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Editors’ Introduction

In 2025, artificial intelligence significantly affected the media industry, automating editorial 
workflows and introducing hyper-personalized content. Many newsrooms have implemented 
or streamlined the use of AI to generate news, analyze data, and create personalized feeds. 
Publisher actions stemmed indirectly from changing audience behavior. The trend of delib-
erately disconnecting from news has deepened, forcing media outlets to seek new forms 
of engagement through algorithm-based personalization. These changes have increased 
efficiency but also raised concerns about disinformation. The year 2025 was also marked 
by the intensive implementation of the European Artificial Intelligence Act (AI Act) and 
the Digital Services Act (DSA).

In the Central European Journal of Communication FALL 2025 issue, our authors under-
take an analysis of current problems and challenges. In particular, the authors focus on the 
challenges posed by disinformation and misinformation, including how people are exposed 
to it, why they believe it, and how difficult it is to counter or regulate it. They analyze the 
difficulty of maintaining healthy democratic communication, especially in environments 
shaped by conflict-oriented behavior, polarization, and political disagreement on social 
media. The research concentrates on the limited public capacity to critically evaluate 
information, due to low media literacy, low verification practices, and cognitive biases that 
reinforce belief in false or preferred narratives. The authors focus on the struggle to design 
effective institutional, regulatory, and societal responses to information disorders, where 
existing mechanisms (e.g., EU policies, fact-checking, and literacy programs) are often 
insufficient or lack enforcement. Finally, they research ethical and societal challenges 
emerging from new communication technologies, including issues of privacy, consent, 
trust, and shifts in social norms – especially in mediated or digital forms of interaction.

Márton Bene and Veronika Patkós’ question whether the „dark side” of political 
disagreement – making people uncertain about their views – also diminishes their sense 
of political competence in a social media environment. The findings suggest it does not, 
positioning social media as a potentially „safe space” for such discourse.

The research of Martina Novotná, Alena Pospíšil Macková, and Lucie Čejková addresses 
the need to understand what drives online conflict, given its significant potential to shape 
public opinion, increase societal polarization, and impact deliberative democracy. It finds 
that younger, less educated men with low political interest are highly active in these conflicts.

https://doi.org/10.51480/1899-5101.18.2(40).980 
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Dren Gërguri and Darren Lilleker, based on the Kosovo case, analyze individuals’ 
exposure to disinformation and the factors influencing their belief in it. The study finds 
that repeated exposure, along with cognitive and situational factors, is a more significant 
predictor of belief than trust in traditional news media.

Todd Nesbitt, Tess Slavíčková, and Veronika Zavřelová examined the persuasive func-
tion of subject headings in Czech-language disinformation chain emails. Their study 
focuses on the first six months of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 and 
analyzes a corpus of email subject headings collected by the civic initiative Čeští Elfové 
(Czech Elves). Drawing on critical discourse analysis, relevance theory, and presupposi-
tion theory, the article explores how subject headings establish relevance, mobilize shared 
assumptions, and encourage recipients to access and disseminate disinformation content.

Jacek Kołodziej focuses on the issue of „deep symmetrism.” The article addresses a gap 
in academic literature by defining this phenomenon as a mechanism of political struggle. 
Deep symmetrism is described as a system of duplicating social institutions („doppelgan-
gering”) to orchestrate political influence, linking it to modern propaganda and disinfor-
mation, with the 2023 Polish election serving as a case study.

A critical analysis of the European Union’s regulatory initiatives to combat disinforma-
tion by Gergely Ferenc Lendvai, János Tamás Papp, Tamás Attila Szikora, and Krzysztof 
Wasilewski sheds new light on these issues. While the EU has created frameworks like 
the Digital Services Act to improve platform accountability, these measures are identi-
fied as being largely voluntary and lacking sufficient enforcement mechanisms. The paper 
concludes that regulation alone is insufficient to solve the problem of disinformation.

The final research by Maia Klaassen, Ianis Bucholtz, Marju Himma, and Krista Lepik
‑Verliin presents a comprehensive review of academic research on fact-checking from 
2010 to 2023. The rapid expansion of research on fact-checking has made it difficult to get 
a complete overview of the field. This review of 675 articles maps the research landscape 
and identifies key gaps.

The study in Methods & Concepts section addresses the need for a systematic, evidence-
based framework to understand and enhance societal and individual resilience to infor-
mation manipulation. Dmytro Iarovyi, Ragne Kõuts‑Klemm, Sten Torpan, and Kristina 
Juraitė present a three-dimensional model (macro, meso, and micro levels) to serve 
as a foundation for future research and practical interventions.

We are also returning to a significant event: the Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz 
Award 2025. Marius Dragomir – the editor of the Media Capture Monitoring Report project 
– received the Award for the Media Capture Monitoring Report, a research report by the 
Media and Journalism Research Center and the International Press Institute (co-authored 
with Zsuzsa Detreköi). A special Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz Award 2025 
was awarded to Basil Kerski for his book Europejczycy z kantonu Polska (Europeans from 
the Canton Poland; Cracow; Budapest; Syracuse: Austeria Press, 2024).

In this issue, we are introducing a new editorial team to the Central European Journal 
of Communication for the term 2025–2028, as well as a new group of associate editors. 
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We would like to express our gratitude to the former editor-in-chief, Michał Głowacki, 
for his clear vision of the scientific journal’s role in fostering international collaboration 
within the academic community. We would also like to thank Damara Sidyk‑Furman and 
Jacek Mikucki for their tremendous work in the last 6 years. Finally, we thank all the asso-
ciate editors who supported the journal during the previous term (2022–2025): Catherine 
Johnson, Kristina Juraitė, Marcus Kreutler, Päivi Maijanen‑Kyläheiko, Marco Mazzoni, 
Dariya Orlova, Gabriella Szabó, Dren Gërguri, Dina Vozab, and Bissera Zankova.

We welcome new editorial team members, Denis Halagiera and Roksana Gloc. We are 
looking forward to our cooperation with scholars who accepted our invitation to join the 
CEJC as associate editors for the next three years: Delia Cristina Balaban, Carlos Edmundo 
Arcila Calderón, Renata Matkevičienė, Cristina Monzer, Jakob Ohme, Lada Trifonova 
Price, and Sergio Splendore.

Agnieszka Stępińska
Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań, Poland

Bartłomiej Łódzki
University of Wrocław, Poland
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Abstract: We investigate whether cross-cutting and mixed exposure to political information 
on social media is associated with users’ internal political efficacy using an online survey exper-
iment. Existing research has demonstrated several benefits of cross-cutting exposure, but it has 
also shown its dark side. Mutz (2006) found that political ambivalence is significantly associated 
with cross-cutting talk as disagreement makes people more uncertain about their political views. 
However, it has not been investigated if cross-cutting exposure makes people more uncertain 
about their own political capacities to understand politics and meaningfully participate within 
it. Our research question is whether this detrimental effect on internal political efficacy can 
be detected in the social media context. The findings show that participants’ internal political 
efficacy is not significantly shaped by the type of exposure. Consequently, cross-cutting expo-
sure on social media can be seen as a ‘safe space’ for political disagreement where the ‘dark side’ 
of cross-cutting exposure cannot prevail.

Keywords: cross-cutting exposure; internal political efficacy; social media; experimental research; 
health care system
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INTRODUCTION

People have natural tendencies to avoid cognitive dissonance and intentionally 
seek attitude-consistent information to reinforce that their political views are 
right and valid (Festinger, 1957). They usually socialize with people who are like 
themselves (McPherson et al., 2001) and consume media content that echoes their 
pre-existing views (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). This is reasonable as studies showed 
that cross-cutting exposure has the potential to make people more uncertain 
about their own opinions (Mutz, 2006), and ambivalence can lead to the feeling 
of psychological discomfort (van Harreveld et al. 2009). The emergence of social 
media as a political information resource, however, has resulted in a rather diverse 
information environment. Research demonstrated that people are frequently 
exposed to cross-cutting political content on these platforms (Barnidge, 2017; 
Beam et al, 2018), which fact may induce a feeling of political uncertainty.

While existing studies focused on uncertainty about specific political attitudes 
(political ambivalence), we generalize this theory and test the proposition that 
cross-cutting exposure can make people uncertain in their own political capac-
ities to comprehend and act meaningfully in the political sphere, a feeling that 
is commonly conceptualized as internal political efficacy (Niemi et al., 1991). This 
is a truly important question since internal political efficacy is a key antecedent 
variable of political behavior (Pollock III, 1983): if the heightened cross-cutting 
exposure experienced in social media results in less efficacious people, it would 
have wider detrimental consequences on political participation. Although 
existing research showed that cross-cutting exposure can increase political 
ambivalence by making people more uncertain about specific political objects 
such as political actors and issues (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Mutz, 2006), and they 
also demonstrated that political ambivalence and internal political efficacy are 
closely related concepts as people who are more uncertain about their political 
views are usually less confident in their own political capabilities (Chen & Lin, 
2021; Hmielowski et al., 2018), no research tested if cross-cutting exposure is able 
to affect people’s political self-conception. In line with these findings, we expect 
that people’s level of internal political efficacy will be lowered when they are 
exposed to cross-cutting content as this will make them more uncertain about 
their capabilities to comprehend politics and act within it in a meaningful way.

We tested this hypothesis with an experimental method in which participants 
(N = 365) divided into three groups were exposed to a Facebook discussion 
consisting of four comments about the state of the health care system in Hungary 
which is a highly important and controversial topic in this specific context. Our 
manipulation tests the effects of two different forms of cross-cutting exposure 
compared to full like-minded exposure: we differentiated between ‘full cross-cutting’ 
and ‘mixed cross-cutting’ exposure. In the case of the former, only disagreeable 
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comments are shown, while in the latter both like-minded and conflicting opinions 
are listed. Based on the results, our hypothesis is rejected: participants’ internal 
political efficacy is not affected by the type of Facebook discussion they are exposed 
to. They do not become more skeptical about their own political capacities when 
their views are challenged, and similarly, the like-minded opinions do not make 
them more confident either. These findings imply that, from this aspect, social 
media may be a ‘safe space’ for disagreement as the uncertainty-inducing effect 
of cross-cutting exposure does not prevail on these platforms.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

INTERNAL POLITICAL EFFICACY IN  A  MEDIATIZED INFORMATION CONTEXT
The concept of political efficacy is a construct to capture voters’ subjective atti-
tudes towards their role within the overall political system (Campbell, 1954). 
It is usually broken into two components where external political efficacy 
is related to perceptions about the responsiveness of the political system, while 
internal political efficacy is more about political self-conceptions and refers 
to “beliefs about one’s own competence to understand, and to participate effec-
tively in politics” (Niemi et al., 1991: 1407). Since the development of the concept, 
numerous research have demonstrated that internal political efficacy is a key 
variable in political behavior, and the way people think of their own personal 
political capacities can shape their willingness to participate in political activities. 
Lower political self-confidence is a barrier to voting (Pollock III, 1983), protest 
(Christensen, 2016) and political discussion activity (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017).

Although political efficacy is traditionally treated as a static and enduring polit-
ical attitude that is deeply ingrained in individuals’ personality and social-eco-
nomic status (SES) (see Campbell, 1954; Easton & Dennis, 1967), subsequent 
research demonstrated that mediatized experiences also shape its level. In his 
classic study, Robinson (1976) found that television-based news consumption 
decreased the level of political efficacy, but later studies mostly found positive 
effects (Ardèvol‑Abreu, 2019; Moeller et al., 2014; Newhagen, 1994). Internet use 
is also demonstrated to have a beneficial impact on internal political efficacy 
(Lee, 2006; Boulianne et al., 2023), and there is evidence that political activ-
ities on social network sites can also increase political self-confidence (Chan 
et al., 2017; Halpern et al., 2017). While these relationships are not always direct 
(Ardèvol‑Abreu, 2019, Chan et al., 2017) and uniform across media (Moeller 
et al., 2014) and news type (Lee, 2006; Kenski & Stroud, 2006), these findings 
suggest that the mediatized information people are exposed to can shape their 
political self-conception.
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SOCIAL MEDIA AS  A  SPACE OF  CROSS-CUTTING EXPOSURE
Social media platforms are now key information resources for many voters 
(Newman et al., 2021). However, the nature of political information exposure 
on these platforms is different from what is dominant in the case of news media. 
While media consumption in the high-choice media environment is largely 
driven by selective exposure (see, Iyengar & Hahn, 2009), it is demonstrated that 
social media platforms, especially Facebook, are actually more heterogeneous 
environments than other political information contexts: people are frequently 
exposed to political content which are against their political preferences (e.g., 
Barnidge, 2017; Beam et al, 2018; Cardenal et al, 2019). Studies showed that acci-
dental exposure is a common experience on social media platforms as people 
frequently see political content without wanting to be exposed to it (Goyanes 
& Demeter, 2020; Valeriani & Vaccari, 2016). The inadvertent nature of this 
exposure, however, does not mean that accidently seeing political content would 
be ineffective. Research demonstrated that people still often pay attention to this 
content (de Zúñiga et al, 2021; Karnowski et al, 2017, Nanz et al., 2025), and they 
are also able to shape recipients’ political behavior and views (Kim et al, 2013; 
Valeriani & Vaccari, 2016).

Nonetheless, the heterogeneous political environment of social media sites 
seems to be counter-intuitive as both algorithms and affordances support the 
idea of an information-context which is in line with users’ true preferences. 
Carefully-crafted algorithms curate the News Feeds, i.e., the central interface 
where people are exposed to content, to adjust the supply of posts to the users’ 
true interests and needs as much as possible based on their continuously moni-
tored activities. Also, social media platforms offer several affordances for users 
to customize and personalize their News Feed: they can freely add and delete 
content-providers (friends and pages) and make different filtration actions 
in relation to specific content to indicate if they do not prefer them.

Regarding the content-filtering algorithms, it seems that they give larger 
weight to personal ties and interactions, and it shows content posted or shared 
by friends even if it is confronted with the particular users’ preferences and 
interests (Bucher, 2012; DeVito, 2017). Also, studies found that peer-cues in the 
form of social endorsement or personal mediation can overwrite political and 
interest-based selectivity in news selection, and people click on cross-cutting 
items if they are highly recommended by peers or shared by personal friends 
(Anspach, 2017; Messing & Westwood, 2014). For these reasons, people may often 
read or click cross-cutting content that restricts the ability of the algorithms 
to find out the users’ true preferences. Indeed, studies showed that on Facebook 

– whose platform applies the strongest algorithmic filtering (Bossetta, 2018) – 
the algorithm’s contribution to the politically more homogenous information 
environment was marginal (Bakshy, 2015; Guess et al., 2023).
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The relative heterogeneity of social media platforms can be also attributed 
to the underutilization of the affordances offered by these sites to personally 
curate the News Feed. People intensively and proactively create connections 
based on their social needs and interests, but the ease of connection building 
entails the proliferation of weak ties (Kim & Chen, 2015; Raine & Wellman, 
2012) which is a major driver of heterogeneity (Granovetter, 1973). At the same 
time, studies showed that it is rather uncommon to use the connection-breaking 
or content-filtering affordances for political reasons, and it is only the politically 
active and partisan people who occasionally apply them to homogenize their 
own information environment (John & Dvir‑Gvirsman, 2015; Zhu et al, 2017). 
Overall, for these reasons, it seems that cross-cutting exposure is an everyday 
experience on social media platforms as they create a rather diverse informa-
tion environment for people.

THE EFFECT OF  CROSS-CUTTING EXPOSURE ON  INTERNAL POLITICAL EFFICACY
Heightened cross-cutting exposure experienced in the social media context, 
however, may have implications for individuals’ political self-conception. While 
democracy theory has long argued for the importance and democratic benefits 
of cross-cutting exposure (Fishkin, 1995; Gutmann & Thompson, 1998), Diana 
Mutz (2006) in her seminal study raised attention to its ‘dark side’, too. She 
argued that cross-cutting exposure can negatively affect people’s willingness 
to participate in politics because it may make them more uncertain about their 
own political views. She demonstrated that people who are more frequently 
exposed to cross-cutting political information are more ambivalent about their 
political attitudes because conflicting views can increase the inner uncertainty 
about specific political issues or actors. While the dilemma of ‘deliberative versus 
participatory democracy’ raised in her book has been mitigated or even refuted 
by several subsequent research showing a null (Eveland & Hively, 2009; Nir, 2011, 
Matthes et al., 2019) or even positive effect (Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Kwak et al., 
2005; Scheufele et al., 2006) of cross-cutting exposure on political participation, 
the related ambivalence-argument remained largely unchallenged (see, Matthes 
et al., 2019). In fact, the small number of studies investigating the links between 
cross-cutting exposure and political ambivalence reinforced Mutz’s findings 
(Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Lee, 2012, Chen & Lin, 2021).

Internal political efficacy is strongly related to political ambivalence both 
conceptually and empirically. While political ambivalence refers to the level 
of subjective uncertainty about specific political objects (actors or issue), internal 
political efficacy is also related to subjective political uncertainty but in a more 
general sense, as it is the (un)certainty about one’s own political capabilities 
of meaningful political activities. It is unsurprising, therefore, that research 
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found strong association between the two constructs: people who are more 
ambivalent about specific political objects have generally lower internal political 
efficacy as well (Chen & Lin, 2021; Hmielowski et al., 2018; McGraw & Bartels, 
2005; Lee & Chan, 2009).

For these reasons, we may expect that cross-cutting exposure affects internal 
political efficacy in a manner similar to political ambivalence. We argue that 
contrasting views make people more uncertain not only about specific subjects, 
but also about their own capacities to comprehend and orient themselves in poli-
tics. Interestingly, to our knowledge no research has investigated the effect 
of cross-cutting exposure on internal political efficacy. A closely related finding 
(Zhang & Chang, 2014) tested how perceived disagreement in everyday talk situ-
ations affects internal political efficacy in Singapore, but everyday talk is different 
from pure exposure to cross-cutting content. Further, another study focused 
on the effect of political context heterogeneity on efficacy among the minority 
population in Finland, but context was measured by macro-level factors such 
as the strength of the minority party in the municipal council and the proportion 
of the minority population in the municipality (Karv et al., 2021). Anyway, these 
two studies yield conflicting findings: while the former study found no effect, the 
latter showed that the level of internal political efficacy is lower for people who 
live in a more heterogenous context. Nonetheless, the distinct effect of cross-cut-
ting exposure remained unexplored. This is a surprising gap given the fact that 
Robinson in his early study has already raised the possibility that the negative 
effect of television viewing on political efficacy can be the product of exposure 
to information that opposes existing beliefs which leads to people ‘questioning 
their own ability to cope with or comprehend politics’ (Robinson, 1976: 417). 
While this idea was ignored by subsequent research, since cross-cutting expo-
sure is now an everyday experience for people on social media, it is reasonable 
to revive it. Therefore, in this research we test the following hypothesis:

•	 H1. Cross-cutting exposure will decrease individuals’ internal political efficacy

We differentiate between two forms of cross-cutting exposure. First, the ideal 
type of cross-cutting exposure is when people are exposed only to information 
that oppose to their views. This can be labelled as ‘full cross-cutting exposure’. 
However, given the heterogeneity of the Facebook information environment, 
it is more realistic that people are exposed to both like-minded and cross-cut-
ting content at the same time. While in line with our theoretical reasoning, 
we expect that both type of cross-cutting exposure will decrease internal polit-
ical efficacy by making people more insecure in their own political capacities, 
it is reasonable to test the effect of the two conditions separately.
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DATA AND METHOD

DESIGN OF  THE STUDY
We tested our hypothesis in an online survey experiment conducted in Hungary 
with 423 respondents; of these, N = 365 completed all items in the political 
efficacy battery used for the main analysis. The experiment was conducted 
by the Kutatócentrum polling company in 2018, approximately one month after 
the last national elections (between 25 May and 22 June). Participants were 
recruited using quotas to represent the Hungarian population with internet 
access in terms of gender, education, region, and type of settlement. The final 
sample, however, was somewhat more educated (53% had at least upper-sec-
ondary education) and included slightly more women (56%) than the general 
population. Our experimental condition focused on the topic of the state of the 
healthcare system; respondents were exposed to different opinions on this 
issue. At the time, this topic was perceived as the most important national issue 
in Hungary (Eurobarometer, 2018), and was regularly discussed in both mass 
and social media in the months preceding the experiment (Bene, 2021; Dobos 
et al., 2021). Research shows that pro-government and opposition voters were 
highly polarized in their views on the healthcare system: pro-government voters 
were generally satisfied with its functioning, while opposition voters were more 
likely to express dissatisfaction (Political Capital, 2017).

Respondents first completed a short pre-test survey, and then read a Facebook 
thread consisting of four comments expressing opinions on the state of the 
healthcare system in Hungary. In order to enhance the ecological validity (i.e., 
generalizability to real-life settings) of the experiment (see Osborne‑Crowley, 
2020), the posts used as experimental stimuli were taken from real online 
discussions. This approach not only authentically reflects the language of online 
discourse, but also presents the different positions within their actual discur-
sive context, including the discursive markers associated with each stance. This 
makes it easier for participants to situate their own views in relation to the 
comments. The manipulation check (see below) confirmed that this approach 
was successful. Afterward, they answered a post-test survey that included 
questions about political efficacy, political news consumption habits, and other 
political attitudes. Participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups, 
each receiving a different treatment in the form of a Facebook thread. These 
threads were artificially constructed by the research team to reflect the tone and 
language of real online debates on the topic (see Appendix for the original texts 
and their English translations). To avoid potential confounding effects related 
to gender, age, or attractiveness, all names, profile photos, and comment dates 



314� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

MÁRTON BENE, VERONIKA PATKÓS

were blurred. The arguments presented in the threads varied by treatment group, 
as described below.

•	 ProGov Group: Four comments praised the government’s handling of the 
healthcare system, including some criticism of the performance of previous 
administrations.

•	 AntiGov Group: Four comments criticized the state of the healthcare 
system and the performance of the current government in managing it.

•	 Mixed Group: A mix of four comments: two comments from the Pro‑Gov 
group and two from the Anti‑Gov group.

We conducted one-way ANOVAs to assess whether randomization produced 
balanced groups across key pre-treatment variables. No significant differences 
were found for age, F(3, 438) = 0.49, p = .692; education level, F(3, 439) = 0.85, p = 
.465; or left-right self-placement, F(2, 336) = 0.52, p = .597. These results suggest 
that the randomization procedure successfully created comparable groups across 
key demographic and political variables.

To assess the effectiveness of our manipulation, we asked respondents 
to describe their overall feelings in an open-ended question and to indicate 
their level of agreement with the content on a 0 to 10 scale. Both opposition 
and government partisans responded in line with expectations. Opposition 
partisans reported a high mean level of agreement with the negative stimuli 
(M = 8.41) and a low level of agreement with the positive stimuli (M = 2.53). 
Conversely, government partisans showed stronger agreement with the positive 
stimuli (M = 6.16) and lower agreement with the negative stimuli (M = 4.84). 
As anticipated, the mixed treatment elicited relatively balanced agreement from 
both groups (opposition: M = 5.76; government: M = 5.53), suggesting it have 
been perceived as representing opinions from both sides.

Therefore, we believe the stimuli were sufficiently strong, particularly given 
the intensity of emotional and cognitive engagement expressed in participants’ 
open-ended responses. Many respondents reacted strongly—both positively 
and negatively—indicating that the content was not only noticed but also 
subjectively impactful. Given their personal involvement and prior experiences 
with the healthcare system, as well as the emotionally charged nature of the 
comments included in the stimuli, the vast majority of participants reported 
strong negative feelings. Most commonly, those exposed to the negative stimuli 
expressed sadness and anger, often stating that the comments resonated with 
them because they were “true.” Among those who received the mixed stimuli, 
23% explicitly noted that the information or their emotional reactions were 
mixed. These responses included expressions of ambivalence and conflicted 
feelings, references to specific comments they agreed with versus those they 
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rejected, or identification of the political affiliations behind different statements. 
In contrast, only 1.05% of respondents in the groups exposed to uniformly nega-
tive or positive content reported mixed feelings.

Dependent variable
Our dependent variable is composed from three items that are used for measuring 

internal political efficacy in the 7th round of the European Social Survey (ESS): 
“How able do you think you are to take an active role in a group involved with polit‑
ical issues?; How confident are you in your own ability to participate in politics?; 
How easy do you personally find it to take part in politics?”. Responses ranged from 
0 to 10 on an 11-point scale. The three items were merged into an index using 
their mean value. We assessed the internal consistency of the political efficacy 
scale using Cronbach’s alpha. The scale, which included five items, demonstrated 
acceptable reliability (α = .792), indicating that the items measured a coherent 
construct. The descriptive statistics of the variable show that most people were 
not very confident about their political efficacy (Mean=2.96; St. D.=2.23; N=36
5). However, in line with the literature (Bene, 2020), perceptions about internal 
efficacy were strongly influenced by respondents’ government-opposition voter 
status. Figure 1 shows the density of internal efficacy scores for government and 
opposition voters, separately. While the internal efficacy of opposition voters 
is mostly low, government voters’ internal efficacy is much closer to a normal 
distribution.

Figure 1. The density of internal political efficacy scores 
by voters’ government-opposition preference
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INDEPENDENT AND CONTROL VARIABLES
We constructed our main independent variable from respondents’ vote choice 
and the three treatment groups (ProGov, AntiGov, and Mixed). Respondents 
were asked who they voted for in the last election. The short time period which 
passed after the last elections ensures that respondents’ vote choice mirrored 
their actual party preferences. Their answers were recoded into a dummy vari-
able (government voters – 1; opposition voters – 0), while we excluded non-voters 
from the most part of the analysis.

We constructed our independent variable about the type of exposure combining 
vote choice and treatment group. Type of exposure is a nominal variable, with 
the following values: 0 – like-minded exposure (government voters who were 
exposed to ProGov arguments about health-care policy and opposition voters 
who were exposed to AntiGov arguments), 1 – full cross-cutting exposure (oppo-
sition voters who were exposed to ProGov arguments about health-care policy 
and government voters who were exposed to AntiGov arguments), 2 – mixed 
cross-cutting exposure (both opposition and government voters who were exposed 
to two AntiGov and two ProGov arguments).

In some of the regressions we controlled for important sociodemographic 
variables and variables related to political news consumption, such as gender 
(reference category is men), age (from 19 to 85), education (0 if at most secondary, 
1 if at least upper-secondary), political interest (ranging from 1 to 4 with higher 
values indicating higher interest), the importance of Facebook as a political 
information source for the respondent (0 to 10 with higher values indicating 
more importance), and left-right ideological position (0 to 10 with higher values 
indicating a more rightist position). Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of all 
variables.

Table 1. The descriptive statistics of the variables analyzed

Variable Obs Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Internal efficacy 365 2.96 2.24 0 10

Age 423 46.90 15.10 19 85

Gender 423 0.56 0.50 0 1

Government voter 306 0.36 0.48 0 1

Education level 423 0.53 0.50 0 1

Interest in politics 423 2.72 0.85 1 4

Role of Facebook in gaining 
political information 421 3.92 3.32 0 10

Ideological position 339 5.27 2.59 0 10
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FINDINGS

First, we assessed the effect of different types of exposure on internal efficacy 
with OLS regressions. As reported in Table 2, the type of exposure does not 
significantly affect the internal efficacy of respondents: the level of internal polit-
ical efficacy does not lower for those respondents who were exposed to either 
full cross-cutting (Mean=3.11; St. D.=2.17) or mixed cross-cutting information 
(Mean=2.94; St. D.=2.43) compared to those who could read like-minded infor-
mation (Mean=3.09; St. D.=2.3).

Model 2 shows that the difference between the groups remains insignificant 
when controlling for a range of important sociodemographic variables, relevant 
political attitudes, and the relevance of Facebook as a source of political infor-
mation for the respondent.

Table 2. OLS regressions estimating the effect of the type 
of exposure on internal political efficacy

 
Model 1 Model 2

B St. Err. B St. Err.

Cross-cutting exposure 
(Ref: Likeminded) .021 (.333) -.048 (.314)

Mixed exposure (Ref: Likeminded) -.156 (.345) -.319 (.33)

Government voter (Ref: Opposition)     1.154*** (.339)

Age     .002 (.009)

Gender     -.482* (.273)

Education level     .218 (.273)

Interest in politics     .535*** (.187)

Role of Facebook 
in gaining political information     .124*** (.042)

Ideological position (Left to right)     .104* (.061)

Constant 3.092*** (.237) .724 (.936)

Observations 275 253

R-squared .001 .197

Entries are regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1

To further explore the question, we examined whether partisan affilia-
tion moderates the effect of the treatments, investigating if the three types 
of threads—Pro‑Government, Anti‑Government, and Mixed—have differential 
effects on the internal political efficacy of government and opposition voters. 
This analysis builds on our earlier finding that internal efficacy is strongly influ-
enced by respondents’ partisan alignment (see Model 2 in Table 2). Regardless 
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of whether we consider raw differences or those adjusted for relevant control 
variables, the results indicate no statistically significant variation in efficacy 
levels among individuals exposed to likeminded, fully cross-cutting, or mixed 
content (see Figure 2). In all models, men, government voters, those holding 
a more rightist ideological position, those who considered Facebook as a more 
important information source for themselves and those more interested in poli-
tics proved to be more efficacious, while the type of information they received 
left their internal political efficacy intact.

To explore potential moderation effects, we interacted all control variables 
with the type of exposure respondents received, aiming to identify whether 
socio-economic or political characteristics moderated the impact of exposure 
type. The analysis revealed no substantial or statistically significant moderation 
effects1. Therefore, we conclude that no meaningful moderator variables were 
identified. The results imply that there is no significant relationship between 
the type of exposure and one’s internal political efficacy.

Figure 2. The marginal effects of the interaction of partisan group affiliation and 
the experimental treatment on internal political efficacy, with 95% confidence intervals.

1	 The only notable finding was among respondents who reported no interest in politics and were 
exposed to cross-cutting content; this group exhibited significantly higher internal political 
efficacy compared to the other two exposure groups. However, this subgroup consisted of only 
six individuals, making it impossible to draw reliable generalizations.
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CONCLUSION

In our contemporary social media-dominated political communication envi-
ronment cross-cutting exposure to political information, which has been rather 
marginal due to network homophily (Mutz, 2006) and selective media-consump-
tion patterns (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009) in the past, is an everyday experience for 
many citizens. While it is usually the benefits of cross-cutting exposure that 
is emphasized by political science literature, its ‘dark side’ is also demonstrated: 
research showed that people became more uncertain in their own views when 
they are exposed to political information that challenge their pre-existing beliefs 
(Mutz, 2006; Huckfeldt et al., 2004; Lee, 2012). Existing studies, however, focused 
on uncertainty only about specific political attitudes related to political actors 
or particular issues, namely political ambivalence. In this study, we argued that 
uncertainty due to exposure to conflicting views can spill over from specific 
political objects to the self: uncertain people will be less confident in their own 
political capacities to understand politics and act meaningfully in the political 
sphere, in other words, the level of their internal political efficacy will be lower. 
This thesis is also supported by the fact that studies found a strong relationship 
between political ambivalence and internal political efficacy (Chen & Lin, 2021; 
Hmielowski et al., 2018).

However, our experimental research could not confirm this hypothesis: in this 
specific experimental setting people’s political self-conception is not changed 
by the type of information they are exposed to on social media. This is good 
news from a democratic viewpoint: social media seems to be a ‘safe space’ for 
political disagreement, the predicted detrimental effect does not occur on this 
platform in this specific context. Nonetheless, it is important to emphasize that 
we obtained this result in a single context and on a single topic, so our obser-
vation is far from conclusive. At the same time, this finding may spark interest 
in the topic, and future studies can investigate whether this observation can 
be confirmed in other contexts and on other issues as well.

Nonetheless, this tentative conclusion is in sharp contrast with findings about 
the ambivalence-inducing effect of cross-cutting exposure. It seems that even 
if cross-cutting exposure makes people more uncertain about specific political 
subjects, their political self-confidence remains intact on social media context. 
However, as our research focused only on the links between internal political 
efficacy and cross-cutting exposure on social media, we can only speculate if the 
lack of relationship is due to the differentiated effect of cross-cutting exposure 
on ambivalence and internal efficacy or it is because of the specific social media 
context. The former explanation would be that even if ambivalence and internal 
political efficacy are related concepts, ambivalence may be more situational and 
thereby more affected by the immediate information context, while internal 
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political efficacy is a more static attitude and formed by long-term influences 
rather than prompt impressions. Future research should investigate how cross-cut-
ting exposure affects both political ambivalence and internal political efficacy 
to test this explanation. Another possible reason behind the contradicting find-
ings can be related to the specific communication context. People may process 
cross-cutting content on social media differently than in offline context. Since 
exposure to conflicting views is an everyday experience here, they may be more 
accustomed to it, and develop a sort of immunity against it. Further, people may 
relate to cross-cutting exposure differently when the sources of this content are 
not strong ties as is the common case in offline context, but unfamiliar users 
as in our experimental condition. In these contexts, the well-known political 
psychological mechanisms of motivated reasoning (Nir, 2011) and confirma-
tion bias (Knobloch‑Westerwick et al., 2020) may work more effectively and 
defend users from being uncertain about their own points. These facts can 
make social media a ‘safe space’ for political disagreement, where its dark side 
cannot prevail. However, to confirm this thesis, future studies should investigate 
the effects of cross-cutting exposure on internal political efficacy in different 
communication context. Nonetheless, the calming lesson from our research, how 
the heightened level of cross-cutting exposure experienced in the social media 
context may not result in less efficacious people, at least one-off exposure does 
not make people more uncertain in their own political capacities.

Naturally, our study has several limitations beyond the aforementioned 
constraint of having been conducted in only one context and on a single topic. 
In designing the experiment, we prioritized ecological validity by selecting 
real-life comments as stimuli. However, this may have weakened the internal 
validity of the stimuli, as the differences between them are not strictly minimal. 
Balancing between ecological and internal validity is a common trade-off 
in experimental research, and in our case, it seemed justified to prioritize 
ecological validity in order to help respondents interpret the stimuli in relation 
to their own views. Nevertheless, future research would benefit from testing the 
same question using designs that place greater emphasis on internal validity. 
At the same time, it is worth noting that had the stimuli been even more similar 
to one another, this might actually have reduced the size of any potential effect. 
Yet, since we did not find a significant effect even with stimuli that may have 
somewhat overestimated the potential effect, this is unlikely to pose a practical 
problem. On the contrary, if we had found a null effect with very similar stimuli, 
one could argue that more realistic, real-life-like stimuli might have produced 
stronger effects—which is a scenario we can now rule out.

Additionally, we must also mention a general limitation of cross-sectional 
experimental designs: in real life, exposure is continuous—voters encounter 
cross-cutting content repeatedly over time—whereas in our study, we were 
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only able to test the immediate effect of a single exposure. It is possible that 
an effect does exist, but only manifests over a longer period through repeated 
exposure. This question could be explored using a longitudinal experimental 
design or self-reported survey data.

Lastly, the null findings in our study contribute to an ongoing and necessary 
conversation about the role of non-significant results in experimental research. 
Such outcomes are crucial for mitigating publication bias and building a more 
accurate and comprehensive scientific record. As positive findings are dispro-
portionately published, reporting null effects helps prevent overestimation 
of intervention efficacy and supports the development of more robust theoretical 
frameworks and research designs. In the context of this experiment, the null 
result does not necessarily indicate that cross-cutting content is ineffective, but 
rather that a one-time exposure, however strong the stimuli is, may be insuf-
ficient to alter entrenched beliefs. By reporting these findings transparently, 
we aim to encourage a more nuanced understanding of experimental outcomes 
and to support future research in refining both theoretical models and meth-
odological approaches.
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AntiGov thread (see English translation below)

The Mixed thread combined the following comments, AntiGov (1), ProGov (1), 
AntiGov (4) and ProGov (2).

ProGov thread (English translation)
1)	 It is a lie that the health service is dying! 1200 billion has been spent 

on health care on developments and on wages. And another 700 billion 
to Pest County and Budapest. There has never been such progress! If the 
opposition media had the time to do its job instead of spreading scare 
stories, hunting down shabby toilets and producing disinformation, then 
maybe everyone would know what developments have been made all over 
the country.



328� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

MÁRTON BENE, VERONIKA PATKÓS

2)	 Under Ferenc Gyurcsány’s government, he has withdrawn billions of forints 
from the health sector, he has chased thousands of health workers out 
of the profession and left hundreds of municipalities without a family 
doctor. The civic [Fidesz] government has been replacing the money taken 
from the health sector since 2010. It is renovating hospitals and clinics 
across the country and giving health workers and GPs a pay rise.

3)	 Among the health measures of recent years are the pay rises and the reset-
tlement programs for residents, and general practitioners. The Fidesz

‑KDNP, which raises wages in the health sector, is the guarantee for better 
quality in healthcare, as opposed to the MSZP, which charges a visit fee, 
or the Jobbik, which is exporting doctors.

4)	 During the MSZP‑SZDSZ thievery between 2002 and 2010, hospitals 
were closed down or privatized instead of being renovated and expanded. 
Since 2010, the opposite has been happening: the government has spent 
a lot of money on health care and the results are visible.

AntiGov thread (English translation)
1)	 The government, which is doing so well with hundreds of people freezing 

to death in winter and tens of thousands in the health system because 
they can’t get care, does not give a shit to bring home professionals and 
keep them home . While Orbán’s obsessions with stadiums, railways and 
theft have been well funded in recent years, the health service is dying, 
there is a constant shortage of resources and some of the professionals 
prefer to go abroad.

