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PROJECT AIMS 

This project compares and contrasts 
COVID19 national country hashtags, 

networks, and respective online content 
across these four countries by collecting and 

analysing data from Twitter, in order to 
identify cross-cultural communication 
factors influencing how the dominant 
actors, networks, and discourses of 

disinformation spread across the Twitter
platform. 

It examines cross-cultural and diverse 
engagements and responses during 

COVID19 disinformation and 
counterdisinformation in India, Philippines, 

Malaysia and Thailand with a total of 23 
online interviews targeting experts from 
government, corporate and civil society 

domains.



RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How can we characterize COVID19 government counter-disinformation response strategy in the four countries to 
combat disinformation by looking at how disinformation actually played out on Twitter?

Who were the dominant actors and networks of disinformation and counter-disinformation in the online 
communities that formed around the COVID19 country hashtags on Twitter? 

How did disinformation and counter-disinformation discourses flow through social media networks in the four 
countries? 

What can we learn by analysing elements of Twitter profiles spreading disinformation (for example, country/city, 
time/frequency of posts, gender, ideological/political affiliation, occupation, etc.)?  

What are the cross-cultural similarities and differences in relation to disinformation architectures/disinformation 
cultures on Twitter in the four countries and what preliminary factors can explain them? 



DISIN4 Objectives: 

DISIN4 focuses on the 
disinformation architectures 
already in place in these 
countries and identifies 
patterns, similarities and 
differences, continuities and 
discontinuities comparatively 
to meet the following 
objectives:

• Evaluate and compare the four governments’ official communication strategies in relation 
to Covid-19 on Twitter and how they vary over these countries, as well as counter-
disinformation responses during the first four months of the crisis. 

• Identify the dominant actors and networks of disinformation and counter-disinformation 
in the online communities that formed around the COVID19-specific country hashtags on 
Twitter.

• Recruit identified Twitter protagonists as participants for online interviews, i.e. fact-
checkers, journalists, and policy-makers in the government and corporate as well as civil 
society, in order to gather perspectives about implementations and to draw conclusions 
about common standards of authenticity and truthful content in the four countries.

• Understand how disinformation and counter-disinformation discourses are flowing 
through Twitter social media network in the four countries.

• Understand intercultural differences in what is considered disinformation and 
how disinformation is constructed in different cultures, i.e. the political and cultural 
interplay between government, science and the public.

• Analyse, compare and contrast elements of Twitter profiles spreading disinformation 
across the four countries. 

• Provide a sophisticated analysis of cross-cultural similarities and differences in relation to 
disinformation architectures on Twitter in the four countries and demonstrate with 
examples what preliminary factors can explain them.



Outcomes

• Evaluate comparatively the counter-
disinformation government response during the 
first four months of the COVID-19 crisis in the four 
countries under examination. 

• Provide comparative insight and sophisticated 
knowledge on how disinformation spreads on a 
social media platform in four developing countries 
in South East-Asia. 

• Identify who are the key actors and networks 
involved and how socio-demographics compare 
across countries.

• Point to preliminary factors that influence this 
spread in each country and comparatively across 
the four.

• Enhance counter disinformation responses in the 
four countries for policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers, beyond these countries alike.  



INDIA, MALAYSIA, PHILIPPINES, THAILAND

1. Despite the digital divide and socio-demographic inequalities reproduced on digital networks, through the use of mobile phones, the population in these countries 
relies for news consumption on social media platforms, in high percentages especially for people under 40.  

2. Social media platforms have influenced elections and the political cultures in these countries to such an extent that studies already carried out show the 
employment of precarious workers as troll armies by PR and political marketing companies during critical political moments in the politics of these countries (see 
research from co-investigators Baines; Dover and Smith; Soriano). Therefore, the need to carry out research is paramount.

