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Reaching the audience is one of the main
challenges fact-checking organizations all around
the world face. However, many of them have come
up with innovative solutions to overcome this
problem. This article introduces four groups that
successfully implemented unique methods and
tools to better engage their audiences.
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Fact-checking organizations face various challenges, but reaching the audience is
one of their key impact-related challenges, according to a recent survey that
canvassed 30 fact-checking organizations all over the world.
That is not surprising at all: effectively engaging with audiences is vital for the
credibility, outreach and impact of these organizations. Nevertheless, as audiences
are inundated with information from an ever growing number of platforms, it is
more and more difficult for fact-checking groups to grab the public’s attention; and
get them to spot disinformation.
At the same time, the number of fact-checking organizations has also been growing
rapidly all over the world, all of them competing for attention, a battle that news
organizations are also involved in.
To be able to keep up with these trends, most fact-checking organizations find it
very important to improve their skills and capacity to reach out to specific
audiences. Some of them have been experimenting with less conventional methods
to reach certain groups of followers. In this article we are going to introduce four of
these groups: Gisa Group, focusing on Sudan; DebunkEU.org, based in Lithuania
and focusing mostly on the Baltic region; Panos Institute Southern Africa and
Bloggers of Zambia, both based in Zambia.

Collective lie-chasing
GISA Group is a Sudanese media development and research nonprofit registered in
the US whose main aim is to empower civil society to hold the powerful
accountable.
GISA’s fact-checking project is relatively new, still in the initial phase of focus group
discussions with experts and “people working in the field,” as Kiran Bhatia, the
group’s senior advisor puts it. At this stage, their main goals are a) to examine the
phenomenon of disinformation in Sudan by identifying the actors creating and
circulating disinformation, and the strategies and channels of communication they
use and b) to create a space for collective deliberation and networking through
workshops where people working in the field can come together and identify
methods they can use to counter disinformation in their own environment. The aim
of this project is to support and document indigenous knowledge organizations and
context-specific methods of countering disinformation.
“The project aims to encourage opinion leaders such as journalists, social workers,
activists, and others to use their experiences of networking and deliberating in
workshops to create awareness among people through their work, research,
activism, and/or advocacy,” says Bhatia.
GISA Group plans to document the counter strategies emerging from within the
indigenous knowledge structures that people rely on to challenge disinformation in
their communities. Indigenous knowledge structures include the local, highlycontextual, and situation-specific responses to disinformation designed by local
community workers based on their understanding of and immersion in the
communities they work with. This also highlights GISA’s aim to de-colonize
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technological interventions compelled onto countries in the Global South and to
generate grounds-up and meaningful discussions on the importance of designing
context-sensitive ideas and projects.
Another important goal of the group is to create a sustainable solution for
identifying disinformation, one that “local community workers would be motivated
to use in their work of research, creating awareness, or for activism and/or
advocacy,” Bhatia says.
At the end of the day, the group tries to create a community-centered repository of
educational content that can be accessed by anyone interested in learning about
disinformation techniques and getting advice on how to handle lies, disguised, more
or less, as news.