2)	 In the light of recent events, I think we have every right to be angry! There 
is no money for basic hygiene in hospitals, for the care of patients. But 
billions of taxpayers’ money can be wasted on unnecessary stadiums – 
the passion of a lunatic mind!!!!!

3)	 In Hungary today, people go to hospitals not to get better, but to die. 
I do not really cry for Gyurcsány’s people, but even then we were not 
that far behind European standards! Of course, according to the govern-
ment-controlled media, everything is fine and dandy. Go Hungary!

4)	 Zero health care in Hungary, fleas, bedbugs and who knows what other 
extra residents there are.... Patients left on their own, waiting 6 hours 
in the waiting room, doctors abroad... but Hungary is doing better, huh???
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INTRODUCTION

Engaging in (online) political discussions is a vital component of a democratic 
society because it allows individuals to express their opinions, encounter contrasting 
perspectives, and, ultimately, gain a better understanding of the world around 
them (Rossini & Stromer‑Galley, 2019). However, the way people currently 
engage in online communication often does not meet the desired standards 
of civil discourse. Instead of productive and respectful discussions, individuals 
frequently engage in toxic and uncivil online communication that is character-
ized by verbal fighting, vulgar words, and hostility. As a result, researchers are 
shifting their focus from achieving an ideal form of deliberative opinion exchange 
to exploring actual behavior and perceptions while engaging in uncivil online 
discussions that are perceived as violations of communication norms (see Coe 
et al., 2014; Bormann, 2022; Frischlich et al., 2021; Kenski et al., 2020; Rossini, 
2022). Various types of norm violations in online discussions are often blamed 
for negatively impacting the dynamics of online environments, influencing 
public opinion, shaping attitudes, and discouraging citizens from participation 
(Mutz, 2002). These are the main reasons for the growing attention that is now 
being paid to online conflict-oriented behavior (see Chen, 2017; Frischlich et al., 
2021; Kim & Kim, 2019; Kim et al., 2021; Vochocová & Rosenfeldová, 2019).

Previous research has primarily focused on the effects on individuals, their 
perceptions of such communication (Kenski et al., 2020; Mutz, 2016; Sydnor, 
2019), and their reactions (Gervais, 2015; Goyanes et al., 2021) and their rela-
tion to polarization (Hwang et al., 2014; Kim & Kim, 2019). Still, there is a lack 
of studies that attempt to understand the online behavior and attitudes of those 
who use conflict-oriented behavior (i.e., vulgar words, verbal fighting) in online 
discussions (but see Coe et al., 2014; Frischlich et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2021). 
Beyond that, we assume that the issue of conflict-oriented behavior even gains 
importance during crises, when society and public opinion are fragile and when 
emotional reactions are intense and online discussions are uncivil and polarized 
(Novotná et al., 2023). Thus, we expect that a certain period of data collection 
might shape conflict-oriented behavior that was driven by emotions, and our 
data from the COVID-19 pandemic might provide essential insights into the 
role of harsh communication strategies in online discussions.

This study contributes to existing literature by delving into the potential 
predictors of conflict-oriented behavior, which are often overlooked (but see 
Rains et al., 2017; Vargo & Hopp, 2017). We extend the previous knowledge 
by examining the personal characteristics of those who use conflict-oriented 
online behavior (Coe et al., 2014; Koban et al., 2018), commenters’ attitudes 
towards counter-attitudinal opinions and behavior on social network sites 
(SNS) – the frequency of engagement in online discussions (i.e., political and 
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cross-cutting discussions), and selective behavior (i.e., political unfriending). 
Focusing on predictors of conflict-oriented behavior, which is rather unexplored, 
can provide a deeper understanding of the motivations behind such behaviors 
and their implications for individuals who tend to avoid conflict. Furthermore, 
this investigation sheds light on dynamics within SNS by examining how 
certain online practices, types of online discussions, and personal character-
istics are related to conflict-oriented behavior. Opinions expressed in a harsh 
communication style can spread rapidly and become prevalent, especially online. 
Problematic content is often circulated by a relatively small group of individuals, 
who can nevertheless exert a substantial influence on public opinion formation 
(Gao et al., 2024). Therefore, it is essential to consider who may be discouraged 
from participating in the conversation.

Additionally, we still face a significant lack of country-contextual variety 
within the studies that investigate the characteristics of online discussions, even 
though exploring various contexts shows different behavioral patterns, different 
dynamics for discussions, and a variety of country- and culture-related factors 
that determine the character of the conflict-oriented behavior and the perception 
of what is and what is not acceptable (see Hmielowski et al., 2014; Vochocová 
& Rosenfeldová, 2019). We test conflict-oriented behavior, its predictors, in the 
under-researched Central and Eastern European (CEE) region. Specifically, 
we focused on Czechia, a society with high levels of affective polarization 
(Orhan, 2022) and political skepticism. Negative feelings towards political elites, 
institutions, and immigrants are prevalent (Pospěch, 2021), often manifested 
in hostility, xenophobia, and racism in Czech online discussions (Vochocová 
& Rosenfeldová, 2019).

Based on survey data collected during the first year of the pandemic, we show 
that SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior in Czechia report more 
frequent engagement in online cross-cutting discussions and a strong tendency 
for politically motivated unfriending as a reaction to disagreement. Contrary 
to some of our more optimistic assumptions about online talk, those who use 
conflict-oriented behavior also have a rather negative attitude towards disagree-
ment and the dissenting opinions of other commenters, despite (or because 
of) talking with them most often. Those who employ conflict-oriented behavior 
often contribute to political discussions, but surprisingly, they tend to have low 
political interest.
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CONFLICT-ORIENTED BEHAVIOR IN  ONLINE DISCUSSIONS

Scholars have long been interested in online discussions as arenas of opinion 
exchange. This interest is grounded in the deliberative model of democracy 
(Elster, 1998; Gutmann & Thompson, 1996), which views open, reasoned, and 
plural discussion as essential to upholding democratic principles (see Chen, 
2017; Hwang et al., 2016; Lee et al., 2021). Exchanges of opposing opinions are 
often considered particularly valuable, as such interactions allow individuals 
to broaden their perspectives and foster critical thinking (Lu & Lee, 2021; Mutz, 
2006). Nevertheless, empirical studies repeatedly show that interactions based 
on disagreement often diverge from deliberative ideals and exhibit various forms 
of conflict-oriented behavior leading to both positive and negative consequences. 
We understand this concept as encompassing communicative acts that express 
or escalate confrontation rather than mutual understanding.

Within this broader category, incivility—such as name-calling, personal 
attacks, or vulgar and insulting language—represents one prominent manifes-
tation (Coe et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2021; Rossini, 2022; Stryker, 2016; Vochocová 
& Rosenfeldová, 2019). Another form is verbal fighting, defined as discursive 
exchanges characterized by hostility, reciprocal attacks, and affective escalation 
(Stryker, 2016). Such behaviors undermine inclusive and continuous political 
conversations and are often triggered by controversial or morally charged topics. 
In this article, we therefore use conflict-oriented behavior as an umbrella term 
that captures these communicative dynamics, particularly incivility and verbal 
fighting, as expressions of antagonistic interaction styles that stand in tension 
with deliberative ideals. Such conflict-oriented exchanges are particularly 
likely to emerge in discussions characterized by disagreement—often referred 
to as cross-cutting discussions—where opposing views can easily intensify and 
escalate into emotional confrontation. This tendency is especially common 
in debates over controversial or morally charged topics, such as immigration 
or vaccination (Vochocová & Rosenfeldová, 2019). Working with this concept 
allows us to capture not only the overt expressions of incivility and hostility but 
also their communicative role in undermining the deliberative quality of online 
discussions.

Among these manifestations, incivility stands out as one of the most visible 
and consequential forms of conflict-oriented behavior, widely discussed for its 
potential harmful effects on democratic discourse (Gervais, 2019; Papacharissi, 
2004). Firstly, previous research shows that some people could view uncivil 
forms of expressions as an unacceptable discussion pattern that may lead to the 
avoidance of further discussions (Goyanes et al., 2021), whereas others might 
tend to be more resilient. According to research, personal traits, such as sex, 
age, and education, may impact how individuals respond to incivility in online 
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interactions. Research further indicates that men are more likely than women 
to use uncivil language (Frischlich et al., 2021; Proust & Saldaña, 2022) and 
that younger individuals may engage in such behavior more often, sometimes 
as a form of provocation (Vraga, 2015). Additionally, those with lower levels 
of education tend to exhibit more incivility in their online interactions (Vargo 
& Hopp, 2017). Harsh communication styles may discourage participation 
(Novotná et al., 2023; Vraga, 2015), but they can also encourage critical thinking 
(Chen, 2017) and be perceived as entertaining (Koban et al., 2018; Sydnor, 2019).

Secondly, there are worries about the character of the opinion exchange. 
Uncivil expressions may threaten discussion quality because expressive language 
can overshadow the argument and hinder the understanding of different points 
of view (Anderson et al., 2014). Overall, incivility is problematic for delegiti-
mizing arguments, and it lacks respectful opinion exchange (Coe et al., 2014), 
which triggers angry reactions and hostility directed toward others (Chen, 2017; 
Gervais, 2019; Sydnor, 2019). Therefore, uncivil discussions may broaden polar-
ization through hostile interactions with others and the increased polarization 
of the issues (Anderson et al., 2014). During times of crisis, heated exchanges 
may further reduce willingness to listen to opposing views, reinforcing perceived 
differences and mutual mistrust (Novotná et al., 2023).

Furthermore, comments that lack civility are often given high ratings by social 
media algorithms, which can also increase their visibility (Gervais, 2015; Kim et al., 
2021) and reach a large audience, including those who only read the comments. 
Although algorithmic operations remain largely a black box, moderation tools 
may also play a role, and Mark Zuckerberg’s announcement of Meta’s policy 
changes in January 2025 could further influence the circulation of such prob-
lematic content. Ultimately, uncivil comments often provoke additional uncivil 
responses, reinforcing cycles of hostility in online discussions (Gao et al., 2024). 
These dominant uncivil opinions can significantly impact beliefs and encourage 
extreme opinions (Rösner et al., 2016). Certain opinions might become more 
prevalent, although they can be held by a minority, but are widely seen by many. 
This can be more problematic, especially during crisis times when the need for 
accurate information increases, along with the rise in social media usage for news 
(Aelst et al., 2021), which could potentially amplify exposure to online opinions.
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CONFLICT-ORIENTED BEHAVIOR AND UNFRIENDING AS  COPING 
STRATEGIES FOR DISAGREEMENT

Conflict-oriented behavior as a communication style is closely related to disagree-
ment. People who disagree with someone else in conversation are more likely 
to be disrespectful or express negative sentiments when they have to justify 
their arguments, contrary to like-minded discussions (Chen, 2017; Marchal, 
2021; Rossini, 2022; Rossini & Maia, 2021; Sun et al., 2021). Conflict-oriented 
behavior might be used as a coping strategy to respond to disagreement, and 
it may also be evaluated as a common aspect of communication. Therefore, 
we focus on cross-cutting discussions that involve disagreement to understand 
the reasons behind conflict-oriented behavior and its impact on online discus-
sions. Given that disagreement in cross-cutting discussions is often associated 
with negative emotions such as stress or angry feelings (Anderson & Auxier, 
2020; Duggan & Smith, 2016) and given that it may lead to conflict-oriented 
behavior as a coping mechanism (Hmielowski et al., 2014), we hypothesize:

•	 H1: SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior in online discus-
sions report a higher frequency of engagement in cross-cutting discus-
sions than those who do not.

Another coping strategy for dealing with disagreement is by unfriending 
or blocking users. The unfriending feature in the online space allows people 
to avoid unpleasant content, potentially create a safe space to express their opin-
ions (Zhu & Skoric, 2021). In addition, uncivil and conflicting disagreement seems 
to motivate people to unfriend others more than the actual disagreement itself 
(Goyanes et al., 2021; Neubaum et al., 2021; Peña & Brody, 2014). Unfriending 
options may be handy tools, especially for those with a higher level of conflict 
avoidance (see Goyanes et al., 2021; Vraga, 2015). According to this logic, we may 
see political unfriending that directly cuts the ties between people who have 
a different point of view as a reaction to a hostile environment that does not 
fulfill SNS users’ expectations about the discussion.

Turning around the argument from previous studies that unfriending works 
as a strategy for avoiding disagreement and a harsher communication style 
(Goyanes et al., 2021; Neubaum et al., 2021; Peña & Brody, 2014), we might expect 
that people who often use conflict-oriented behavior would more frequently 
be exposed to disagreement and their environment on SNS would include more 
heterogeneous opinions. As they use harsh communication styles themselves, they 
may be more resistant to conflict and less likely to unfriend or block someone. 
Given that unfriending, on the contrary, limits heterogeneity, we assume that:
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•	 H2: SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior in online discus-
sions utilize political unfriending less than those who do not.

THE DYNAMICS OF  CONFLICT‑ORIENTED BEHAVIOR AND OPEN
‑MINDEDNESS TO  TALK AND LISTEN TO  THOSE FROM “THE OTHER SIDE”

Most Czech SNS users (57%) do not respond to disagreement with a comment 
similar to data from the United States (Duggan & Smith, 2016). That is a non-neg-
ligible number of people (Macková et al., 2021). While convincing others about 
the relevance of different opinions, attacks and argumentative fouls take place. 
Following the assumption that conflict-oriented behavior is likely connected 
to cross-cutting discussions, as we expect in Hypothesis 1, we need to consider 
that offensive comments and disagreements in an online environment might 
trigger negative emotions. Feelings of “freaking out” may lead to an unwill-
ingness to join talks with someone who has a different point of view (Duggan 
& Smith, 2016), which applies to both offline and online environments (Chen, 
2017). Moreover, exposure to a harsher communication style in combination 
with disagreement fuels closed-mindedness toward counter-attitudinal opin-
ions (Hwang et al., 2016).

Based on the assumption that more assertive commenters who use conflict-ori-
ented behavior perceive the harsher communication style differently than those 
who instead tend not to use such a communication style, one would expect that 
users who use conflict-oriented behavior are more open-minded to disagreement 
as part of a more heated discussion and this does not discourage their engage-
ment. Thus, we formulate the following hypothesis:

•	 H3: SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior within online 
discussions are more open-minded to counter-attitudinal opinions than 
those who do not.

POLITICAL INTEREST AND ENGAGEMENT IN  ONLINE POLITICAL 
DISCUSSIONS FUEL CONFLICT-ORIENTED BEHAVIOR

Political interest is one of the key motivations for engagement in online discus-
sions that many consider to be a form of civic (online) participation (Švelch 
& Vochocová, 2015). Politically interested people seek to understand issues and 
get exposure to different points of view (Rossini & Stromer‑Galley, 2019). The 
assumption is that politically interested (Kim et al., 2021), attentive, knowl-
edgeable, and more vigorously partisan people are more active in online 
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discussions (Duggan & Smith, 2016). Equally important, research has found 
that individuals who frequently engage in online commenting are more prone 
to making uncivil remarks (Hmielowski et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2021). This could 
be explained by the higher likelihood of being exposed to incivility and verbal 
fighting in the online environment (Goyanes et al., 2021; Koban et al., 2018), 
which consequently contributes to incivility (Frischlich et al., 2021; Kim et al., 
2021) because its presence can establish unwritten norms and set expectations 
about other users’ behaviors and the dynamic of the SNS environment. To sum 
up, since politically interested people are most involved in online discussions, 
they are expected to be exposed to harsher communication styles, which can 
provoke the same conflicting reactions. Thus, we assume that:

•	 H4: SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior within online 
discussions are more interested in politics than those who do not.

In addition, conflict-oriented behavior seems to be more common in polit-
ical discussions, especially in discussions focused on public affairs and political 
issues (Hmielowski et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2021; Papacharissi, 2004; Sun et al., 
2021). Though conversations about politics undoubtedly have many positive 
outcomes (Rossini & Stromer‑Galley, 2019), there exist concerns that engage-
ment in online political talk might lead to the higher acceptance of incivility 
within the discussion, simply because it is commonplace (Hmielowski et al., 
2014). In line with previous findings, we propose the following:

•	 H5: SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented behavior in online discus-
sions have a higher frequency of engagement in online political discus-
sions than those who do not.

METHODOLOGY

DATA AND PARTICIPANTS
The study employs data from a Czech survey collected by the Focus (Marketing 
& Social Research) agency in November–December 2020, combining online 
interviews with respondents from Czech national panel data (n = 2,538) and 
personal interviews (n = 1,225). The representative dataset, which is based 
on quota sampling, includes responses from 3,763 Czech adults. The research 
agency follows the ICC/ESOMAR international research code to guarantee high 
research standards. The research was carried out under Czech laws, regulations, 
and the guidance of the Research Ethics Committee at Masaryk University. 
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The questionnaire consisted of measures for news consumption, media use 
and trust, polarization, political attitudes, and voting behavior. In this study, 
which is built on secondary data usage, we specifically employ a data subsample 
of SNS users who participated in or read discussions on SNS (n = 2,187). For 
this purpose, we filtered out those participants who answered “never” for the 
following two questions: (1) “How often are you involved in discussions on SNS?” 
and (2) “How often do you only read discussions on SNS without active partici-
pation?” Respondents rated their answers on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very 
often). In this process, a total of 1,576 cases were removed.

Regarding our research topic, it is essential to highlight that the data were 
collected at the end of the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, which was its 
second wave in Czechia. There was an apparent 2% increase in the use of SNS 
compared to the previous year, which is potentially related to the pandemic 
protective measures, lockdowns, and quarantines that pushed people to move 
most of their activities online (Macková et al., 2021). Different countries (Van 
Aelst et al., 2021) supported the growing trend of people using social media more 
often during the early stages of the pandemic.

MEASURES
To identify participants with conflict-oriented behavior, we created a binary vari-
able combining two essential characteristics of problematic communication style 

– incivility as a representation of utterances and verbal fighting, capturing the 
discursive character of incivility (Stryker, 2016). Both of these manifestations 
of conflict behavior refer to a communication style that represents a more asser-
tive way of expressing oneself during an exchange of opinions. The first item was 
inspired by measures used by Rainie and Smith to assess perceived negativity 
(2012). To identify those who tend to use incivility in online discussions, we asked 
the following question: “I add negative comments in discussions, including hostile 
or vulgar words, in answer to other comments or posts shared by someone else” 
(M = 1.62, SD = 0.89). Verbal fighting was assessed by: “I fight in online discus-
sions with someone who has an opposite opinion to me” (M = 1.73, SD = 0.90). 
Original items were measured with a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very often). 
To obtain the binary dependent variable, we created a group of those who (0; 41.4%) 
have never participated in any of the activities (i.e., selected 1 = never for both 
questions). Those who (1; 58.6%) have at least once participated in one of the 
activities (i.e., selected 2–5 for at least one of the questions) formed the second 
group. The original variables were severely skewed toward the never option, and 
recoding them into a binary variable allowed us to obtain two relatively equal 
groups. Consequently, the recoded variable still informed our research aims and 
performed better in statistical procedures than the original variables.
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Engagement in Cross‑Cutting Discussions on SNS was measured by the item: 
“Based on your experience when you discuss (topics) on social network sites 
with people with whom you disagree or with whom you have different opinions, 
or you just read such discussions, how often is this valid for you: I react to those 
posts or comments with my own comment or by publishing my own content.” 
Respondents rated their answers on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very often), 
which we reduced to a 4-point scale by merging the values of 4 and 5 due to low 
occurrence of the highest category (M = 2.39, SD = 0.88).

Political Unfriending on SNS as a reaction to disagreement in the online envi-
ronment was captured with an index, including three items. All items were 
measured as binary (0 = no, 1 = yes), and the score was computed as the sum 
of values, ranging from 0–3 (M = 0.52, SD = 0.92; Cronbach’s α = .74). We asked: 

“Did you delete, block, or hide someone from your social network site because: 
(1) They shared something you disagreed with about politics or public affairs 
(17.7% = yes); (2) They argued about politics or public affairs on your social 
network site with you or someone you know (15.3% = yes); or (3) They disagreed 
with something you shared about politics or public affairs (17.5% = yes).”

Open-mindedness to Counter-attitudinal Opinions consisted of an index (M = 
3.09, SD = 0.90; Cronbach’s α = .78) with two items that addressed attitudes toward 
cross-cutting discussions. Firstly, we asked people: “How much do you agree 
or disagree with the following statement, which is connected to sharing opinions 
or political content on Facebook and other social network sites: It is unpleasant 
for me when my friends and people I know share political content and opinions 
that I do not agree with.” This was measured with a 5-point scale that ranged from 

“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). Secondly, we measured the level 
of agreement on the same 5-point scale with the following statement: “It does 
not make any sense to be friends with or to talk to someone who has a different 
point of view than me.” We recoded the values for a final index to capture that 
a higher value means higher open-mindedness to counter-attitudinal opinions, 
and the index was computed as a mean of the two items.

Political interest was measured on an 11-point scale (0 = not at all interested, 
10 = very interested) with the question: “How much would you say you are inter-
ested in politics?” (M = 5.19, SD = 2.73).

The statement that measured the Frequency of Engagement in Political Discussions 
on SNS was: “I discuss politics and public affairs on online social network sites.” 
The variable was measured with a 5-point scale ranging from “never” to “very 
often” (M = 2.18, SD = 1.16).

Lastly, the socio-demographic characteristics we examined were sex (female = 
55.3%), age (M = 44.57, SD = 16.45), and education (primary education = 10.54%, 
vocational certificate = 34.57%, high school = 34.73%, university degree = 20.16%).
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ANALYTICAL PROCEDURE
After handling the variables, we first obtained descriptive statistics and correla-
tions of all of the variables (Table 1). In the assumptions check, all correlations 
were lower than 0.5, the variance inflation factors (VIF) of all variables were 
2.00, and tolerance was no lower than 0.5, suggesting that the assumptions were 
met. Then, we ran a binary regression with conflict-oriented behavior as the 
dependent variable. Independent variables were added in three blocks to control 
for the effect of each block and see how much the blocks contribute to the predic-
tion of the dependent variable. Block 1 comprised sociodemographic variables 
(sex, age, education), Block 2 included variables applicable to a broader, not only 
SNS context (political interest, open-mindedness to counter-attitudinal opin-
ions), and Block 3 included SNS behavior (engagement in cross-cutting discus-
sions, frequency of engagement in political discussions, political unfriending 
on SNS). IBM SPSS Statistics 30 was used in all steps of the analysis, and the 
ggplot2 package in R was used to visualize the results (R Core Team, 2014; 
Wickham, 2009).

Table 1. Correlations of All Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Conflict‑Oriented Behavior —

2. Sex (1 = male, 2 = female) −.121*** —

3. Age −.058** −.184*** —

4. Education −.115*** .027 −.009 —

5. Political Interest .083*** −.285*** .238*** .124*** —

6. Open‑Mindedness 
to Counter‑Attitudinal 
Opinions

−.168*** .004 −.090*** .062** .041 —

7. Engagement in Cross
‑Cutting Discussions .498*** −.112*** .033 −.088*** .153*** −.090*** —

8. Frequency 
of Engagement in Political 
Discussions on SNS

.384*** −.187*** .068** −.049* .440*** −.110*** .476*** —

9. Political Unfriending 
on SNS .229*** −.070** .027 −.043 .166*** −.198*** .235*** .307***

Note. Two-tailed correlations are reported. *p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001. 

Results
After excluding cases with missing values, 1,927 cases were entered in the analysis. 
All three blocks significantly improved the model, with the third block improving 
it the most (Δ Nagelkerke R2 = 0.326), leading to Nagelkerke R2 = 0.415 in the 
full model. Figure 1 summarizes the results of the full model, and the model 
summaries and coefficients for each block entered are reported in full in Table 2.
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Figure 1. Results of the model

The analysis showed that those engaging in cross-cutting discussions have the 
highest odds of participating in conflict-oriented behavior (OR = 3.319, p < .001, 
95% CI [2.840, 3.879]), followed by a higher frequency of political discussions 
on SNS (OR = 1.628, p < .001, 95% CI [1.424, 1.860]) and performing political 
unfriending (OR = 1.320, p < .001, 95% CI [1.145, 1.522]). Therefore, we found 
evidence in favor of both H1 and H5 and contrary to H2. All other study vari-
ables were negatively associated with conflict-oriented behavior. In other words, 
it was more common among those who did not participate in conflict-oriented 
behavior to be more open-minded to counter-attitudinal opinions (OR = 0.679, 
p < .001, 95% CI [0.595, 0.775]). Thus, no support was found for H3.

Additionally, being male also proved to be associated with higher odds 
of behaving in a conflict-oriented way in SNS discussions (OR = 0.672, p < .001, 
95% CI [0.531, 0.850]), while women are less likely to engage in such discussions, 
possibly due to their tendency to avoid hostility. Being more educated (OR = 
0.864, p = .021, 95% CI [0.763, 0.978]), older (OR = 0.844, p < .001, 95% CI [0.784, 
0.908]), and interested in politics (OR = 0.943, p = .016, 95% CI [0.899, 0.989]) 
were less articulated in terms of odds ratios, but still significant for those who 
do not participate in conflict-oriented behavior. These results suggest that men 
and younger individuals with lower levels of education and low interest in politics 
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are more likely to engage in heated or confrontational online exchanges. Lastly, 
H4 was not supported.

Table 2. Results of the Hierarchical Binary Logistic Regression
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DISCUSSION

Building on prior research and theoretical assumptions that address the conse-
quences of a harsher communication style in the online public sphere, we inves-
tigated predictors of the usage of conflict-oriented behavior in discussions 
on SNS. Some scholars (e.g., Chen, 2017; Rossini & Maia, 2021; Rossini, 2022) 
view such behavior, including incivility and verbal confrontation, as a natural 
element of online discourse that can foster deliberation. Others, however, 
emphasize its potential democratic risks, such as radicalization and polariza-
tion (Hwang et al., 2014; Kim & Kim, 2019). These perspectives are not mutu-
ally exclusive but represent two sides of the same coin. While for some people 
harsh communication is essential for engagement in online discussions, others 
see it as a barrier to deliberation (Novotná et al., 2023).

Firstly, in line with previous research (Chen, 2017; Rossini & Maia, 2021), 
we found that conflict-oriented users tend to be more active in cross-cutting 
discussions. Such exchanges, grounded in disagreement, often involve incivility 
and verbal fighting that can help overcome communicative barriers between 
differing perspectives (Chen, 2017; Marchal, 2021; Rossini, 2022; Rossini & Maia, 
2021; Sun et al., 2021). Similarly, conflict-oriented commenters might be fascinated 
by disagreement, and cross-cutting discussions can provide them with a discus-
sion arena to enjoy heated discussions (Vraga, 2015). However, a harsher commu-
nication style may discourage participation among less assertive individuals who 
prefer to avoid conflict (Mutz, 2002; Kim et al., 2021). Consequently, those who 
refrain from conflict-oriented behavior tend to participate less in online political 
discussions, possibly due to their sensitivity to hostility and doubts about the 
effectiveness of online dialogue for meaningful exchange or public awareness.

Secondly, we examined political unfriending as a less pro-deliberative response 
to disagreement, as it can reduce exposure to diverse perspectives (Goyanes et al., 
2021). Contrary to our expectations, SNS users who engage in conflict-oriented 
behavior are more likely to unfriend others. Previous research indicates that one 
of the key drivers of political unfriending is the avoidance of confrontation and 
uncivil discussions (Goyanes et al., 2021). Our findings extend this understanding 
by showing that even conflict-oriented users may use unfriending as a strategy 
to manage their online environment. By engaging in uncivil exchanges more 
often, they may be more likely to experience escalations that prompt bound-
ary-setting when content is perceived as norm-violating, leading to selective 
behavior. Thus, even though they are active in cross-cutting discussions, they 
simultaneously constrain heterogeneous exposure.

Thirdly, contrary to our assumptions that conflict-oriented users could be more 
open-minded to cross-cutting discussions, we found that those who use a harsher 
communication style tend to be less tolerant of disagreement than those who 
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are not conflict-oriented. This suggests that conflict-oriented users in Czechia 
tend to hold undemocratic and negative attitudes toward deliberative dialogue. 
The optimistic view that incivility can serve as an expressive form of argument, 
fostering mutual understanding (Rossini, 2022), appears to be only partially 
supported, as these users often perceive cross-cutting discussions as meaning-
less. Although they engage more frequently in such exchanges, they lack open-
ness and hope for mutual understanding – key benefits typically associated with 
dialogue based on disagreement (Chen, 2017).

People’s negative views towards discussions that involve different perspectives 
may stem from their skepticism, which could be a result of negative encounters 
that they had in online conversations with people who hold opposing views. 
Such a strong and negative experience can lead to concerns about the value and 
purpose of engaging in dialogue with individuals who hold different beliefs. This 
assumption stems from negative affective responses, including frustration and 
stress, which often accompany engagement in online cross-cutting discussions 
(Anderson & Auxier, 2020; Rosenberg, 2024).

Fourthly, while the frequency of engagement in political discussions is positively 
related to conflict-oriented behavior, political interest is evidently not. We built 
our hypotheses on the expectation that users who engage in conflict-oriented 
behavior are also more interested in politics. However, we found evidence for the 
opposite direction, as conflict-oriented behavior relates to lower political interest. 
Moreover, this finding weakens the deliberative potential of conflict behavior 
usage, and it must be carefully reconsidered that, although conflict-oriented users 
encounter dialogue and political discussions, their interest in politics is lower.

Looking from the other side, participants with non-conflict-oriented behavior 
in discussions who are politically interested avoid participation in political 
discussions, which could be caused by their senseless or uncivil character (see 
Goyanes et al., 2021). While political interest involves actively learning about 
public affairs, participating in discussions requires no such knowledge. Research 
shows that online disagreement tends to attract people who are less politically 
interested but enjoy conflict (Vraga, 2015). As a result, the absence of informed 
participants can lower the quality of debate and foster uncivil exchanges marked 
by limited understanding. This is especially concerning during crises, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Russia–Ukraine war, or other global issues, like the 
climate crisis or migration waves, when discussions become highly polarized 
(Schmid et al., 2022). Ultimately, discouraging participation by politically aware 
individuals risks deepening polarization and amplifying one-sided views.

Lastly, consistent with prior research, conflict-oriented behavior is more 
typical among men (Proust & Saldaña, 2022), whereas women, who often avoid 
hostility in political discussions, engage less in such exchanges (Abendschön 
& García‑Albacete, 2021). Participants displaying conflict-oriented behavior also 
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tend to be younger and have lower education levels, groups that have previously 
been found to enjoy heated debates more and show less concern about incivility 
(Min & Shen, 2023). Also, young adults usually enjoy heated discussions more 
and find them joyful (Vraga, 2015).

Our study is not without limits. The measurement of conflict-oriented 
behavior is broadly defined and assessed by only two items. These items have 
their own limitations, such as lower reliability due to the difficulty of recalling 
online discussions and the different perceptions of what is considered uncivil. 
More precisely, we admit that various types of conflict-oriented behavior should 
be examined (e.g., intolerance, hate speech, toxicity) regarding participation 
in online discussions. Additionally, recoding the two items of conflict-oriented 
behavior into one variable that captures only the performance and non-perfor-
mance of such a behavior limits nuances in interpretation, especially if the aim 
was to look at the differences in intensity of this behavior. We believe that our 
study makes a valuable contribution to the field because it highlights specific 
trends related to conflict-oriented behavior in the under-researched CEE region, 
particularly in a country shaped by a post-communist legacy. This historical 
background may shape how citizens engage in conflict-oriented discussions, 
perceive disagreement in the public sphere, and participate in civic and online 
communication during times of crisis. Our findings may be transferable to coun-
tries with similar post-communist legacies and low institutional trust (Pospěch, 
2021). As the data were collected during a crisis, conflict behavior may have been 
context-dependent; future research should therefore examine how these patterns 
emerge in other crises or non-crisis settings. However, we cannot rule out the 
causal effects and their directions. Thus, we cannot say if particular activities 
fuel conflict-oriented behavior within SNS or if conflict-oriented participants 
seek certain activities – further research could be done. Additionally, exploring 
the barriers that prevent individuals who shy away from conflict from taking 
part in online discussions would be beneficial. This could explain why those 
with a strong political interest may not engage in these conversations, despite 
being open to different perspectives.

Our research highlights the double-edged sword of conflict-oriented behavior 
in online discussions. We argue that this finding adds an important dimension 
to scholarly debates that value high participation in cross-cutting discussions 
but often overlook how participants’ perceptions of these exchanges can funda-
mentally shape their overall benefits and, consequently, influence the quality 
of deliberative democracy. This phenomenon underscores the need for strategies 
that balance open dialogue with respectful discourse to foster a healthier public 
sphere and call for problematic content moderation. Artificial intelligence has 
recently become a widely discussed tool in this process, although its role in online 
deliberation remains disputed. It can promote civility and filter harmful content, 
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but also risks reinforcing biases, overlooking context, and silencing underrepre-
sented voices (Carstens & Friess, 2024), underscoring the importance of research 
on the predictors of incivility and other contributing factors.
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INTRODUCTION

The circulation of disinformation within any society poses a threat to the notions 
of truth and fact, thereby undermining the principles of informed deliberation 
at the heart of democratic life (McKay & Tenove, 2021). We define disinforma-
tion as intentionally false or manipulated content designed to deceive; disinfor-
mation differs from misinformation, which is misleading but circulates without 
the intention to deceive others (van der Linden, 2022). Disinformation is a threat 
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to transparency, institutional trust, and polarization because it blends facts and 
falsehoods (Iyengar & Massey, 2019). The circulation of misinformation and disin-
formation, particularly across digital platforms, has led to the current era being 
defined as the post-truth age, where truth becomes contingent on believability, 
not its evidential basis (Lilleker, 2018). Although the term post-truth has a short 
lineage, disinformation has long been a feature of the communication environ-
ment and is not purely a feature of politics in the digital age. Disinformation 
now reaches wider audiences and shapes public opinion by undermining their 
ability to distinguish truth from falsehood (Bastick, 2021). Our paper examines 
the ability of citizens in the Kosovan highly polarized environment where disin-
formation regularly circulates to determine what forms of disinformation are 
seen as believable, if there are socio-demographic or source-based explanations 
for belief in disinformation, and how repeated exposure impacts the likelihood 
of believability. We explore this specific context to develop more widely appli-
cable findings to help understand the dynamics of post-truth environments. The 
disinformation in Kosovo is reflective of the trends worldwide, and the informa-
tion landscape is polluted by the spread of manipulated information in almost 
every field, such as science (Scheufele & Krause, 2019), health (Suarez‑Lledo 
& Alvarez‑Galvez, 2021), and politics (Jerit & Zhao, 2020).

One essential component of disinformation is the narrative of a specific story 
and the fit within a broader meta-narrative, for example, low trust between ethnic 
communities, which enhances the believability of the single piece of disinfor-
mation (Bánkuty‑Balogh, 2021). Such narratives have the capacity to persuade 
people and influence their beliefs and behaviors, making them effective in eroding 
people’s trust in institutions and undermining the truth. Studies highlight 
how disinformation can prove sticky, through repetition, and through fitting 
to highly prominent myths or tropes, and thus can have destructive consequences 
on both individual and societal levels, such as undermining trust in democratic 
institutions (Lewandowsky & van der Linden, 2021) or increasing vaccine hesi-
tancy during the COVID-19 pandemic (Pierri et al., 2022). Hence, examining 
the believability of these narratives offers insights into the quality and stability 
of pro-democratic attitudes.

KOSOVO: CASE STUDY CONTEXT

Kosovo is a country where ethnic tensions and political polarization are constant, 
and often, the political elites may use these divisions to their advantage (Qerimi 
& Gërguri, 2022). In Kosovo, the trend of low trust towards institutions remains 
stable, with 33% trusting the Kosovo Government and even less (25%) trusting the 
Assembly (Avdiu 2022). This paper analyzes how citizens navigate the complex 
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post-truth environment by examining key disinformation narratives that have 
been independently determined as false by fact-checkers, who aim to reduce 
the spread and impact of false information to the public (Kuś & Barczyszyn

‑Madziarz, 2020).
With few exceptions, there is limited research on how citizens read disinfor-

mation narratives (Suau & Puertas‑Graell, 2023), as most research explores the 
spread of disinformation during elections (Chen et al., 2021; Pierri et al., 2020) 
or other major political or societal events (Perez‑Escolar et al., 2023; Reddi, 
et al., 2023). Previous studies show that exposure to factual information related 
to major political or societal events can lead people to reject false claims (David, 
2023; de Saint Laurent, et al., 2022), for instance, exposure to the debunking 
of conspiracy theories related to COVID-19 vaccination leads to a higher will-
ingness to accept a vaccination (Buturoiu et al., 2021). However, in this study, 
we conducted the research at a point when there were no major socio-political 
events or controversies taking place and focused on narratives that regularly circu-
late within the Kosovar information environment. The study is interested in the 
way its citizens interact and analyze information during their daily media intake 
by studying disinformation under relatively normal conditions. It is concerned 
with the common patterns of information processing – how individuals evaluate 
the credibility and factuality of the news, whether they believe what they read, 
and the relationship with judgments related to the reliability of the media sources. 
These are the daily cognitive and behavioral reactions, exploring them indicates 
how disinformation can subtly influence public attitudes during their everyday 
consumption of news. Hence, this paper contributes to knowledge by showing 
how disinformation can impact citizens’ evaluations of information accuracy, 
credibility, and trust in sources during a period of relative normality, within the 
complex Kosovar information environment. Rather than focusing on general 
political views or orientations towards distinct ideologies, the research explores 
the mechanisms that shape the believability of disinformation.

