Further, epistemic 
cognition is associated with better performance on detection of low credibility tweets (Carpenter et 
al., 2018). It seems as if cherishing credible information may be related to epistemic cognition and 
science curiosity.  
 
The link between high ratings on fact-checking ability and search ability is quite straightforward: it 
mirrors the classical over confidence effect (Kruger & Dunning, 1999) in that less knowledge is 
associated with higher ratings of one's own ability and vice versa. We note, though, that university 
educated participants' did not underestimate their ability – their ratings were quite accurate. 
 
Finally, the relationship between education in humanities/arts and high performance may be 
explained by domain specific knowledge and  disciplinary literacy (Arum & Roksa, 2011; Shanahan, 
Shanahan, & Misischia, 2011). Although higher education was predictive of good performance, 
preliminary re-analyses show that credibility importance is the primary driver of good performance, 
independent of education. This association is both encouraging, and interesting, and we will shortly 
begin delineate the concepts in experiments in a digital environment, where we will investigate how 
individuals navigate credible, biased and false news when given different feedback. 
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This mainly theoretical paper proposes an interdisciplinary reflexion dealing with the problem of online 

disinformation by breaking the boundaries between two disciplines: philosophy and communication/media 

studies. The definition of disinformation is problematic in the sense that what is described as disinformation 

is contested. To say it in philosophical terms, we are more or less in agreement on the intention of the 

concept i.e. on what it is, but much less on its extension, ie on the facts and events to which it refers. 

The paper focuses on the strategies used to tackle disinformation and the fuzzy definitions it implies through 

different recent fact checking practices. In this paper, we assume that fact-checking involves a new 

informational order willing to model the public space of our democracies. The verb order suggests cleaning 

up and to organize, and at the same time to command. Is it a new kind of informational epistemocracy 

which tries to shape the public debate in just true/false facts (Revault D’Allonnes:2018)? It allows us to 

study this issue in three main dimensions: philosophical, epistemological and political ones. The question 

is: to what extent does fact-checking implement informational order and democratic control?  We will try 

to reply in the specific french context of “Gilets Jaunes” crisis.  

Our method consists in breaking the boundaries between two disciplines: philosophy and 

communication/media studies (as it is defined in France). Philosophy helps us to question central concepts 

of information and misinformation and their links with a larger network of concepts and their background. 

According to the EU High Level Expert Group (2018): disinformation "includes all forms of false, 

inaccurate, or misleading information designed, presented and promoted to intentionally cause public harm 

or for profit". The European Commission Communication on Tackling Online Disinformation defines 

disinformation as "verifiably false or misleading information that is created, presented and disseminated 

for economic gain or to intentionally deceive the public, and in any event to cause public harm". According 

to JRC Digital Economy Working Paper (2018-02) a narrow definition of disinformation, limited to 

verifiably false information allows fact-checking. It brings false news items to the public’s attention and 

identifies their sources. “Most empirical social science research on fake news follows this narrow definition 

because it requires an identifiable and well-defined set of false news articles and sources to measure the 

reach and impact of false news (Alcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Fletcher et al, 2018). Some measures taken by 

social media networks against fake news concentrate on verifiably false news: hiring fact-checkers, tagging 

suspicious postings, removing false news posts, etc. In this way, disinformation is negatively conceived: it 

is what is false in contrast to the truth of information and through the mediation of an operating system 

according to a narrow definition of disinformation limited to verifiably false information: “Fact-checking: 

expose false news items and identify the sources of these articles” (JRC 2018). Let's go further: the inflated 

use of the concept of disinformation nowadays says something deeper about our relationship to reality and 

http://www.uphf.fr/
http://www.uphf.fr/
http://www.uphf.fr/
http://www.uphf.fr/
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truth and its role in the democratic debate. Why are we witnessing a conflict today over the “truths of fact” 

as Hannah Arendt calls them (Arendt 1967, 1972)? This conflict is perceived as a symptom of a crisis that 

affects “common sense”, which is the foundation of our democratic culture. It looks like a conflict between 

those who are trust in media and facts and the other who are against the “elites”. The other is excluded from 

the debate not as a representative of opposing interests, but as a victim of illusion and disinformation. Fake 

news is the non-information of the opponent while fact-checking is considered to be the voice of the truth 

of information.  