3. There is a similar pattern of disinformation, misinformation and conspiracy theories involving panic buying, scams for the sales of face masks, promoting false 
cures (fruit and vegetables herbal medicines indigenous to each country), online fraud. e.g.  providing personal details to third parties in order to claim the 
government’s financial aids during the COVID-19, vigilantism and hate speech relating to travellers, marginalised and vulnerable groups, as well as ethnic and religious 
minorities

4. These governments all set up sites and initiatives to combat disinformation (e.g. Malaysia’s portal https://sebenarnya.my/; Thailand Anti-Fakenews Centre 
https://www.antifakenewscenter.com; (research carried out by collaborators Kasimon and Kostopoulos for Malaysia and Jitkaroon for Thailand)  

5. Global broadcast trustworthy media have reported that the COVID19 crisis has increased the political turbulence in these countries and enabled governments to 
use securitisation of communication and apps aimed to enforce lockdowns and tracing infections, in order to crackdown on political dissent and suppression of 
opposition to the government instead. The reports are particularly concerning for India (see this project investigators research from Karatzogianni and Dey and for the 
Philippines see Soriano, in that regard). 

This study will enable us to answer what are the cross-cultural and communication factors influencing the key actors, networks and discourses of disinformation in 
the four countries, how the governments combat the phenomenon, whilst by comparing and contrasting multi-case data analytics, we can make cross-cultural 
policy recommendations, which will be disseminated, and have meaningful societal impact on the societies involved that is culturally resonant.

https://sebenarnya.my/
https://www.antifakenewscenter.com/


































Participants 
from the 

four 
countries

Participant Nature of Participation Date

Participant 1    Philippines Lecturer Health Communications 13:05:21 

Participant 2    Philippines Blogger 14:05:21 

Participant 3    Philippines Department of Health 17:05:21 

Participant 4    Philippines Lecturer Health Communications 20:05:21 

Participant 5    Thailand Fact checking organisation 22:05:21 

Participant 6   Philippines Fact checking organisation 27:05:21  

Participant 7     India Fact checking organisation 27:05:21  

Participant 8     Thailand Lecturer Media Communications 28:05:21 

Participant 9     Thailand Fact checking organisation 02:06:21 

Participant 10    India Fact checking organisation 03:06:21 

Participant 11    Malaysia Researcher Dis/misinformation 11:06:21

Participant 12    Malaysia Journalist 12:06:21

Participant 13    Thailand Fact checking organisation 14:06:21 

Participant 14    India Fact checking organisation 16:06:21

Participant 15    Thailand Health Worker 17:06:21 

Participant 16    Thailand Social Media Influencer/ Lecturer 21:06:21 

Participant 17    Malaysia Fact checking organisation 22:06:21 

Participant 18    Thailand Fact checking organisation 23:06:21 

Participant 19    Malaysia Journalist 29:06:21

Participant 20    India Journalist/ Editor Fact Checker 04:06:21   

Participant 21    India Lecturer Politics 09:07:21  

Participant 22    Malaysia Fact Checker 09:07:21   

Participant 23    India Civil Society actor 13:07:21  



India
Platform 

• While all social media platforms play a role, WhatsApp 
and Twitter are identified as the main tools used to 
spread mis/misinformation.

Is social media to blame?

• Social media is mainly perceived as a means to an end and 
not solely to blame for the spread of mis/disinformation 
during the pandemic.

• During the pandemic social media platforms performed 
two roles, to amplify and accelerate deeply entrench 
narratives and beliefs.

In terms of mobilisation

• Social media enables anonymization and disguise which 
fuels the spread of mis/disinformation. Anybody can 
disguise on social media and spread false information.

• Similarly, ideological, political and cultural partisanships 
strengthened mis/ disinformation via groups

Regime use of social media 

• Government launched fact-checking on Twitter and 
Facebook

• Bias registered in government fact-checking

• ‘In India, you know, pretty much WhatsApp is very 
popular. We have more than 500 million or somewhere in 
the region between 400 to 500 million users WhatsApp in 
India. That's more than the population of many countries 
put together. And, of course, there's Facebook, which has a 
huge reach, I think. Three hundred million in India. There's 
Twitter, which is somewhere between 40 to 60 million. I'm 
not sure. There is some class character…people of lower 
economic class may not be found on Twitter, maybe 
Facebook, but not so much. There will be they won't be 
using social media apps as much …as WhatsApp’.

• ‘Social media is always a medium… I mean, social media 
doesn't have a mind of its own to write its own messages. 
But of course, social media has been a medium that has 
been used to accelerate it’.