NAVIGATING A  ‘DISORDERED’ INFORMATION ENVIRONMENT

A large amount of research has been devoted to what is termed information 
pollution and information disorder. These terms describe a situation where inac-
curate information circulates widely within a society and impacts the attitudes 
and behaviors of citizens. Citizens of democratic societies must be able to recog-
nize the difference between facts, ideological interpretations of data, opinions, 
and outright lies. The problem is that in many societies, particularly polarized 
environments such as Kosovo, a variety of actors spread claims of fact that 
have some degree of inaccuracy, leading to a mistrustful and cynical citizenry. 
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There are debates regarding the scale of the problem of disinformation, although 
largely based on evidence from studies in Western Europe or America. There 
is evidence that disinformation is produced and shared by a limited number 
of users of social media, and the problem is exaggerated through the atten-
tion given to isolated but dramatic examples (Allen et al., 2020). However, the 
increased focus on disinformation during the COVID-19 pandemic revealed 
that the spread of disinformation could have serious implications (Roozenbeek 
et al, 2020). The most serious cases are when preventative measures such as lock-
downs or vaccinations become politicized (Lilleker et al, 2021). In nations with 
highly polarized political environments, low trust in political and media insti-
tutions, and where competing arguments were given equal weight within the 
information environment, there were higher degrees of uncertainty about core 
facts relating to the pandemic. The evidence from national studies of the spread 
of misinformation and disinformation during the pandemic reinforces long-
standing notions of the problem when the information environment becomes 
polluted with false claims (Pérez Escolar et al., 2023). Citizens must have some 
form of mental schema for testing what facts and sources of facts are credible and 
reliable, perhaps based on their perceptions of what news sources are credible 
and trustworthy. However, where the media is highly mistrusted, the blurring 
of fact and fiction becomes prevalent and highly problematic, more so when 
that blurring is strategically manufactured for political gain. When there is low 
trust, citizens rely on confirmation and selection bias and strengthen already 
held opinions (Thorbjørnsrud & Figenschou, 2022). Within the polarized and 
low-trust Kosovar information environment, we hypothesize that:

•	 H1: People who have a high level of trust in news media are more likely 
to believe in narratives that are disseminated by their trusted source.

It is long observed that the trend is for more people to access news via social 
media (Nielsen & Schrøder, 2014; Swart, 2023). However, this reliance intro-
duces significant challenges for knowledge outcomes, and social media has also 
been found to be a significant source of disinformation (Olan et al, 2024). The 
studies show that although digital interventions can have a moderate positive 
effect on the capacity of a user to differentiate credible and fake news (Guess 
et al., 2020), the overall impact of social media use is mixed, and some of its 
consequences are harmful to digital literacy (Chen et al., 2021). The detection 
of disinformation remains underdeveloped and usually reliant on individual 
user reporting, and hence it can spread rapidly within information environ-
ments where the conditions are ripe (Diaz Ruiz & Nilsson, 2023). In low-trust 
environments, ordinary users are often more trusted than official sources and 
news shared by close peers is viewed as an endorsement (Karlsen & Aalberg, 
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2023). Arguably, when disinformation is shared by other users, it becomes more 
credible in an environment such as Kosovo, where societal trust is crucial. The 
digital environment provides a space where any individual, mainstream media 
organization, digital ‘alt-news’ outlet, or political actor can post or share content 
without gatekeepers. The individual alone decides which sources they use and 
what content they believe (Melchior & Oliveira, 2024). Although people tend 
to use digital/social and traditional media, we are particularly concerned with 
the inverse relationship between a major dependence on unverified social media 
platforms and the susceptibility to being misled by disinformation. Therefore, 
we hypothesize:

•	 H2: Kosovars who are more reliant on gathering news from social media plat‑
forms are more likely to find disinformation more believable than those who 
rely on digital or traditional media (newspaper, radio, and TV).

People are exposed to disinformation on different channels within the infor-
mation environment: the broader media ecosystem encompassing traditional, 
digital, and social media platforms. However, extant research suggests that 
mere exposure does not always result in persuasion (Su et al, 2022). Thus, our 
study concentrates on the question of the socio-political environment’s medi-
ating role: to what extent does a highly polarized environment predetermine 
the probability of repeated exposure to disinformation being converted into 
influence on citizens’ attitudes and beliefs. Recent work has found that emotions 
are shaped by exposure to certain frames (David, 2023) and that exposure can 
complement impulses for confirmation bias (Xu et al, 2023). The pre-existing 
beliefs and attitudes among individuals contribute to their selective exposure 
and selective attention, which direct human beings to content, including disin-
formation, which supports their prior held beliefs and attitudes (Stroud, 2008).

Repeated exposure to narratives over time leads them to be accepted as truths, 
regardless of how false the content is (Guess et al., 2020). Hence, repeatedly being 
exposed to false narratives can lead people to develop distorted worldviews, 
which become confirmed through their selective use of sources and desire for 
confirmation bias. These psychological factors, often shaped by lived experi-
ences within a particular socio-political environment, can make certain forms 
of disinformation especially resonant if they circulate frequently. Therefore, 
we hypothesize that:

•	 H3: Kosovars who have previously encountered a disinformation narrative 
are more inclined to believe it compared to those who are unfamiliar with it.
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Extant research demonstrates that those who mistrust institutions, rely 
on social media for news, and are frequently exposed to disinformation will 
find it more believable. However, some agencies actively attempt to combat the 
spread of misinformation and disinformation and attempt to debunk specific 
claims while inoculating citizens to reduce their future susceptibility (Van der 
Linden et al., 2017). Fact-checkers are a key defence against the spread of false 
content and attempt to ensure their results gain publicity. There are limits 
to how many claims can be checked, hence, fact-checkers focus on high-profile 
individuals and claims, attempting to prevent some false claims from gaining 
traction (Birks, 2019). However, often the repetition of a claim is sufficient for 
it to be more memorable than the counterargument; also, counterclaims can 
be dismissed by citizens when the original claim confirms their existing beliefs. 
Hence, any form of debunking, including the work of fact-checkers, is not wholly 
successful (Hameleers, 2024). Brautovic and John (2023) also found that fact-
checkers were ineffective, as their website and social media pages were rarely 
visited. Media literacy initiatives attempt pre-bunking strategies, making people 
aware of common tropes or sources of disinformation, and are designed to engage 
the critical faculties of citizens (Bertolotti & Catellani, 2023). The challenge 
for initiatives countering the spread of disinformation is reaching sufficient 
numbers of the population (Birks, 2019) and engaging with those who have 
low trust in societal institutions (Su et al., 2022). Disengagement with systems 
designed to protect the information environment is much more likely within 
societies where trust is low, and polarization is high, spaces where selection bias 
and confirmation bias are equally likely to be high, such as Kosovo.

Individuals tend to fact-check information that opposes their preexisting 
opinions but not that which supports them, which is also in line with motivated 
reasoning theory (Lewandowsky et al., 2020). Meanwhile, prior beliefs also influ-
ence perceptions of the accuracy: people are more likely to believe information 
that supports their worldview even though it may not be factual (Gërguri, 2022). 
To differentiate these two processes – behavioral engagement (fact-checking) 
and cognitive evaluation (believability), we hypothesize:

•	 H4: Kosovars are less likely to verify information that supports their existing 
views.
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METHODOLOGY

To find the most relevant disinformation narratives, an analysis was conducted 
during a period of relative normality in Kosovo; there were no election campaigns, 
controversies, or tensions in the situation on the border with Serbia. For 18 days, 
from 10th to 28th April 2023, 86 fact-checked articles were collected from 
Kosovo’s two IFCN-affiliated fact-checkers, Krypometer1 and Hibrid2.

The initial stage involved analyzing the articles and identifying the six most 
repeated disinformation narratives during this period (see Table 1). To measure 
the prominence of disinformation narratives, we conducted a content analysis, 
exploring how frequently those narratives appeared within fact-checked claims 
during the analyzed period. Of 86 fact-checked articles, 49 articles were related 
to Kosovo‑Serbia relations, including the topic of ethnic and political conflicts, 
and foreign actors’ involvement.

A survey was then conducted, which tested the familiarity and believability 
of the six most prominent disinformation narratives. Following an initial 
set of sociodemographic questions (including party identification, ideology), 
respondents were asked about media consumption sources and the frequency 
of news consumption in order to measure media engagement. Media trust was 
measured by asking “do you trust the information published by news media/
digital media/social media?” using a 7-point scale (1 = never trust, 7 = always 
trust). In the second part, for each narrative, there were four questions asking 
respondents about exposure, source and believability following our hypotheses. 
Each narrative was followed by the questions: (1) Had the respondent read the 
narrative before? (2) Does the respondent agree with the statement; on which 
media or platform did they read it, choosing only one option (if this was the 
case)? and (3) Had they shared related content?

The identified narratives are representative of common disinformation themes. 
Unsurprisingly, four of them (1, 2, 4, & 5) were concerned with Kosovo‑Serbia 
relations, ranging from political claims to religious issues. Stories relating to rela-
tions with Serbia are a constant theme of news, and disinformation relating 
to these issues is a permanent feature of the Kosovar information environment, 
even when there are no obvious tensions between the two countries. The other 
repeated narratives are about migration (N6), relating to job opportunities for 
young people thinking of migrating into the EU, and celebrity gossip (N3) related 
to the arrest of a celebrity and reinforcing the narrative that celebrities often 
enjoy privileges when dealing with state institutions and so this narrative indi-
rectly undermines trust in institutions.

1	 Krypometer was launched in December 2016 and is part of the online media, Kallxo.com.
2	 Hibrid was founded in September 2020 by the NGO “Action for Democratic Society”
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Table 1. The six most repeated disinformation narratives

Number Narrative Code

1 The West was an accomplice in the 
ethnic cleaning of Serbs in Kosovo Kosovo‑Serbia relations Political issue

2 Russian group, „Wagner”, fights 
against Kosovo police in the North Kosovo‑Serbia relations Political issue

3 The famous designer Valdrin Sahiti was 
arrested and is in custody in Turkey Celebrities Celebrity Gossip

4 Orthodox churches in Kosovo 
are under political attack Kosovo‑Serbia relations Political issue/

Religion issue

5
Serbs in Kosovo face intimidation, physical 
attacks and are targets of crime in Kosovo 
meanwhile institutions don’t deliver justice

Kosovo‑Serbia relations Political issue

6 A company is looking for workers in Germany, 
the company will organize work visas Immigration Employment issue/

Immigration issue

The narrative headlines were inserted into a survey, which was conducted 
online during June 2023. The survey was completed by 600 respondents among 
Kosovar internet users between 18 and 65 years old from seven main regions. 
In Kosovo, daily use of the internet is 95.6%, the highest in the region and 
higher than the 84% average for European Union member states (Eurostat 
2023). There are variances in internet usage between different age groups and 
different education levels, with older and less educated people being less active 
online (STIKK 2019).

Table 2. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample

The digital divides by age and education are reflected in the sample of respon-
dents (see Table 2). There is an imbalance when it comes to age and education, 
with a lower number of elderly people and also individuals with lower education 
included in the sample. However, the sample reflects Kosovars who are heavy 
users of social media platforms and so are most likely to be exposed to disin-
formation online as part of their daily information diet.
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FINDINGS

TRUST IN  MEDIA AND BELIEF IN  DISINFORMATION NARRATIVES (H1)
The data demonstrates varying levels of trust and distrust in different narratives, 
reflecting the diversity of public attitudes on the issues and differing levels of crit-
ical thinking and fact-checking, which might be used to assess the credibility 
of information. Some respondents fall into the group of undecided, indicating 
a degree of skepticism or uncertainty about the accuracy of the disinformation, 
which sometimes is the main goal of those who disseminate these narratives 
(Gërguri, 2022). The narratives regarding international or political events (e.g., 
involvement of the West, Russian group “Wagner”) tend to have higher levels 
of distrust, while the narrative about the company offering jobs and work visas 
in Germany has a more balanced distribution of trust levels, with a notable 
percentage of respondents believing the story.

In Kosovo, there are considerable differences in how much individuals trust 
the news media. The majority do not trust the news media, with 47.5% having 
very low or low trust, while only around 20% have high or very high levels of trust 
in the news media. To examine whether this trust influences susceptibility 
to disinformation, a series of chi-square tests of independence was conducted 
to test Hypothesis 1, which posited that individuals with higher trust in news 
media are less likely to believe in disinformation narratives. Trust in news 
media was dichotomized as tend to trust (scores 5–7) versus tend to distrust 
(scores 1–4) on a 7-point scale, and belief in each narrative was coded as believes 
(scores 5–8).

The results are presented in Table 3 and Figure 1. No significant associations 
were found between media trust and belief in any of the disinformation narra-
tives (all p > .29), with uniformly small effect sizes (Cramér’s V < .05). The 
largest—but still non-significant—difference was observed for the “Orthodox 
churches” narrative, where 12.5% of high-tend to trust respondents believed the 
story compared to 9.3% among low-tend to distrust respondents. Figure 1 illus-
trates these findings, showing near-identical belief rates across trust levels, with 
overlapping 95% confidence intervals.

Complementary correlation analyses, using continuous trust scores, reveal 
modest but statistically significant positive correlations for certain narratives. 
Specifically, trust in media correlated positively with belief in Narrative 1 (“The 
West was complicit in the ethnic cleansing of Kosovars”) (r = .128**, p < .01) and 
Narrative 5 (“Discrimination against Serbs”) (r = .089*, p < .05). These find-
ings suggest that higher media trust may, in some instances, coincide with 
greater belief in particular disinformation narratives, possibly reflecting trust 
in domestic rather than international media sources or differing perceptions 
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of what constitutes credible information. However, these exploratory linear 
correlations do not translate into significant categorical differences when the 
hypothesis is tested using binary trust and belief variables. Accordingly, the 
chi-square analyses provide no evidence of a robust relationship between media 
trust and belief in disinformation narratives.

Table 3. Association Between Media Trust and Belief in Disinformation Narratives

Tend to trust (5–7) Tend to distrust (1–4) χ² (df=1) p

N1 9.1% 7.4% 0.42 .517

N2 44.2% 40.1% 0.81 .368

N3 36.0% 32.1% 0.71 .399

N4 12.5% 9.3% 1.12 .290

N5 7.8% 5.2% 1.01 .315

N6 48.1% 43.9% 0.79 .374

Overall, H1 was not supported. Trust in news media does not reliably predict 
belief in disinformation narratives among respondents in Kosovo. This finding 
suggests that belief formation may be shaped more by other psychological 
or contextual factors, such as exposure to misleading content (H3) or ideolog-
ical congruence with the narrative (H4), than by general levels of trust in tradi-
tional media institutions.

Figure 1. Belief in Disinformation by Media Trust Level

SOCIAL MEDIA’S  ROLE IN  SPREADING DISINFORMATION (H2)
Despite the data representing a range of different topics, including disinforma-
tion, and that we know disinformation can be manifested in various forms and 
be disseminated through a range of media channels, it is striking that those 
who use social media to be informed are most likely to find these narratives 
familiar. Across all the narratives, social media consistently emerges as a primary 
channel for exposure to these disinformation narratives. This finding indicates 
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a significant portion of the audience encountered these narratives on platforms 
like Facebook, Instagram, and underscores the potential influence of social media 
in shaping public perceptions and discussions on various topics.

To test Hypothesis 2, a chi-square test was conducted among respondents who 
reported prior exposure to each narrative (n = 1,308 exposed responses). Belief 
was dichotomized (5–8 = believes on 8-point scale), and primary source was 
categorized as Social Media (Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, etc.), Digital Media 
(online news portals), or Traditional Media (TV, radio, newspapers).

Figure 2 presents the percentages of each of the six narratives viewed on different 
channels. On the horizontal axis are the six narratives (1 to 6), while the vertical 
axis is the percentage of respondents who learned about the story from each source.

Figure 2. Information channels of disinformation narratives dissemination

As shown in Figure 2, dissemination channels are extremely varied but social 
media proves most dominant exposure, with a 59.6 percent encounter with the 
celebrity arrest (N3) and 57.9 percent with the Germany job scam (N6), both 
non-political and high-salience topics. Geopolitical narratives (N1, N2, N4, N5), 
in their turn, feature a more balanced pattern of exposure. Television remains 
relevant as a source of exposure, especially when it comes to political issues, 
respondents heard the narratives more on TV (13% to 19.9%) than the celeb-
rity arrest (N3 is 5.4%) and work opportunity (N6 is 2.3%). Respondents were 
exposed to the four political issue narratives somewhat less on social media and 
found this information via traditional or digital channels.

Although social media dominated exposure, the chi-square tests gave no empir-
ical evidence to Hypothesis 2. Table 4 shows belief rates based on source-weighted 
using the exposure proportions. In five of the six stories (N1, N3-N6), the type 
of source did not have any relationship with belief (all p >.34, Cramer V <.09). 
In the story about the Wagner group (N2), there was a significant correlation but 
in the opposite direction to the hypothesis, which indicated that social media 
users were less likely to believe the statement (55.3) than those who used digital 
(64.8) and traditional media (70.2).
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Table 4. Results of chi2 tests, association between primary source of exposure 
and belief in disinformation narratives (among exposed respondents only)

N Topic

Social media Digital media Traditional 
media Association measures

Believe 
(Exposure %)

Believe 
(Exposure %)

Believe 
(Exposure %) Cramer’s V p-value

N1 Ethnic cleansing 18.2% (47.0%) 22.5% (30.6%) 26.1% (24.1%) .091 .343

N2 Wagner 55.3% (45.1%) 64.8% (30.6%) 70.2% (21.2%) .198 .007

N3 Celebrities 39.1% (59.6%) 44.2% (26.2%) 48.0% (9.8%) .088 .366

N4 Orthodox 
churches 23.8% (40.4%) 29.1% (29.2%) 32.4% (27.2%) .087 .372

N5 Serbs 
discrimination 10.9% (43.3%) 13.8% (28.8%) 15.2% (26.1%) .074 .484

N6 Work 
in Germany 49.0% (57.9%) 53.7% (27.2%) 57.1% (18.9%) .082 .413

Figure 3 shows that the Wagner narrative (N2) was the only narrative 
to display a significant difference across media sources (χ²(1) = 8.21, p = .004, 
Cramér’s V = .179). No other narrative exhibited a significant effect of source.

Figure 3. Belief by Primary News Source (Among Exposed)

Taken together, Figure 3 and Table 4 present consistent evidence that expo-
sure to disinformation and belief are subject to different media dynamics. 
Although the primary exposure channel, especially in the case of non-political, 
high-engagement stories (N3 and N6), is social media, it does not determine 
belief. Indeed, the most geopolitically provocative and broadly shared statement 
(N2) is believed less by those exposed to the narrative on social media (55.3%) 
than among users who were exposed via traditional media (70.2%). The lower 
level of belief might be due to corrective diffusion occurring quickly within 
social media ecosystems due to peer commentary, algorithmic counter-nar-
ratives, or exposure to other perspectives, especially among younger and digi-
tally literate individuals. In Kosovo’s case, social media spreads disinformation 
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widely, but does not necessarily persuade—and may even foster greater skep-
ticism toward implausible or externally driven claims. Therefore, Hypothesis 
2 was rejected. Although the majority of narratives failed to demonstrate any 
substantial connection between news source and belief, the narrative about the 
Wagner group (N2) reported the reverse influence to the predicted finding: it was 
respondents who mostly used social media that were less likely to believe the 
statement than traditional or digital media. The finding indicates that in some 
high-stakes geopolitical stories, social-media consumers can become more 
skeptical and less vulnerable.

FREQUENCY OF  EXPOSURE AND BELIEVABILITY (H3)
Our data shows that the reach of narratives and the frequency of exposure vary 
widely across the six pieces of disinformation. Some of the narratives were encoun-
tered virtually every day or are similar to highly familiar tropes that circulate. 
However, we could also suggest that familiarity can also relate to the fact that 
some topics are of higher interest or significance to respondents, as recall can 
indicate the salience of a story to the individual. Narrative 6, concerning career 
prospects in Germany, is the narrative most frequently seen or recalled, perhaps 
indicating a high level of salience among respondents. Other narratives, such 
as those about the Russian group “Wagner”, were found to have moderate recall, 
indicating the level of interest in this individual story could be lower. Familiarity, 
therefore, reflects not only information circulation but also issue salience and 
personal relevance within the Kosovo context.

To test H3, chi-square tests were conducted for each narrative (see Table 5), 
comparing belief rates (5–8 = believes) between respondents who had previously 
encountered the claim (exposed) and those who had not (not exposed).

Table 5. Results of chi2 tests, association between prior 
exposure and belief in disinformation narratives

N Topic % Believes 
(Exposed)

% Believes 
(Not exposed)

Association measures

Cramer’s V p-value

N1 Ethnic cleansing 21.5% 8.3% 0.281 0.000

N2 Wagner 61.8% 42.4% 0.570 0.000

N3 Celebrities 42.5% 34.4% 0.352 0.000

N4 Orthodox 
churches 27.7% 11.0% 0.361 0.000

N5 Serbs 
discrimination 12.8% 6.6% 0.233 0.000

N6 Work in Germany 52.7% 46.2% 0.332 0.000
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The findings indicate that there is a statistically significant relationship between 
previous exposure and belief for all six disinformation narratives. The chi-square 
tests were very significant (all p <.001), and the effect sizes (Cramer’s V) were 
found to be between .233 and .570. This trend shows that recalled exposure 
is a good predictor of belief, supporting the mere exposure effect, where repeated 
exposures positively influence perceived credibility despite the implausibility 
of claims.

The findings are somewhat mixed, with a higher level of belief when recalling 
exposure (21.5%-12.8%), despite generally a lower baseline of belief levels for 
some storylines (Ethnic cleansing 8.3%; Serbs discriminating 6.6%). The impact 
of exposure is significant in other situations, such as the Wagner group in Kosovo 
(61.8% vs. 42.4%, V = 0.570), highlighting how security-related narratives may 
quickly gain credibility once they start to spread. These results show substantial 
empirical evidence to support Hypothesis 3. The effects of prior exposure are 
significant in believing disinformation, as cognitive accounts of familiarity and 
truth bias expect. This is strongest on the geopolitically charged stories (N2, N4), 
where repetition can make unrealistic assertions but support polarized identities. 
Even in the case of less political stories (N3, N6), the exposure-belief relation-
ship is high, that is, repetition, no matter the subject matter, increases credibility.

MODELING BELIEF IN  DISINFORMATION NARRATIVES (H4)
Table 6 below shows the only significant correlations between the sociodemo-
graphic variables and believing each of the disinformation narratives. For the 
narrative related to the Russian group, “Wagner”, males are more likely to believe 
this narrative (.155**), and also the more educated (.112*). In the case of the celeb-
rity narrative, females find this more believable (.150**), and the more educated 
(.081*), but the latter is statistically weaker.

Table 6. Correlations of sociodemographic data with believability of each narrative

Narratives Ethnic 
cleansing Wagner Celebrities Orthodox 

churches
Serbs 

discrimination
Work 

in Germany

Age -.152** .085 -.013 .035 .001 -.069

Gender .051 .155** -.150** .031 .050 .053

Education -.008 .112* .081* -.035 -.052 .010

 * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

This shows that different forms of disinformation, on different topics, are 
more or less believable to differing internet users across the Kosovar commu-
nity. Perhaps they tend to be less likely to believe disinformation about the Serb/
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Kosovo tensions unless it is something new and links to a wider context (i.e., the 
Wagner group), but they can be taken in by celebrity-related disinformation due 
to its novelty and the globally pervasive interest in celebrity gossip. The premise 
of inoculation theory is that people will become more resistant to disinformation 
if they learn narratives are misleading. In the Kosovo context, only a minority 
of respondents believe the disinformation associated with Kosovo‑Serbia rela-
tions (N1, N2 & N5); therefore, due to the sheer level of disinformation and its 
exposure as false by fact-checkers, it seems likely that some Kosovars have built 
up an innate skepticism of stories that inflame relations with Serbians. If true, 
then it is positive for this highly contentious political issue if Kosovars have 
become more resistant to accepting false claims when they see similar stories. 
For instance, the narrative that the West is supporting Kosovo institutions for 
the ethnic cleansing of Serbs is believed only by 12.4%, however, exposure can 
still prove to be significant for the believability of these narratives, suggesting 
the circulation of disinformation can have an impact on beliefs, and conse-
quently, behavior.

A related problem, which may exacerbate the impact of disinformation, is that 
Kosovars say they are largely very unlikely to refer to fact-checkers, confirming 
the findings of previous studies in the region about fact-checkers being ineffec-
tive at reaching wider audiences, as often these sources are not visited frequently, 
if at all. Our data (Figure 4) shows that for most narratives, Kosovars believe 
the disinformation without referring to any fact-checking systems. This can 
be explained by confirmation bias as well as selective attention bias. However, 
while believable and confirming negative attitudes of Kosovars towards Serbia, 
these narratives may not be seen as consequential or novel and so are unlikely 
to impact attitudes or behavior. This is relevant when considering how Kosovars 
view stories about the relations with Serbia. For example, the narrative about 
the involvement of the Russian paramilitary group, Wagner, was believed 
by 43.3% of respondents, even though the majority of respondents did not fact-
check the story. We surmise that people who have strong pre-existing beliefs 
that a new war with Serbia is possible, and that Russia will support Serbia over 
Kosovo, fueled by the Russian invasion of Ukraine, are more inclined to accept 
narratives that align with their existing view and do not fact-check them. However, 
greater attention and critical thinking are devoted to narratives that are of imme-
diate consequence. This is quite evident with N6, the narrative related to work 
opportunities in Germany. A majority of respondents believed it, but some, due 
perhaps to its relevance, visited a fact-checker to search if it is debunked. Hence, 
where information may be of benefit to them directly, like N6, they will fact-
check it, suggesting that the decision to fact-check might be influenced by the 
perceived importance of the information and whether it is true.
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Figure 4. Percentages of believing and no fact-checking the information
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CONCLUSIONS

This study provided insights into the multifaceted nature of information consump-
tion in Kosovo. Through an exploration of six prominent narratives, we show the 
evidence of how living under a polarized and low-trust society, people learn to live 
in a complicated information landscape where false information mixes with news.

A key assumption drawn from the data is the substantial potential influence 
of cognitive biases, including confirmation bias, on people’s inclination to accept 
disinformation narratives, especially if they are familiar to them. Exposure 
frequency emerged as the most consistent predictor of belief, confirming that 
repetition normalizes even implausible claims. People are more inclined to accept 
some material without giving it critical examination or fact-checking when 
it supports pre-existing views. This is likely a strong factor in Kosovo, where 
negative narratives relating to Kosovo–Serbia relations have been circulating 
for decades. However, our analyses also show that belief is not simply a product 
of bias or trust—but of repeated exposure. This suggests that familiarity itself 
can make information appear credible, especially when tied to national identity 
or geopolitical themes.

The tests of Hypothesis 1 did not find a significant relationship between trust 
and belief when measured on a categorical scale and showed that media trust 
in itself does not predict disinformation acceptance. This upholds the fact that 
in societies where there is low trust, the formation of belief may be significantly 
influenced by existing cognitive/ideological beliefs rather than institutional 
confidence. Hypothesis 2, which predicted that users of social media were more 
likely to believe disinformation, is not supported. Although social media was 
the most used source of exposure, it did not have a positive effect on perception. 



Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025� 365

NAVIGATING NARRATIVES: THE DYNAMICS OF DISINFORMATION EXPOSURE AND BELIEVABILITY TO INFORMATION IN KOSOVO

The narrative of social media users having even lower belief than traditional 
media, as seen in one reported case, the Wagner Group. These results indicate 
that social media increases exposure but is not likely to persuade. The data 
show strong support for Hypothesis 3, which assumes that repetition of expo-
sure enhances disinformation belief. The most predictable and strong predictor 
of belief was exposure frequency. The more someone was exposed to a narrative, 
whether or not it is factual, the more it seemed to be truthful. Acceptance was 
often boosted by familiarity as opposed to trust or accuracy. This mechanism 
supports the existing worldviews and normalizes disinformation in the situa-
tion in Kosovo, where ethnicity and politics are historically enshrined. Lastly, 
Hypothesis 4, showing Kosovars are much more likely to confirm information 
when it fits with their political worldview, is proved by the findings. The level 
of fact-checking was also very low, and respondents would only confirm infor-
mation that would be of interest to them, like the migration or employment 
opportunities. Verification declined drastically when content conformed to their 
beliefs. This is an expression of motivated reasoning and confirmation bias, 
in which the process of fact-checking takes on the quality of an identity-based 
process, instead of becoming an accuracy-based process.

Our data confirms the theoretical viewpoint of much post-truth literature 
(Lilleker, 2018; McKay and Tenove, 2021) because it shows that disinformation 
can influence the thinking of the citizens by involving the use of emotions and 
the mediation of trust instead of rational thinking. In Kosovo, the dynamics 
are especially noticeable in the polarized, low-trust society, where the repeti-
tion of disinformation narratives, particularly in the context of Kosovo‑Serbia 
relations, intensifies the divisions that were already present, and shapes the way 
citizens perceive political and social realities. The acknowledgment of the rela-
tionship between exposure, belief, and trust in such an environment provides 
insight into how citizens process information in post-conflict democracies. 
Finally, the research paper is part of a larger debate on the topic of disinfor-
mation resilience, which proposes that enhancing media literacy and critical 
thinking is crucial not only to Kosovo but to the rest of transitional democracies 
struggling with the same issues.

Comprehending the complexities of disinformation in Kosovo, including its 
dissemination, sources, and the impact of cognitive biases, facilitates consideration 
of more efficacious ways to counteract disinformation and foster an educated, 
media-literate society. This work, by relating the empirical findings to the 
larger theoretical paradigm, contributes to the research on the origins of belief 
in disinformation, at the point of exposure, trust, and motivated cognition, and 
has implications not only for Kosovo but also for other low-trust, transitional 
democracies. To increase media and digital literacy in Kosovo, it is important 
to implement a multi-level solution as the country is characterized by a polarized 
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media space and institutional mistrust. The involvement of media literacy 
as a mandatory course from elementary through high schools would equip the 
young generations with the necessary tools to evaluate sources critically and 
being able to identify manipulation. For the moment, media literacy is taught 
in some schools across Kosovo as an elective subject (Jahiri et al., 2024). It can 
also be important to have civil society organizations and media organizing the 
public awareness campaigns, community workshops, and journalist training 
programs that are centered on disinformation identification and countering. 
Besides, the partnership between educational institutions, fact-checking orga-
nizations, and media might serve as a good solution to the existing disparity 
between the practice of verification and the daily intake of information. With 
such activities backed by uniform policy-backed public communication strat-
egies, this might slowly foster a more critical and resistant citizenry who may 
handle the intricate Kosovo information space.

While the present research highlights the specific challenges within the Kosovar 
information environment, a post-conflict society with low institutional trust and 
high political polarization, the results, especially the influence of media trust, 
frequency of exposure, and motivated reasoning in the development of disin-
formation belief, are not exclusive to Kosovo. They can provide important clues 
into how citizens of other societies, where there are similar low trust levels and 
polarized media systems, may react to false information. Therefore, the empi
rical range of the study is context-dependent, whereas theoretical implications 
apply to the larger discourse of disinformation resilience in weak democracies 
and transitional information environments.

Whereas our study provides valuable information, certain limitations should 
be considered. First, the research is focused on a single country context defined 
by certain historical and political processes, and thus, the findings are to be applied 
with caution to other societies that possess different media and institutional trust 
rates. Second, because the study relied on an online survey, younger and more 
educated respondents were more accessible and likely overrepresented in the 
sample. This may have influenced the overall belief and verification patterns 
observed, particularly if these groups display higher digital literacy or political 
engagement than the general population. Third, the research has examined six 
narratives, which, though varying in subject matter and ideological inclination, 
may not capture the full spectrum of disinformation circulating in the Kosovar 
media environment. The future studies ought to include larger and more diverse 
collections of narratives focusing on differing national contexts to determine 
the broader applicability and robustness of the results. These limitations can 
be addressed in future studies by using longitudinal designs, experimental 
manipulations, or cross-country comparisons to test more fully the results found 
here. Regardless of these limitations, the current results provide useful insights 
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regarding how people determine credibility when exposed to disinformation 
in a low-trust and post-conflict information environment.
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INTRODUCTION

Disinformation and its impact on the public sphere has been the subject of 
numerous studies since the late 2010s predominantly due to new types of 
influence campaigns brought about by computational propaganda. Following 
significant news media attention as a result of allegations of foreign interfer-
ence in the lead-up to the American presidential election in 2016, many nations 
began to examine the potential for harm in their own domestic environments 
(Palmer & Wilner, 2024; Ohiln, 2021; Fidler, 2021; Boulos, 2021). Much of the 
concern has been with the “weaponization” of social media (Kuś & Barczyszyn

‑Madziarz, 2020).
In the Czech Republic, in addition to the webpages and social media accounts 

used to attract readers, a chain (disinformation) email environment also became 
very active in this period, culminating in approximately 1000 different disin-
formation emails being sent monthly in the winter of 2022 (Pravidelný přehled 
české dezinformační scény, 2022). The Czech Republic is rather prominent in 
terms of the vigorous nature and reach of these campaigns. For example, one 
study showed that 90% of senior citizens had been reached by disinformation 
emails (Elpida, 2018).

This study focuses on the disinformation chain email phenomenon in the 
Czech Republic. Specifically, it discusses the persuasive factors involved in 
accessing disinformation email content. To understand the incentives at work in 
this engagement, email subject headings were analyzed for persuasive thematic 
indicators, and functional linguistic patterns. The project examines the first 6 
months of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

The study aims to answer the following questions:

•	 RQ1: What sort of knowledge/prior understandings are the authors of the 
subject headings expecting readers to have that would motivate them to 
access/open the email upon reading the subject heading?

•	 RQ2: What do repeating thematic frames used in subject headings indi-
cate about presupposed views of the audience?

•	 RQ3: What do evident functional linguistic patterns in the subject head-
ings indicate in terms of presupposed views of potential audiences for 
the emails?

The article aims to contribute to the research in two main ways: firstly, to 
emphasize the significance of chain mails in the cross-platform disinformation 
mix in the Czech Republic; secondly, to break down persuasive factors at work 
for recipients.
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CROSS PLATFORM PROPAGANDA AND DISINFORMATION 

Although propaganda has been discussed as part of scholarly work for a century, 
disinformation became prominent only in the latter part of the second decade 
of the twenty-first century (Freelon & Wells, 2020). Disinformation is often 
conceived of as coordinated attempts to spread false information by political 
players, whether domestic or foreign (Guess & Lyons, 2020). Tucker et al. (2018:22) 
define disinformation broadly, describing the diverse content it can contain, specif-
ically “trolls, bots, fake-news websites, conspiracy theorists, politicians, highly 
partisan media outlets, the mainstream media, and foreign governments”. The 
text in this study can be best defined as disinformation, but it seems important 
to recognize the role of state propaganda as a significant stand-alone element. 

The Czech Republic is an interesting area for the study of propaganda, due 
to its strategic position on the historical border of the former Soviet Bloc, and 
therefore a volatile region in light of the often-discussed suggestions that the 
Russian Federation seeks to return its sphere of influence to Soviet-era times 
(Studzinska, 2015). The country is also interesting to examine in terms of the 
medium and platforms used for propaganda, since the demographic make-up of 
the country means that the less technically savvy have an overwhelming influ-
ence in elections, those aged 65+ making up 20% of citizens (“Age Structure”, 
n.d.). Additionally, the growth of malaise with democracy and increased belief 
in disinformation as described by Bennett and Livingston (2018) clearly apply 
in the Czech Republic, with only 34% placing trust in news media (Mihelj 
& Štětka, 2022), and numbers trusting disinformation reaching dramatic levels 
at 40% (STEM, 2021).

The country for many constitutes fertile ground for disinformation and 
propaganda not only because of its geopolitical positioning, but also due to a 
combination of historical, cultural, and institutional factors. Long-standing 
skepticism toward official authority, shaped by experiences of state socialism 
and reinforced by post-1989 political and economic disillusionment, sharpened 
by instances of capture of the media by oligarchs may contribute to low levels of 
trust in political institutions and mainstream media. Research shows that this 
environment has facilitated the growth of alternative interpretive frameworks 
that present politics through narratives of elite betrayal, national victimhood, 
and hidden power structures (Štětka et al., 2021; Mihelj et al., 2022).

In light of this context, we consider the medium used for accessing news. In 
addition to traditional channels and social media platforms, news by email is 
also a common method of distributing information by a broad range of news 
organizations. In some ways resembling a curation process related to theme/topic, 
the success of the model seems to be related to the connection made between the 
reader and the news organization, or individual journalists themselves (Seely 
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& Spillman, 2021). Finding it to be a financial model that works has provided 
encouragement (Jack, 2016). Significant numbers of people claim to receive news 
by email, ranging from one in ten to one quarter of the population in a recent 
study (Newman, 2022).