In that respect, the controversial relationship between truth and politics is part of long-term debate. History 

of philosophy could help us to put in perspective and relativize our so post-modern times characterized by 

“post-truth” (Ferraris: 2019).  

Thus, these operations of verifying information distinguish between truth (information) and false,  

inaccurate or misleading (misinformation): truth is given as a relationship to reality in terms of fidelity and 

transparency, conformity. Disinformation as such is observed once this verification work has been carried 

out. Information is what is verifiable and verified (according to the journalistic point of view). What is 

falsified is misinformation. Thus, disinformation is "constructed" both by its authors (they conceive as 

disinformation but present it and spread it as information) and by those who track it down (they point at it 

as disinformation in the public space). However, disinformation, as well as fact-checking, are not 

questioned as a discursive act, whereas truth, the central element which defines them, is always a property 

of the discourse and not the reality to which the discourse relates. This misunderstanding is based on a 

cognitive paradigm that neglects the activity of the receiver (Hall: 1973,1994) of information, 

disinformation or fact-checking communication process.  

The information consumer cannot check everything by himself, so these devices do so, as in France for 

example, Decodex made by LeMonde.fr, a tool that checks the information on the Internet and find rumors, 

exaggerations or distortions. The question of the definition of disinformation leads to a reflection about the 

conditions for its recognition by all. Because stating that one thing is true or that another is only 

disinformation, without being able to verify it by itself, it is in reality based on authority. It is indeed a belief 

since this statement is based on the trust in these authorities, i.e. their ability to make it believe that 

something is true or not, and not on a knowledge of things. In France, the authors of Decodex were criticized 

because they were considered as judge and party among press sites. Through the idea of a "truth regime", 

Michel Foucault highlighted the link between truth and power and how truth is produced according to 

various socio-discursive procedures and techniques. Hence, disinformation reveals a contest of authority in 

our democratic societies. Hannah Arentd considered that lying reveals the ability to remove from the 

constraint of reality. Truth labeled by the “elites” is opposed to the expression of those who contest them. 

Does fact-checking could solve it alone? Is it the journalist’s job to do so? By its posture perceived as 

overhanging and well-thought-out, fact-checking can provoke opposition reactions from those who promote 

alternative information and are thus discredited. 

In order to confront theoretical reflection with facts, this paper will study recent controversies in France 

during the “Gilets Jaunes” crisis.  “Yellow vests: the real fake of a new weekend of mobilization”, Agence 

France Press titled the 27th of November 2018, showing the crucial role of misinformation/counter 

disinformation to understand the meaning of this social and political crisis. For example, we will study how 

Gilets Jaunes’s media promote their own concept of information/disinformation in contrast to those of 

mainstream media as “Vecu”, created by Gabin Formont, illustrates it.  

To answer this question, we assume the following hypothesis: the concepts we need to question are 

embodied in mediatic patterns of fact-checking used by users (media, public institutions, or “angry 
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citizens”). Breaking the boundaries between philosophy and communication/media studies will help us to 

question embodied concepts in the mediatic forms and how they shape information/disinformation/counter 

disinformation process in the present french democratic debate.  
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Same Same, But different? A Systematic Literature Review of Online Disinformation from a 

Multidisciplinary Perspective  

Sophie Morosoli, Anna Staender, Edda Humprecht, Frank Esser, Peter Van Aelst, Anja Bechmann 

The use of the term ‘online disinformation’ has increased rapidly in recent years. Online disinformation 

as well as the related term ‘Fake News’ are used in different debates and contexts. Government officials 

are concerned about the spread of disinformation and the consequences regarding citizens voting 

behaviour. Schools are trying to teach about disinformation and to improve media literacy. In several 

countries journalists feel attacked by the ‘fake news’ label that is used to criticise their work. It becomes 

evident that the concept of online disinformation and its complexity penetrates different societal spheres. 