• ‘OK, so Twitter, a lot of technophiles operate on Twitter 
where you will see that they don't have any 
genuine… Twitter timeline … like any Twitter handle which 
is spreading hate speech hate or which is spreading the 
regular disinformation, if you go through the timeline of 
what one sees, that person is anonymous’.

• ‘Yes, the government started a fact checking handle and 
they did fact check a few things, but very selectively, they 
will never fact check things when the people who are 
propagating it are from the party themselves, the ruling 
party themselves. So, what they did, they did fact check 
some misinformation and some have health 
misinformation.’



Malaysia 
Platform 

• Facebook and WhatsApp are identified as the main 
platforms in the spread of misinformation in Malaysia 
while Twitter trails behind.

Is social media to blame?

• Participants argue that social media is instrumental as it 
enables misinformation to spread faster but deficits in 
media and digital literacy, political divides, and societal 
drawbacks provide the impetus for the spread of 
mis/disinformation

Mobilisation

• In terms of mobilisation, key drivers include self-
motivation, financial motives, religious beliefs, political 
motivation, celebrity endorsements and identity crisis.

• The spread of misinformation happens in small 
microcosms of ecosystems.

Regime use

• Government use social media including Facebook, Twitter 
and Telegram mains to share public service 
announcements and disseminate resources. They also run 
fact-checking  through the Ministry for Communication 
and Multimedia 

• ‘Twitter is the latest. Research from the Reuters Institute 
showed that Twitter is the lowest. It's about 13% that 
they are some instances of infotainment happening on 
Twitter, much, much less. Most of the time it's via video 
format coupled with misleading descriptions on Facebook 
and WhatsApp. WhatsApp is a lot more popular in that 
sense’.

• ‘We need to take some responsibility for what's been 
happening in society as well. For example, the anti-
vaccine movement that predates the social media 
companies from setting up shop that's been happening 
for decades now, the new political divisions in Malaysia 
that's especially there since independence. It's just that 
social media has created this platform, this outlet for 
people to share their views, to get the facts’.

• ‘What happened is that on Facebook, it's a lot more 
difficult where there are a lot of small microcosms of 
ecosystems where they create their own Facebook 
groups, particularly targeting a certain ideology, for 
example, belief or community groups, alumni’s. The 
behaviour of the different … languages is also different 
and how it is being spread. 

• ‘What they do is to aggregate fact checks from 
government agencies. But because they are so closely 
tied to the government, there are impartiality issues 
when it comes to fact-checking, non-governmental 
subject matters. I think they've done the bare minimum. 
They pluck the low hanging fruit. For example, if you 
want information on the vaccines in Malaysia, there is a 
government website where you can access all this 
information.



Philippines 
Platform

• Participants identified Twitter, Facebook and Viber
as the main platforms. But Facebook is predominant.

Is social media to blame?

• As with the other contexts, participants viewed 
social media as one factor aiding the spread of mis/ 
disinformation. It is part of the problem.

Mobilisation

• Social media provides a window of opportunity due 
to the absence of gatekeeping processes. It provides 
access to different ideologies. The spread of mis/ 
disinformation happens in echo chambers or groups 
(family, associations, celebrity/ public figure fan 
pages) on Facebook.

Regime Use 

• The authorities, through the Department of Health 
use social media including Facebook and Viber.
Attempts were made to counter-mis/ disinformation 
but participants were divided on the effective use of 
social media. 

• ‘The dominant social media platforms in the Philippines would 
be really hands-down Facebook, where like nearly everybody, 
anybody who is wired in the Philippines to a social media 
account has a Facebook account. Its almost a given. So, 
Facebook is really the biggest social media platform and that's 
why you see a lot of disinformation narratives also 
circulating’.

• ‘Any platform can be blamed for that. If you think of print, the 
print medium … during the time of world war, I mean, it sort of 
was also a vehicle for not just enlightenment, but also of 
disinformation. The same with radio, the same with film, with 
television, with the Internet, the website, and now social 
media. But of course, we all know that, in this case, social 
media has made us and made the world so connected that it's 
very easy for information to jump from one place to another … 
social media…has contributed ‘to the spread of disinformation

• ‘Social media has a lot to play in this because first, they might 
have their individual beliefs and upon exposure to social 
media, they might find like-minded people…they might join 
groups like, for example, mom's groups and those moms’ 
groups might have a large number of Facebook members that 
might be hesitant on vaccination…That group becomes an echo 
chamber. An echo chamber in those groups does not believe in 
vaccination… So, it starts with one person, then meets with 
like-minded people and through social media, they form 
groups’.

