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Growth of (Certain) Disinformation Research
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Global phenomenon
§ The 2016 US election of Donald Trump an impetus: Cambridge 

Analytica scandal, weaponizing of term to dismiss criticism…

§Multiple countries around the world grappling with the problem, 
and not all of them located in the Global North.

§ Social media entrepreneurs in 2019 Nigerian elections – spread 
false information about client’s opponents, and, in South Africa, in 
the 2016 election: “War Room” for fake election posters.

§ Used as excuse for internet shutdowns in Cameroon, Togo, Ethiopia 
to silence online criticism.
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Comparative experiences
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Attitudes
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Experience (I)
§ Severe limitations in representativeness with online panel data in 

the context of Sub-Saharan Africa.
§ There is a generational divide in access to online panels and there is a

gender divide that is very country-specific
§ Prohibitive costs for approaches that can lead to more¿? representative 

samples
§ Common (and controversial) approaches in the Global North such as Mturk

and similar are not available.

§Measuring audiences’ views on disinformation/”fake news” is not 
context neutral, is time-sensitive, and might lead to validity issues.
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How often do you come across news stories about politics and government 
online that you think are not fully accurate? 
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How often do you come across news stories about politics and government 
online that you think are completely made up? 
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Motivations
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Experience (II)
§ Lack of shared experiences around disinformation online within 

countries and across countries.
§ Complicates the design of research materials that would allow meaningful 

comparisons of research data.
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Sample stimuli
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Our experience (II)
§ Lack of shared experiences around disinformation online within 

countries and across countries.
§ Complicates the design of research materials that would allow meaningful 

comparisons of research data.
§ Requires more “complex” research designs that take into account the 

diversities within groups.
§ Puts into question and reinforces the “nation” as the most suitable unit of analysis.

§Highlights differences in types of disinformation, where the topic 
but also the target group, determine how much share experience 
there is between countries. 
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Sample stimuli
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Motivations for sharing hoaxes
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Responses
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Experience (III)
§Growing importance of Pan-African (and to a certain extent global) 

organizations/networks that work on combatting disinformation.
§ Shifts in the unit of analysis, again, where differences might appear more 

along linguistic communities rather than national borders.

§ Platforms and mobile phone apps as transnational spaces for the 
growth of disinformation.
§ Comparing… what?
§ Yet platform use is not void of context: localized responses?
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Dani Madrid-Morales | University of Houston | @DMadrid_M
More on these projects at http://disinfoafrica.org
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