The urgency of the issue also becomes clear, when we look at the existing scientific literature. There is 

an exponential increase of published studies from 2016 onwards with its peak in 2018 and the number 

keeps growing (see figure 1). The empirical studies on disinformation can be found in various scientific 

disciplines as for example political or communication science as well as in education research or 

computer science, which reflect disciplinary specializations. One goal of our paper is to describe this 

interdisciplinary interest in online disinformation.  

 
Figure 1. Graph of frequencies of published studies about disinformation from 2010 - 2018, Web of Science (2019) 

With the enormous increase of empirical studies and the interdisciplinary character of online 

disinformation, there is a need for systemizing the existing literature. It is important to structure the 

scientific output in order to better understand the dynamics of online disinformation and to reach 

conceptual coherence. In this current paper we will look at the different definitions to describe 

disinformation, the applied methods, the context in which disinformation is studied and the results of 

the empirical studies. With regard to the results of the studies, we are particularly interested in how 

scholars evaluate the impact of online disinformation.  

For the last three months 1’130 new publications on disinformation (around 57’000 without custom time 

range) are listed on Google Scholar. In order to gather relevant and high quality empirical studies, we 

decided to work with the database Web of Science, on which we found 467 articles related to 

‘disinformation’. Web of Science is a reliable database for published studies in different scientific 

disciplines. Since the timeliness of the topic is a key element of this research subject, we selected the 

time period between 2016 and 2018 (N = 152). To identify the relevant disciplines, we looked at the 
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categories, which the database assigned to the studies. Published articles which will not allow access to 

the full text or are on just theoretical basis will be excluded. 

In a first, not yet systematically, case analysis we looked at how online disinformation is studied in 

political and communication science. Both of these disciplines conduct intensive research on the subject. 

However, even within the disciplines we could not find a shared definition of online disinformation 

(Bradshaw & Howard, 2018; Innes, Dobreva, & Innes, 2019), but there are some factors, which were 

prevalent in all definitions used in the empirical studies. For example the deliberate misleading and 

harmful nature of disinformation (Fletcher, Cornia, Graves, & Nielsen, 2018; Humprecht, 2018; Ross 

& Rivers, 2018).  

The context in which disinformation is studied seems to overlap at certain points. Mostly political topics 

and controversies were chosen as case studies (e.g. 2016 U.S. presidential elections or the conflict 

between Ukraine and Russia). Additionally, our first attempts in the research process show that scholars 

from political science rather see a threat in online disinformation (Bradshaw & Howard, 2018; Innes et 

al., 2019), whereas communication scientists rather conclude that disinformation has a more limited 

reach than expected (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Fletcher et al., 2018; Guess, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2018).  

As this first tentative analysis has shown, there is a great need for systematization and evaluation of the 

research regarding online disinformation. The aim of the current study is to close this gap by structuring 

the existing empirical literature. We will outline an explanation on why many different disciplines 

investigate this field of research, to which extent the disciplines refer to each other, and how scholars 

describe the impact of online disinformation in what empirical settings. With this systematic literature 

review we want to highlight the interdisciplinary aspect of the topic and aim to contribute to a better 

understanding of the dynamics of online disinformation.  
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Disinformation-- the production, consumption, and dissemination of false 

information -- has a long history. Its most recent proliferation and political incarnation 
takes place against the backdrop of the growth in the use of social media for 
information and association. 

Two perspectives seem to have emerged in the accumulating body of research on 
disinformation. The media centric perspective attributes the rise of disinformation to 
the development of social media (Marwick & Lewis, 2017). Communication through 
social media is believed to have contributed to intolerance for alternative views, 
closure to new information, group polarization, changes in the norms and practices of 
journalism, decreased trust of mainstream media institutions, increased 
misinformation, and further radicalization of society. These trends have created a 
context in which disinformation takes place. The remedy, according to this 
perspective, is to bring about changes to social media to prevent exposure of 
individuals to fake news or information in the first place. Prominent social media such 
as Facebook and Google, for example, have a responsibility to monitor and stop the 
spreading of false information.  