Email communication is also common in political campaigning, with manip-
ulative and deceptive tactics being the norm (Mathur et al., 2023). Further, chain 
emails used for disinformation purposes, a natural cousin to news by email, as is 
fake news to “real” news, are a surprisingly understudied part of the cross-plat-
form propaganda approach, particularly since news email “audiences” can be 
found that are not necessarily social media users, and for some of the popula-
tion, for example those of retirement age, it is a gateway to internet commu-
nication (Madden & Zickuhr, 2012). Chain disinformation emails often use a 
deflective source model (Jowett and O’Donnell, 2019), attracting the attention 
of the receiver with a personalized message in the subject heading, but sharing 
information from a third source – not the email author. Commonly referred 
to as astroturfing (Howard, 2002; Chan, 2022), the overall aim is to allow for 
messages to be spread farther.

Chain emails written in the Czech language contain socio-political content 
intended to provoke a reaction in receivers, including encouragement to share 
(forward) the email to others. The source of the emails being analyzed in this 
study is very often the object of speculation. Some observers feel that a major 
source of the emails is a hostile government (often the Russian Federation) paying 
local citizens to spread content in order to bring about unrest. Others feel it is 
local (Czech) citizens with sympathies toward Russia, while others have alluded 
to mainstream domestic political parties being involved. Thus, elements of state 
propaganda and non-state localized / non-state organized disinformation form 
the backdrop of the manipulative use of email for persuasion. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) is typically characterized as a unit of language 
which is greater in length than one sentence, but whose meaning extends beyond 
the unit itself. This conceptualization enables analysis of text, co-text and wider 
context, including the sociocultural realities underpinning discourses.

Van Dijk (2005) has argued for the articulation of CDA to cognitive analysis 
and pragmatics and the negotiation of meaning. Any discourse-based analysis 
of news reporting (including news by email) entails exploration of the relation-
ship between writer/speaker and reader/listener, engagement with the prag-
matic dynamics underlying this relationship, and uncovering the ideological 
messages concealed beneath the immediate text. We need to understand the 
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assumptions that message authors make about their readers in terms of their 
existing knowledge and likely ideological attitudes. Bekalu (2006), advocating 
a greater engagement by analysts with the cognitive dimension of discourse 
processing, provides a useful framework following Van Dijk’s (2005) lead, linking 
presupposition with cognition.

One key linking approach is via relevance theory (see Sperber & Wilson, 1995 
[1986]), which accounts for the ways in which writers (including subject heading 
authors) secure audience attention. The value of an utterance is determined if: 

“(1) it is sufficiently relevant to be worth the audience’s processing effort, and 
(2) it is the most relevant one compatible with the communicator’s abilities 
and preferences” (Bekalu, 2006, p. 155). Using presupposition to establish rele-
vance is thus one important component in uncovering the ideological content 
of a media message. Althusser’s (1971) concept of interpellation proposes that 
everyday cultural knowledge is ideological, and that communicators construct 
individuals as subjects with shared assumptions regarding power and authority. 
For example, if a news source describes a public figure as “hardline”, it assumes 
that its readers/viewers have been positioned to share, and judge, this “knowl-
edge” of what constitutes “hardline” behavior. Van Dijk (2005) proposes deploy-
ment of a “context model” that posits knowledge as “shared beliefs satisfying 
the specific (epistemic) criteria of an (epistemic) community” (Van Dijk, 2005, 
p. 73). This approach recognizes the impossibility of absolute truth in episte-
mology, adding a flexible dynamic to the cognitive schemata we draw upon to 
function in the everyday social world. Context accepts the importance of prag-
matic negotiation of knowledge, “because many aspects of discourse depend on 
what the speaker assumes the hearer to know or not to know” (Van Dijk, 2005, 
p. 76). Van Dijk goes on to assert that ideological presuppositions are easily 
formed or reinforced by the media: 

Since people learn by the acquisition of new knowledge through public 
discourse, they may thus be manipulated into believing that such presump-
tions of authoritative sources are in fact forms of knowledge that no longer 
need to be certified (demonstrated, proved, etc.) (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 88). 

Of course, the process of reading an email heading must be cognitively rather 
different to reading an entire email or a mainstream news report. With such 
minimal verbal content and context, the amount of processing needed is highly 
dependent on the familiarity of readers with chain emails and an expected ideo-
logical alignment with their content. Although we might accept that at least the 
previous link in the chain is a person known to the receiver, the subject heading 
plays an important functional role in inducing a reader to open it. Until the 
email is opened, they are largely unaware of its content. As is the case with 
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conventional reports, news headlines (and by extension email subject headings) 
establish relevance via the promise of new information pertaining to a (probably) 
familiar subject. The role of the headline creator is to pique readers’ curiosity, 
that is to make a topic “relevant” while reassuring them that their cognitive and 
ideological presuppositions will be satisfied by the content.

METHODOLOGY

Our goal was to understand the persuasive factors at play in the subject head-
ings in chain disinformation emails in the Czech language distributed by Czech 
servers via personal email accounts. The aim was to try and discover linguistic 
and even typographic patterns that motivate people to open seemingly unknown 
emails, although they may have been forwarded by persons known to the recip-
ient. In this study, the focus of attention was limited to email subject headings 
as discrete items, generally shorter in length than a sentence. Some potential 
data regarding context and wider meaning that could be found by reading the 
emails in full, or searching for their provenance, is absent. The research team 
felt it was important to approach each chain email as a typical reader would 
find it among their everyday personal emails.

The researchers gathered data for the period starting from the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine, thus from February 24, 2022, to August 24, 2022. The data was 
provided via a database compiled by the Czech Elves, a volunteer civic move-
ment that, inspired by similar ‘Elf ’ movements from the Baltic countries, maps, 
analyzes and actively fights against foreign disinformation campaigns on the 
Czech internet. The Elves keep a protected database of chain emails and provide 
access for researchers. The database, called Eldariel, catalogues disinformation 
chain emails circulating within Czech cyberspace and is available in both public 
and restricted formats. The public version offers anonymous access and presents 
messages in a machine-shortened form to prevent their further dissemination. 
A complete, unedited version is reserved for journalists, academic researchers, 
and comparable professionals. Access to this full dataset must be formally 
requested and justified, and applicants’ identities are verified prior to approval. 
In line with state security requirements, the Czech Elves do not release copies of 
the database to third parties, prohibit automated remote processing, and do not 
allow automated downloading or replication of its contents (Čeští Elfové, 2026).

The database allows for filtering, and thus researchers filtered the emails by 
‘Ukraine’ and ‘refugees’ in the database in the time period described above, leading 
to thematic and functional analysis of presuppositions about recipients’ views.

The gathered data enabled identification and description of persuasive thematic 
and functional indicators, revealing common features which may be influential 
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in persuading readers to open the email. The researchers then refined the data 
further to identify and discuss key presuppositions about email readers’ views 
and expectations inherent in the subject headings.

DATA ANALYSIS

THEMES
Thematic analysis confers familiarization with patterns of discursive strategies. 
In this case, we can assume that email authors and disseminators make choices, 
based on what they know or surmise about the typical profile of the target reader 
of disinformation emails, in order to direct their attention in the most favorable 
manner. We may also choose to go beyond the thematic profile of the subject 
headings to consider their speech act functions.

All subject headings filtered for Ukrajina/Ukraine and úprchlíci/refugees from 
February‑August 2022 were counted and categorized thematically. Given that 
the focus was on headings only, the filtered corpus was small (3,882 words), 
thus, thematic and functional patterns could be discerned with relative ease by 
eyeball scrutiny. The filter used also flags up articles about Ukraine and refugees 
when those keywords do not occur in the subject headings. However, in most 
cases, we can assume that the regular reader has already inferred this, either 
from linguistic and other signs in the headings, or based on knowledge about 
the email’s source (e.g., a friend or acquaintance). The categorizations were even-
tually narrowed down to four overarching themes (plus a fifth, “other” category 
which is predominantly functional rather than thematic).

OVERVIEW OF COMMON THEMES
Anecdotal evidence and hearsay are frequently deployed, drawing on testimony 
of eyewitnesses who are often unnamed (a friend, a witness, etc.) Svědectví 
řidiče z Brna při převozu tzv. uprchlíků z Ukrajiny/Testimony of a driver from 
Brno relating to transport of so-called refugees from Ukraine. At the same time, 
the theme of negative change appeared via a search for words and phrases such 
as invaze/invasion, je zlá doba/it’s a bad time/Je zlá doba, bude hůř?/Times are 
bad, will it be worse?

Individuals and institutions commonly named in subject headings were 
subdivided into “heroes” and “villains”. Regular disinformation email readers 
are likely to be triggered by known names in subject headings. “Heroes” are 
typically bloggers, far right influencers, lawyers and journalists whose names 
may be familiar in news reports or have become familiar via social media to 
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regular disinformation readers. Czech government ministers and officials, as 
well as mainstream media, are typically portrayed in non-mainstream news 
media as “villains”: FIALO, zodpovídej se národu, lidu této země, všech 499 mých 
kontaktů souhlasí s OKAMUROU, a ti to rozeslali dalším celkem 10,117 lidí a ani 
jeden není při vás. / [PM] FIALA, take responsibility for the nation, for the people 
of this country, all 499 of my contacts agree with [far right politician] OKAMURA, 
and they have forwarded to a further 10,117 people and not one of them is with you.

The theme of “undeserving refugees” comprises two main sub-categories: a) 
the common populist trope of “[national majority] first”, b) Czechs as victims, 
or the “we’re the fools” subcategory. Authors/senders attempt to reinforce the 
validity of their case often by making parallels with other countries, especially 
neighboring Germany, or by poking fun at the perceived gullibility of Czech 
citizens. Ukrajina z vděčnosti k České republice a její pomoci zdražila poplatky 
za tranzit ropy… In gratitude to the Czech Republic and for her help Ukraine has 
increased tariffs for transport of oil………Nejsme vaši sluhové!!! We’re not your 
servants!!!

The “other” category denotes subject headings of zero or minimal semantic 
content (e.g., punctuation markers such as exclamation marks, emojis, single 
words such as video, info, or zpráva/news, etc). Some headings with minimal 
semantic content might be categorized as “exclusives”; a common clickbait 
trope here indicated by phrases such as Málokdo ví…/Not many people know…, 
Praha/Prague, or Sdílejte/Share. These were categorized as providing little or 
nothing in the heading that would indicate the email’s topic. Punctuation such 
as multiple exclamation points, or the occurrence, for example, of single trigger 
words such as záhada/mystery might also act as clickbait without providing any 
indication of content.

FUNCTIONS
Functional analysis focuses on interplay between the following: presuppositions, 
implicature, speaker/reader-meaning, content (semantic content), grammar 
(grammatical mood). We distinguish between a meaningful (a referential) 
utterance, or locutionary act, in Austin’s terms, and its illocutionary force (its 
intended or perceived meaning). Searle (1969) suggests that some locutionary 
acts also behave as illocutionary acts. Certain locutionary meaning determines 
their illocutionary force (i.e., what is intended by the utterance). This necessitates 
a contractual alignment of meaning between writer and reader. Readers may 
interpret this subject heading (“po přečtení budete plakat”/after reading this you 
will weep) as a prediction, a threat, or even a hidden command.

Similarly, a heading referencing anecdotal testimony as in “kamarádka ze 
Vsetína viděla”/a friend from Vsetín [a town] saw comprises a grammatically 
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coherent (if incomplete, without an object) utterance, comprised of meaningful 
words, however, its pragmatic meaning, function and significance may be under-
stood by different readers in different ways.

As would be expected from disinformation, the primary function of many 
subject headings is to warn, or remind, readers that mainstream media is failing to 
keep the population informed about “the truth”, and that the situation regarding 
Ukraine policy is worse than it appears (as in most examples below). The use of 
colloquialisms, non-standard grammar and punctuation may be deliberately 
deployed as a contrast to the perceived elitism of mainstream journalism. This 
is prominent in the we’re the fools narrative in which Czechs self-represent as 
victims. Some headings take the form of directives (forward, resend, or watch). 
Underlying the warning/alerting function is the promise that readers will have 
access to the “real” version of events, and that they will thereby continue to seek 
out “alternative” messages, including disinformation.

PRESUPPOSITION
In this section subject headings are considered in relation to presuppositions 

about readers. Typographical anomalies in the table are retained.
Table 1 (below), the largest category, deals with presuppositions that underlie 

nomination strategies used in the headings. Some individuals are named and 
assumed to be known to the reader as public figures, for example, Vaclav Klaus 
(former prime minister), Jaroslav Foldyna (politician of the far-right Freedom 
and Direct Democracy party), Robert Vašíček (local Prague politician), and 
Petr Štěpánek (actor). These politicians are presupposed to be aligned with the 
populist opinions of the sender, and target readers are those who have expressed 
opposition to or skepticism about the Czech government and EU policy regarding 
Ukrainian refugees. Others in the list are deemed to be unknown; these include 
“normal-thinking citizens”, “elderly Czech lady”, “Slovak Serbian war veteran”, 
“Ukrainian Liudmila”, “Petr”, “Jan”, “Pavel” and “lawyer Mgr. Jana Zwyrtek 
Hamplová” (with emphasis on her academic title and profession as a reliable 
witness). To the reader of these emails, even less well-known opinion leaders 
may be recognized from previous email content elsewhere.

The current Czech PM (Fiala) is named twice, but as the object rather than 
subject of an action (by an “elderly Czech lady” and (former president) Vaclav 
Klaus).
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Table 1. “Reader will approve of or respect these opinion leaders or witnesses” 

Poslechněte si to – advokátka Mgr. Hamplová Listen to this – from the lawyer 
Mrs. Mgr. Hamplová, M.A.

Česká stařenka…dotaz na Fialu Old Czech lady – a question to Fiala

Slovenský veterán ze srbské války – to 
je bohužel realita !!!

Slovak veteran from the Serbian war – 
this is unfortunately the reality

Ukrajinka Ludmila k současné situaci … to 
si přečtěte všichni ,TO JE DÍLO

Ukrainian Ludmila to the current situation – 
everyone read this – IT IS SOMETHING

Petr posílá video z Vaclaváku Petr sends a video from Vaclavák (the 
colloquial term for Wenceslas Square)

Názor z druhé strany – od normálně 
myslících občanů..

An opinion from the other side – from 
normal thinking people

Krátce hovoří Bc. Robert Vašíček – zástupce 
Prahy 11 – video – a je moc pravdivé …

A brief talk from Robert Vašíček, B.A., a government 
representative of Prague 11 – video – it is very truthful

Foldyna k Ukrajině, kde bere tu 
odvahu? Velmi zajímavé..

Foldyna to Ukraine – where does he get 
the courage? Very interesting…

MACEK – STAREJME SE O NAŠE LIDI 
! – k vyjádření k rozpravě p. Moravce
skutečnost

MACEK – LET´S TAKE CARE OF OUR OWN PEOPLE! 
– in response to the Mr. Moravec 
conversation – the reality

Klaus napsal Fialovi a jeho vládě – přepošli 
dál, ať to ví co nejvíce ˇČechů

Klaus wrote to Fiala and his government – send it 
on, so as many Czechs as possible know about this

Jan Vymazal na TikTok ,toto většina národa neví ,jaká Jan Vymazal on TikTok, most of 
the nation don’t know ,how

Petr Štěpánek. Jeden z mála, kterému 
zůstal rozum v „hlavě”!

Petr Štěpánek. One of the few that 
still has common sense!

Dopis od Pavla – pracoval dlouho v 
Rusku a ….. přehledně a výstižně!

A letter from Pavel – he worked in Russia 
for a long time – clearly and precisely!

TOHLE SE NA MAINSTREAMU NEDOČTETE 
!!!…výborný článek od Pavla ŚTÁSTKA..,,,,..

YOU WON’T FIND THIS IN THE MAINSTREAM!!! 
– excellent article by Pavel Štástek

Vladimír Vladimírovič Putin děkuje 
Zelenskému, že dokázal skoro nemožné!!!

Vladimir Vladimirovic Putin thanks Zelensky 
that he achieved almost the impossible!!

Source: work of the authors

Table 2. Disrespect for various authorities (predominantly the current govern-
ment) is formally expressed by the second person singular (informal you), and the 
absence of title in connection with names (voc. Fialo), which is rather pejorative. 
The vocabulary contains derogative terms and slurs (gypsies), insults connected 
to the cognitive and general mental capacities of the current government (stupid, 
stupidity). The form also creates a sense of urgency through the usage of capital 
letters and the absence of proper punctuation (one may only speculate if it is due 
to the lack of accurate knowledge). The headlines suggest that no matter what 
the government says and does, it is and always will be incorrect, inappropriate, 
or fraudulent (a trip by government representatives to Kiev was “fraud”). There 
is an acute division between ‘us’ (the senders of the emails, normal, right people) 
versus ‘them’ (wrong, inaccurate, unfair government).
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Table 2. “Reader will disapprove of or disrespect these opinion leaders or witnesses”

DOPIS Rakušanovi od zdr. sestry – Pan 
Rakušan nás nazval šváby!

A LETTER to Rakušan from a nurse – Mr. 
Rakušan called us cockroaches!

Rakušan se omlouvá za příkoří cikánům. Rakušan apologizes for cruelty to gypsies

Nouzový stav – vláda může nařídit ubytovat 
přidělený počet tzv. uprchlíků u Vás 
doma.a nebo zabavit nemovitost.

State of emergency – the government can order the 
accommodation of an allocated number of so-called 
refugees at your home or confiscate real estate.

Hloupost našich vládních představitelů – 
Agresivita místních „hrdinů” se zvyšuje…

The stupidity of our government representatives – 
The aggressiveness of local „heroes” is increasing…

Cesta premiéra Fialy do Kyjeva je podvod Prime Minister Fiala’s trip to Kyiv is a scam

FIALO TO SI PŘEČTI A 
SPOLUTVOŘITELÉ KONFLIKTU TÉŽ Otevřený 
názor M.Knížáka.*

FIALO,  
READ IT AND CO‑CREATORS OF THE CONFLICT TOO  
Open opinion of M. Knížák

Opakovaná výzva starostky obce premiérovi Fialovi Repeated challenge of a village mayor 
to Prime Minister Fiala

FIALO, zodpovídej se národu, lidu této země, všech 
499 mých kontaktů souhlasí s OKAMUROU, a 
ti to rozeslali dalším celkem 10,117 ldií a ani 
jeden není při vás. Další volby už neobsadíte

FIALA, answer the nation, the people of this country, 
all 499 of my contacts agree with OKAMURA, and 
they sent it to another total of 10,117 people and not 
one is with you. You will never win another election

Source: work of the authors

Table 3. A common trope of populism is the narrative of victimhood, as 
proposed, for example, by al-Ghazzi (2021), who describes the ways in which 
perceptions of historical injustices are woven into contemporary national political 
discourses (e.g., Taking Back Control in Brexit-supporting Britain). Victimhood 
is commonly expressed in small-nation populist discourse as the desperate 
struggle to maintain a discrete, independent cultural identity, and wrest polit-
ical control away from elites and “back” to “the people”. In the Czech Republic, 
this issue is heightened by the migration of large numbers of Ukrainian refu-
gees, perceived government ineptitude, and pressure from the European Union.

Victimhood is deployed in some way in most of the presuppositions here, 
although it can be seen as a reactive response rather than one tied to any proac-
tive, future-oriented movement, and which is tinged with self-criticism. Self-
criticism manifests as skepticism regarding the Czechs’ willingness to fight for 
their endangered future, as disinformation readers see it. As examples below 
presuppose, the government of the Czech Republic is a laughing stock in the 
eyes of other countries, too weak to stand up to the wave of refugees set to 
target Czech citizens, cast them into the streets, deny them access to their own 
national healthcare system and even prevent their children from using their 
local playgrounds.
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Table 3. ”Reader will presuppose Czechs are suffering”

Česká země je … JEDEN BY BREČEL,TU NEJDE O 
VTIPY…

The Czech lands are … BRINGS ONE TO TEARS, 
THIS IS NOT FUNNY…

Pět minut kruté pravdy – Češi jsou 
pro Evropu pouhá pakáž !!!

Five minutes of cruel truth – Czechs 
are the trash of Europe!!!

Ukrajinské děti vyhánějí české dítě ze hřiště, musel 
zasáhnout otec…Sláva ukrajině…a to je teprve začátek

Ukrainian children kicked a Czech child out of the 
playground, the father had to intervene…Glory 
to Ukraine…and this is only the beginning

VIDEO: Češi končí na ulici, sdílej to! VIDEO: Czechs will end up on the street, share it!

Ukrajinští „utečenci” v Česku…to si poslechni , opravdu 
by stím už měli něco dělat , aby nás přestali využívat!!

Ukrainian „refugees” in the Czech Republic… 
listen to this, they really should finally do 
something so they stop using us!!

Zneužívání zdravotní péče Health care abuse

Nejsme vaši sluhové!!! We are not your servants!!!

Ekonomické a zdravotní důsledky války na Ukrajině 
pro Česko a Slovensko! Analýza, co nás asi čeká.

Economic and health consequences of the 
war in Ukraine for the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia! An analysis of what awaits us.

ČR jako terč ! ČR as a target!

Pro blbou vládu!!! Celý svět se vám směje!!! Ve 
světě si neškrtnete a když tak jen se smíchem 
všem, kdož vás využijí a vy to při své temnotě 
neuvidíte 	 For the stupid government!!!

The whole world is laughing at you!!! You 
can’t cut yourself off from the world, if so 
only by laughing at everyone who uses you 
and you won’t see it in your darkness 

Source: work of the authors

Table 4 shows the premise that refugees pretend that they are in a difficult 
situation to take advantage of the Czech social system and misuse it into their 
advantage (buying expensive cars, going for expensive vacations). They pretend 
to be injured, poor, etc. in order to demand systematic help. Czechs who offer 
any help are considered stupid. Institutional help is mocked. Meanwhile, the 
Czech government does not help the Czech people. There is the implication of 
the Czech self-stereotype using envy, and not wishing well to those in need, 
foregrounding the “Czechia first” trope.

Table 4. “Reader thinks refugees take advantage of Czechs’ generosity”

Superdovolené Ukrajinců… Ukrainians’ superholiday

Rozbor dávek pro ukrajinské běžence, nebo 
válečné uprchlíky nebo sociální turisty ???

Benefit trends for Ukrainian fugitives, or 
war refugees or welfare tourists ???

Cizinec není našinec A foreigner isn’t one of us

Šok: Romové z Ukrajiny se přeplněnými vlaky valí 
do Prahy„Pořád se ptají, kdy dostanou nějaká eura…
když nastupuji s jízdným zdarma do pendolína z 
Košic do Prahy na nikoho s místenkami neber

Shock: Roma [ethnic minority] from Ukraine are 
filling trains and heading to Prague. They keep asking 
when they will get some Euros…when they get on the 
Pendolino [trains] from Kosice to Prague for free

Už se lidé začínají ptát proč jsou zde…??? People are already starting to ask 
why they are here…???
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Ukrajinští „utečenci” v Česku…to si 
poslechni , opravdu by stím už měli něco 
dělat , aby nás přestali využívat!!

Ukrainian “refugees” in the Czech Republic…
listen. They really should do something 
so they stop taking advantage of us!!

Ukrajinci se vrací domů v nově nakoupených autech Ukrainians are returning home in newly-bought cars

Utíkají i ti, co to nepotřebují – jak 
to s námi dopadne?! :((

Even those that don’t need to are fleeing – 
how will that work out for us?! :((

Šok: Romové z Ukrajiny se přeplněnými 
vlaky valí do Prahy

Shock: Roma [ethnic minority] from Ukraine 
are filling trains and heading to Prague

Source: work of the authors

Table 5. Arguably one of the most popular, oldest strategies in persuasion 
is trying to convince the audience that the true reality is not the one that they 
have been accustomed to accepting. Although the approach may not be novel, 
the end of scarcity in information and communication technologies and the 
explosion of content creation tools mean it has become increasingly powerful. 
Presupposing that the audience is skeptical and willing to accept alternative 
narratives is thus an obvious avenue for exploration. The sample provides a 
number of trends, ranging from metaphors which possibly provide a sense of 
layperson authenticity (‘open [your] eyes’, ‘the Czech media won’t show you 
this!’), to ‘truth’ synonyms and antonyms (‘reality!!!’, ‘truth’, or ‘lies’) the use 
of punctuation to emphasize the seriousness of the ‘disinformation’ (multiple 
exclamation marks, question marks), reference to ‘reputable witnesses’ (‘Slovak 
veteran of the Serbian war’, ‘Slovak lady from Kiev) and key nation states which 
would have the motivation, in the context of the invasion, to not show the ‘truth’ 
(Ukraine, USA, and Germany).

Table 5. “Reader believes things are not what they seem”

Posílám video co otevře oči I’m sending a video which will open your eyes

Slovenský veterán ze srbské války – to 
je bohužel realita !!!

Slovak veteran of the Serbian war – this 
is unfortunately reality !!!

pokud to je pravda…😏 If this is true…

Zničená nemocnice v Mariupolu: Kdo 
tady vytváří dezinformace?

Destroyed hospital in Mariupol: Who 
here is creating disinformation?

V Polsku o migranty policie nestojí a lid ano???? In Poland the police don’t take care of 
migrants and the people do????

Cesta premiéra Fialy do Kyjeva je podvod [Czech] Prime Minister’s trip to Kiev is a fraud

Pravda o majdanu na Ukrajině_sdílejte! Truth about the Ukraine maidan _ share!

Schůzka Zelenského summitu v Kyjevě byla 
ffalešná – schůzka se konala v polském Przemyslu

Zelensky summit meeting in Kiev was fake – the 
meeting took place in Przemysl in Poland

Jak vznikla Ukrajina – je dobré vědět něco z historie… How Ukraine was formed – it’s 
good to know some history

Slovenka z Kyjeva poslala video – toto 
vám česká media neukáží !!!!

Slovak from Kiev sends video – Czech 
media won’t show you this!!!

Source: work of the authors
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DISCUSSION 

In this section we return to the research questions posed at the outset to assess 
findings from the data analysis.

Van Dijk (2005: 95-96) describes what he calls the K-device, “the knowledge 
of language users about the knowledge of the recipient”, which determines 
the nature and scope of discursive strategies used between interlocutors, and 
affecting how new knowledge is mapped. This includes assumptions regarding 
types of knowledge (“personal, interpersonal, group, institutional, national or 
cultural”). He continues:

Although the various strategies allow speakers [authors] to make more specific 
assumptions about what recipients know, the overall (meta) strategies are 
surprisingly simple, such as: When the recipients are members of my commu-
nity, assume that they know all that I know, except the information about 
personal experiences or sources not (yet) used by the recipients. This will 
account for everyday storytelling and news in the press. (Van Dijk, 2005 p. 96).

We might therefore surmise that disinformation email readers, impacted by 
unfolding news about war in Ukraine and the arrival of refugees in the Czech 
Republic from early 2022, will probably need to process the new situation and 
undertake cognitive adjustments to their existing or common ground knowl-
edge framework.

News reporting comprises what is taken for granted (presupposition) and 
what is (expected to be) new information. However, within what is a narrowcast 
medium, email headings are even more tightly anchored to dominant readings 
(author-preferred) than would be the case with news headlines. The element 
of presupposition in email subject headings is likely to be even less nuanced, 
that is there is an absence of discursive hedges or modality to express degrees 
of truth and certainty. This may be partly for stylistic economy (normatively, 
most email headings are no more than a few words), but it can also be argued 
that the lack of nuance reflects confident presuppositions by email senders about 
readers’ ideology.

The emergence of repeated themes raised the question about presuppositions 
by heading authors regarding the audience in their knowledge of societal affairs, 
and what would then motivate them to open the emails. Three main areas seem 
to emerge: 1) traditional fear of the ‘other’, 2) the position that traditional insti-
tutions of authority cannot be trusted, 3) the view that a small community of 
resistance exists that shares their views.

Fear of the ‘other’ has existed as long as humanity itself and is a key sociolog-
ical concept. More narrowly, it is central in nationalism and propaganda studies, 
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in a mass media context possibly most famously addressed by Anderson in the 
formation of his concept of imagined communities (1983). Modern, mediated 
propaganda campaigns and extremist movements typically use this approach to 
gather support against an imagined external threat, presented as the source of a 
problem (Berger, 2018). Thus, we find this fear of the ‘other’ or ‘external threats’ 
as a repeating frame in disinformation email subject headings. Specifically, in 
presupposition tables 3 (“Czechs are victims”) and 4 (“Refugees are undeserving”) 
we see the fear of the other repeating – from Ukrainian children kicking a 
Czech child out of the playground, to the suggestive, “Czechs will end up on the 
street!” to “Ukrainian “refugees” in the Czech Republic… listen to this, they really 
should finally do something so they stop using us!!”, the existential threat from the 
refugees is made clear. “Benefits”, “superholidays” going home in “newly bought 
cars”, the message is clear: “we” are being “taken advantage of ” by them. From 
children to “Ukrainian fugitives” to “welfare tourists”, the persuasive nature of 
such selected language entices the reader to open the email.

Following the emergence of computational propaganda, scholars in recent 
years have made efforts to connect the decline of trust in institutions, government 
and the media to the growth and intensification of disinformation campaigns 
(Bennet, 2018; Mounk, 2018; Lazer et al., 2018; Walter et al., 2020). In the head-
line frames studied, this skepticism towards traditional institutions of authority 
emerges as one of the most common frames. In table 1 (“Will approve of or respect 
these opinion leaders or witnesses”) we see repeated allusions to figures that fit: 
from the average Joe sending a “real” video from a demonstration (“Petr from 
Vaclavák”), to the “old lady” grilling the Prime Minister, to the “admirably coura‑
geous” (far-right) politician, the frame is clear. In table 2 “Will disapprove of or 
disrespect these opinion leaders or witnesses”), we see, for example, derogatory 
inferences toward the government (“The stupidity of our government represen‑
tatives”), members of parliament (“Prime Minister Fiala’s trip to Kyiv is a scam”, 

“A LETTER to Rakušan from a nurse – Mr. Rakušan called us cockroaches!”). In 
table 5 (“Things are not what they seem”) we find the emphasis on the “lying” 
media, with plenty of suggestions reflecting this (“summit meeting in Kiev was 
fake”, “Czech media won’t show you this!”, “truth about Maidan”, “…a video which 
will open your eyes”. All these examples clearly show evidence of the presupposi-
tion that potential readers feel they are being lied to by democratic institutions, 
pawns in greater, orchestrated conspiracies, and that political parties and the 
mainstream media are colluding in concealing the truth.

Finally, presuppositions imply that potential email readers feel that a small 
community of resistance exists that is fighting for them, and that they ostensibly 
may be a part of it. Both Blee (2016) and Ebner (2023) discuss the significance of 
identification and fusion of personal and group identities in both social move-
ments and extremist activities, including online radicalization. In our categories, 
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this was also a relevant context, logically in table 1 (“Will approve of or respect 
these opinion leaders or witnesses”), and table 3 (“Czechs are the victims”).

A final question we sought to answer was on the functional side, seeking to 
find approaches or trends in language in the subject headings which may be 
persuasive in encouraging the audience to open the emails, that is what role 
functional linguistic patterns play in presupposition. What is assumed about 
the audience in terms of the use of language?

Other common textual features that may affect function include the use of 
hyperbolic punctuation (e.g., overuse of question marks and exclamation points); 
non-standard morphology (e.g., “mladej”/young, not standard mladý); frequent 
interrogatives; non-standard spelling and typography (including emojis and 
overuse of capital letters, general overuse of conversational idiolect.

CONCLUSIONS

This study highlights the central role of presupposition, audience positioning, and 
linguistic form in the construction of disinformation email subject headings in 
a topic-specific and time-limited analytical frame. As such, it provides a limited 
account of disinformation activity in the Ukraine war. Undoubtedly, disinfor-
mation changes over time, and the passage of time will also have impacted its 
flow and content, requiring further investigation. The findings demonstrate that 
these headings are not neutral previews but strategic entry points that activate 
recipients’ existing knowledge, fears, and ideological alignments in order to 
prompt engagement. Authors presuppose shared attitudes among their audi-
ences, most notably fear of the “other,” deep distrust of political and media insti-
tutions, and identification with a small, oppositional community, and deploy 
thematic frames that exploit these assumptions to elicit affective responses and 
encourage email opening.

At the same time, recurring functional linguistic patterns, including hyperbolic 
punctuation, informal and conversational language, capitalization, and typo-
graphic disorder, serve to create urgency, simulate interpersonal familiarity, and 
lower critical distance between the sender and recipient. These stylistic choices 
reinforce the persuasive force of the message and support its ultimate purpose: 
the rapid and wide dissemination of disinformation through forwarding and 
sharing practices. Taken together, the analysis shows that disinformation email 
subject headings reflect a sophisticated understanding of audience cognition 
and pragmatic manipulation, positioning them as a key yet often overlooked 
mechanism in contemporary disinformation ecosystems.

The findings may have broader implications. The effectiveness of highly 
condensed, presupposition-heavy subject headings in mobilizing distrust 



Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025� 387

MOBILIZING DISTRUST: PERSUASIVE STRATEGIES IN CZECH DISINFORMATION EMAIL SUBJECT HEADINGS

suggests a structural vulnerability for democratic public spheres: when polit-
ical communication increasingly operates through minimal cues that acti-
vate shared grievances and in-group identities, deliberative engagement may 
be displaced by affective alignment and rapid dissemination. This has clear 
implications for media education and literacy interventions, which may need 
to move beyond fact-checking or source evaluation toward a deeper focus on 
recognizing presuppositional cues, emotional triggers, and pragmatic manip-
ulation in everyday digital communication formats as simple and unassuming 
as subject field lines in emails.

Going forward, these dynamics are likely to be further exacerbated by 
AI-assisted content creation and dissemination. Generative AI tools can already 
automate the production of highly tailored, emotionally resonant micro-texts 
at scale, potentially accelerating the circulation of disinformation that is finely 
tuned to specific audiences’ fears, identities, and cognitive shortcuts. While 
a systematic analysis of AI-mediated disinformation is beyond the scope of 
this study, the patterns identified here suggest that future research and policy 
interventions will need to account for how automation may intensify existing 
persuasive strategies.
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Abstract: The concept of symmetrism, even more so deep symmetrism, does not appear in academic 
literature as a distinct field or topic. The purpose of this article is to elucidate the essence of this 
phenomenon, believing it constitutes an important concept that bridges politics and persua-
sion in contemporary politics. Deep symmetrism is assumed to be the generative mechanism 
of political struggle in the context of the growing strength of populist argumentation, supported 
by the actions taken by autocratic politicians when they are allowed to utilize wider resources. 
Symmetrism, originally a metanarrative, has evolved into a comprehensive system of dupli-
cating social institutions (doppelgangering) for the purpose of orchestrating political influence. 
As such, it closely connects to the history of propaganda and disinformation. The foundation for 
this article is an analysis of political communication and its contexts during the 2023 election 
campaign in Poland, as reflected in mediated political discussions.

Keywords: deep symmetrism, disinformation, propaganda, post-truth, doppelgangering

INTRODUCTION

The notion of symmetrism denotes a significant manifestation in contempo-
rary political communication. Nevertheless, it has yet to attain recognition 
as an established academic term within the disciplines of political science 
or media and communication studies. The term has gained traction in Polish 
public discourse, particularly among journalists and political commentators, who 
employ it to critique other participants in the ongoing debate, seeking to voice 
concerns for the well-being of democracy based on the argument that it poses 
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a threat to democratic norms (Janicki & Władyka, 2023). Or conversely, in line 
with the argument that accusations of false symmetry are misplaced, because 
the objective is to overcome polarization (Czepiel, 2022). Owing to the heated 
nature of these disputes, symmetrism has become a highly charged term in public 
discourse, one that carries strong emotional undertones – most frequently 
of a pejorative kind.

Who, then, is labelled a symmetrist in the Polish disputes that have unfolded 
since 2016? Typically, it is a journalist or politician who

…incomprehensibly maintains an equally critical distance from both Prawo 
i Sprawiedliwość [Law and Justice] and Platforma Obywatelska [Civic 
Platform]1 […] in the name of so-called objectivity. […] This becomes the 
perfect alibi for autocrats, allowing them to become part of the ‘rules of the 
game’, to impose their terminology, and to enforce acceptance of a new polit-
ical order (Janicki & Władyka, 2023).

Thus, polarization provides the framework underlying the definition. But 
beyond this, the notion reveals two underlying layers for anchoring the phenom-
enon within theoretical frameworks. First, symmetrism is realized as a commu-
nicative practice that can be deployed instrumentally to obscure unethical 
behavior through the manipulation of public perception and awareness. Second, 
it is framed by the principles of objectivity and truth, so it invokes journalistic 
standards. Consequently, the concept of symmetrism embodies two inherent 
dimensions: one communicative, the other normative.

At its core, symmetrist conduct rests upon the persuasive use of the argu-
ment to symmetry – a form of cognitive proportionality perceived as natural 
or intuitive. It is so, because symmetry is deeply embedded as a constant motif 
in nature and evolution, as well as a fundamental principle in art, mathematics, 
or architecture. Neither the natural world nor the world we have created can 
be imagined without symmetry (Hahn, 1998). In social relations mirroring has 
become the natural defensive mechanism – as reversing the situation, rejection, 
and repression. It is correlated with the substance of projection, which concerns 
the assignment of social blame.

One of its defining features is that it operates as a second-mover tactic, deployed 
by an actor responding to accusations of having done or said something wrong. 
The tactical objective lies in turning the accusation back on the attacker, mirroring 

1	 At the time of writing, the largest and deeply polarized Polish political parties are Prawo 
i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) – hereafter referred to as Law and Justice – and Platforma Obywatelska 
(PO) – hereafter referred to as Civic Platform.
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the charge, thereby shifting blame and neutralizing the original allegation (Van 
Eemeren, Garssen, & Meuffels, 2009; Roselle, Miskimmon, & O’Loughlin, 2014).

