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Comparative research in communication

“comparisons between a minimum of two macro-level units 
(systems, cultures, markets, or their sub-elements) with respect 

to at least one object of investigation to communication 
research” 

(Esser and Hanitzsch 2012, p. 5)

“deliver an important, sobering antidote to the assumption that 
anything we find based on a single case study at one point in time 

generalizes, with few or no limitations, across space and time” 
(de Vreese 2017, p. 287)
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Comparative Research in Disinformation Studies
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There are studies that seek to 
understand the consequences 

of health disinformation

There are works that explore 
political disinformation, such 
as propaganda & information 
warfare in contemporary and 

historical settings



Network of co-occurrence pre-2016
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Network of co-occurrence post-2016
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Our experience
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Online surveys
2018-2019

Focus groups
2018-2019

Online experiments
2021

Interviews, focus groups, 
field experiment

2022

how do we identify the 
most appropriate unit of 

comparison

how do we guarantee 
outputs are inclusive of 

the range of experiences 
with disinformation



Samples in Surveys & Experiments

▪ 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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Experimental Approaches  | Gamified Prebunking
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Experimental Approaches  | Example Facebook
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Experimental Approaches  | Example WhatsApp
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Control groupTreatment group

Fact-checks SNS posts Media literacy
messages

Fact-checks SNS posts Recycling advocacy
messages



Comparing countries?

▪ 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 and the target 
group determine how much shared experience there is between countries. 
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Focus Groups | Comparing “fake news”
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Interviews | Comparing responses
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Media 
professionals

Media 
consumers/users



What can be compared, then?

▪ 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.



Surveys | Strategic Disinformation Narratives
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“Sanctions against Russia are the 
main cause for the current food 

and energy crises” 

“The war in Ukraine is a 
consequence of NATO’s expansion 

in Eastern Europe” 
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https://www.iol.co.za/news/politics/opinion/west-must-share-the-blame-for-ukraine-crisis-7fb84a2b-ced6-42ef-a7ec-2543e17b91a5
https://www.newvision.co.ug/category/news/russia-will-withstand-western-sanctions-will-138609


Computational Approaches | Social Media Taxonomies
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Multi-layered comparisons

▪ There is a need to actively shift across levels of analysis. An approach could involve 
three layers of analysis:

1. Evidence and data can first be compared to previous research (most of which 
is from countries in the Global North)

2. Consider transcending the “national” to explore both larger units (e.g. 
regions, linguistic communities…) and sub-units (e.g., comparing urban and 
non-urban settings).

3. Explore differences between groups of the population (e.g. gender identity, 
race and ethnicity, language, income levels) and compare those across larger 
units of analysis (such as nations, provinces, states).
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Ways forward

▪ Socio-technological approaches

▪ More mixed methods, particularly critical scholarship

▪ More historically-rooted analysis to understand disinformation not as a new but as a 
long-standing phenomena

▪ A clear understanding of real media use before "solutions" or "interventions" are 
created.
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