The other perspective takes issues with the increasingly fragmented and polarized 
nature of political and cultural communities. Rather than the result of malicious actors 
manipulating the vulnerabilities of individuals, institutions, and society, 
disinformation, it argues, originates from various social interests taking advantage of 
the malleable media environment to selectively consume and spread news frames, set 
agendas, and propagate ideas of their interests. It’s noted, for example, even when 
misinformation is debunked, it may continue to spread and consequently influence 
people’s attitudes. Instead of focusing on objective measures of credibility of 
information sources, it’s more important, therefore, to examine the motivations of the 
various social groups to create and disseminate information.  

In contrast to either of these perspectives, this study aims to understand 
disinformation as a result of the imbrication of cultural agency and technological 
mediation. Theoretically, we argue that social media coevolve with their quotidian 
users in shaping sociality, thereby it becomes indispensable part of society’s 
institutional fabric (Gitelman, 2008, p7). The interaction process between social 
media and actors are both material and semiotic, complicated by contingency and 
interpretive flexibility due to competing socio-political agendas.  
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Empirically, we apply the concept and analytical framework of “platform” to 
examine the effect of the co-evolution of social interaction and mediated 
communication on disinformation. Emerged as the latest form of network 
communication, platforms take shape at the intersection of technological forms, 
associated protocols, cultural practice, and a ritualized collocation of different people, 
sharing or engaged with cultural representation. They are “socially realized structures 
of communication” instead of simply technological artifacts or neutral facilitators of 
communication (Gitelman, 2008, p7). In practice, platforms are predominantly 
proprietary, regulated, multi-functional media operations that serve multiple 
constituents of developers, advertiser, and various users. They are programmed 
infrastructures with specific objectives that subject our social connections to socio-
techno control. At the same time, they have been integrated in the fabrics of lifeworld 
communicative ensembles and sociotechnical infrastructures of social institutions.  

Concern over the rise of disinformation is global. It reflects the change in 
traditonal institutional bulwarks against misinformation in the Internet age. As a 
society undergoing rapid sociopolitical transformations, China has in recent years 
witnessed the drastic growth of social media platforms and the flux of social events 
related to online disinformation. Against this backdrop, this study examines the 
effects of social media platforms on disinformation through the case of the online 
public deliberations on contraception—a culturally-sensitive topic implicating 
complex issues of birth control, sexual health, and gender relation in contemporary 
Chinese society. We aim to demonstrate the mutually constituted nature of public 
deliberation and network sociality enabled by five different popular Chinese social 
media platforms—WeChat, Weibo, Zhihu, GuoKr, Babytree. 

Empirically, the study includes a thematic content analysis, in-depth interviews, 
and a discourse analysis. It follows Van Dijck (2013)’s analyticial framework to 
examine social media platforms along six dimensions, ranging content, user, 
technology, to ownership, governance, and business model. Content-wise, our study 
uncovers distinct contraceptive information-frameworks housing pluralistic and 
contentious network discourses on contraception. Technologically, these frameworks 
are highly subject to platform-specific technological configurations and protocols. 
Along the user dimension, disparate forms of network sociality and user groups are 
mutually constitutive on the five platforms, leading to network discourses reflecting 
differentiated levels of knowledge and informational repertoires of different social 
strata. Finally, by looking at the ownership, governance, and business models of the 
platforms, we are able to demonstrate that platformization is an integral part of 
broader social economic development that affects how Chinese think, talk, socialize, 
and cope with the increasingly complex and nuanced informational landscape. 
Integrating theorization of media and public discourse, technology and culture, our 
study highlights the paradox and ambivalence of understanding disinformation in 
culturally-sensitive topics. 
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Surfacing disinformation by analyzing divergent 
patterns of social media interactions 
 
In recent years, social media have become one of the main gateways to access news 
(Nic et al., 2018). At the same time, the proliferation of different types of misleading or 
completely made up news (Jack, 2017) has increasingly become a matter of concern for 
public opinion, experts and policymakers ( Lazer et al., 2018; Nic et al., 2018). Indeed, 
disinformation has proved to be a major challenge for digital society: it threatens 
democratic processes by targeting a variety of areas, from health, science, education, 
finance and so on (European Commission, 2018). Methods to define and detect 
problematic information on social media is, thus, relevant both for communication 
research (Tucker et al., 2018) and for the health of society. 