This objective is served by a range of well-honed rhetorical techniques that 
vary in tone and intensity. The identification and systematization of these tech-
niques constitute the analytical core for this analysis.

Redirecting attention to the opposing side may well stem from objectively 
sound reasoning or even from honorable intentions to balance the picture. Yet, 
equally, it may serve as a deliberate distortion of reality. In such cases, it ceases 
to be a neutral act of balance and becomes a weapon of propaganda. Having 
said that, it must be acknowledged that symmetrism, like propaganda, presents 
a similar dilemma to scholars including myself: how to reconcile a neutral term 

– capable of denoting phenomena that are ostensibly grave and detrimental 
in their consequences? How can one reconcile the legitimate, and in many 
respects commendable, call to safeguard democracy with the task of describing 
and assessing a phenomenon that may, in fact, pose a threat to it?

Naturally, context remains crucial – as ever – not only for grasping the under-
lying nature of the process under study but also for delineating the theoretical 
assumptions that guide its analysis. It is from this convergence that the theo-
retical framework for analyzing symmetrism is derived.

At the broadest level, there is the premise that the rapid spread of symmetrism 
has been enabled by the mounting crisis of liberal democracy across the world, 
the resurgence of autocratic mechanisms of governance, the success of popu-
lism as a pathway to power, and the intensification of political and affective 
polarization (Reiljan, 2020) as cumulative social effects. It is assumed here that 
phenomena such as authoritarianism, polarization, populism, and post-truth are 
mutually reinforcing and frequently co-occur, to form a new and distinctive 
ecosystem of the new authoritarianism (Applebaum, 2025).

What is important, this ecosystem contributes to the erosion of conventional 
norms of truth and lie – ushering in the condition of post-truth, which can 
be understood as the cumulative result of populist persuasive communication 
and the increasing isolation of communities within information and opinion silos 
(McIntyre, 2018). Another prominent author making a similar point is Moisés 
Naím, who argues that this system exhibits the integral, three-part nature of the 

“3Ps”: populism, polarization, and post-truth (2022)2.
Symmetrism fits significantly within this constellation for at least three key 

reasons: it offers a simple yet effective model of argumentation – highly compa
tible with populism; it relies on binary oppositions – perfectly aligned with the 

2	 Interestingly, populism is understood as providing climate for seizing power, polarization has 
the aim of maintaining power by exacerbating conflicts within the framework of resentment and 
fear, and post-truth constitutes the cumulative effect of strategically deploying techniques aimed 
at generating confusion about factuality and truth within public life (Naím, 2022).
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logic of polarization; and it adopts a relaxed, if not dismissive, attitude toward 
truth-based argumentation, easily linked to mechanisms of discreditation and 
the rhetoric of contempt.

The body of collected material serves as the foundation for the systematization 
of descriptive categories, as well as for the formulation of models of symmetrist 
communication. The database also includes purposefully chosen case-specific 
examples drawn from different national contexts, most notably: Russia (Vladimir 
Putin, since 2012), Hungary (Viktor Orbán and Fidesz, since 2010), Italy (Matteo 
Salvini’s Lega Nord after 2013, and Fratelli d’Italia under Giorgia Meloni since 
2022), the United States (Donald Trump during 2017–2021 and currently), the 
United Kingdom (Boris Johnson between 2019–2022), Brazil (Jair Bolsonaro, 
2019–2022), and Venezuela (Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro from 2000 to the 
present) – not to mention numerous individual cases from across the globe.

METHODOLOGY

The analysis is based on two collections of mediated interactions that were 
initially identified as related to symmetrism: one comprising cases from Poland, 
and the other consisting of international examples.

The case-specific representations drawn from international contexts were 
made based on a targeted search of websites belonging to media outlets and 
non-governmental organizations which took part in fact-checking and clari-
fying issues that gave rise to heated public controversies: climate change, Covid-
19, Brexit, governmentally sponsored organizations (GONGO), RyanAir flight 
4978, alleged secret operations of the Russian spies, and war in Ukraine3. The 
collection of international examples was intended to explore generic mecha-
nisms of controversy in which symmetrist reasoning is employed.

The purpose of the Polish collection was different. It provides the primary 
dataset at a pragmatic level. Over the period from 2015 to 2023, the author 
systematically compiled a collection of examples illustrating the rhetorical strat-
egies and persuasive techniques employed by leading political actors. Specifically, 
it was assumed that the most appropriate unit of analysis would be mediated 
political interaction (Thompson, 1995), within the genre of opinion journalism, 
specifically in mediated political disputes. This format accurately reflects the 
nature of binary conflict and polarization, quite often with a journalist being 

3	 The following websites were included: time.com, theguardian.com, the-independent.com, lemonde.
fr/en, bbc.com, itv.com, reuters.com, euronews.com, voteleavetakecontrol.org, gijn.org [Global 
Investigative Journalism Network], epde.org [European Platform for Democratic Elections], osce.
org [Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe], amnesty.org [Amnesty International], 
discuss-data.net.
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an active participant. These premises served to explore the recurring patterns 
of persuasion. Therefore, five programs were selected from the reputable media 
known for presenting both sides of the political cleavage4. For this article, the 
analysis was limited to a set of 100 examples. This number proved sufficient, 
as the core mechanisms began to recur, while no new patterns were emerging.

The applied method of final analysis would be that of a qualitative content 
analysis, making use of the reconstruction of the pragmatic mechanisms 
of constructing symmetrist argumentation. One might find here the idea described 
by Kathy Charmaz as focused coding (2014) – with the focus placed on formal 
structures of argument, as well as the categorial reconstruction understood 
as explained by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clark in their approach to thematic 
analysis (2019, 2021, 2022).

The analysis enabled the description of the generic forms of symmetrist argu-
mentation along with the identification of the characteristic modes of its appli-
cation. Approaching symmetrism as a persuasive mechanism, its full potential 
becomes visible once an autocratic politician attains power. This leads to a funda-
mental question: has symmetrism exhausted its function at the rhetorical level, 
or does it transcend beyond that? Why wouldn’t autocratic politicians in power 
take full advantage of their resources to showcase their successes?

GENERIC MODEL OF  SYMMETRIC POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
AND  ITS  PRAGMATIC EXECUTIONS

Symmetrism, as was suggested, takes on a defensive-offensive nature as a specific 
response to an accusation. The reversal of the argument draws upon the rhetor-
ical figure of tu quoque. We find it in the biblical principle “He that is without 
sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her” (John 8:7, New International 
Version). Initially, Jesus’ metaphor was an appeal to empathy, honesty, and 
restraint in the exercise of authority or judgment (Brown, 1966), thus constituting 
the very essence of humanism – human imperfection. Yet, in terms of ethical 
standards, Jesus’ words have become a metaphor employed to denounce double 
standards, that is, hypocrisy.

The tu quoque principle is widely applied in sophistic traditions as a generator 
of ad hominem argumentation. Its simplicity generates its power, so it is hardly 
surprising that it started to be systematically facilitated in politics.

4	 Kawa na ławę [Straight Talk Over Coffee] and Fakty po Faktach [Facts After the Facts] on the 
liberal channel TVN 24, Minęła 20 [After 8 PM] on the Law and Justice-biased TVP Info, Siódmy 
dzień tygodnia [The Seventh Day of the Week] on the liberal Radio ZET, and Wybory w TOKu 
[Elections on TOK FM] on the left-leaning progressive radio station TokFM.
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In modern times, the technique has been refined to perfection in Russia, where 
its origins date back to the Tsarist era. One of the classic examples is the famous 
Russian counter-argument: “And you are lynching Negroes.” Its source lies in the 
actual words of the Russian Minister of the Interior, Vyacheslav von Plehve, 
in 1903, in response to Western accusations against Tsarist Russia following 
the Kishinev pogrom. Von Plehve is reported to have said: “The Russian peas-
ants were driven to frenzy. Excited by race and religious hatred, and under the 
influence of alcohol, they were worse than the people of the Southern States 
of America when they lynch negroes” (Lindemann, 2000, p. 378).

Equally meaningful are the efforts undertaken by Russia in the early 1930s 
to mask this strategy by joking. We find an example in the campaign run 
by the satirical magazine of the Russian Communist Party Moscow Committee 
Bezbozhnik u Stanka (Pospielovsky 1988) – read in Great Britain and the U.S. – 
which in the 1930s popularized the slogan as a stock response of the “Russian 
computer” to questions posed by Western journalists about the low standards 
of living in Russia. The accompanying campaign spread across Europe, and the 
joke gained resonance in numerous languages worldwide.

Tu quoque, consciously employed, is said to be closely integrated with the prac-
tices of Russian disinformation since its institutional set up in 1923 (Pomerantsev, 
2014; Rid, 2020). In XXI century it still finds its crucial place as a one of the 
principal mechanisms in hybrid warfare, where creating post-truth has become 
one of the strategic goals (Galeotti, 2019).

Tu quoque has worldwide application. It was used to refute one of the three 
charges against Admiral Karl Dönitz at the Nuremberg Trial, accused of ordering 
German submarines to sink neutral vessels without warning. Dönitz’s counsel 
demonstrated that the Allies had engaged in the same practice – as in 1940, 
when the British Admiralty ordered to sink all vessels in the Skagerrak on sight. 
Similar orders were given by Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, the U.S. commander-
in-chief, when the United States initiated unrestricted submarine warfare against 
Japan (Zabecki, 2007). Here, the tu quoque strategy eased the severity of the 
accusation by suggesting that “your side does the same”, in a fair criminal trial.

But as a key generative mechanism of symmetrism it unlocks a full spectrum 
of persuasive stratagems5, structured around a simple model of rebuttal, which 
can be illustrated using the following elements: p, q – issues discussed, A and B – 
politicians of opposite sides, neg – negative value (blame assign), pos – positive 
value (credit assign), J – journalist (as: interviewer, mediator, biased interlocutor, 
symbolic prosecutor etc.), Public – public opinion.

5	 Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) defines a stratagem as “a carefully planned way of achieving a par-
ticular goal or of dealing with a particular problem, often by using a trick”. So it is more than 
a mere rhetorical device – it takes the form of a move in a game, assuming it carries a strategic 
dimension combined with tactical cunning.
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The mediatized interaction usually consists of several rounds, which, for this 
study, are here reduced to three basic ones:

Stage 1. Accusation
A/J→B (A/J frame p with neg, assigning blame to B)

Stage 2. Defense and counter-attack
B→A/J: B rejects the accusation and mirrors it back with neg, claiming 
A is equally or more guilty

Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition
B→Public: B reframes their own role in terms of pos/neg, by manufacturing 
blame to A and mutually assigning credit to themselves

This sequence is reproduced in a limited number of variants, including the 
more or less active role of a journalist. Politicians perform specific communi-
cative roles within a polarized spectacle. They aim to dominate their opponents 
through blame attribution and stigmatization, aligning these tactics with the 
party’s message of the day and spin. This type of interaction kept resurfacing 
across all the examined programs.

Model-wise, politician B, in their rebutting an accusation, essentially limits 
themselves to one of the following four options: denial of source or actor’s credi‑
bility, denial of facts, whataboutism, and bothsidesism. These four manifestations 
of symmetrism merit a more in-depth analysis.

The collected data show that denial remains the most frequently used appli-
cation. It manifests itself in two versions. The first and most common version 
refers to the dichotomy between truth-telling and lying, as well as its variant 

– the dichotomy between invoking a credible versus a deceptive source of infor-
mation. Below is a script for this stratagem.

Stage 1. Accusation
A/J→B (A/J frame p with neg, assigning blame to B)

Stage 2. Denial by discreditation of interlocutor / source 
B→A/J: B does not directly deny p, but undermines A’s or J’s credibility 
as a truth-teller, or their source

Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition
B→Public: B reframes their own role in terms of pos/neg, by manufacturing 
blame to the other actor and mutually assigning credit to themselves in terms 
of truth vs lies / credibility vs unreliability
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A notable example is the Polish case involving the unauthorized use of Pegasus 
during the 2019 election campaign and subsequent period. The endless media 
duels between Law and Justice and the liberal opposition provide numerous 
pragmatic manifestations of denial. The model below focuses on the generic 
variants of Politician B’s rebuttal.

Stage 1. Accusation
J→B: We have learned that the head of the Civic Platform’s campaign (…) was 
surveilled using the Pegasus system. Doesn’t this story shock and disgust you?
 
Stage 2. Denial (pragmatic variants)
B1:	 It did not happen. It is a fake. Russian propaganda.
B2:	 Which “Pegasus” are you talking about? The horse with wings?
B3: 	 No, I haven’t heard about it, I don’t know, I am busy these days…
B4: 	 Perhaps it was so, but it needs to be checked.
B5: 	 These are just media reports, not facts. I don’t comment on that.
B6: 	 It surely comes from Gazeta Wyborcza, so it’s not credible.
B7: 	 How do you know that? That’s impossible.

Apart from option (B1), which is a fundamental denial, the subsequent vari-
ants allow for a soft avoidance of the accusation while retaining the opportunity 
for a rebuttal, in line with reasoning based on the fallacy of false conditioning: 

“Since I don’t know anything about p, therefore p is false, and if you claim that 
p happened, you are manipulating”. These primary versions of playing igno-
rant (B3, B4, B7) complement mockery and ridicule (B2), a perfect trick to avoid 
substantive discussion. A less elegant variation is the discrediting of the source 
of information, either in the most general form (B5) or by using the stigmatized 
symbol of the liberal voice (B6) associated with Law and Justice.

It confirms that a characteristic feature of contemporary public debates is the 
overuse of references to truth-telling and lying. Of course, this is a double-edged 
sword. The overuse of such a weapon may lead to a severe devaluation of truth, 
which is definitely worth noting, due to broader social consequences.

A similar stratagem, denial of facts, has also firmly established itself. The 
method of denying a real event may seem nonsensical; yet, its irrational nature 
only reinforces its persuasive appeal. Striking examples include the denials 
issued by states such as China or Russia when accused of violating international 
law and human rights.

Starting from China, according to activists, there is a network of mass deten-
tion camps holding more than a million ethnic minorities as prisoners in the 
western region of Xinjiang. Former detainees have described being tortured during 
interrogation there, living in crowded cells, and being subjected to a brutal daily 
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regimen and party indoctrination that drove some people to suicide (Martina, 
2019). The provincial governor replied: “These kinds of statements are completely 
fabricated lies, and are extraordinarily absurd.” “They are the same as boarding 
schools,” and the personal freedoms of the “students” were guaranteed. These 

“boarding schools” are not concentration camps – that are “home to millions 
of Uighurs and other Muslim ethnic minorities” (Martina, 2019).

When ex-Russian spy Sergei Skripal and his daughter Yulia were found poisoned 
in Salisbury in 2018, British commentators pointed to the Russian secret services’ 
use of the Novichok nerve agent. Prime Minister Theresa May declared that this 
was the pure form of Novichok, and it was highly likely Moscow stands behind 
the attack. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov’s reply could serve as a text-
book example of denial plus tu quoque. He said that the nerve agent was never 
produced in the Soviet Union or Russia, but also “this formulation was in the 
inventory of the United States, Britain, and other NATO states” (Reuters, 2018).

The stratagem of denial of facts operates according to the following scheme:

Stage 1 – Accusation (as above)
 
Stage 2 – Denial of the fact
B→A: B rejects the factual basis of the accusation, claiming it never happened 
or the evidence is false.
 
Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition
B→Public: B reframes their own role in terms of pos/neg, by assigning credit 
to themselves and manufacturing blame to the interlocutor by questioning 
their sense of realism

The next stratagem, whataboutism, is arguably the most well-known one from 
the literature on international relations, and stories about diplomats redirecting 
public attention toward other issues when blamed for something. Interestingly, 
this stratagem sometimes functions as a synthesis of all forms of symmetrism 

– e.g., in the empirical analysis by Wilfred M. Chow and Dov H. Levin (2024). 
We contend, however, that this is not entirely justified, since there are apparent 
differences in the underlying mechanisms of argumentation among them. 
Whereas the basic principle of tu quoque is strictly mirroring, whataboutism 
consists in shifting attention to an issue different from p. It fully deserves the 
name of “distractive symmetrism”.

Whataboutism’s name derives from the English expression “what about”, a ready-
made formula for launching a symmetrist rebuttal. Linguist Ben Zimmer (2017) 
notes that the term was first coined as “whataboutery” and “the whatabouts” 
in reference to the Irish Republican Army in the 1970s; however, it gained 
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widespread currency in Russian propaganda during the Cold War. It unfolds 
in accordance with the following model:

Stage 1. Accusation (as above)

Stage 2. Diversion of attention�  
B→A/J: B does not refute the charge, but diverts attention by raising a different 
issue (q) linked to A, attaching neg to it
 
Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition�  
B→Public: B reframes their own role in terms of pos/neg, by redirecting the 	
audience’s attention to an alternative issue, which casts A in a negative light.

The Washington Post reporter Dan Zak opens his illuminating article 
on whataboutism with the following sequence taken from Donald Trump’s responses 
to accusations:

What about antifa? What about free speech? What about the guy who shot 
Steve Scalise? What about the mosque in Minnesota that got bombed? What 
about North Korea? What about murders in Chicago? What about Ivanka 
at the G-20? What about Vince Foster? If white pride is bad, then what about 
gay pride? What about the stock market? What about those 33,000 deleted 
emails? What about Hitler? What about the Crusades? What about the asteroid 
that may one day kill us all? What about Benghazi? (Zak, 2017)

These examples show how deeply this persuasive structure is intertwined 
with a natural defensive reaction. A specific, slightly more detailed example 
of Trump’s rebuttal on Charlottesville’s riots in August 2017 provides contex-
tual depth. After the clashes in August 2017, white supremacists, neo-Nazis, 
and members of the Ku Klux Klan gathered near the statue of Confederate 
leader Robert E. Lee for the “Unite the Right” rally and violently confronted 
counter-protesters. President Trump, siding with the radicals, opposed the idea 
of dismantling Lee’s monument by arguing: “Robert E. Lee? What about George 
Washington? George Washington was a slave owner – are we going to take down 
statues to George Washington? How about Thomas Jefferson?” (Zak, 2017).

The last stratagem, bothsidesism, adds one more dimension. It skillfully 
waters down the attribution of blame. In this case, the essence of the persua-
sive mechanism is relativization, producing the impression that both sides are 
equally guilty, or just that “everybody is the same”. Whereas whataboutism 
seeks to divert attention from B’s guilt, bothsidesism advances the claim that 
guilt belongs to everyone.
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This creates a particular difficulty in identifying unequivocal examples 
of bothsidesism. It often becomes a well-disguised stratagem – since it is crucial 
to distinguish between the deliberate distortion of blame attribution by a propa-
gandist and the natural, good-faith attempt to identify fault in a wider context.

The EU-mandated Tagliavini inquiry into the 2008 Russia–Georgia conflict 
clearly demonstrates this. The report indicates that Georgian forces were the 
first to open fire (but did so in response to prior Russian provocations). For this 
reason, much media coverage portrayed the situation as one of shared respon-
sibility. As the report states: “In the mission’s view, it was Georgia which trig-
gered off the war” (while acknowledging earlier Russian provocations) (Radio 
Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 2009). One might ask, were Russia and Georgia truly 
equally at fault at the time?

Bothsidesism often triggers relativization through generalization. This can 
be observed, for example, in UN reports on the Yemeni civil war from 2019, 
which characterized the conflict as a “collective failure, collective responsibility,” 
and detailed possible war crimes committed by multiple parties involved (United 
Nations Human Rights Council, 2019). However, one can find a paradigmatic 
example of bothsidesism in the renowned Ben Rhodes’ book, “After the Fall” 
(2021), with a point made, that Vladimir Putin came to power not by convincing 
people that he was honest, but by convincing people that… everyone was corrupt. 
Such generalization disarms any accusation of corruption – once it becomes the 
norm. What matters is that “he is really our guy.”

The structure of bothsidesism unfolds in the following way:

Stage 1. Accusation (as above)

Stage 2. Manufacturing equality of both sides (false balance)
B→A/J: Instead of directly rejecting the accusation, B reframes the issue 
by asserting that both sides are equally guilty.

Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition
B→Public: B reframes their own role in terms of pos/neg, by positioning the 
issue as a general systemic problem rather than their own responsibility

The four identified stratagems relate directly to symmetrism; however, there 
is no doubt that, at the level of rhetorical composition, they can intersect with 
other tropes, such as those documented in the context of relativization – e.g., 
minimization, false normalization, trivialization, temporal distancing (“it was 
a long time ago”), ironization, mockery, or sarcasm (EUvsDisinfo, 2021).

Building on what has been said thus far, let’s venture an operational defini-
tion of symmetrism. It is a political persuasive strategy, whereby communicative 
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actions are aligned with the principle of mirroring to disarm the arguments 
of the opponent. It is basically a second-mover activity employed by actors against 
whom credible accusations of wrongdoing have been raised. Its essence lies 
in neutralizing the charge by shifting guilt and shame onto the accuser, indicting 
them in turn on the grounds that they are, in fact, in a similar position (Van 
Eemeren, et al., 2009). The intended effect of such a strategy is to undermine 
the opponent’s credibility, to arouse doubts about their motives and integrity – 
in short, to portray them as a hypocrite.

In Table 1 we take into account all of these variants of symmetrism, to re- 
affirm their key distinguishing features.

Table 1. Symmetrist stratagems, their specific objectives and modes of execution

Stratagems Core mechanism – 
tactical objective

Core mechanism – mode 
of execution

tu quoque [general idea] shifting blame back by claiming 
symmetry of guilt

“You accuse us of mishandling 
p, but you did the same (or worse)”

denial of credibility undermining accuser’s standing 
as truth-teller

“Why believe A? They lie, 
they lack credibility”

denial of facts rejecting factual basis of accusation “That never happened, p never 
occurred / evidence is false”

whataboutism diverting to different and 
negative issue tied to A

“Talking about p? What about 
q under A? That was worse”

bothsidesism equalizing guilt (claim: 
both sides are the same)

“Problems with p exist on both 
sides; A is no better”

Source: Own elaboration

FROM SYMMETRISM TO  DEEP SYMMETRISM

The forms of symmetrism described have been rhetorical in nature. However, 
discourse is not just language, but rather a multilayered social practice that 
connects language with power, ideology, and cognition. Discourse, therefore, 
involves connecting words and ideas to institutional processes that encompass 
power relations and ideological legitimization (van Dijk, 2008).

When Dmitry Dubrovsky, a professor at Columbia University claims that 
whataboutism extends beyond rhetoric, adding that “it is not only a narrative 
practice; it is real policy” (Dubrovsky, as cited in Kurtzleben, 2017), he supports 
the claim that the logic of symmetrism ought to be interpreted comprehensively, 
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with the inclusion of a fourth stage, as only then does its capacity to permeate 
reality and exert a totalizing force become fully apparent:

Stage 1. Accusation

Stage 2. Defense and counter-attack

Stage 3. Polarizing self-definition

Stage 4. The performance of discourse legitimization (in ways 
determined by the resources and the politician’s confidence and sense 
of impunity)
B→Public: B grounds its policy by setting up the environment of controlled 
normative power institutions

The essence of Stage 4 lies in extending rhetoric to institutional normative 
guarantees, which shows why taking control over the judiciary and the media 
is so crucial. These are the bodies that define the normative order: the courts, 
the tribunals, the watchdogs. Public narratives surrounding current develop-
ments reveal an increasing use of symmetrism-related terminology particularly 
that associated with that stage – such as Doppelgänger or Doppelstaat.

The German Doppelgänger means “double-goer” – a person’s ghostly double 
or counterpart6. The term Doppelstaat points to the normative and institu-
tional state dualism – a legal concept that legitimized the takeover of political 
control of the Nazi German state during WWII, when the politicized “will 
of the people” was an excuse for mirroring legal institutions by the totalitarian 
rulers (Fraenkel, 2006).

We have been witnessing a similar process of state dualism in Poland after 
2015, with the mirroring of institutions like a new chamber of the Supreme Court, 
a new formula for the National Council of the Judiciary, or the National Media 
Council – all introduced by Law and Justice. It is telling how difficult it was for 
language to keep up with institutional changes, as its users tried to encompass 
an entire range of symmetric entities: judges and neo-judges or duplicate judges, 
courts and non-courts, decisions and non-decisions, journalists and non-jour‑
nalists, all framed within the added context of blurring the distinction between 
reality and neo-reality of a double state.

6	 In eighteenth-century Romantic literature it was used by Jean Paul in Siebenkäs, where he described 
a sinister double of a living person (Oxford University Press, n.d.). Since then, the term has also 
appeared in relation to propaganda, for instance, in reference to the current stage of Russia’s dis-
information war of 2024, named with the expression Operation Doppelgänger (Frühwirth et al., 
2024).
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The idea of a symmetric reality was perhaps best represented in the division 
of the Cold War, where two systems competed with one another in every detail. 
However, striking examples still prevail, such as the Intervision Song Contest. 
Initially launched from the 1960s to 1980 on the Eastern side, it was intended 
to mirror the original Eurovision Song Contest. It has recently been reinstated 
by Vladimir Putin, who on 3 February 2025 ordered the return of the Intervision 
by decree. Only friends were invited to promote “the real music”7.

Vivid illustrations of institutional mirroring can be found worldwide in many 
autocracies. They include key state authorities, such as the National Constituent 
Assembly in Venezuela (2017), the All‑Belarusian People’s Assembly (a second 
parliamentary chamber, constitutionally framed in 2024), or the Constitutional 
Tribunal in Poland, in which the previous bench of judges was replaced by biased 
politicians appointed by the parliamentary majority.

One of the more intriguing domains is the mirroring of non-governmental 
organizations, by setting up the so-called GONGOs (government-organized 
non-governmental organizations). In Hungary, it is the CÖF–CÖKA (Civil 
Cooperation Forum), a government-funded organization that organizes “peace 
marches.” Its purpose is to demonstrate that there also exists a “pro-government 
variant of civil society” (Narsee, Negri, et al., 2024).

Russia offers an abundance of examples, some of which stand out for their 
boldness – such as the non-governmental World Without Nazism, founded 
by Boris Spiegel, a member of the Russian Federation Council. Its declared 
purpose is the “monitoring of Nazism,” especially in the activities of institu-
tions critical of Moscow, such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, 
or Memorial (Kirchick, 2015). The operations of WWN make it possible to adapt 
the scope of the concept of Nazism to the objectives of the Federation’s policy. 
Another definitely notable example is the Russian Institute for Democracy and 
Cooperation, established in New York (2009–2015) and Paris (2009-present), and 
sponsored by President Putin. Its stated mission was “to study Western democ-
racy and offer recommendations for its improvement,” as well as “to provide 
a symmetrical response to the allegations of Freedom House about human rights 
violations in Russia” (Kanevskaya, 2014; Wayback Machine, 2024).

The next example comes from Azerbaijan. In 2024, the incumbent president, 
Ilham Aliyev, who has held office since 2003, won a fifth consecutive term with 
over 92% of the vote. The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe 
stated that “the elections did not offer voters genuine political alternatives [and 
were] overly restrictive of fundamental freedoms.” By contrast, a symmetrist 
institution, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, hired by the authorities 

7	 Sergey Lavrov stressed that “Intervision would be free of perversion and abuse of human nature, 
as we saw in the Paris Olympics” (Novaya Gazeta, 2005).
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and composed of 16 local members together with an ad hoc group of friendly 
“international observers”, issued a statement declaring that “the elections have 
been transparent, credible, and democratic” (Andrusz & Ivanishcheva, 2024).

All of these examples support the assumption that the institutional layer 
of symmetrism cannot be separated from its rhetorical layer, as the two mutu-
ally condition and reinforce each other. In view of what is at stake – put grandly, 
the future political order and the shape of democracy – it is worth pursuing the 
most meticulous possible explanation of this fascinating phenomenon.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The experimental analysis of the impact of symmetrism in public diplomacy 
on American society (Chow & Levin, 2024) demonstrates its effectiveness. The 
American public is becoming increasingly inclined to reject U.S. practices toward 
other states as justified, and even shifting its perception of what constitutes the 
norm in international relations. These results are relevant to all comparable 
societies.

The analysis of deep symmetrism presented here leads to three questions 
open for discussion. First, why are the potential long-term and adverse effects 
of symmetrism reasonably considered relevant? Second, if these hypothetical 
effects indeed constitute a threat, how might they be countered? Moreover, how 
does deep symmetrism fit into the normative standards and best practices of jour-
nalism, due to its alleged impact on perceptions of truth and objectivity?

From the perspective of normative concern for the common good, it is justi-
fied to claim that symmetrism is a tool of propaganda that proves harmful when 
driven by the ill will and cynicism of politicians or journalists. Furthermore, 
that has probably always been – and now more than ever – timely.

At this point, one may attempt to sketch, using the broadest strokes, the 
fundamental issues at stake. One such area is the domain of social knowledge, 
traditionally grounded in facts perceived as objective events. Through symme‑
trism, what is claimed here, the boundaries of objectivity and factuality begin 
to blur: any event can be denied, dismissed as fake, interpreted as manipulation, 
or framed as a hostile media construction; relativized, or cloned with a mirrored 
evaluation. Furthermore, any well justified judgment can be recast as falsehood, 
and any fabricated news can be sold as fact.

Thus, the overdose of symmetrism, together with polarization, in the service 
of bad intentions may ultimately dismantle the very conditions for perceiving 
truth – the central cognitive value upon which social order and consensus depend. 
One piece of evidence pointing to justifiable cause for alarm is provided by the 
findings of the Pew Research Center (2019), showing that voters of the two largest 
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U.S. parties could agree on the truth of basic facts only in 23 percent of cases 
combined. This must be considered striking, given that the phenomenon is surely 
not confined to the United States – but develops in every system with rising 
levels of autocracy, lowering trust in public institutions, and electoral cynicism.

Can anything be done to counteract the tendency, and if so, how? As always, 
in the face of the prevailing political winds, the first response that comes to mind 
is one of skepticism. Yet it is also clear that, as always, there remains the possi-
bility of broadening our knowledge about symmetrist mechanisms, of learning 
to recognize their potentially harmful manifestations in public and political 
communication. It is also possible to ensure that each symmetrist tool is explic-
itly named and promptly denounced as soon as it is deployed. Expanding social 
awareness at this level of political communication is always greatly needed.

One might even consider initiating a serious discussion involving opinion-forming 
journalistic and media environments, widely regarded as independent and 
responsible, as well as bodies that might reconsider professional media stan-
dards, with the aim of more actively banning practices marked by a distinctly 
symmetrism with anti-democratic intent.

The above proposal is bold, and may appear as naïve as it looks unrealistic 
– for in a market-based system of independent media, any attempt to impose 
operational rules inevitably amounts to interference with conventional freedoms. 
That is true, but let us look at the other side – the compelling grounds to recog-
nize that symmetrist practices indeed converge with the standards of main-
stream media, even those regarded as paragons of journalistic objectivity, with 
the BBC at the forefront.

This became apparent in public debates on such topics as climate change, 
vaccines, migration, or the aggression against Ukraine. In the case of climate, 
symmetrically interpreted professional standards led to justification of presenting 
scientific knowledge on an equal footing with the views of climate deniers and 
unscientific assumptions. The “death of expert knowledge” resulting from popu-
lism (Nichols, 2017) generates a void that is frequently occupied by self-pro-
claimed pseudo-experts. In their report, the British Parliamentary Committee 
on Science and Technology wrote: “Some editors appear to be particularly poor 
at determining the level of scientific expertise of contributors in debates, putting 
up lobbyists against top scientists as though their arguments on the science 
carry equal weight” (Bawden, 2014). It is exactly about the BBC presentation 
of climate change. The BBC, however, did not relent, arguing that “even if science 
dominates, political decisions on climate are about values, choices, and poli-
cies, so skeptics must be given space in order for the audience to see resistance 
to climate policy and debate about its costs and consequences” (Sweney, 2018).

In other words, the professional principles of impartiality and pluralism 
served the BBC as justification – when claims grounded in broad scientific 
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consensus were treated as only an option. BBC Radio 4 – for example – was many 
times giving the floor to Lord Nigel Lawson, a popular politician in Margaret 
Thatcher’s government, the Brexit supporter, and climate skeptic (Sweney, 2018).

The use of false equivalence to ensure media appeal, under the guise of upholding 
journalistic standards, is no joke – as in the oft-quoted parody of a television talk 
show: “Tonight, we’ll be talking to a scientist about the solar system. To balance 
her views, we’ve invited a member of the Flat Earth Society” (Wikimedia 
Commons contributors, n.d.). This makes a fundamental problem, closely linked 
to the populist idea to replace the voices of experts with the voices of “ordinary 
people,” pronouncing their own truths.

Symmetrist “second-opinion science” and journalistic practices of false 
balancing – or even the privileging of advocates of “alternative truths” – ought 
to be recognized as violations of professional standards of news journalism. 
This issue could be pushed further, in line with the continuation of our present 
discussion, to the question of whether it makes sense to invite anti-democrats 
and populists into democratic debate at all.
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proposes a more holistic approach, combining media literacy (critical thinking), cross-border 
collaboration and adaptive strategies.
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INTRODUCTION

Can disinformation truly be regulated? Or are we fighting a losing battle? How 
should governments and international institutions distinguish between curbing 
harmful disinformation and protecting free speech? Can regulatory frameworks 
effectively “stem the tide of fake news” without inadvertently becoming tools 
of censorship (Gosztonyi, 2023)? Or are other policy means (also) needed, such 
as the promotion of quality journalism and information literacy, as opposed 
to or in addition to restrictive measures (Török, 2024)? These pressing questions 
lie at the heart of the present study, which aims to outline the disinformation 
regulation in the European Union via its ambitious attempts to combat fake 
news through legislative actions.

The primary objective of the paper is to review whether the European 
Union’s regulatory initiatives, including the Code of Practice on Disinformation, 
Digital Services Act (DSA), European Media Freedom Act (EMFA) and Regulation 
on the transparency and targeting of political advertising (RPA) can address the 
pervasive influence of disinformation in modern society. As a premise, the paper 
briefly explores the origins and evolution of fake news, the various typologies 
thereof, and how these forms of information warfare have been weaponized 
in political and social contexts. The core of the paper lies in the assessment of the 
impact and effectiveness of the EU’s legal frameworks, particularly in scruti-
nizing the advertising ecosystem that fuels disinformation, ensuring political 
ads are transparent, and enhancing the integrity of online platforms. By criti-
cally examining the legislation, this study aims to reveal the limitations of the 
current regulatory measures and their key similarities and differences. The paper 
is built on legal analyses of the instruments examined as well as a comprehen-
sive literature review.

The study aims to contribute to the growing body of literature on disinfor-
mation governance. It also sets forth as a goal to enrich the existing scholarship 
by highlighting gaps in enforcement, the challenges of transnational disinfor-
mation and the need for more adaptive, forward-looking strategies. The paper 
positions itself within broader debates on media regulation, political communica-
tion and the safeguarding of democratic processes in the digital age, and invites 
researchers from the social sciences to take part in the discourse on the critical 
examination of policymaking concerning fake news within and outside the EU.
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THE CONCEPT OF  DISINFORMATION AND THE CATEGORIZATION 
OF  “FAKE NEWS”

Though fake news as a concept is not novel, nor is the spreading thereof (cf. the 
spreading of false information during the World Wars (Barragán‑Romero and 
Bellido‑Pérez, 2019)), the term gained notoriety in 2016 before and during the 
US presidential election campaign (Van Duyn and Collier, 2019; Nordberg 
et al., 2020).

Research underscores that the proliferation of fake information, especially 
from then-candidate Donald Trump, caused a significant shift in the spreading 
of fake news; the quantity of fake information on social media grew rapidly, 
and the trust in media, as well as the identification of “real” news, deteriorated 
significantly (Van Duyn and Collier, 2019). The disinformation crisis has signifi-
cantly influenced policymaking and decision-making processes, too. Bovet and 
Makse (2019) found that 25 per cent of 171 million tweets during a particular 
period contained or spread fake or biased news, affecting political preferences 
and election dynamics. The spread of false information peaked again during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, considered one of the most severe cases of disinformation 
(Shrestha and Spezzano, 2022; Palomino‑Flores et al., 2024). Al‑Zaman (2021) 
highlights that in India, COVID-19-related fake news not only targeted health 
issues but also politics and entertainment, exacerbating the pandemic’s impact. 
This widespread misinformation led to lower vaccination rates, disregard for safety 
measures, and increased infections and deaths. The World Health Organization 
and experts have referred to this disinformation wave as the “infodemic” (Pagoto 
et al., 2023), noting its global reach and cross-continental effects.

It is imperative to highlight the typology of fake news, too. Although the 
term “fake news” is commonly used in both popular and academic discourse, 
its definition remains unclear (Wasilewski, 2021, p. 5). One of the most popular 
understandings of “fake news” associates it with “viral posts based on fictitious 
accounts made to look like news reports” (Tandoc et al., 2018, p. 2). Most media 
scholars agree that the contemporary understanding of “fake news” should 
focus on news fabrication and manipulation, along with propaganda (Brennen, 
2017). Still others explain “fake news” as “information disorder” together with 
its related challenges, such as echo chambers (Wardle and Derakhshan, 2017). 
Moreover, as Wardle (2023) described the above issue, it is also critical to focus 
on the interrelational aspects of the information disorder as well, given that false 
information and the disseminator thereof rarely operate in “silos”, e.g., someone 
who posts health misinformation may very well take part in the spreading 
of untrue information in other “disciplines” as well, such as in politics.