• ‘The Department of Health is quite good with their information 
campaign…and they are also very active on Viber’.

• ‘There was some form of hedging. … if you ask me for an 
explanation, though, that is because … the experts in the 
government, really do not want to contradict the government 
itself’.



Thailand
Platform

• Participants argue that Facebook, Twitter and LINE
are predominant but LINE application is the most 
popular for dis/ misinformation in Thailand. 

Is social media to blame?

• Social media is partly to blame because of the 
anonymity it offers, and the speed of information 
dissemination.

Mobilisation

• Key drivers include cultural beliefs including religion 
and politics, lack of media literacy, good intentions. 
Groups with shared ideologies on LINE and other 
messages provide an ecosystem for spreading dis/ 
misinformation. 

Regime Use

• Government Anti-Fake News Centre checks dis/ 
misinformation in a centralised approach. However, 
there is bias in government fact-checking. Also, 
traditional mainstream media is used more compared to 
social media.

• ‘All social media use in Thailand is segregated, 
segmented. For example… if you look at the users of 
Twitter in Thailand, most of them are the younger 
generation and well-educated like university 
students…So they're the ones who work like … until the 
middle-aged… people who use Twitter rather have 
higher media literacy… they can fact check… But in 
Thailand, …what is heavily used is LINE… So that is the 
main source of communication in Thailand. …We have so 
many LINE groups, like family line groups, like working 
groups, friends... I think the majority of the 
misinformation that I have seen from my experience is 
through LINE’ 

• Yes, of course, social media could be blamed. Absolutely. 
But not part of it, but social media could be one major 
factor because of the nature of the social media itself. 
Because it is multiplying easily, and it goes viral easily 
and everyone can generate content. So, it's very difficult 
to control anything.

• ‘I think the culture plays an important role to make 
people accept or at least not to say that this is wrong. … I 
think its mindset and belief… like if I hate you because 
you are in another group of perceived opposed group,… 
anything you say, I will say no…So, it's culture and 
believing and …politics and religion’.

• ‘Thai government used … the traditional media like 
televisions more than social media. And it is like one-way 
communication. For example, if there is anything, they 
have a press conference or daily conference and then 
they post that information through social media. But 
there is no interaction’. 



Users Hashtags VS Influencers 

• Influencers tend to use hashtags that 
can be recognized across different 
cultures and contexts – Transnational 
communication and global 
communities/ Audiences on Twitter 

• Common Users communicate focusing 
more on the local context / how 
political/cultural debates in local 
context can be reflected in the global? 

#coronaJihadi

#CrushTablighiSpitters

#BioJihad

#KitaJagakita

#KitaTeguhKitaMenang

#FakeNews

#WeHealAsOne

#LagingHandaPH

#WorkingPCOO

#IndiaFightCorona

#Covid19

#Atmanirbharbharat

#Covid19Malaysia

#Covid19

#StayAtHome

#Covid19ph

#BeatCovid19

#Covid19

#Covid19

#Covid19Thailand

#Covid_19



Key themes

• The political regime and political culture, trust in government problematic: would the comparison of similarities 
between India/Philippines as far right populist central leadership propagating disinfo from the state itself stand, 
and how it compares to Thailand/Malaysia with successive more volatile unstable politics with more diverse 
polarisations

• The digital environment problematic: what are the differences and similarities in digital affordances and what kind 
of audiences and networks dominate in each country? For example, the influencers or certain age groups 
dominating and some platforms unique to country such as LINE in Thailand etc; the question of trusting the media 
at large how do they play out because distrust in the media is evident across countries and central part of the 
disinfo problem.

• Patterns of framing of dis- and mis-information at a. actor/network who is framing as in dominant actors and 
networks through pulsar data and SNA ; b. framing in terms of discourses and semantic analysis; c. how research 
participants are perceiving that framing in political, religious, cultural terms

• Plus the cultural problematic: how does the national culture, religion, language play out, because we see from the 
data everywhere there is targeting of groups and hate speech (India’s coronajihad prime example)
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