Several methods have been proposed to define, identify and detect problematic 
information on social media. In a recent review of fake news detection approaches from 
a data mining perspective, Shu and colleagues (2017) distinguished between “content” 
and “social-context” based detection approaches. The first, exploits content and stylistic 
features of a news story, based on the assumption that false news are marked by 
specific characteristics aimed at increasing their spreading potential. According to the 
authors, only a few methods rely instead on user, post and network based “social 
context” features such as differentiating between authentic users and bots (often 
employed to spread “fake news”), analyzing users interactions in response to news 
posted on social media or the social network paths where the news circulate. In other 
terms, “social context” features focus mainly on process instead of content.  

Similarly, other authors argue for this shift of focus from the content producer to the 
active audience consuming and sharing problematic information (Marwick, 2018; 
Giglietto et al., 2019). By looking at the propagation process, Giglietto and colleagues 
suggest that the same false content may ignite very different form of information 
disorder depending on what happens after the content has been published. 

Seeking to empirically develop these ideas, Mapping Italian News (MINE) project 
(Giglietto et al., 2018) measured and analyzed the engagement around political news 
stories shared on Facebook during the six months leading to 2018 Italian election 
finding that both the news stories sentiment toward certain parties and news sources’ 
characteristics affect the patterns of interactions (Giglietto et al., 2019). Such outcomes 
led to further questions about the nature and authenticity of the coordinated or 
spontaneous user’s behaviours driving these patterns.  
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In order to address these questions, we thus requested and obtained access to two 
additional datasets directly provided by Facebook and made available through Social 
Science One (SSO) initiative. By leveraging on new metrics based on these additional 
data (ratio between shares by personal profiles/users/groups, percentage of shares and 
comments without visiting the link and density of post exposure on a single user), we 
plan to detect signs of coordinated inauthentic behaviours and, in turn, surface 
potentially problematic content.  

This contribution thus aims at discussing how the analysis of users’ interactions 
around the news stories shared on Facebook could help in surfacing problematic 
information by detecting and characterizing unusual patterns of social media 
interactions. 
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Abstract: 
The current day expansiveness of social media provides citizens with unprecedented power to craft 
and share news with each other. Unfortunately, in the domain of politics, this technological 
transformation has made it easier than before to spread what we call hostile political rumors in a way 
that goes “farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than truth”. Hostile political rumors 
simultaneously portray politicians and political groups negatively and possess low evidential value. 
They incapsulate conspiracy theories, fake news, discussions of political scandals and negative 
campaigns. Although these different types of news vary in substance and form, they nonetheless share 
two crucial features: they incite hostility toward a specific target and are difficult to verify or 
categorically disprove. Hostile political rumors can shape political outcomes in considerable ways, 
from sparking significant small-scale incidents --- such as protests, derailing of police investigations, 
and cyberbullying of political opponents --- to influencing large-scale outcomes --- such as the 2016 
US presidential election and the Brexit referendum. 