Dealing with “fake news” one must be aware of its various forms. According 
to the literature, at least 7 main types can be distinguished: satire (parody), 
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misleading content, fabricated content, false content, imposter content, click-
bait, propaganda, conspiracy theories, and partisan content (Bąkowicz, 2019, 
p. 284–285). Satire aims to fool the recipients but has no intention to harm 
whereas misleading content purposefully frames an issue or individual. Imposter 
content, on the other hand, means that reliable sources are impersonated by third 
parties to cause deception. A similar goal aims to achieve fabricated content, 
which is false in its entirety. False connections might use true stories but give 
them headlines that do not support the content. In this way, false context shares 
genuine content with false contextual information. Finally, fabricated (manipu-
lated) content uses reliable information and modifies it in order to achieve some 
political (or other) agenda (Wardle, 2017). Other forms of fake news demand 
much broader definitions, which go beyond the scope of this paper. However, 
it is important to remember that fake news – or disinformation – can take 
various forms, which is why the issue is so problematic (Broda & Strömbäck, 
2024). Different types vary in their potential to deceive recipients.

INCREASING REGULATORY DEMANDS

IMMEDIATE HISTORY: THE DYNAMICS OF  HOW THE YEAR 2016 SHIFTED THE 
DISCOURSE ON  DISINFORMATION
Online platforms have become a prominent space for political communication, 
including the publication of political advertisements. The harmful influence 
of political ads on social networking sites gained significant attention following 
the 2016 US presidential election. While the dissemination of false claims was 
not new, the scale and impact during this election, along with the 2016 Brexit 
campaign, raised serious concerns. These events marked the beginning of a new 
era in political disinformation, further highlighted by the Italian and French 
presidential elections in 2017.

In itself, the appearance of untrue statements during political campaigns 
is by no means a recent phenomenon; however, the fact that the term “fake news” 
has gained considerable attention is due to the platform on which it is dissemi-
nated, namely social networking sites. The basic operating principles and struc-
tural design of these sites have made it easy to facilitate the spread of previously 
unknown amounts of information at almost unimaginable speed.

The real novelty was the fact that, in the absence of significant resources, 
practically anyone can deliver messages to the masses, even in a targeted way, 
without revealing their identity. In fact, the use of targeted advertising messages 
is an indisputable feature of social media campaigning. It is also clear that, 
in addition to the dangers and risks that are often highlighted, they also have 



414� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

GERGELY FERENC LENDVAI, JÁNOS TAMÁS PAPP, TAMÁS ATTILA SZIKORA, KRZYSZTOF WASILEWSKI

a number of positive benefits for democratic (decision-making) mechanisms. 
These include the ability to reach voters with messages that are relevant to them, 
to reach those who are difficult or almost impossible to reach through other 
channels, and to be effective, efficient and sometimes cost-effective for politicians. 
At the same time, it can benefit the public by leading to more diverse political 
campaigns and greater awareness of certain issues among voters (Borgesius 
et al., 2018; Dobber et al., 2019).

As a result of the issues outlined above, accountability has also faced numerous 
obstacles. One reason for this is that, unlike media service providers, online plat-
forms (e.g., Facebook) do not bear editorial responsibility for content appearing 
on their interfaces. Under the DSA, the activities of these services consist 
primarily of storing and publicly disseminating content (Article 3(i)). Through 
recommendation systems, ranking by platforms, and content moderation, they 
cannot be considered completely neutral with regard to content published by users. 
However, since their activities in the preliminary compilation of content differ 
significantly from those of “traditional” media service providers, the question 
of what obligations can be imposed on platforms in order to protect democratic 
public discourse arises.

PROPOSED SOLUTION: INITIAL EFFORTS TOWARDS TRANSPARENCY
These events have drawn attention to the fact that paid political advertising 
is an effective tool in large-scale and coordinated disinformation campaigns. 
The lack of transparency and the publication itself not knowing the identity 
of the “client” behind each message made it easy to avoid prosecution. The trans-
parency and accountability requirements for political advertising are intended 
to serve three main purposes: to prevent disinformation and foreign influence, 
to facilitate the emergence of opposing views in public discourse, and to create 
at least the same level of transparency in online political discourse as has long 
been the case for paid political advertising on television and radio (Wood, 2020).

Since the second half of the 2010s, serious efforts have been made to address 
this problem, seeking to find solutions to ensure credible information in the 
spirit of transparency. Initially, the European Commission’s Communication 
(COM(2018) 236 final), summarizing the main findings and recommendations 
of the report and the report’s own report on misinformation, published in March 
2018 (A multi-dimensional approach to disinformation, 2018), declared the need 
for transparency in political advertising.

On September 12, 2018, the European Commission adopted a Recommendation 
on security issues related to the European Parliament elections in spring 2019, 
in the context of the election campaign and the conduct of the elections, primarily, 
of course, in the online space (C(2018) 5949). Among the measures to be taken 
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to ensure that voters are informed and to guarantee freedom of public debate, the 
Commission’s Recommendation mainly set out requirements for transparency 
in political advertising published before the European Parliament elections and 
during the election campaign. While the expectations set out in these documents 
have gone some way toward improving the safe conduct of the 2019 European 
Parliament elections (free from external interference), the lack of binding regu-
lation has not fully ensured a digital environment that provides the public with 
transparent and reliable, credible information (Kirk and Teeling, 2022).

SELF-REGULATION OF  PLATFORMS
In response to the challenges outlined earlier, platforms like Facebook (now Meta) 
have taken steps to address these issues through their own regulatory initiatives. 
In 2018, Meta introduced new rules for political advertising, requiring each 
ad to display the name of the organization or individual that paid for it. (Dommett, 
2014). While this promotes accountability, it carries risks: Leersen and colleagues 
point out that Facebook’s data is often incomplete or inaccurate, potentially 
misleading journalists (the misleading nature of the advertisement deserves 
special mention because if the press uses data it considers reliable to inform the 
public about political issues, and this data later turns out to be inaccurate, the 
deceptive information can cause serious damage in a democratic public sphere). 
Moreover, this focus on transparency may divert attention from more obscure 
issues, like targeted advertising practices, that are less disclosed by the platform 
(Leerssen et al., 2023).

Other social platforms have not taken the most radical steps against polit-
ical advertising: Twitter (now known as X) announced at the end of 2019 that 
it will ban political advertising on its platform in the future. The idea has been 
widely criticized, with the main criticism being that the decision is a dispropor-
tionate restriction on political communication, which is the most precious core 
of freedom of expression. Another relevant issue raised by the ban concerned 
the definition of political advertising, namely how to distinguish between purely 
political advertising and messages dealing with issues that affect a wide range 
of society and typically give rise to lively public debate.

THE EUROPEAN UNION AND DISINFORMATION

The European Union’s Code of Practice on Disinformation was introduced in 2018. 
It was a manifestation of the EU’s so-called “self-regulation” approach to the 
problem of disinformation (Wasilewski, 2021). This approach can be defined 
as “a type of voluntary initiative which enables economic operators, social 
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partners, non-governmental organizations or associations to adopt common 
guidelines amongst themselves and for themselves” (Ilves et al., 2016). Although 
some researchers question the effectiveness of the approach (Shattock, 2021), 
it is by far the most ambitious effort by UE to tackle disinformation. The intro-
duction of the 2018 Code of Practice was part of a broader strategy to counter 
the rising threat of false information, particularly following the proliferation 
of digital platforms and the influence of disinformation campaigns on demo-
cratic processes, including elections. The Code of Practice has since become a key 
element of the EU’s broader digital policy framework, and its impact warrants 
detailed academic evaluation. It must be noted, however, that the EU “self-reg-
ulation” approach was met with some heavy criticism. Among the critics were 
representatives of online platforms, advertisers, academics, media, and civil 
society organizations. Together they issued a statement criticizing the code for 
being too general in scope, as well as for its lack of a common approach (The 
Sounding Board’s, 2018).

Following critical voices, the EU has sought to strengthen its regulatory frame-
work through the DSA. The Act was proposed in 2020 with the intention of intro-
ducing binding obligations for online platforms, including measures to counter 
disinformation and mandates increased transparency and accountability. The 
introduction of the DSA manifested a serious change in the EU approach to disin-
formation, as it moved from voluntary commitments toward more enforceable 
rules (Nannini et al., 2024; Husovec, 2024). Recognizing the need for a stronger 
response to the growing threat of disinformation, in 2022, the EU established 
the Strengthened Code of Practice on Disinformation. Its preamble states that 
the member states “recognize their collective and individual accountabilities 
to work together to defund Disinformation in advertising and media across the 
following types of organizations and their respective” (Code of Conduct, 2022).

A  COMPREHENSIVE EXAMINATION OF  THE CODE
The Code contains 44 commitments and 128 specific measures and is structured 
into 10 sections. Table 1 presents the structure of the 2022 Code of Practice 
on Disinformation.

Table 1. The Structure of the 2022 Code of Practice on Disinformation

Section Content

Preamble The role of signatories in combating disinformation, safeguarding democratic processes, 
and maintaining a balance with fundamental rights like freedom of expression.

Scrutiny 
of Ad Placements

Focus on reducing the revenues of purveyors of disinformation by improving 
transparency in advertising and ensuring responsible ad placements.
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Section Content

Political 
Advertising

Transparency standards for political and issue ads, including labelling, verification, 
and repositories to ensure users understand the origins and purposes of such ads.

Integrity of Services Conceptualization and countermeasures regarding manipulative behaviors, such 
as fake accounts or malicious use of AI systems, with clear transparency obligations.

Empowering Users
The outline of the provisions for users with tools and education 
to recognize disinformation, including media literacy initiatives 

and transparency in recommender systems.

Empowering 
the Research 
Community

Researchers’ access to data for studying disinformation, with structured 
governance for sensitive data and cooperation between stakeholders.

Empowering the 
Fact‑Checking 

Community

Collaboration with independent fact-checkers, ensuring they have the necessary 
resources, tools, and access to data to conduct their work effectively.

Transparency 
Centre

A central online “hub” where information about the implementation 
of the Code is made available to the public and regularly updated.

Permanent 
Task‑Force

Establishment of a Task-force which is responsible for monitoring and reviewing the 
implementation of the Code and ensuring it adapts to technological and societal changes.

Monitoring 
of the Code

The process for continuous reporting, assessment, and improvements 
to ensure the Code’s effectiveness in reducing disinformation.

The Preamble “sets the stage” by emphasizing the collective responsibility 
to fight disinformation, a menace that threatens democratic values through 
misinformation, influence operations, and foreign interference. It stresses the 
need for a careful balance between combating disinformation and upholding 
fundamental rights like free speech and privacy, while urging coordinated efforts 
from platforms, advertisers, researchers, and the European Commission. This 
creates the framework for a holistic strategy against disinformation.

Sections II and III dive deeper into the mechanisms that fuel disinforma-
tion – financial incentives and political manipulation. Section II tackles the 
economic engine behind disinformation by scrutinizing ad placements, ensuring 
that harmful actors are denied revenue streams through brand safety policies. 
Section III focuses on the transparency of political ads, which are frequently 
weaponized in disinformation campaigns, as demonstrated by Russian inter-
ference in elections (Espaliú‑Berdud, 2024). As full disclosure of sponsors and 
public repositories is required for oversight, these sections aim to prevent political 
discourse from being distorted by hidden agendas. Both sections highlight the 
importance of collaboration between platforms, advertisers, and fact-checkers 
to curb disinformation’s reach.

Section IV is of critical importance as it addresses the technological side 
of the issue, focusing on protecting the integrity of services. By cracking down 
on the use of fake accounts, bots, and deepfakes, this section aims to neutralize 
the tools that disinformation actors often deploy. The emphasis of this section 
on evolving safeguards ensures that as new threats arise, the response can adapt 
and remain effective. Building on these protective measures, the “Empowering 
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Triangle” in Sections V–VII takes a proactive approach. Section V arms users 
with the ability to detect and report false information, bolstering media literacy 
and encouraging informed content consumption. Section VI grants researchers 
access to crucial platform data, enabling them to analyze disinformation trends 
and assess the effectiveness of interventions, fostering cooperation between 
academia and civil society. Section VII supports fact-checkers with automated 
data access, ensuring that their findings are integrated into platform services. 
By empowering these groups – users, researchers, and fact-checkers – the Code 
creates a multi-layered defense system against disinformation. Finally, Section 
VIII ties it all together with the Transparency Centre, a public platform that 
ensures accountability and tracks the progress of these measures. By regularly 
updating with metrics and reports, the Transparency Centre fosters ongoing 
commitment from signatories and promotes a transparent fight against disin-
formation. This interconnected approach ensures that every aspect of the disin-
formation ecosystem is addressed, from economic incentives to technological 
manipulation, while empowering key stakeholders to act effectively.

THE DIGITAL SERVICES ACT
The Proposal for a Regulation on a Single Market for Digital Services (COM/2020/825 
final) was introduced on December 15, 2020, and following a relatively swift 
negotiation process, the final version was approved by the European Parliament 
on July 5, 2022. The DSA adopts a tiered regulatory framework, where the obli-
gations increase in accordance with the significance of the role played by the 
online intermediary. It defines four categories of service providers: online 
intermediary services, hosting services, online platforms, and very large online 
platforms (VLOPs). Large social networks, where disinformation circulates 
with potential systemic impacts, such as the erosion of trust in democracy and 
institutions, are classified as VLOPs.

With respect to disinformation, the DSA introduces a “co-regulatory” frame-
work that permits service providers to voluntarily adopt codes of conduct 
aimed at mitigating the harmful effects of illegal content dissemination, as well 
as manipulative and abusive behaviors. Article 45(1) grants the Commission and 
the Board the authority to support and facilitate the creation of diverse codes 
of conduct intended to strengthen the implementation of the DSA. These codes 
primarily address two areas of concern: illegal content, as defined in Article 
3(h), and the broader systemic risks outlined in Article 34. The key function 
of these codes of conduct is to offer detailed interpretations and enhancements 
to the existing legal framework. They encourage the adoption of voluntary stan-
dards that surpass statutory requirements, or, when necessary, the development 
of broader guidelines functioning as soft law.
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While adherence to these codes is voluntary, the DSA notes that a service 
provider’s refusal to adopt a code, without providing a satisfactory rationale, may 
be considered when evaluating its compliance with DSA obligations. In instances 
where specific systemic risks are identified under Article 34, the Commission 
may invite service providers, relevant authorities, civil society organizations, 
and other stakeholders to collaborate in the development of these codes. The 
Commission already expressed that the Code of Practice on Disinformation 
is set to evolve into a formal Code of Conduct (European Commission, 2024). 
In this regard, the Commission appears to adopt a rather broad interpretation 
of co-regulation. While the establishment of the Codes of Conduct was initially 
voluntary, their subsequent elevation to a status formally recognized under the 
DSA effectively integrates them into the regulatory framework. As a result, they 
function as a kind of Trojan horse, gradually transforming a soft law instrument 
into a form of hard law.

Currently, the protection against disinformation largely relies on the will-
ingness of information society service providers to fulfill their duties of care 
regarding the content they distribute. This includes their ability to self-assess the 

“systemic risks” inherent in their activities and implement preventive actions, 
particularly through content moderation procedures. However, the DSA does 
not specifically define harmful content, including disinformation, nor does 
it mandate its removal (Leiser, 2023). Additionally, the effectiveness of these 
measures also depends on the capacity of relevant public authorities to monitor 
and enforce compliance with these obligations. Whether this approach will 
provide enough response to the challenges disinformation poses to democratic 
societies is still an open question (Vicente, 2023).

Requiring large online platforms to conduct their own risk assessments 
is logical, as they have exclusive access to user data and understand the risks and 
remedies of their services. It is equally reasonable for the Commission to expect 
these platforms to cover compliance costs under the DSA. However, ensuring 
the independence of private audit firms, which may face conflicts of interest, 
is crucial. There appears to be a lack of a specific supervisory framework for 
ensuring compliance, to address this, a broader principle of transparency and 
a strengthened co-regulatory, multistakeholder model are needed (Strowel, 2023). 
Also, there needs to be access to researchers who meet certain criteria, for the 
purpose of conducting research that helps identify and understand systemic 
risks, and help combat disinformation (Cauffman, 2021).
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THE EUROPEAN MEDIA FREEDOM ACT
The European Democracy Action Plan, launched at the end of 2020, is a frame-
work developed by the European Commission to strengthen democracy within 
the EU. Its objectives include safeguarding the integrity of elections and political 
advertising, enhancing transparency, supporting independent journalism, and 
improving the EU’s capabilities in detecting and responding to disinformation. 
As part of this initiative, Ursula von der Leyen announced the proposal for the 
EMFA in 2021, which builds on the Audiovisual Media Services Directive and 
establishes various regulations for the media sector (European Commission, 
2020). On April 11, 2024, the EU officially adopted the legislation which consol-
idates various areas of media regulation, including provisions related to public 
service media, cooperation among national regulatory authorities, transparency 
of media ownership, and the distribution of state advertising.

These actions target the distribution or access to media services provided 
by non-EU media outlets that aim at or reach EU audiences, regardless of the 
distribution method. Such services, particularly when subject to control by third 
countries, are scrutinized for posing threats to public security or contributing 
to the spread of disinformation and the serious risks associated with it. The 
recitals associated with the Article 17 (Recitals 47–49) highlight the specific 
practical expertise of media authorities in protecting the internal market from 
activities of media services originating outside the EU that target or reach audi-
ences within the EU and may threaten or endanger public security. Such risks 
include systematic international campaigns involving foreign information manip-
ulation and interference, aimed at destabilizing the EU or any Member State.

To address these threats, the legislation aims to coordinate national measures 
that can be adopted to counter risks to public security posed by media services 
originating outside the EU, or established outside but targeting EU audiences. 
In this context, the legislation proposes the creation of a criteria list by the 
European Board for Media Services, as established under the EMFA, to assist 
national regulatory authorities or bodies when a media service provider seeks 
jurisdiction in a Member State, or when a media service provider under a Member 
State’s jurisdiction presents a serious public security risk.

REGULATION ON  THE TRANSPARENCY AND TARGETING OF  POLITICAL 
ADVERTISING
In its Communication on the European Democracy Action Plan, published 
in December 2020, the European Commission, recognizing the threats posed 
by online platforms and social media sites, in particular to the electoral process, 
expressed its determination to adopt a comprehensive set of rules to ensure 
the visibility and transparency of political advertising for the 2024 European 
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Parliament elections (COM(2020) 790 final). As a first element of this commit-
ment, in November 2021, the Commission published a draft regulation on rules 
of the transparency and targeting of political advertising (COM(2021) 731 final). 
The need for legislation was already expressed by several stakeholders before the 
draft was presented, in particular in the light of research findings based on infor-
mation available in social networking sites’ advertising directories (Dommett 
and Bakir, 2020). The proposal was intended as a response to the fragmentation 
of regulation in the EU Member States, but the increasing role of social platforms 
in election campaigns has undoubtedly led to calls for common EU regulation. 
The RPA was finally adopted in spring 2024.

The legislator has recognized the potential for misinformation through polit-
ical advertising, stressing that this can occur in particular when the message 
is not overtly political, comes from outside the EU or, for example, uses targeted 
techniques (Recital 4). In principle, as the title of the legislation also indicates, 
the RPA lays down transparency requirements for political advertising services, 
such as identification (Article 7), retention and transmission of specific data 
on advertisers and advertisements (Articles 9–10 and 16–17). The other main 
part of the legislation deals with the targeting techniques and ad-delivery tech-
niques of online political advertising, requiring political advertisers and polit-
ical advertising solvers to comply with certain data protection conditions when 
using targeting or ad-delivery techniques (Articles 18–20).

It is important to note that the RPA does not affect the substantive content 
of political advertising in the legislation of each Member State. Another principle 
of the RPA that concerns the issue of responsibility for content posted on plat-
forms is the prohibition of a general monitoring obligation, similar to the provi-
sion in Article 8 of the DSA (Recital 54); social networking sites should “merely” 
provide a suitable reporting platform and mechanism for users to report polit-
ical advertising that does not comply with the rules of the RPA, or the persons 
who commission it (Article 15).

CRITICAL EVALUATION

Current approaches to the regulation of information reflect both progress and 
challenges. On the one hand, the EU has taken some significant steps in tackling 
fakes news in the European public sphere by introducing and modifying the 
Code of Practice on Disinformation, as well as the DSA. Experts agree that those 
documents have provided frameworks to improve so-much needed transparency, 
especially in political advertising. Moreover, they hold platforms accountable 
and – to some extent – empower users and researchers to combat disinforma-
tion. On the other hand, there is consensus that actions taken by the EU are 
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not enough to eradicate disinformation from the public sphere. Self-regulation 
measures, such as the aforementioned Code of Practice, have established voluntary 
commitments from social media platforms, but they lack binding enforcement 
mechanisms. This is why there is a growing political push for the Code to move 
swiftly with its conversion into a Code of Conduct under the DSA (Article 45).

Unsurprisingly, critics argue that this voluntary nature has allowed Facebook, 
Amazon and other large tech companies to remain blurred in their efforts, 
limiting the impact of these measures. Part of the problem is the very nature 
of the EU, which has limited competences in areas, such as internet and media 
policies. These are traditionally left for member states to regulate.

The 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine has proven that dissemination of fake 
news is part of the contemporary warfare that may cause as much harm as tradi-
tional weaponry. What is lacking, apart from coherent legislation at a national 
and European level is coordination between member states and the EU when 
it comes to tackling disinformation. Despite some progress in this matter, there 
is still much to do in order to establish a successful system.

To end the evaluation, we propose that the emergence of instruments in the 
EU’s anti-disinformation agenda is not only a rational response mechanism but 
also a structural necessity arising from the dispersed nature of both the problem 
and the Union’s competences. This issue stems from a rather trivial polemic; 
disinformation cuts across economic, communicative, and democratic spaces, 
while the EU’s authority is – still – fragmented between internal market, audio-
visual, and electoral domains. Hence, no single act could adequately address 
its complexity. The Code and the Regulations, therefore, represent interlocking 
layers of governance that together form a composite regulatory ecosystem. In this 

“onion-like” layering, the principle-related foundation, lies the Code as it enables 
voluntary cooperation between platforms, advertisers, and civil society under 
the Commission’s guidance. The DSA transforms this “soft” coordination into 
enforceable obligations by embedding the principles of transparency, account-
ability, and the necessity to ensure users’ safety within broader risk-management 
architecture while the EMFA intervenes upstream by reinforcing the independence 
and plurality of the media sector. Lastly, the RPA targets the electoral interface, 
curbing opaque micro-targeting and foreign influence in political advertising.

It is also crucial to mention that the connection among these instruments 
is thus functional and sequential. Each act occupies a distinct but complementary 
regulatory space, whether it be soft law/self-regulatory, horizontal, structural, 
or sector-specific, all collectively seeking to transform the EU’s approach into 
a systemic resilience-building against disinformation. Subsequently, in essence, 
the multiplicity of legal norms also mirrors the multidimensionality of the 
threat. Where earlier regimes focused on takedowns and liability, the current 
framework emphasizes transparency, accountability, and coordination and 
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in this context, the Code‑DSA-EMFA-RPA quart-partite nexus demonstrates the 
EU’s progressive understanding that combating disinformation requires much 
more than a single prohibitive instrument and proposes a network of mutually 
reinforcing mechanisms addressing different stages of information production, 
dissemination, and influence.

CONCLUSION

To conclude, we invite the readers to revisit the initial question: Can disinfor-
mation be regulated?

As seen from our above analysis, despite the efforts made, these instruments 
are solely legal tools but not solutions. Constrained by their reactive nature and 
the evolving tactics of disinformation campaigns, these initiatives are designed 
to address “symptoms” rather than the systemic causes of disinformation. 
We propose that the solution does not lie solely in regulation but in a more 
holistic approach that does not just include but rather promotes strengthening 
media literacy, enhancing cross-border collaboration, and developing adaptive 
and progressive strategies to fight disinformation.

In order to substantiate the above, we wish to outline a few recommendations 
– which should also be taken as an invitation for other scholars, policy-makers, 
and stakeholders to find a common solution. Our premise, in terms of sugges-
tions, is that the path forward tackling disinformation on the EU level requires 
a set of complementary mechanisms that translate the normative ambition into 
operational capacity. First, the Union should consider establishing an entity that 
manages information integrity with interdisciplinary lenses. Adding to this, 
secondly, the EU must invest more decisively in structured digital literacy and 
professional training. For this, we also propose allocating cross-border scholarly 
funds as well so that experts and scholars could work on region-specific and 
sector-specific issues. Furthermore, given the generous scholarly funding schemes 
in the EU (such as the European Research Council grant), we also propose that 
projects related to disinformation and media literacy should be obliged to perform 
practical outputs that can be implemented on local or EU-wide layers. Lasty, 
we recommend – in accordance with Wardle’s (2023) line of thinking – that 
these projects can and shall not be executed in “silos”.

While the change in the framework of public discourse has placed limits 
on the effectiveness of legal regulation, it has not questioned its necessity. 
However, while regulating platforms, at least as much emphasis should be placed 
on promoting digital literacy; without public awareness, legal regulation of plat-
forms and strict enforcement of rules will not be able to produce visible results. 
Successfully combating disinformation is a necessity for democratic societies. 
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Effective regulation, then, must be part of a broader societal response that 
involves both proactive governance and empowered citizens, recognizing that 
the battle against disinformation is not a finite one, but an ongoing challenge.
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INTRODUCTION

As fact-checking has become a central response to information disorders, 
academic research on this practice has grown exponentially. Scholarly publica-
tions on fact-checking began after 2010 (Lewandowsky et al., 2012; Schudson, 
2013; Uscinski & Butler, 2013), with a surge post-2016 due to the US Presidential 
elections and Brexit. This expanded to practical issues like infrastructure and 
automation (Hammouchi & Ghongho, 2022; Malik et al., 2021), and human 
practices (Ceron et al., 2021; Dhawan et al., 2021). Audience perception studies 
highlight the importance of effectiveness (Hameleers, 2022; Tunçer & Tam, 2022).

According to the Reporters’ Lab database, the number of fact-check outlets 
has increased significantly – from 11 sites in 2008 to 424 in 2022, which indi-
cates a 3,854% increase. By 2023, the number of fact-checking organizations 
had dropped to 4171. This rapidly emerging field demands revision – a helicop-
ter’s view – on the topics and domains of academic research. There have been 
several funding initiatives to promote fact-checking as a tool for combating 
information disorder (The Fact‑Checking Innovation Initiative.2, AFP Fact 
Check3, and European Digital Media Observatory Fact‑Checking4). Systematic 
literature reviews (SLRs) map fact-checking from technological perspectives 
(Capuano et al., 2023; Sequete et al., 2020), emphasizing the need for MILs to build 
an informed public (Onifade, 2023; Dierickx et al., 2023). Yet, all this expanding 
body of work lacks systematic integration: studies vary in focus, terminology, 
and disciplinary grounding, making it difficult to grasp the field’s conceptual 
coherence and cumulative knowledge.

The aim of this study is to chart the evolving landscape of fact-checking 
research and to uncover how academia has responded to the surge of misin-
formation and disinformation since 2010. Through a systematic review of 675 
peer-reviewed publications, the study maps the main topics, domains, and 
conceptual frameworks shaping the scholarly understanding of fact-checking 
as both a journalistic and socio-technical practice.

While we acknowledge that in a rapidly emerging field such as fact-checking, 
many valuable insights appear in reports, policy briefs, and popular science 
materials published by fact-checking organizations and expert communities, 
these outputs are not always peer-reviewed and therefore vary in methodological 
transparency and reliability. To ensure the analytical consistency and scientific 
rigor of this systematic literature review, we limited our corpus to peer-reviewed 
academic publications indexed in major scholarly databases. This approach 

1	 https://reporterslab.org/category/fact-checking/
2	 https://www.poynter.org/innovation-initiative/
3	 https://factcheck.afp.com/
4	 https://edmo.eu/fact-checking/
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enables a critical assessment of how fact-checking is conceptualized and studied 
within academic scholarship, while recognizing that non-academic sources 
represent a dynamic and practice-oriented complement to this body of research.

Stemming from the problem-setting, we approach the empirical material 
with the following Research Question (RQ):

•	 RQ: What research topics and topical domains are studied in fact-checking 
research?

METHOD

Our SLR approach follows Kapantai et al. (2021) and Behutiye et al. (2017), based 
on Kitchenham and Charters (2007). We collected academic literature from 
Web of Science, EBSCO, and Scopus, focusing on peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles to ensure quality. The search terms included: ((“fact-check*” OR debunk* 
OR prebunk*) AND (journalism OR media OR disinformation OR misinforma-
tion OR user* OR tools OR automat* OR “fake news” OR “news verification”)) 
OR “fact-check* epistemolog*”. We limited the search to 2010–2023, English 
language, and journal or critical review publications.

Searching only for “fact-checking” and “journalism” or “media” will return 
thousands of hits. Therefore, it is necessary to set some limitations: publication 
dates between 2010–2023, English language, and journal or critical review publi-
cation type. Similarly to Nieminen and Rapeli (2019), we do not question the 
scientific quality of the excluded contributions or contributions in languages 
other than English, but we chose these parameters for the sake of systematic 
selection. Conducted in April 2023, the search included all entries until that date.

This query brought 1116 results on Web of Science, 3803 on EBSCO, and 
1054 on Scopus. 4616 articles were uploaded to Rayyan, a customizable online 
software for conducting SLRs that enables easy literature screening in a team. 
Out of that initial sample, 49 duplicates were detected and deleted by the soft-
ware automatically, and 2867 duplicates were inspected manually. Out of the 
remaining 1749 articles, there were 694 inclusions, 25 maybes, and 1031 exclu-
sions in the first screening round out of three.

The three screening rounds were a part of the study protocol to ensure impar-
tiality and intercoder reliability, which we valued “not as a measure of ‘objec-
tivity’ but as a means of reflexively improving the analysis by provoking dialogue 
between researchers” (Campbell et al., 2013; Hruschka et al., 2004; O’Connor 
& Joffe, 2020). After the initial data purification was done by Coder 1, the second 
round was done by Coder 2, designed both as a control mechanism and another 
revenue for the inductive labeling of themes and topics. To arrive at a consensus 
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on the conflicting ‘maybe’ cases, Coder 1 and Coder 2 had a revision meeting: 
675 articles were included in the sample, and 1074 articles were excluded.

Exclusions were based on focus (N=248), publication type (N=46), language 
(N=16), missing abstracts (N=6), low research design quality (N=6), and ethical 
considerations regarding academic freedom (N=8). We also excluded articles 
where the focus was not on fact-checking per se but which suggested fact-
checking in their abstracts as a possible remedy without going into more detail 
(N=264). Other co-authors decided on the conflicting decisions remaining, 
Coder 3 (N=1) and Coder 4 (N=1).

After the exclusions, we juxtaposed and compared the themes and research 
categorization criteria. Applying logical processing, we introduced our topical 
map of research on fact-checking. Coder 1 and Coder 2 developed initial coding 
schemes inductively and coded the sample separately. After consultation with 
co-authors, the codes were re-checked to avoid potential connotational misun-
derstandings. Coder 1 and Coder 2 held meetings throughout the coding process, 
discussed and rephrased codes marked with different words but with the same 
meaning to both, and discussed connotational misunderstandings until there 
was no more conflict of opinion. The results were then combined into a compre-
hensive overview. It is important to note that many articles are marked with 
multiple labels, so the sum of the articles in the groups exceeds that of the total 
articles in the sample.

FINDINGS

The conceptualization of fact-checking is explored in 52 articles, focusing 
on disinformation mapping (n=27), fact-checking evolution (n=12), and epis-
temology (n=13). Mapping includes SLR articles and topical studies (Bekoulis 
et al., 2021; Caled & Silva, 2022; Shahzad & Khan, 2022). Core aspects are 
discussed in 335 articles, covering effectiveness (n=221), pre-bunking (n=13), 
correcting falsehoods (n=113), and flagging falsehoods (n=22). Fact-checking 
is seen as a public good (Berghel, 2017), conformation journalism (Lotero

‑Echeverri et al., 2018), and crisis communication (Krause et al., 2020; Tian 
& Ding, 2019; Wang et al., 2021). Yu et al. (2023) note interdisciplinary research 
on misinformation sharing.

Fact-checking domains are covered in 266 articles, including COVID-19 (n=145), 
politics (n=82), medicine (n=21), climate change (n=9), and armed conflicts 
(n=7). Regional studies are in 302 articles, focusing on the U.S. (n=61), Spain 
(n=38), Brazil (n=18), the UK (n=17), China (n=17), and India (n=12). Professional 
practices are examined in 145 articles, including fact-checkers’ practices (n=70), 
journalists’ verification (n=46), infrastructure (n=16), and perceptions (n=14).
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Fact-checking and debunking provide a roadmap for combating information 
disorders (Eysenbach, 2020; Lewandowsky, 2021). Contexts are discussed in 250 
articles, including social media (n=103), scientific fact-checking (n=100), and 
experiments (n=77). A coordinated approach is needed, combining authorities, 
academics, and fact-checkers (Furnémont & Rokša‑Zubčević, 2021; Durach 
et al., 2020). Fact-checking outside media is analyzed in 247 articles, focusing 
on audience perceptions (n=107), human practices (n=73), and media literacy 
(n=59).

Naeem and Bhatti (2020) highlight librarians’ roles, while Hoque et al. (2021) 
call for socio-technical solutions to disinformation. New approaches are explored 
in 151 articles, covering tools (n=94), automated fact-checking (n=50), and new 
technologies (n=9). European actions against disinformation are also described 
(García et al., 2019).

FACT‑CHECKING AS  A  JOURNALISTIC PRACTICE

The driving force of fact-checking relates to the professional motives of journalists 
(Graves et al., 2016). However, professional ideals may clash with everyday prac-
tice: while journalists emphasize the importance of checking information, they 
sometimes publish information that turns out to be imprecise (Dumitru, 2021). 
Journalists do not have consistent routines for confirming information from social 
media and blogs, and significant uncertainty exists among them regarding the 
feasibility of verifying such content (Edwardsson et al., 2021). Thomson et al. (2022) 
stress that today, the naked eye cannot necessarily discern visual manipulations, 
and source credibility is also not enough because reputable journalists are also 
known to share manipulated or inaccurate user-generated information.

Deficiencies in journalistic verification can be observed when covering secluded, 
faraway countries to which journalists do not have direct access; in these cases, 
errors cascade from one media outlet to the next, and even after more informa-
tion has become available, journalists do not necessarily feel the need to issue 
a correction because of the obscure nature of the subject (Seo, 2022). Journalists 
advocate for fellow professionals to adopt more stringent fact-checking methods, 
especially when journalism’s watchdog role is essential (Shapals, 2018). Of the 
three strategies Sarelska and Jenkins (2022) have identified in how journalists 
responded to COVID-19 falsehoods, only the fact-checking approach directly chal-
lenges disinformation. On the other hand, a study shows that journalists employ 
specific combinations of traditional fact-checking skills, and in most cases, this 
is enough to adequately examine information (Himma‑Kadakas & Ojamets, 2022).

Online disinformation has encouraged a shift in journalism practice from 
competition to collaboration (Graves & Konieczna, 2015; Smyrnaios et al., 2019). 
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Micallef et al. (2022) found that fact-checkers are overwhelmed as the work 
is labor intensive and feel they are failing to fulfill journalistic duties because 
their impact and reach are limited (Singer, 2020).

FACT-CHECKING AS  A  NEW GENRE

Studies reveal the emergence of fact-checking organizations globally, driven 
by various forces. Fact-checking Africa, for instance, targets news from legacy 
media (Cheruiyot & Ferrer‑Conill, 2018). In Tunisia, initiatives lacked editorial 
guidance and training (Zammit et al., 2020). Tsek.ph in the Philippines was 
established by universities and newsrooms for elections (Chua & Soriano, 2020). 
Spain’s public service media set up units responding to COVID-19 misinforma-
tion (Palomo & Sedano, 2021; Ufarte‑Ruiz et al., 2020). StopFake in Ukraine 
counters Russian propaganda (Haigh et al., 2018). Verificado 2018 in Mexico 
was a collaborative effort before the elections (Martinez‑Carrillo & Tamul, 
2019). Critical factors for these initiatives include elections, foreign interference, 
and the pandemic. Amazeen (2018) discusses a global movement arising from 
public disempowerment, journalism’s downturn, technological change, and 
socio-political discord.

Lelo (2022) highlights economic and editorial influences on fact-checkers, 
noting similarities to journalism. Ownership structures and business models vary, 
with differences between media group operations and journalist-led initiatives 
(Esteban‑Navarro et al., 2021). Fact-checkers need skills in technology, visual-
ization, and databases (Ruiz et al., 2021). Amazeen (2015) reports a consensus 
on information selection and verification, with fact-checkers viewing their work 
as more trustworthy and educational (Singer, 2020). Juneström (2021) identifies 
accessibility, trust-building, and pedagogy as crucial aspects. Kim and Buzzelli 
(2022) suggest an emerging institutional form of fact-checking.