The standard explanation for why people choose to spread hostile political rumors is 
that their partisan identities motivate them to do so.Most individuals form partisan identities in 
adolescence and early adulthood in the form of strong emotional attachments to a political party, 
which influence a range of political and social behaviors. Deepening political conflict has caused 
partisans in the U.S. and beyond to develop increasingly hostile feelings toward each other, making 
it natural to presume that deeply committed partisans seeking to “get the truth out”' are primarily 
responsible for the spread of hostile political rumors. However, alongside growing polarization, 
advanced democracies are also witnessing growing social inequality and discontent with established 
political actors. Since hostile political rumors often cast doubt on the entire political system, we 
contend that a simple partisan explanation is not sufficient to understand the current spike in hostile 
rumor sharing. 
  Our claim is that the motivation to share hostile political rumors reflects a desire to 
undermine the entire political establishment, rather than simply support one political party over 



another. We contend that some individuals are so disaffected with the current structure of society and 
their status in it, that they prefer chaos over order as a way to “burn down” the entire established 
democratic ``cosmos'' and start anew. We propose and offer evidence that people exhibit stable 
individual differences in the Craving for Chaos, and that it predicts who shares hostile political 
rumors even when they do not believe them to be true. Craving for Chaos continues to influence 
people's propensity to share hostile political rumors even after we account for partisanship along with 
related political and personality dispositions (e.g., cynicism, psychopathy, etc.). Finally, we also 
identify the contextual triggers and individual dispositions that induce this craving to disrupt the 
present status-hierarchies.  

We report evidence from 8 studies drawn from both nationally representative and 
convenience samples in Denmark and the United States. Our research clarifies the psychological 
underpinnings of hostile political rumor sharing in advanced democracies. We argue that the current 
day instantiation of fake news and conspiracy theories in democratic polities is rooted in the 
psychology of group-based status competition. To make this claim, we draw on the well-documented 
role of conspiracy theories and rumor sharing in the context of ethnic riots, which are intense 
intergroup conflicts where social status is at stake. To the extent that sharing of hostile political 
rumors is undergirded by the same psychological mechanisms that motivate ethnic riots, sharing 
hostile political rumors goes beyond traditional forms of democratic discontent, such as cynicism and 
populism. Instead, for frequent sharers, it draws its motivational strength from the psychological 
precursors of radicalism and seeks to direct violence against the political establishment. Because 
many hostile political rumors are shared to wreak havoc, as opposed to “get the truth out,” stemming 
the tide of fake news and conspiracy theories does not lie in simply providing citizens with the facts 
through “fact checking” or offering evidence that claims are false. 



Why so angry? Understanding hostility in 
online political discussions  
Alexander Bor1 & Michael Bang Petersen  

 

Most US citizens consider online political discussions to be uncivil, aggressive and hostile. 
Although political discussions can get heated by their very nature, the available data 
suggests that online discussions are seen as much worse than offline discussions. Yet, while 
a range of studies has documented the existence of widespread perceptions of online 
political hostility, our understanding of the causes of these perceptions are limited. The aim 
of the present paper is to provide the first comprehensive review and empirical test of the 
potential mechanisms that could cause widespread online political hostility.  

As our theoretical starting point, we distinguish between two broad factors: the messages 
sent and the message received. Two potential explanations relate to the first factor. The 
first explanation proposes negative behavioral changes. This suggests that people are more 
likely to send hostile messages online than offline. Anonymity is a frequently blamed culprit 
of online hostility, but online environments have several other unique features too; for 
example, people are often distracted or tired while crafting their messages. Such 
characteristics may undermine people’s emotion regulation mechanisms and may lead to 
increased hostility on online platforms. The second explanation proposes that online 
environments attract particular individuals and, thereby, change the composition of people 
participating in political discussions. Through such sorting, individuals prone to hostility 
could be more likely to participate in online than offline discussions. It is possible that 
whereas social defense mechanisms effectively guard offline discussions against hostile 
intruders, it is more difficult to exclude hostile parties from online discussions.  

It is also important to consider whether the perceived hostility is exacerbated on the 
receivers’ end too. A third explanation suggests that the density of communication networks 
in online environments may also contribute to higher perceived hostility, even if the same 
messages are being sent by the same people. Whereas offline political discussions typically 
involve only a handful of people and rarely more than a few dozen, in online discussions 
hundreds can participate. In other words, any hostile message is likely to be received by 
many more people in an online discussion. Computer algorithms prioritizing comments with 
attention grabbing or controversial content likely intensify this effect. Finally, the perception 
effect proposes that even if none of the explanations above were true, it is possible that the 
same messages are perceived as more hostile online than in face-to-face interactions. 
People may have a harder time judging the hostility of messages they receive and may make 
more false-positive mistakes online, where they lack non-verbal cues, lack reputational 
information about the sender, and often see only fragments of a conversation thread.  

We test observable implications for these explanations relying on an original online survey 
of US citizens (N = 1500), conducted by YouGov on an approximately representative sample. 
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The survey includes measures of political participation and hostility online and offline, 
perceptions of these environments as well as a wide array of personality measures.  

Against common predictions, we find little evidence for behavior being corrupted by online 
environments or for sorting effects revealing the entry of new, hostile parties to online 
discussions. Our data shows very high correlations between online and offline behaviors 
including hostility (rs > 0.8). Moreover, personality measures, which indicate a general 
tendency for hostile political behavior (such as need for chaos, trait aggression, status 
driven risk-seeking and difficulties in emotion regulation), correlate highly with both online 
and offline hostility (0.4 < rs < 0.6). We do find firm evidence for sorting caused by hostile 
individuals being more active online than non-hostile individuals. According to our data, 
people who self-report sending hostile messages 1) spend more time on social media (but 
less time on other parts of the internet) and 2) discuss politics more than non-hostile 
individuals. These differences are particularly large when it comes to discussing politics with 
strangers.  

We find suggestive evidence that perception and network effects also increase perceived 
hostility. Discussions with strangers correlate with negative impressions of online 
discussions. Importantly, this is not true for offline discussions: the more people discuss 
politics with strangers face-to-face, the more positive their evaluations get. Furthermore, 
due to the density of online communication networks, discussions with strangers are more 
frequent both in absolute and relative terms online than offline. The paper concludes with 
discussing the implications of these findings.  
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Abstract

Among the most striking political developments in recent years is the apparent rise of “fake
news.” Many political observers have raised concern that fake news propagated on social
media have shaped recent key political events, like the “Brexit” vote in Great Britain and
the 2016 U.S. presidential election. Researchers across various disciplines are beginning to
document the prevalence of fake news and the myriad ways in which fake news and other
types of misinformation can affect citizens’ policy beliefs. Yet, much still remains unknown
about the mechanisms by which fake news spread on social media.

In this manuscript, we contend that a key feature of fake news is that we ourselves are
responsible for spreading them on social media platforms like Twitter and Facebook. To
understand why fake news have power, we thus need to understand better the characteristics
of ordinary citizens that motivate them to disseminate it. Yet, most research on this question
has been hampered by data limtiations: We rarely at the same time have data on citizens’
personality and political profiles as well as behavioral data on their sharing activities on
social media.
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Here, we circumvent earlier data limitations by linking unique behavioral data on Twitter
news sharing activity to individual-level survey data from 3,000 American participants. Our
approach allows us to tackle a series of questions. First, it allows us to provide an overview
of the prevalence of fake news: How likely are individuals to share fake news relative to
true news on Twitter? Second, we can use the survey data to map the individual-level
characteristics that make people more or less likely to share fake news. For example, when
it comes to political fake news, prior work has argued that factors like partisanship, (lack of)
political knowledge, and distrust of politicians are responsible for fake news sharing behavior,
but these claims have so far remained largely untested.

Results from our analyses show that the prevalence of fake news may be less worrisome than
some commentators have feared: Only ≈ 10% of our participants shared at least one fake
news story during our period of study. Among the stories shared, a majority originated from
“conservative” rather than “liberal” web domains. In terms of individual-level characteris-
tics, preliminary analyses document that both political distrust and a conservative ideology
predict higher levels of fake news sharing. Interestingly, we also find strong effects of politi-
cal interest and age: Participants with higher levels of political interest and knowledge were
more likely to share fake news content, just as older participants shared more fake news links
than their younger counterparts. Especially these latter findings are puzzling and challenge
common “stereotypes” about the types of citizens responsible for sharing fake news in the
social media era.
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