Palau‑Sampio (2018) finds differences in Latin American fact-checking prac-
tices, with room for improvement in sourcing and expert insight. Lim (2018) 
notes that ambiguous political language influences claim selection and judgment 
variability. Schudson (2013) emphasizes adherence to journalism standards, with 
differences in transparency and source use (Vu et al., 2022). Rodríguez‑Pérez 
et al. (2021) report that Colombian journalists see fact-checking as restoring 
credibility, while in authoritarian Arab countries, fact-checkers practice self-cen-
sorship (Fakida, 2021). Jo et al. (2022) explore public funding for fact-checking 
in South Korea. Horowitz et al. (2021) discuss the public service media’s role 
in countering misinformation. Social media interventions by news media are 
effective against health misinformation, though “truth scales” and partial refu-
tations weaken this effect (Walter et al., 2020).
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FACT-CHECKING ON  SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

False information often spreads via social media, and platform responses are 
crucial. Cotter et al. (2022) found that Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube’s approaches 
to COVID-19 misinformation were inadequate. Nissen et al. (2022) noted biases 
in fact-checks facilitated by Google and the Poynter Institute. Fact-checkers must 
adapt their work to different platforms for funding (Lelo, 2022) and debunk 
rival media for economic viability (Long et al., 2019), increasing administra-
tive burdens and vulnerability for smaller organizations. Crowdsourcing is rare 
(Martinez‑Carrillo & Tamul, 2019).

Warnings and corrective labels, or flagging, are perceived differently, and 
labels indicating government affiliation reduce political information sharing 
(Liang et al., 2022). Scharrer et al. (2022) found that warnings increased skepti-
cism toward health misinformation. However, fact-checking labels do not alter 
credibility perceptions of single posts but do affect site evaluations (Oeldorf

‑Hirsch et al., 2020). Critical comments by users curb sharing false information 
more effectively than platform warnings (Colliander, 2019). Garrett and Poulsen 
(2019) found that neither fact-checkers nor peer warnings effectively persuaded 
users about political posts, but humor labels reduced reactance.

Flagging is still developing, with the potential to help navigate information 
environments while respecting freedom of expression (Morrow et al., 2022). 
Fact-checking amplification was studied from platform-specific and audience 
perspectives. Li and Chang (2022) identified source credibility, political views, 
and prior shares as factors in sharing fact-checks. People share fact-checks 
selectively based on political alignment (Shin & Thorson, 2017). Correction-
sharing is less studied than misinformation-sharing, with insufficient research 
on influencing factors.

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF  FACT‑CHECKING

Studies on fact-checking effectiveness overlap with correcting false information, 
audience perceptions, and context. Bocharov and Demidov (2021) argue that 
fact-checking requires cultural competence and prioritizing facts. Effectiveness 
is limited by ideological divisions and audience reach (Robertson et al., 2020). 
Trust in the government aids rumor-disproving in China (Gao et al., 2022), but 
no significant effect was found in Germany (Radechovsky et al., 2019). Fact-
checking in Zimbabwe, Namibia, and South Africa needs to be combined with 
media literacy and public health information (Mare & Munoriyarwa, 2022).

Confirmation bias and motivated reasoning affect fact-checking. Nyhan 
and Reifler (2010) noted the “backfire effect,” but Wood and Porter (2018) and 
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Swire‑Thompson et al. (2020) found little evidence for it. Cognitive processes 
in assessing truthfulness are crucial (Lewandowsky et al., 2012). Even if fact-
checking stops people from believing false claims, it may not be able to change 
the attitudes toward the political figure that made them (Nyhan et al., 2020). 
Similarly, it has been shown to improve attitudes toward immigrants without 
affecting policy preferences (Choi et al., 2023). Dan and Dixon (2021) suggest 
targeting societal outcomes to reduce polarization.

Li and Wagner (2020) identify three audience types: uninformed, ambiguous, 
and misinformed, with only the uninformed likely to change their beliefs. Biltoft 
(2020) highlights gullibility and refusal to accept facts. Risk factors are over-
confidence and distinguishing facts from opinions (Martinez‑Costa et al., 2022; 
Merpert et al., 2018). Belief in others’ susceptibility to misinformation increases 
verification efforts (Sun, 2022). Warnings about reputational risks have limited 
effect (Nyhan & Reifler, 2015; Ma et al., 2022).

Timing in fact-checking is critical. Early evidence publication and rumor 
detection support timely interventions (Allein et al., 2021; Liu & Rong, 2022; 
Ma et al., 2020). Prebunking and debunking effectiveness are debated (Tay et al., 
2022; van der Linden et al., 2021; Arcos et al., 2022).

Innovative formats like cartoon characters and audio dramas enhance 
fact-checking transmission (Opgenhaffen, 2021; Winters et al., 2021). Fact-
checking’s impact depends on audience alignment, consistency, timing, and 
source credibility. Corrections do not fully eliminate misinformation, and beliefs 
do not entirely revert; political, marketing, and health topics resist corrections 
(Walter et al., 2020).

RETHINKING THE FUTURE OF  FACT-CHECKS

Fact-checking is a professional and human practice of information verification. 
Studies combining fact-checking with Media and Information Literacies (MILs) 
emphasize individual responsibility for debunking false information with the 
most effective real-time corrections (Kim & Walker, 2020; Musi & Reed, 2022). 
Social learning models, crowdsourcing, and critical thinking are also explored 
(Sikder et al., 2020; Soprano et al., 2021; Stokes‑Parish, 2022). Experiments show 
MIL interventions improve distinguishing evidence-based information from 
misinformation (Hameleers, 2022; Kuś & Barczyszyn‑Madziarz, 2020). New 
media literacy influences media trust and fact-checking motivation (Lee et al., 
2022; Shahzad & Khan, 2022).

Critical thinking and MILs are crucial in curbing misinformation. Educational 
approaches include games, performance art, and mobile apps (Basol et al., 2021; 
França et al., 2021). Journalists and fact-checkers teach these skills in various 
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settings (Cunliffe‑Jones, 2020). Emotional framing and humor-based corrections 
are studied for effectiveness (Kim & Chen, 2022; Vraga et al., 2019).

Fact-checks serve as data archives for researchers, aiding in studies on infor-
mation disorders (León et al., 2022; Musi & Reed, 2022). Fact-checking organi-
zations’ websites are used as research sources (Pathak et al., 2021). Researchers 
incorporate fact-checking in strategies against misinformation and conduct 
experiments (Li & Wagner, 2020; Bekoulis et al., 2022) — fact-checking ‘archives’ 
false narratives, highlighting the importance of quality fact-checks for re-usability.

Innovating fact-checking includes online tools supporting individual fact-
checking (Berghel, 2017) and APIs (Meel & Vishwakarma, 2020), machine 
learning (Smith & Bastian, 2022) and network models (Tambuscio et al., 2018), 
assessing bias (Allen et al., 2021), AI-assisted (Grmuša & Prelog, 2021), and 
fully automated fact-checking (Parratt‑Fernandez et al., 2021). Platform-specific 
innovations include debunking functions on X (King et al., 2021), WhatsApp 
changes (Reis et al., 2020), and Instagram correction testing (Vraga et al., 2020). 
Fact-checking tools like Google Fact Check Tools are reviewed (Alfoldiova, 2018).

DISCUSSION

This systematic literature review (SLR) aimed to map the landscape of fact-
checking research, focusing on its conceptualization, core aspects, domains, 
regional practices, and innovations. The findings reveal a multifaceted field with 
significant implications for theory, practice, and policy. The conceptualization 
of fact-checking highlights its role in disinformation mapping, evolution, and 
epistemology (Bekoulis et al., 2021; Caled & Silva, 2022; Shahzad & Khan, 2022). 
Core aspects such as effectiveness, pre-bunking, correcting falsehoods, and flag-
ging falsehoods are discussed in several contexts (Berghel, 2017; Krause et al., 
2020; Wang et al., 2021), aligning with existing literature that underscores the 
interdisciplinary nature of fact-checking research (Yu et al., 2023).

Regional studies reveal diverse fact-checking practices, emphasizing the need 
to assess fact-checker performance across contexts (Amazeen, 2015; Nieminen 
& Sankari, 2021; Uscinski & Butler, 2013), as fact-checking effectiveness varies 
by country and organization. Fact-checking is influenced by internal and external 
forces, including technology platforms (Lelo, 2022; Nissen et al., 2022). Research 
designs need improvement, as the experiments on fact-checking effectiveness 
can lack real-life context. The quality of fact-checking should also be further 
examined, as it serves as a study tool for MILs and an archive of false narratives, 
and findings indicate a high reuse rate (Kim & Walker, 2020; Musi & Reed, 2022).

A coordinated approach involving authorities, academics, and fact-checkers 
is necessary (Furnémont & Rokša‑Zubčević, 2021; Durach et al., 2020). Innovations 
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in fact-checking, including online tools, machine learning, AI-assisted, and fully 
automated fact-checking, are explored in newer articles (Meel & Vishwakarma, 
2020; Smith & Bastian, 2022; Parratt‑Fernandez et al., 2021). However, there 
is a gap in research highlighting who, how, and how often these new tools will 
be used. Future research should address the need for longitudinal and qualita-
tive studies and insights from non-Western contexts.

The SLR methodology provides a comprehensive overview of the field but 
has limitations. The exclusion of non-English articles and the focus on peer-re-
viewed journals may have omitted relevant studies. Additionally, the rapid evolu-
tion of fact-checking practices means that some recent developments may not 
be fully captured. It should be noted that a large body of work only mentions 
fact-checking in passing as a buzzword while offering few new insights into the 
practice or genre itself.

CONCLUSIONS

This systematic literature review provides a comprehensive mapping of academic 
research on fact-checking as a journalistic, technological, and socio-cultural prac-
tice. We analyzed 675 peer-reviewed publications across three major databases. 
The results reveal that fact-checking has evolved from a journalistic activity into 
a multifaceted field intersecting communication, technology, political science, 
and psychology. Research has expanded from conceptual and epistemological 
debates to applied domains such as health communication, political campaigning, 
crisis communication, and the COVID-19 infodemic. Thematically, fact-checking 
studies focus on effectiveness, correction and pre-bunking strategies, professional 
practices, and audience perceptions, while new trends emerge in automation, 
artificial intelligence, and platform-specific verification tools.

These findings underscore that fact-checking is no longer solely a journal-
istic correction mechanism but a key component of contemporary information 
governance and media literacy. Understanding how fact-checking operates across 
domains helps researchers and practitioners to evaluate its societal impact, inform 
policy initiatives, and design more effective interventions to mitigate misinfor-
mation. Mapping the academic landscape also exposes the unevenness of global 
research – most studies originate from Western contexts – and the dominance 
of experimental and survey-based approaches, which limits understanding 
of cultural, institutional, and ethical dimensions of fact-checking.

While this review focuses on peer-reviewed academic literature to ensure 
analytical rigor and comparability, we acknowledge that a large and influential 
body of knowledge also exists outside academia in the form of reports, policy 
briefs, and popular science materials published by fact-checking organizations 
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and expert communities. Future research should systematically analyze these 
sources to capture the practical evolution of fact-checking, its policy relevance, 
and its educational potential within Media and Information Literacy frame-
works. Combining academic and practitioner perspectives will offer a more 
holistic understanding of fact-checking as both a scholarly field and a profes-
sional practice essential to democratic information ecosystems.
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INTRODUCTION

Resilience has become a prominent concept within the social sciences for the 
past few decades, describing how societies and individuals cope with crises and 
disruptions. Earlier theories of social change – evolutionary, cyclical, or struc-
tural (Schneider, 1976; Bourdieu & Coleman, 1991; Parsons, 1968) – focused 
on gradual transformations, whereas resilience draws attention to sudden shocks 
that can divert societies from their expected developmental paths.

Following Obrist et al. (2010), we view resilience as a value-laden construct 
shaped by its political and institutional context. In rapidly changing environ-
ments, it cannot be separated from structural conditions or power relations. 
Lorenz (2013) similarly emphasizes that resilience is relational and processual: 
social systems are continuously changing, and, echoing Heraclitus’ assertion 
that “no man ever steps in the same river twice”, they never return to the same 
state after major shocks. Maclean et al. (2017) and Moya & Goenechea (2022) 
also argue that resilience is not an end-state but an ongoing adaptive process 
shaped by learning, governance, and institutional arrangements.

Consequently, resilience should be conceptualized not as a static attribute but 
as a dynamic interaction between systems and their environments, raising ques-
tions about where resilience is constructed: at the micro level through individual 
and community capacities, or at the macro level through institutions and struc-
tures. These questions are particularly relevant in the field of information and 
communication, where technological change, the attention economy, unmod-
erated platforms, and advances in AI produce new and unforeseen vulnerabil-
ities. In a world organized through networked communication, many threats 
stem from information disorders, making societal resilience in this domain 
an urgent research topic.

Among the plethora of academic and policy papers, there is still a recogniz-
able lack of studies that focus on reducing the impact of false, misleading and 
manipulative information in real-world environments (Roozenbeek et al., 2022). 
Some scholars acknowledge the relatively slow pace of research on information 
disorders in the context of global transformational changes (Kozyreva et al., 2022).

These are the issues we aim to address in the present study. Our goal is to explore 
the concept of societal resilience within the field of information and communica-
tion, focusing on the factors conditioning resilience and vulnerability to informa-
tion disorders, and the tools used to maintain it. We do not focus on approaches 
to societal resilience conceptualization, as we find little to no gap in this area. 
Instead, this review aims to clarify types of vulnerabilities that emerge along-
side resilience factors and to assess how these elements can be organized into 
a multi-level conceptual model. Thus, our research questions are: (1) What factors 
are identified in the literature as either weakening or strengthening resilience 
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to information disorders? (2) How do the identified vulnerability factors interact 
with resilience-enhancing mechanisms across macro-, meso-, and micro-levels? 
And (3) what social practices are observed for sustaining this type of resilience? 
The outcome of our research, as we see it, are the frameworks that systematize 
both the contributing factors and the social practice used when approaching 
societal resilience against information disorders.

Our approach relies on two complementary bodies of literature: one focused 
on resilience and the other on vulnerabilities. This dual strategy enables capturing 
sources that address both the “positive” (resilience) and “negative” (vulnerability) 
dimensions of adaptive capacity.

The review is designed to serve multiple audiences. For scholars in commu-
nication studies, it provides a synthesis of existing research and a conceptual 
framework that can guide future work. For policymakers, educators, and prac-
titioners, it offers insights into how resilience can be developed and supported 
in practice. Theoretically, this article contributes to interdisciplinary debates 
by providing perspectives from politics, technology, and communication.

As this review was being completed, several other attempts to synthesize the 
field emerged. Rød et al. (2025) offer an interesting framework for combatting 
disinformation constructed through thematical blocks rather than levels (legal, 
educational, political and governance, psychological, and technological). Ferraz 
& Hellal’s (2024) approach resilience from an information-science perspective, yet 
emphasizing more system robustness and technical safeguards, in their review 
of informational resilience. Ricard et al. (2025) also engage in the systematic 
overview of information disorder mechanisms, providing a model of informa-
tion disorder as a five-stage socio-material process, mapping vulnerabilities, 
agents, tactics, and impacts across the information environment. These studies 
confirm the need for conceptual consolidation, yet they remain oriented toward 
specific disciplinary lenses (security studies, information science, or modelling 
approaches). The present review complements these efforts by offering a multi-
level framework grounded in communication and social-science research.

FRAMING THE CHALLENGE: RESILIENCE TO  INFORMATION DISORDERS

Recognizing the relational nature of resilience allows us to examine the specific 
threats and vulnerabilities within information and communication. In this 
domain, resilience is shaped by the evolving digital environment, the dynamics 
of mis- and disinformation, and the structural conditions that enable or constrain 
adaptive responses. Treating resilience as multi-level, dynamic, and threat-spe-
cific (Lorenz, 2013) is therefore essential.



450� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

DMYTRO IAROVYI, RAGNE KÕUTS‑KLEMM, STEN TORPAN, KRISTINA JURAITĖ

Clarifying what constitutes these threats requires addressing the fragmented 
terminology surrounding misleading content. The academic vocabulary is highly 
inconsistent, with overlapping terms shaped by different disciplines and histor-
ical contexts, complicating both scholarly and policy efforts (Pantazi et al., 2021). 
Although resolving these debates lies beyond our scope, a working definition 
is necessary.

Several attempts to systematize terminology exist. Kapantai et al. (2021) 
map taxonomies of false or misleading information, drawing on concepts such 
as “information pollution” (Meel & Vishwakarma, 2019) and “information 
disorders” (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017), ultimately adopting the European 
Commission High-level expert group definition of “disinformation” as false 
or misleading information intentionally promoted to cause harm or profit 
(HLEG, 2018). Their taxonomy includes “fake news”, “false information”, and 
“disinformation”, but notably excludes “misinformation”.

Wardle & Derakhshan (2017), however, argue that “information disorders” 
offers a broader systemic perspective by shifting attention from content to the 
wider ecosystem in which it circulates. Given this study’s interdisciplinary scope, 
we follow Golob et al. (2021) in using “information disorders” as an overarching 
term, as different forms of misleading content – such as misinformation, disin-
formation, and propaganda – often operate through similar mechanisms and 
require comparable resilience strategies.

Before analysing the factors of resilience against information disorders, 
it is important to clarify how resilience in this field is understood in relation 
to its dynamics and vector.

When discussing resilience to information disorders in the context of its 
dynamics, scholars generally identify two macro approaches: paternalistic and 
adaptive (Moussa et al., 2022; Romanova et al., 2020). The paternalistic para‑
digm assumes a more conservative approach of “bouncing back”, returning 
to the status quo (Buzzanell, 2010), and the adaptive entails “moving forward”, 
adjusting to information threats, and adapting to those challenges (Kõuts‑Klemm 
et al., 2022). The former relies on the involvement of authorities and regulatory 
development, and the latter emphasizes citizen participation and empowering 
individuals to prevent the spread of information disorders (Lazer et al., 2018, 
as cited by Golob et al., 2021).

Resilience to information disorders can also be interpreted through the lens 
of the “freedom-security dilemma”, a continuum between public security and 
public freedom. In asymmetric information warfare, this dilemma becomes 
salient as democracies respond to autocratic influence by balancing securi‑
ty-oriented physical resilience measures (such as censorship or blocking sources) 
with freedom-oriented cognitive resilience that is more inclined towards devel-
oping critical thinking. Physical and cognitive resilience should not necessarily 
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be dichotomic; they can complement one another. Nonetheless, policymakers 
frequently frame them as opposing paradigms, where prioritizing one is seen 
as jeopardizing the other (Liagusha & Iarovyi, 2025).

Since the paternalistic approach to resilience is typically associated with 
public security, and the adaptive approach with public freedom (Romanova 
et al., 2020), it may seem intuitive to align physical resilience with paternalism 
and cognitive resilience with adaptation, placing both on the freedom-security 
continuum. However, this categorization oversimplifies their interaction. The 
freedom-security distinction itself is contradictory: regulatory measures may 
simultaneously be justified as protecting free speech (Shadmy, 2022) and criti-
cized for restricting it (Kozyreva et al., 2022).

In the next section, resilience is approached from vulnerability perspective, 
and based on existing studies in information and communication, we outline 
the levels of its analysis.

LEVELS OF  RESILIENCE

Building on the discussion of resilience and its paradigms, we now turn to the 
concept of vulnerability as its counterpart. In social sciences, vulnerability can 
be defined as an internal risk factor within a subject or system exposed to a hazard, 
reflecting an intrinsic susceptibility to harm (Singh et al., 2014). In this sense, 
resilience and vulnerability function as opposite ends of a continuum.

To locate vulnerability and resilience analytically, we must also clarify the 
levels of analysis. Hall and Lamont (2013) distinguish between macro, organ-
isational, and individual resilience. While the organisational level – including 
actors that deliberately amplify information disorders – remains important, 
analysing it in depth lies beyond the scope of this article. This dimension has 
been extensively examined elsewhere (e.g., Dawson & Innes, 2019). In this study, 
we focus on the macro-societal and individual levels, where information flows, 
everyday practices, and structural conditions most directly shape societal resil-
ience to information disorders.

At the same time, resilience cannot be reduced to a macro-micro distinction. 
Research in information and communication consistently shows that these 
levels are connected through intermediary processes and structures. Bjola 
& Papadakis (2020) base their findings on Habermas’ concept of the public 
sphere, and regarding the consumption of disinformation, they explain that 
on the micro level, within everyday use, people act as both producers/distributors 
of disinformation (often unintentionally) and its consumers. At the macro level, 
disinformation serves as an incentive for decision-makers. The topics infiltrate 



452� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

DMYTRO IAROVYI, RAGNE KÕUTS‑KLEMM, STEN TORPAN, KRISTINA JURAITĖ

the macrosphere from below, as emotion-driven and algorithmically amplified 
disinformation undermines the norm-sustaining function of the public sphere.

Moussa et al. (2022) similarly observe that integrating macro variables matter, 
but do not deterministically shape individual resilience, as people deploy diverse 
strategies with varying effectiveness. Boulianne et al. (2022) argue that devel-
oping resilience requires examining how macro- and micro-level indicators 
relate to one another, noting methodological distinctions between exposure, 
awareness, and sharing of disinformation.

An important contribution comes from Humprecht and colleagues, whose 
comparative studies of online resilience highlight macro-level variation. Humprecht 
et al. (2020) conceptualize resilience as a collective characteristic with individu-
al-level implications and identify seven key macro indicators: societal polariza-
tion, populist communication, trust in news, strength of public media, media 
fragmentation, advertising market size, and social media use. Their later work 
stresses that these indicators are context-dependent and shaped by political and 
informational environments (Humprecht et al., 2023). For instance, consen-
sus-oriented democracies may experience less impact from extreme ideologies, 
whereas resilience in countries with populist dominance may be negatively 
affected; the trust in traditional media may have been weakened during the 
pandemic, and resilience to disinformation may vary depending on the topics 
being discussed. Thus, strong macro-level strategies do not automatically trans-
late into individual-level resilience (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020, as cited in Kõuts

‑Klemm et al., 2022).
Consequently, the questions arise about how countries and separate individ-

uals become resilient or vulnerable to information disorders, and whether other 
factors contribute to explaining these variations.

Resilience is also a discursive phenomenon, understood as public power to iden-
tify the risk, where public discourses in terms of perceptions of risk and relevant 
beliefs, knowledge and experiences are of great importance (Obrist et al., 2010).

Recognizing this interplay across levels, this systematic literature review 
develops a three-dimensional approach to resilience and vulnerability to infor-
mation disorders. These dimensions encompass macro-level contextual factors, 
meso-level discursive practices, and micro-level individual characteristics. 
We propose this model as a useful analytical framework for understanding how 
resilience operates within the field of information and communication.
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SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW

The choice of the method (a systematic literature review – SLR) was guided by the 
research team’s recognition that the topic is evolving and requires systematiza-
tion (Paul & Barari, 2022). This is a domain-based conceptual review focused 
on developing a conceptual model and proposing future research directions 
within the field (ibid.).

The review timeline covers from 2010 to May 2023, when the article extraction 
took place. The choice of 2010 as the starting point aimed to capture the most 
recent findings and served as a precaution, as most articles used for the review 
were published after the mid-2010s. A search for relevant concepts prior to 2010 
found no direct connections to the information and communication field.

Following established qualitative SLR guidelines and prioritising rigor (Paul 
& Barari, 2022), we included peer-reviewed English-language articles from jour-
nals indexed in Web of Science or Scopus, supplemented by EBSCO to ensure 
strong coverage of the social sciences. To capture the field from multiple angles, 
we conducted two separate searches using the terms “resilien*” and “vulnerab*” 
combined with keywords related to information disorders. At this stage, we applied 
only broad exclusions, omitting fields clearly outside social sciences, informa-
tion, and communication to avoid missing potentially relevant work (see Annex 
2, 3 for the details).

This search yielded the following results (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. SLR Algorithm
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For the EBSCO results, where field-specific filtering was not possible, we manu-
ally selected items relevant to information disorders, yielding 378 articles for 

“resilien*” and 109 for “vulnerab*.”
All retrieved items were then imported into the Rayyan platform (15,537 

for “resilien*” and 15,162 for “vulnerab*”). After automatic duplicate detection 
at a 95% similarity threshold and manual verification, the datasets were reduced 
to 11,518 and 11,113 items, respectively.

We next conducted an abstract screening to remove articles unrelated to resil-
ience or vulnerability in the information and communication domain. Following 
the approach of Loecherbach et al. (2020), we excluded studies from other fields 
that use similar terminology but address different conceptual problems. While 
subjective judgement is inherent to SLRs, the interdisciplinary background of our 
international team strengthens the reliability and replicability of the selection.

As “resilience” and “vulnerability” generate large cross-disciplinary datasets, 
we applied structured exclusion criteria to ensure conceptual relevance to infor-
mation disorders. This step is standard in domain-focused SLRs to reduce false 
positives arising from overlapping terminology. A full list of excluded subject 
areas is available upon request. After this screening, 226 “resilien*” items and 
279 “vulnerab*” items remained.

These sets were merged, with 12 duplicates removed, resulting in 493 articles. 
Each was independently reviewed by two scholars, and items were excluded only 
when both reviewers agreed they did not meet the predefined criteria (see Annex 
2). The final systematic literature review includes 134 peer-reviewed English-
language articles directly addressing resilience and vulnerability to information 
disorders within the communication field (Annex 1).

RESULTS

The following section presents the results of our SLR, categorizing the factors 
across three levels.

MACRO-LEVEL: CONTEXTUAL FACTORS
For the purposes of the model, we largely draw on the factors identified by Humprecht 
et al. (2020), which we consider seminal. Since the focus of the SLR extends beyond 
online disinformation, we have incorporated additional factors into the analysis.

One group of macro-level factors relates to the political environment. Humprecht 
et al. (2020) measure levels of political polarization and populist communication, 
which are conceptually interconnected. Some scholars associate political polar-
ization with social inequality, which fosters conflict, damages the information 
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climate, and exacerbates divisions between elites and the public, as well as within 
society itself, creating fertile ground for the spread of misleading information 
(Bargaoanu & Radu, 2018; Loos et al., 2018; Nguyễn et al., 2023; Pottle, 2022; 
Scheffer et al., 2022). Freedman et al. (2021) also argue that greater societal 
equality promotes solidarity, making it more difficult for information disorders 
to destabilize society.

Political polarization intensifies during electoral processes (Badrinathan, 2021; 
Filipec, 2019), through the interventions by external actors (Bjola & Papadakis, 
2020; Cook, 2022; Disha et al., 2023; Dolan, 2022; Manwaring & Holloway, 2023; 
Rosca, 2018), and during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Dunleavy et al., 
2022; Vériter et al., 2020).

Humprecht et al. (2020) also emphasize media-related factors, such as trust 
in media, the strength of public service media, and audience fragmentation. These 
factors interact with the political environment (e.g., high levels of populism can 
undermine traditional media credibility and general media trust) and may either 
bolster or undermine resilience to information disorders (yet the authors note 
about the possible contradictory effects, considering the exposure to disinfor-
mation and its sharing).

Other media-related factors influencing resilience include the quality of media 
legislation aimed at preventing disorders (Filipec, 2019; Rosca, 2018; Vériter 
et al., 2020), media market monopolization (Lebid et al., 2021; Rosca, 2018), the 
role of media literacy education and critical thinking in society (Filipec, 2019; 
McDougall & Rega, 2022), the professionalism and training of media and jour‑
nalism professionals (Disha & Rustemi, 2022; Rosca, 2018), and the status (decline 
or development) of the mainstream media, including at the local level (Jerónimo 
& Esparza, 2022).

Trust plays a crucial role in both media and political environments, shaping 
how individuals engage with information; as McDougall (2019) notes, it is “a key 
discursive marker” in media literacy. Low trust creates openings for malicious 
actors and increases vulnerability to disinformation (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020; 
Disha & Rustemi, 2022; Reeves, 2022; Rožukalne et al., 2022; Wagnsson, 2020), 
and can prompt individuals to seek negative content about actors they distrust 
(Klebba & Winter, 2023), while higher trust in news media reduces exposure 
(Boulianne et al., 2022). Yet excessive trust also carries risks: uncritical accep-
tance of information heightens susceptibility to misleading content (Collado 
et al., 2020; Zimmerman et al., 2022) and rumours (Indu & Thampi, 2021), rein-
forced by truth bias – the tendency to assume claims are true (Claudia, 2022; 
Drotner, 2020; Deinla et al., 2022). Group-based trust further weakens scrutiny 
in hostile environments (Reeves, 2022), and longstanding conformity-based 
trust patterns, established as early as the Neolithic era (Walsh, 2021) may 
increase vulnerability. Context matters: trust in science can reduce susceptibility 
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to COVID-19 disinformation (Roozenbeek et al., 2020) but can also heighten 
receptivity to pseudo-science (Albarracín, 2022; O’Brien et al., 2021).

In summary, macro-level factors are about the context in which the informa-
tion exists. Moving on to the meso-level, we focus on the discursive practices 
and patterns, examining how information is produced, shared, and consumed.

MESO-LEVEL: CHARACTERISTICS OF  THE ENVIRONMENT
The meso-level factors relate to the characteristics of the information itself and 
how it is conveyed and disseminated.

The model by Humprecht et al. (2020) highlights the distinct role of social 
media alongside political and traditional media factors. Because our framework 
treats discursive practices as a separate level of analysis, we place social media 
influences at the meso-level. This is particularly relevant in democracies, where 
media pluralism means that neither traditional nor digital platforms dominate 
individuals’ media diets.

Social media significantly accelerates the spread of information disorders. 
Humprecht et al. (2021, 2023) highlight social media market size, the volume 
of malicious content, and repeated exposure to disinformation. Boulianne 
et al. (2022) note that higher social media use correlates with increased aware-
ness, exposure to, and sharing of misleading content. While greater access 
to information helps individuals find useful content, it also increases expo-
sure to misleading information (Pérez‑Escoda, 2022). These factors contribute 
significantly to information disorders, extending beyond social media to main-
stream media.

Social media platforms, with weaker gatekeeping and lower filtering capa-
bilities, often allow misleading content to go undetected (Badrinathan, 2021; 
Christiano, 2022; Puebla‑Martínez et al., 2021; Yan & Pan, 2023). It happens due 
to the overwhelming volume of information, which hampers filtering processes 
(Kirby et al., 2018; Yang & Tian, 2021; Zimmerman et al., 2022) and distracts 
consumers (Fritts & Cabrera, 2022; Kozyreva et al., 2020). Even a consideration 
of sharing disinformation can reduce the resilience of individuals to its content 
(Epstein et al., 2023).

As the “price” of sharing is now lower, the speed of information flow increases 
(Salvi et al., 2021; Vériter et al., 2020), and misleading content often spreads 
faster than accurate information (Filipec, 2019; Kyza et al., 2020; et al., 2021). 
This speed is driven by the desire for novelty, sensation, or entertainment (Caled 
& Silva, 2022; Kozyreva et al., 2020), and by monetization (Fritts & Cabrera, 2022; 
Nguyễn et al., 2023). Rapid dissemination reduces the effectiveness of inter-
ventions, as disinformation often goes viral before it can be debunked (Stein 
et al., 2023), and the combination of volume and speed encourages “vertical 
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reading” (Tripodi et al., 2023) – quick, surface-level processing that amplifies 
emotional responses and susceptibility to influence (Claudia, 2022; Christiano, 
2022; Kozyreva et al., 2020; Petukhov & Chuprakova, 2014; Reeves, 2022). Due 
to the perceived closeness and immediacy of social media, people may also tend 
to over-rely on it as an information source, often without engaging in sufficient 
fact-checking (Caled & Silva, 2022; Zimmerman et al., 2022), which exacerbates 
the above-mentioned issue of excessive trust.

The repetitive exposure to information, an attribute of social media, has 
been discussed as far as since the classic studies of Lasswell. Repetitive expo-
sure fosters the creation of echo chambers (Caled & Silva, 2022; Deinla et al., 
2022; Di Mascio et al., 2021; Greer et al., 2022), reinforcing what is known as the 

“illusory truth effect”, where repeated statements are perceived as true regard-
less of their veracity (Loos et al., 2018; Millar, 2022). Another feature of that 
is the echo-chamber, a place of continued influence. Even after disinformation 
is debunked, it often persists in memory, sometimes more so than the source 
of the information itself (Millar, 2022; Mlejnková, 2022), especially in online 
spaces (Millar, 2022; Yang & Tian, 2021).

There are technological advancements that are making information disorders 
more “efficient”: algorithmization of content, which allows for highly targeted 
dissemination, reaching selective groups (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020; Christiano, 
2022; Kertysova, 2018; Humprecht et al., 2020; Mlejnková, 2022), use of bots and 
trolls, or AI-driven solutions such as deepfakes, which simplify the information 
production (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020; Humprecht et al., 2020; Miyamoto, 2021).

Other features making information disorders more believable, include the 
information being emotionally charged, which contributes to the radicalization 
(Bjola & Papadakis, 2020), confusing narrative, which creates a sense of frus-
tration (Nagler et al., 2023), and well-elaborated misleading content, which 
is perceived as more believable (Greer, et al., 2022).

These practices demonstrate how the content and structure of information 
disorders influence the public and its perception. However, understanding the 
full scope of resilience also requires examining how individuals process this 
information.

MICRO-LEVEL: INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS
Demographic characteristics such as age, education, and gender may appear 
to be straightforward predictors of resilience or vulnerability. However, although 
several studies address these factors, we chose not to adopt a strictly demographic 
approach. Demographics alone do not capture the complexity of individual vari-
ability, and generalizations lead to risk oversimplification. Demographic groups 
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are not homogeneous (Loos et al., 2018; Moussa et al., 2022), and cross-country 
studies show substantial contextual variation.

Findings on education, for example, are mixed: many studies report a posi-
tive correlation between higher education and resilience (Badrinathan, 2021; 
Golob et al., 2021; Lai et al., 2020; Rodríguez‑Pérez & Canel, 2023; Seo et al., 
2021), while others find little or no effect (Boulianne et al., 2022; Claudia, 2022).

Similarly, the role of gender is inconsistent – while Boulianne et al. (2022) 
argue that being female is rarely significant in predicting awareness of, expo-
sure to, and sharing of misinformation, Rodríguez‑Pérez & Canel (2023) suggest 
that women may show weaker resilience. Golob et al. (2021) suggest that despite 
higher meta-reflexivity, women may have fewer opportunities to fact-check 
content due to domestic responsibilities.

Age also presents mixed results. Older adults having higher information literacy 
and lower trust in mainstream media are more mentioned as more affected 
by fake news (Anspach & Carlson (2022), while younger people may be more 
vulnerable due to greater exposure to information (Craig & Vijaykumar, 2023; 
Loos et al., 2018; Miyamoto, 2021). Increased exposure can worsen attitudes 
toward political institutions (Stankutė‑Søsted, 2019) and make younger people 
more likely to share disinformation (Deinla et al., 2022; Greer et al., 2022; Jo et al., 
2022). Conversely, older adults may overestimate their immunity to disinforma-
tion, despite weaker media literacy (Boulianne et al., 2022; Claudia, 2022; Golob 
et al., 2021; Kozyreva et al., 2020; Miyamoto, 2021; Rodríguez‑Pérez & Canel, 
2023; Moore & Hancock, 2022; Zainab et al., 2022).

Because demographic characteristics rarely act independently and instead 
intersect with other social factors, we do not treat them as standalone predic-
tors. Our micro-level analysis focuses on individual traits that shape resilience 
or vulnerability to information disorders, including information-processing 
capacities, perceptual and evaluative biases, affective dispositions, and value 
orientations.

The first and most widely discussed group – information-processing capacities – 
can be linked to media and information literacy, though we treat it as a broader 
construct. It encompasses both cognitive skills and knowledge-based disposi-
tions, forming a coherent set of practices that determine an individual’s ability 
to process information effectively.

Motivated reasoning (confirmation bias) leads individuals to seek information 
that reinforces their prior attitudes (Caled & Silva, 2022; Collado et al., 2020; 
Humprecht et al., 2023; Klebba & Winter, 2023; Levine, 2022; Millar, 2022; 
Pantazi et al., 2021; Pehlivanoglu et al., 2022; Pérez‑Escoda, 2022; Scherer 
& Pennycook, 2020; Yan & Pan, 2023). It is often driven by cognitive rigidity 
and binary thinking – core components of socio-cognitive polarization (Klebba 
& Winter, 2023; Salve et al., 2021). Experiments show that exposure to diverse 
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ideological content improves the ability to detect disinformation while ideolog-
ically segregated environments reduce it (Stein et al., 2023).

Conversely, analytical reasoning and critical thinking strengthen resilience (Bjola 
& Papadakis, 2020). Epistemic humility supports critical evaluation (Billingsley 
& Heyes, 2023), and analytical skills improve information processing (Rodríguez
‑Pérez & Canel, 2023). Critical engagement with media fosters scepticism and 
detection of manipulative structures (Olariu, 2022; Pehlivanoglu et al., 2022) 
and encourages fact-checking (Golob et al., 2021; Yan & Pan, 2023). Political 
knowledge may also enhance resilience (Mader et al., 2022), though findings 
remain mixed (Nyhan & Zeitzoff, 2018).

Perceptual and evaluative biases also undermine resilience. Excessive self-con‑
fidence creates a false sense of immunity to manipulation (Benková, 2019; 
Manwaring & Holloway, 2023; McDougall, 2019; Pérez‑Escoda, 2022; Rodríguez
‑Pérez & Canel, 2023), while third-person perception – the belief that others 
are more vulnerable than oneself – similarly distorts risk assessment (Altay 
& Acerbi, 2023; Loos et al., 2018; van der Meer et al., 2023; Yang & Tian, 2021). 
This effect is amplified by social media use (Yang & Tian, 2021) and mobile news 
consumption (Liu & Huang, 2020).

There are factors that, although do not necessarily affect all individuals in the 
same way (Pierre, 2020), may hinder the resilience to information disorders: 
for instance, paranormal beliefs/magical thinking (Blanco et al., 2015; March 
& Springer, 2019), or conspiracy beliefs (Mader et al., 2022).

Feelings and emotions, though short-lived, significantly shape how individ-
uals engage with information; affective dispositions therefore matter. Therefore, 
the affective dispositions matter. Fear and anxiety limit rational perception (Liu 
& Huang, 2020; Yang & Tian, 2021), pushing individuals toward information-seeking 
behaviour and spreading any information they come across (Salvi et al., 2021), 
which makes them more vulnerable to phishing attacks (Nugraha et al., 2020). 
The third-person effect is also used as a coping mechanism to manage anxiety 
(Liu & Huang, 2020). Other factors include traumatic experiences (Nguyễn et al., 
2023, high levels of neuroticism or extraversion (Lai et al., 2020), such personality 
traits as Machiavellianism (March & Springer, 2019), or having schizotypal, para‑
noid, or histrionic personality traits (Escolà‑Gascón et al., 2023),

The value orientations that can mediate exposure and reaction to informa-
tion disorders are the political, ideological, or other group-based identities that 
frame the interpretation.

Group identity plays a crucial role in shaping the above-described motivated 
reasoning. The social congruence in disinformation perception occurs when 
individuals accept messages aligned with beliefs shared by their social networks, 
leading to selective exposure (Levine, 2022), encouraging dissatisfied informa-
tion consumers to seek alternative sources that push specific agendas (Mlejnková, 
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2022). When disinformation is linked to one’s social group, perceived affiliation 
further increases vulnerability (Bost et al., 2010; Seo et al., 2021).

Vulnerable groups, such as counterpublics, with oppositional identities and 
discourses, are central to understanding resilience to information disorders. 
They function as parallel discursive spaces where marginalized or oppositional 
groups construct and amplify alternative narratives that challenge mainstream 
interpretations (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020). Krishna (2021) writes about the lacuna 
publics – knowledge-deficient, extreme activist groups whose radical views and 
limited factual grounding make them particularly susceptible to disinformation.

Political attitudes also influence vulnerability. This may stem from strong 
partisan attachment (Bragarnich, 2022; Disha et al., 2023; Disha & Rustemi, 
2022; Kozyreva et al., 2020) or identification with specific parties or leaders 
(Clementson, 2018). Ideological beliefs shape how macro-level factors affect indi-
viduals (Boulianne et al., 2022), and several studies find that right-wing orienta-
tions are associated with greater susceptibility to disinformation – through biased 
information selection (Deinla et al., 2022; Klebba & Winter, 2023; Rodríguez

‑Pérez & Canel, 2023), scepticism toward fact-checking (Çömlekçi, 2022; Lyons 
et al., 2020), or reduced concern about disinformation (Rodríguez‑Virgili et al., 
2021). However, this relationship is not universal: some research finds no consis-
tent ideological effect (Altay et al., 2023), and Baptista & Gradim (2022) argue 
that motivated reasoning occurs across the political spectrum.

Also, as a result, there has been an effort to group the factors of vulnerability 
listed above in a three-dimensional model (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Factors of Vulnerability/Resilience to Information Disorders
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SOCIAL PRACTICES OF  RESILIENCE TO  INFORMATION DISORDERS
Resilience emerges from the interaction of multi-level dynamics. Macro-level 
structures – political regimes, regulations, and media – shape information 
flows while continuously evolving through societal action. At the meso-level, 
changing modes of information circulation can either strengthen resilience 
or amplify vulnerabilities. Micro-level resilience is reflected in individual habits 
and patterns, yet these are shaped by the surrounding environment; even well-
equipped individuals are influenced by social norms.

The choice of strategy for addressing information disorders is determined 
by context, resources, and vulnerable groups targeted by the interventions 
(Janmohamed et al., 2021; Klebba & Winter, 2023; Mader et al., 2022; Melo
‑Pfeifer & Gertz, 2022).

The fundamental recommendation for sustaining resilience is using the proac‑
tive approach – acting in advance to prevent the spread of disinformation, for 
instance through sustained exposure to counterevidence (Scheffer et al., 2022). 
It may take the form of inoculation, or prebunking rather than debunking 
(Kozyreva et al., 2022; Roozenbeek et al., 2022), to equip individuals with reli-
able sources, introduce well-crafted facts, and provide alternative narratives 
instead of merely refuting false claims (Bjola & Papadakis, 2020). It allows 
incorporating warning messages that trigger threat perception and is partic-
ularly effective when individuals are actively engaged in generating their own 
counterarguments (Habro et al., 2020; Lewandowsky & Van Der Linden, 2021; 
Roozenbeek et al., 2022). Participatory practices are useful in general, as content 
co-creation also improves mental health (Bruinenberg et al., 2021) which allows 
people to integrate knowledge into daily activities (Drotner (2020), decreases 
polarization and established common ground (Leurs et al., 2018).

The macro-level efforts are accomplished through the regulatory and poli‑
cy-based instruments that address disinformation through the rule of law, such 
as banning the sources of disinformation (Albarracín, 2022; Hall, 2017). While 
some perspectives suggest that focusing solely on preventing exposure is not 
effective, and that resilience should instead concentrate on minimizing the 
impact of information disorders (Boulianne et al., 2022), we do not witness 
an academic consensus on the “unnecessity” of such interventions. These prac-
tices remain reasonable, especially in situations of crises, such as war, pandemics, 
or the public’s low capacity for critical information analysis (Golob et al., 2021).

The cooperative practices include citizen-led initiatives (Hall, 2017), or govern-
ment-established anti-disinformation bodies and regulators (Lebid et al., 2021; 
Rosca, 2018). The joint efforts of multiple actors is essential to achieve full poten-
tial (Buzzanell, 2010; Rosca, 2018). Cooperation takes on the forms of promoting 
justice, equality, and fairness, fostering an ethos of inquiry in society (Pottle, 
2022), addressing divisions between groups through dialogue (Nguyễn et al., 
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2023), enabling diverse representation to address injustice (Christiano, 2022), 
or fostering a motivated interest in civic affairs (Golob et al., 2021; Filipec, 2019).

One challenge is reaching vulnerable groups who are mistrustful of govern-
ment, science, and media. Engaging them requires identifying relatable role 
models from different social groups who can resonate with these communi-
ties (Rožukalne et al., 2021). Building trust can also involve bringing in indi-
viduals with shared identities (Reeves, 2022) or offering information in the 
native languages of minority communities (Nguyễn et al., 2023; Rosca, 2018). 
Crowdsourcing, using a “wisdom of crowds”, can serve as an effective tool for 
fact-checking through applications where users assess the accuracy of informa-
tion (Claudia, 2022). There are limitations related to these groups: while fact-
checking is a widely used tool to combat information disorders (Caled & Silva, 
2022; Claudia, 2022; Çömlekçi, 2022; Fritts & Cabrera, 2022; Rožukalne et al., 
2021; Rodríguez‑Pérez & Canel, 2022; Yang & Tian, 2021), some studies suggest 
that if scepticism is linked to low trust (Reeves, 2022), strong pre-existing beliefs 
(Kyza et al., 2020; Millar, 2022), or ideological biases (Fritts & Cabrera, 2022; 
Lyons et al., 2020), fact-checking can reinforce, rather than diminish, those beliefs.

When discussing citizen engagement in resilience to information disorders, 
educational practices are closely linked to cognitive resilience, emphasizing 
the development of attitudes rather than merely providing information. These 
approaches focus on “teaching to fish” rather than “giving a fish” (McDougall, 
2019), fostering self-organization, adaptability, trust development, and an emphasis 
on education (Romanova et al., 2020).

Starting from early education, media and information literacy enhances the 
individuals’ ability to respond to manipulative tactics (Christiano, 2022; De Leyn 
et al., 2022; Dumitru, 2020; Frolova et al., 2022), raise awareness of vulnerabil-
ities in distinguishing truth from falsehood (Rodríguez‑Pérez & Canel, 2023), 
address biases, and promote critical content evaluation (Caled & Silva, 2022). 
They also encourage values that diminish the impact of malicious actors (Bjola 
& Papadakis, 2020), empowering individuals to make informed decisions and 
take active roles in society (Golob et al., 2021; McDougall, 2019).

For media and information literacy to be effective, it must be integrated into 
the general curriculum and reflect real-world contexts (Burns et al., 2023; Golob 
et al., 2021; McDougall, 2019; Moussa et al., 2022). Programs should adopt 
a multifaceted approach, including emotional resilience, behavioral vigilance, 
and cognitive skills (Nugraha et al., 2020). These efforts should extend beyond 
younger generations and be tailored to diverse audiences (Lee, 2018; Loos et al., 
2018; McDougall, 2019; Pérez‑Escoda, 2022; Yang & Tian, 2021). The backfire 
effect remains a potential challenge – while people are vulnerable to misleading 
content, they can also be resistant to accurate information or corrections (Pantazi 
et al., 2021) – in the process of training some people may increase distrust in both 
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false and truthful news, leading to misidentification of true information as false 
(Moore & Hancock, 2022).

Finally, the development of high-quality journalism and media is another 
crucial component (Caled & Silva, 2022; Vériter et al., 2020; Yang & Tian, 2021). 
Journalism reinforces its gatekeeping role to better manage the spread of “deviant 
information” (Hopp & Ferrucci, 2020). This responsibility underscores the need 
for intermedia cooperation, interaction, and experience exchange among journal-
ists and media outlets (Çömlekçi, 2022; Golob et al., 2021; Jerónimo & Esparza, 
2022; Kyza et al., 2020; McDougall, 2019; Rosca, 2018; Tan, 2022).

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE OUTLOOK

Considering factors of resilience and vulnerability to information disorders, 
we developed a three-dimensional model addressing macro, meso and micro levels.

The model is not claimed to be holistic or universally comprehensive in system-
atizing factors of resilience or vulnerability to information disorders. Nevertheless, 
this model would facilitate further efforts in framing and analysing resilience 
to information disorders in the social sciences, offering an overview of the 
measures used to sustain such resilience.

Building on the findings of this review, several avenues for future research 
emerge. First, the three-dimensional model requires empirical validation: future 
studies should reveal which of these factors exert the strongest predictive weight 
in real-world settings. Second, cross-national research is needed to determine 
how different social and political environments condition resilience and vulnera-
bility, and which indicators are transferable across contexts. Third, experimental 
designs could assess the durability of specific interventions and evaluate how 
these tools operate within different population groups. Addressing these ques-
tions would allow the model presented in this review to evolve into an analytical 
toolkit for communication research and policy design.
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ANNEX 2.  SEARCH PROTOCOL AND INCLUSION/EXCLUSION CRITERIA

•	 Timeline: from 2010 to May 2023.
•	 Sources: peer-reviewed articles in English within the Web of Science, 

Scopus, and EBSCO databases. Articles from fields unrelated to social 
science were excluded.

“RESILIENCE” SEARCH

•	 A total of 9,035 articles were found in Web of Science, 6,124 in Scopus, 
and 12,312 in EBSCO.

•	 For EBSCO, manual selection was further applied to include only articles 
related to the information and communication field within the context 
of media literacy, disinformation, and other forms of deviant information. 
This narrowed it down to 378 articles in the dataset.

•	 15,537 articles uploaded to Rayyan, where automatic duplicate detection 
was applied with a threshold of 95% similarity.

•	 Manual removal of duplicates resulted in 4,019 duplicates removed and 
the identification of 2 non-duplicates, leaving 11,518 articles for further 
analysis.

•	 10,870 were deemed irrelevant to the topic of resilience to disinformation 
and other information disorders, leaving 226 articles for further study.

•	 Articles were excluded if their subject classification belonged to domains 
where resilience and vulnerability refer to physical, biological, ecological, 
medical, or engineering processes rather than information flows, commu-
nication practices, or socio-political dynamics. Thus, records from engi-
neering, computer science hardware/software, environmental and life 
sciences, medicine and clinical research, physics, chemistry, agriculture, 
and related technical fields were filtered out.

“VULNERABILIT Y” SEARCH

•	 A total of 8,012 articles were found in Web of Science, 7,041 in Scopus, 
and 20,721 in EBSCO.

•	 For EBSCO to include only articles related to the information and commu-
nication field within the context of media literacy, disinformation, and 
other forms of deviant information, resulting in 109 articles in the dataset.

•	 15,162 articles were uploaded to Rayyan, where automatic duplicate detec-
tion was applied with a 95% similarity threshold.
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•	 Manual removal of duplicates resulted in 4,007 duplicates removed and 
the identification of 2 non-duplicates, leaving 11,113 articles for further 
analysis.

•	 10,834 were deemed irrelevant to the topic of resilience to disinformation 
and other information disorders, leaving 279 articles for further study.

•	 Articles were excluded if their subject classification belonged to domains 
where resilience and vulnerability refer to physical, biological, ecological, 
medical, or engineering processes rather than information flows, commu-
nication practices, or socio-political dynamics. Thus, records from engi-
neering, computer science hardware/software, environmental and life 
sciences, medicine and clinical research, physics, chemistry, agriculture, 
and related technical fields were filtered out.

MERGING THE SUBSETS AND REMOVING THE IRRELEVANT ARTICLES

•	 505 articles were placed in the dataset.
•	 12 removed as duplicates (present in both the “resilience” and “vulnera-

bility” datasets).
•	 493 articles in the dataset subsequently studied by the research team.
•	 The aim was to focus on two sets of articles:
•	 Vulnerabilities – articles that describe and categorize factors contributing 

to susceptibility to information disorders.
•	 Resilience – articles that explore measures or social practices aimed 

at bolstering resistance against information disorders.

To achieve that, each article was reviewed by two scholars to make a decision, 
and if both independently decided to exclude it based on certain criteria, the 
article was excluded.

•	 the items are not from peer-reviewed journals (16);
•	 language is other than English (7);
•	 not accessible (2);
•	 different focus: education, digital skills and digital divide, personal devel-

opment with no impact on resilience to information disorders (87);
•	 different focus: articles on the mental health issues with no impact on resil-

ience to information disorders (58);
•	 different focus: health care communication, attitude to vaccination, health 

literacy with no impact on resilience to information disorders (39);
•	 different focus: political and security issues with no impact on resilience 

to information disorders (39);



476� Central European Journal of Communication 3 (41) · FALL 2025

DMYTRO IAROVYI, RAGNE KÕUTS‑KLEMM, STEN TORPAN, KRISTINA JURAITĖ

•	 different focus: technological issues with no impact on resilience to infor-
mation disorders (34);

•	 different focus: economics and marketing (19);
•	 different focus: philosophical and ethical issues with no impact on resil-

ience to information disorders (15);
•	 different focus: journalism profession and personality with no impact 

on resilience to information disorders (14);
•	 too narrow: electoral risks (7), censorship (6), natural science (3), popular 

culture (1), online terrorism (3), comparison of the platforms (2), legal 
context for deep fakes (1), critique in social media (1), experts’ map (1), 
questionable content (1), scepticism to the science (1), detection of disin-
formation (1), scam studies (1).
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ANNEX 3.  KEY WORDS FOR THE SEARCH

•	 “resil*” OR “vulnerab*”

AND

•	 disinformation
•	 misinformation
•	 malinformation
•	 propagand*
•	 communicat*
•	 narrative*
•	 media
•	 “deviant information”
•	 “information disorder*”
•	 hoax*
•	 rumor*
•	 rumour*
•	 fals*
•	 “false information”
•	 “false claim*”
•	 “false news”
•	 “fake information”
•	 “fake claim*”
•	 “fake news”
•	 “artificial fact*”
•	 manipulat*
•	 deceiv*
•	 decept*
•	 obfuscat*

•	 distort*
•	 disrupt*
•	 “information litera*”
•	 “information educat*”
•	 “information skill*”
•	 “media litera*”
•	 “media educat*”
•	 “media skill*”
•	 “digital* litera*”
•	 “digital educat*”
•	 “digital skill*”
•	 “critical thinking”
•	 “critical skill*”
•	 “fact check*”
•	 “fact-check*”
•	 “information threat*”
•	 “media threat*”
•	 “digital threat*”
•	 “information risk*”
•	 “media risk*”
•	 “digital risk*”
•	 “information challeng*”
•	 “media challeng*”
•	 “digital challeng*”
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JAN STASIEŃKO (2022), MEDIA TECHNOLOGIES AND 
POSTHUMAN INTIMACY, NEW YORK: BLOOMSBURY, PAGES.  304, 
ISBN:  978-1-5013-8051-8

This review provides a description and recommendation of Jan Stasieńko’s mono-
graph, which is a deeply critical project. Media technologies comprised in the title 
serve not only for systematizing the description of mechanisms and influences 
but also as a frame of reference for reflecting on the language, scope, utility, and 
consequences of studying the human in media communication. These reflections, 
supported by a wealth of visuals, are conducted from a posthumanist perspec-
tive, which requires careful consideration. Consequently, the review emphasizes 
the theoretical layer over factual elements.

To date, posthumanism as a project of a research perspective has only been 
referenced once in CEJC (Kalpokas, 2020). This is surprising when taking into 
consideration the long tradition of a trend formed half a century ago under the 
influence of the critical paradigm (in the versions of R. Barthes and M. Foucault) 
but also in a certain opposition to technological determinism, both well-known 
to media studies reflection. The criticality of posthumanism appears to remain 
neglected potentially due to its challenge to established epistemological and 
ontological categories, frequently perceived as constant and strict, particularly 
within the empirical and deterministic paradigm of large-scale communication 
studies and the concurrent development of transhumanism.

In contrast to transhumanism, which focuses on the empirically tangible 
deterministic technologicality of transforming the human being as a species, 
posthumanism emphasizes individual subjectivity (not only human) as a product 
of discursive relationality and intimacy between humans and the other being. 
In the context of posthumanism, the concepts of human subjectivity, integrity, 
and rationality are not strict but rather emerge and are made tangible through 
discursive relationships with non-human beings and those recognized as subjec-
tive beings, namely products of nature and technology.

Previous posthumanist studies have concentrated on two categories of other 
beings, namely creations of nature (subjectified animals and plants) and near-
human creations of technology (autonomous machines). Stasieńko proposes 
a new line of research, which is particularly relevant from a communicological 
perspective. The author identifies the primary objective of his work as an endeavor 
to delineate the third category of otherness—information, and to investigate the 
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subjective relationships between media technology users and the meanings and 
interpretations derived from information creations.

The incorporation of the principles of neomaterialism, which challenges 
conventional dichotomies between subject and object and representation-mate-
riality opposition (pp.14–15), is one of the foundations of this approach. In the 
posthumanist perspective, human actions are always considered part of complex 
and dynamic structures, referred to as assemblages, apparatuses, or, as Stasieńko 
proposes, vehicles. It appears that the concept of a media vehicle most effectively 
represents the dynamics of communication processes between participating 
beings. Employing the terminology of programming theories, Stasieńko char-
acterizes these beings as ‘instances’, i.e., occurrences of objects representing 
particular classes. The process of instantiation, or ‘becoming’ of a being assigned 
to a class, is a discursive phenomenon in which otherness and subjectivity are 
constructed as resulting from a dynamic power relationship. In this model 
of analysis, human, medium, and information become instances.

This research project can be interpreted as an attempt to answer numerous 
questions. These comprise: how and what kind of people do we become in our 
relationships with information? To what degree do we control it? By what power 
and what do media and the meanings created in them do to us? And where 
do these media vehicles in which we disintegrate our subjectivity take us?

The functioning of technology is an indispensable aspect of the media vehicle, 
as its mechanisms establish the frameworks and conditions of the relationship 
between the user of the medium and information, positioning it within a specific 
context within the apparatus. Under the influence of technology, blurring of the 
boundaries of the human subject and also its construction and deconstruction 
occurs in distinct ways and with varying effects. ‘Being or not being posthuman, 
being or not being a subject, is determined by the position of the being, under-
stood as its place in the sense of a physical or conceptually construed space 
occupied by beings that differ in ontological status’ (p.21).

The author conceptualizes this process as an ‘agreement protocol’ initiated 
by a specific consent, namely the adoption of a dialogical, open, and sensitive 
position (p.22). In another section of the text, the author presents the same 
criteria employed as conditions for the acceptance of the posthumanist perspec-
tive: ‘it is I, the human being, who become aware of the presence of a non-human 
other, for whom I take responsibility. (…) I will shape my ‘self ‘so as to be capable 
of connection with the ‘other,’ and find a plane of understanding or ontological 
integration’ (p.18).

The model for analyzing these processes is based on the notion of the appa-
ratus, initially proposed by M. Foucault and G. Agamben. This concept exceeds 
the technological dimension, functioning as a metaphor for the systemic power 
structure of a given discourse. Nonetheless, this analysis lacks comprehensive 
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contextualization of media discourse. Stasieńko’s work delves more into the 
cybernetic aspects of the system than the social ones, exploring a discourse in the 
interactional dimension rather than sociocultural, examining power not merely 
as a means of establishing and enforcing norms but as a tool for controlling the 
relationships between subjects. This approach entails conceptualizing power 
relationships through a discursive perspective based on symbolic and normative 
orders—not at a micro-scale but the level of private (intimate) mini-discourses, 
where within an unstable balance of power and dialogicity balancing between 
cooperation and competition, negotiations of boundaries between the human 
and the non-human (informational) are held.

The author employs the normative model of subjectivity formation contained 
within Lacan’s theory of psychoanalysis, subsequently critiqued by Deleuze 
and Guattari, who described protocols of destabilization and disintegration. 
In reference to these concepts, Stasieńko highlights that the human user’s inter-
action with information has a formatting and destabilizing dimension on their 
subjectivity (which, in the metalanguage of his research, is reflected in a balance 
between psychoanalysis and schizoanalysis). This enables Stasieńko to extend 
the critical instrumentation of posthumanism to encompass concepts such 
as desire, embodiment, and representation, particularly in the context of visi-
bility and visuality (pp.8–11).

In the study of communication as a relationship, it is challenging to investigate 
phenomena at a deeper (or closer) level than the micro-level, specifically in the 
context of establishing and transcending intimacy. When considering the meth-
odology of analysis which guides to the author’s unique perspective on posthu-
manism, this category assumes particular significance. Reconsideration of the 
conditions of subjectivity at the empirical level entails an investigation of indi-
vidual communicative acts and the factors directly establishing them. What is the 
catalyst for this phenomenon? Feasibly, this is most aptly (and subtly) expressed 
by the author when he discusses the search for a theory of ‘users’ affect vis-à-vis 
the technologies’ (p.15), which encompasses the digitized body or embodied 
information (the first vehicle of ‘affect vis-à-vis the technologies’ was cinema).

In his analyses, Stasieńko considers the occurrence in various technological 
vehicles of selected individual and private micro-discourses between users and the 
meanings generated by a given information creation. In these instances, he iden-
tifies protocols of intimacy and emotional bond as particularly noteworthy; they 
construct the dimension of intimate relationships as either a ritualized structure 
of symbolic or physical violence or as a source of pleasure (including sexual). 
Another significant aspect of intimacy is theatricality, which can be defined 
as performative and ritualized world-making (p.13).

The extensive empirical section of this monograph is comprised of materials 
primarily collected for the purpose of ‘intimate anthropology’ of the creative 
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process and consumption (p.13). Such materials include making-of documen-
tation (photographs and audio recordings from the production set, animatics, 
concept art, and interviews with creators and actors) and confirmations regarding 
the reception of media messages (blogs and recorded and published statements 
of media audiences and users).

Stasieńko employs examples from the digital age, applying his version of media 
archaeology (thereby diverging from the foundations of technological deter-
minism) to suggest that the protocols of intimacy toward the message emerged 
considerably earlier. The selected examples (e.g., peep shows or a teleprompter) 
become metametaphors—the forms and uses of particular technologies serve 
as metaphors for user-meaning relationship in Stasieńko’s research instrumentation.

One of the author’s motivations for adopting a posthumanist perspective 
was his aspiration to embrace historical phenomena and reorder the histor-
ical account of media. Concurrently, an investigation of the more remote past 
facilitated the identification of the historical sources of the concept of posthu-
manism and enabled the formulation of a personal interpretation of it, which 
is a highly reflexive project.

Reviewing Jan Stasieńko’s work, it is feasible to identify several fundamental 
aspects which can be understood as a critical theory of communication. Initially, 
on numerous levels, it exemplifies critical philosophy in the post-Kantian sense, 
challenging and verifying a multitude of rigid assumptions associated with 
traditional humanities. This is particularly evident when it identifies posthu-
manist phenomena as manifestations of a critical stance toward anthropocen-
trism. Subsequently, in the analysis of micro-discourses, power relationships are 
identified in a manner consistent with Foucault’s conceptualization as imma-
nent to the relationship rather than determined by technology itself. Finally, 
it is characterized by a profound reflexivity. In formulating his research program 
and method of analysis, Stasieńko engaged in a productive exchange with the 
assumptions of diverse forms of posthumanism and their language. Due to this, 
he developed a set of concepts which, as in the case of not strict, relational, and 
processual categories, is based on multi-level metaphors and an exceptionally 
dense terminological network, only partially reconstructed in this review.

It is important to notice that the reflexive complexity and multi-levelness 
of conceptual structures may give rise to ambiguity and a degree of blurring 
between the discrete references pertaining to the metalanguage of analysis 
and the language of the subject. The posthumanist researcher talks about the 
posthumanist human-subject; the method is described as posthumanist and 
the object of analysis is sometimes presented as posthumanist; and finally, the 
posthumanist research perspective is simultaneously a dialogical, open, and 
sensitive posthumanist position of the subject. It is possible to become confused.
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Nonetheless, the author’s thesis regarding self-reflexive criticality as a defensive 
strategy against despair and anxiety in the face of the loss of anthropocentric 
integrity, offering the prospect of redefining humanity may be accepted: ‘the 
measure of our humanism lies in understanding what posthumanism is in all 
its diverse types and contexts’ (p.227).

Michał Otrocki
UNIVERSITY OF LOWER SILESIA, WROCŁAW, POLAND
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YIANNOUTSOU, DOUGLAS ATKINSON (2025). INTERDISCIPLINARY 
INSIGHTS FOR DIGITAL TOUCH COMMUNICATION. HEIDELBERG: 
SPRINGER, PAGES: 131, ISBN:  978-3-030-24564-1

The reviewed book explores the growing field of digital touch communica-
tion, emphasizing its social, technological, and ethical implications. Published 
by Springer in 2025, this book is part of the Human–Computer Interaction Series 
and is a product of the InTouch project. The authors provide an in-depth analysis 
of how digital touch is transforming human interaction, focusing on emerging 
technologies such as virtual reality (VR), haptics, and sensor-based communi-
cation (pp. 1–6).

As digital communication evolves beyond traditional visual and auditory 
modalities, the book argues that touch is becoming a critical element of inter-
action. The authors highlight how advancements in haptic feedback, remote 
touch, and multisensory communication are reshaping human experiences 
across different fields, from healthcare to virtual collaboration. This perspective 
situates the book within a broader discussion on the future of human-computer 
interaction and its societal impacts.

This review evaluates the book’s structure, key arguments, and contributions 
to the field. It assesses how effectively the authors present their interdisciplinary 
approach and whether the book successfully bridges the gap between theoret-
ical exploration and practical application. Additionally, the review considers the 
book’s relevance to academics, designers, and policymakers interested in the 
ethical dimensions of digital touch communication.

The book is organized into eight chapters, beginning with an introduction 
to digital touch communication. The first chapter establishes the significance 
of touch in human communication and its transition to the digital realm. The 
authors introduce key concepts such as “digital touch,” “haptic communication,” 
and “remote tactile interaction” (pp. 1–6). These foundational ideas set the stage 
for understanding how touch-based interactions have evolved from direct phys-
ical contact to technologically mediated experiences, providing a framework for 
the discussions in subsequent chapters.

The second chapter discusses interdisciplinary approaches to studying digital 
touch, highlighting the multimodal and sensory methodologies employed 
in research (pp. 23–35). The authors emphasize the need for interdisciplinary 
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collaboration, incorporating insights from sociology, psychology, and human-com-
puter interaction. The chapter presents a framework that integrates multimodality 
and sensory ethnography, arguing that these approaches enable a richer under-
standing of digital touch experiences. “We understand the physical, material, 
and sensory aspects of touch as a part of when and how touch-based resources 
are taken up (or excluded) and how they can shape—or are shaped by—people 
to become semiotic resources” (p. 24).

The third chapter maps out various applications of digital touch technology, 
examining human-human, human-robot, and human-object interactions 
(pp. 39–50). The authors present case studies showcasing how haptic technology 
is being used in diverse sectors, such as remote healthcare, social robotics, 
and immersive virtual environments. The chapter also highlights emerging 
and speculative touch technologies that push the boundaries of how humans 
interact with the digital world. “We look beyond our everyday interaction with 
touch screens, to focus on emergent and semi-speculative touch technologies 
that ‘want us’ and ‘make’ us want to be able to touch and feel objects in new 
ways: from tangibles, wearables, haptics for virtual reality, through to the tactile 
internet of skin” (p. 40).

The fourth chapter explores the role of social norms in shaping digital touch 
practices (pp. 57–69). The discussion centers on cultural differences, ethical 
concerns, and user acceptance of touch-based technologies. The authors argue 
that social norms around touch are neither static nor universal but evolve through 
societal and technological changes. “Social norms are in a state of continual 
flux, tension, and negotiation pulled across these sites of life, they are (simulta-
neously) fluid and fixed” (p. 59).

The fifth chapter addresses the psychological and emotional aspects of touch 
presence, absence, and connection (pp. 73–86). The authors examine how digital 
touch can bridge emotional gaps in remote communication, referencing studies 
on parental bonding and long-distance relationships. They discuss the “social 
shaping” perspective, which acknowledges that technology and social relations 
mutually influence each other, leading to the emergence of new ways to concep-
tualize presence and absence (p. 74).

The sixth chapter introduces the concept of “sociotechnical imaginaries,” 
illustrating how digital touch is envisioned and designed within various societal 
and technological frameworks (pp. 89–104). The chapter defines sociotechnical 
imaginaries as “collectively held and performed visions of desirable futures… 
animated by shared understandings of forms of social life and social order attain-
able through, and supportive of, advances in science and technology” (p. 90).

The seventh chapter delves into ethical considerations surrounding digital 
touch, including consent, trust, and data privacy (pp. 107–119). The authors 
emphasize that “ethical touch technologies” must be designed with a focus 
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on human values, taking into account issues of agency, harm, ownership, and 
transparency (p. 108). They explore how mediated touch can create complex 
ethical dilemmas, particularly in remote personal touch communication and 
virtual touch, where the sender and receiver may not have equal control over the 
interaction. The discussion also highlights the challenges of ensuring consent 
in digital touch interactions, where “touch does not have to be synchronous, 
reciprocal, or bidirectional” (p. 116). Furthermore, the book raises critical ques-
tions about the collection and use of tactile data, stressing the need for policies 
that safeguard privacy and prevent misuse of sensitive touch-based information.

Finally, the eighth chapter provides a thought-provoking conclusion by synthe-
sizing key insights from previous discussions and offering a roadmap for future 
research and design in the field of digital touch communication (pp. 123–131). The 
chapter underscores the importance of adopting a socially grounded perspective 
in understanding digital touch, emphasizing that „recognizing and benefiting 
from the potentials for difference and cultural flexibility” is essential in the devel-
opment of inclusive and effective digital touch technologies. The authors reflect 
on the evolving landscape of touch-based interactions, highlighting the ways 
in which social norms, ethical considerations, and sociotechnical imaginaries 
shape the design and implementation of these technologies. This perspective 
is crucial as digital touch moves beyond the experimental phase and becomes 
integrated into everyday human-computer interactions.

Furthermore, the chapter presents an emergent research and design frame-
work that serves as a guide for interdisciplinary collaboration in digital touch 
communication. The authors advocate for methodological approaches that are 
multimodal and interdisciplinary, ensuring that technological innovations align 
with real-world social and cultural dynamics. They state that “the thematic direc-
tions, emergent ideas, and provisional framework… highlight both the specu-
lative and emergent character of digital touch communication,” signaling the 
need for continued exploration and iteration in this field. The chapter concludes 
with a call for further research that considers ethical dimensions, user experi-
ences, and the broader implications of digital touch in various domains, from 
healthcare to education and social connectivity. By providing these insights, 
the authors not only summarize the book’s key contributions but also inspire 
future inquiries into the complex interplay between technology, touch, and 
human interaction.

The book’s strength lies in its interdisciplinary approach, effectively inte-
grating theoretical and practical perspectives. The authors draw from diverse 
fields, including cognitive science, user experience research, and social theory, 
to provide a holistic understanding of digital touch communication. The inclu-
sion of case studies, such as In Touch with Baby (pp. 84–86) and Remote Contact 
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Exhibition (pp. 81–82), enriches the discussion by offering real-world applica-
tions of digital touch.

However, one limitation of the book is its predominantly Western perspective. 
While the authors acknowledge cultural variations in touch norms (pp. 57–59), 
a more in-depth exploration of non-Western perspectives on digital touch could 
enhance the book’s global relevance. Additionally, although the book provides 
a comprehensive overview of ethical concerns, it could benefit from more concrete 
policy recommendations for governing digital touch technologies (pp. 115–117).

Sokhi Huda
State Islamic University (UIN) Sunan Ampel Surabaya
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MARIUS DRAGOMIR WINS THE MEDIA AND DEMOCRACY KAROL 
JAKUBOWICZ AWARD 2025

Marius Dragomir – the editor of the Media Capture Monitoring Report project – 
received the Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz Award 2025 for the Media 
Capture Monitoring Report, a research report by the Media and Journalism 
Research Center and the International Press Institute (co-authored with Zsuzsa 
Detreköi). A special Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz Award 2025 
was awarded to Basil Kerski for his book Europejczycy z kantonu Polska (eng. 
Europeans from the Canton Poland; Kraków; Budapeszt; Syrakuzy: Wydawnictwo 
Austeria, 2024).

The Selection Committee awarded Marius Dragomir for the originality and 
thoroughness of his research, offering a systematic and pioneering perspective 
on media ownership, regulatory frameworks, and the complex relationships 
between media and politics. The Media Capture Monitoring Report is a joint 
initiative of the Media and Journalism Research Center and the International 
Press Institute, and the report was co-authored with Zsuzsa Detreköi.

Photo 1. Cover of Media Capture Monitoring Report. 
Vienna, Austria: International Press Institute

Dr. Marius Dragomir is the Director of the Media and Journalism Research 
Center, a researcher at the University of Santiago de Compostela and a visiting 
professor at Central European University (CEU) in Vienna, specializing in jour-
nalism, research design, advocacy, and media policy. Formerly Director of the 
Center for Media, Data and Society (CMDS), he has spent over two decades 
designing and managing global media research initiatives. He leads projects like 
the Media Influence Matrix, the State Media Monitor, and is the editor of the 
Media Capture Monitoring Report, a pioneering study of media ownership and 
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political influence. A former journalist in Romania, Dr. Dragomir also founded 
Media Power Monitor to explore the intersections of media, business, and poli-
tics worldwide.

Photo 2. Dr. Marius Dragomir. Source: https://mariusdragomir.com/

Moreover, the Selection Committee recognized Europejczycy z kantonu Polska 
by Basil Kerski with a special Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz Award 
2025. The collection of essays reflects on the determinants of the crisis of democ-
racy and the responsibility of the media and journalists for shaping perceptions 
of reality and public sentiment. Kerski highlights the cultural values of Europe 
as a foundation for redefining the European Community in the face of global 
geopolitical changes.

Photo 3. Book cover of Kerski B. (2024). Europejczycy z kantonu Polska (eng. Europeans 
from the Canton Poland; Kraków; Budapeszt; Syrakuzy: Wydawnictwo Austeria, 2024)

The Media and Democracy Karol Jakubowicz Award continues to recognize 
outstanding scholarly and journalistic contributions to the study of media systems, 
media policies, media ethics, and public service media — with a strong emphasis 
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on their societal impact, in Central and Eastern Europe, and beyond. A full list of this 
year’s nominees can be found on the Polish Communication Association’s website: 
https://www.ptks.pl/en/awards/the-media-and-democracy-karol-jakubowicz-award.

The Award Ceremony took place during the 7th Congress of the Polish 
Communication Association, dedicated to the theme of the human being at the 
center of contemporary media transformation. The Congress was held in Katowice 
(Poland) on September 22–25, 2025, with the Award Ceremony scheduled for 
the first day of the event.

Photo 4. Dr. Marius Dragomir receives the Award from Prof. I. Hofman during 
the VII Congress of the PCA on September 22, 2025 at the Silesian Museum 
in Katowice. Photo by: Marcel Goldmann (University of Silesia in Katowice)

Photo 5. Basil Kerski receives the Special Award from Prof. Mariusz Kolczyński 
during the VII Congress of the PCA on September 22, 2025 at the Silesian Museum 
in Katowice (right). Photo by: Marcel Goldmann (University of Silesia in Katowice)

On behalf of the Committee and all the stakeholders, we warmly congratu-
late the Winners!

Dagmara Sidyk‑Furman and Michał Głowacki
UNIVERSITY OF WARSAW, POLAND
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