The good story of the BadNews Game
DebunkEU.org is an independent technology center and think-tank that researches
disinformation in the public space and executes media literacy campaigns aimed at
combating the phenomenon. It has thus far expanded to six countries.
The organization is keen on using innovative approaches not only in its research (it
bases its disinformation analysis work on artificial intelligence), but also in its
outreach efforts. “As the ultimate goal of malicious actors spreading disinformation
is to manipulate public opinion through false and misleading content, it is
important to communicate with audiences which are the most exposed to it,”
Viktoras Daukšas, the head of the organization, says.
For that reason, last year, the BadNews Game was adapted for Lithuanian, Latvian,
and Estonian audiences by DebunkEU.org in partnership with DROG and
Cambridge University as part of a “gamified” media literacy project rolled out in the
three Baltic countries to increase resilience against disinformation coming from
various hostile sources, mostly Russia-supported ones. The game was first adapted
to Lithuanian language, then presented in Latvia and Estonia. It is also available in
Russian.
The premise of the game is quite straightforward – players are put into the shoes of
an online troll and are encouraged to spread false and misleading content through
tweets, fabricated news portals, memes, etc. Through the course of the game players
have to collect six badges for successfully implementing disinformation techniques,
such as impersonation or spreading conspiracies. To make the game more relatable,
various disinformation cases and personalities which are known in the Baltics were
used, to showcase that the players themselves might have seen a piece of fabricated
content before, just did not notice it.
The game proved to be very successful: it was played by over 118,600 citizens more
than 163,000 times. Almost one in every four players indicated that, after playing
the game, they started to evaluate online content more critically. The success of the
game can be also attributed to the promotion strategy. The game was advertised
through banners on popular news websites in the three countries (to reach
grownups), but also on national e-gradebook platforms (to reach younger citizens).
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“Looking at the reach we were able to create, we can confidently say it was one of
the biggest media literacy campaigns carried out in the Baltic countries,” Daukšas
says.
Another way for DebunkEU.org to share their knowledge and explain the dangers of
disinformation is through wide outreach via media outlets in the Baltics and
beyond. “Visual content is proven to be one of the most effective and engaging ways
of communication; moreover, we try to communicate through various channels and
cover an as diverse audience as possible,” Daukšas says, adding that reaching the
general public, from the youngest to the oldest, is important because everyone is
vulnerable against disinformation.
To achieve such ambitious goals, DebunkEU.org has actively engaged with
mainstream media in recent years. It now cooperates with Laisvės TV, a Lithuanian
channel broadcasting on YouTube. The station’s business model is based on
crowdfunding. Within just five months of launch in 2016, Laisvės TV became the
most subscribed Lithuanian media channel on YouTube, with over 116,000
subscribers.
DebunkEU.org partnered with Laisvės TV as part of the station’s project ‘Humor
against Covid-19’. The station created a weekly show, titled ‘That’s News: Expert
Speaking’, which was dedicated to debunking various cases of misinformation about
the pandemic. In it, experts from DebunkEU.org talked about specific
disinformation cases, explaining why certain information is false, but also
describing techniques to debunk it.
Articles about DebunkEU.org research are also being shared by the largest national
news outlets in Lithuania, and the organization is quickly becoming a go-to team of
experts when it comes to disinformation analysis. The number of the organization’s
mentions in the news media has also been growing significantly; from only 37
mentions in 2018, it skyrocketed to 118 in 2019 and to a whopping 228 in 2020.

A dramatic performance
Panos Institute Southern Africa (PSAf) is a regional non-profit, non-governmental
communication for development organization. Founded in 1996 as a branch of
Panos London, it became autonomous in 2005. Based in Zambia, the organization
works in 10 countries, currently implementing nine projects. PSAf focuses
particularly on amplifying the voices of marginalized communities, embedding
fact-checking in almost every media activity.
With their fact-checking and media literacy project, PSAf also tries to engage with
communities where internet access is problematic. To reach out to people in these
communities, the organization relies entirely on text messaging. Anyone can text
information to the organization free-of-charge from all networks within Zambia.
“We have an interface where, once messages are received, we verify if the issues
raised are authentic, and then channel the message to the relevant leaders or entities
for action,” says Vusumuzi Sifile, executive director of the organization. Once the
issues are raised, they also facilitate discussions about them in various radio
programs, Sifile says.
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The impact of this approach is yet to be seen. “We still need to do more in terms of
measurability. This is an aspect we are actually working on addressing as we develop
a new platform monitoring the elections in Zambia,” Sifile says.
To engage with marginalized communities, PSAf also organizes drama
performances. “The drama simplifies the information into the local languages and
local context,” Sifile says. PSAf works with performance groups, helping them to
develop storyboards and scripts, and also assisting them in planning the
performances.
The plays are performed at various locations ranging from town markets to small
villages. At markets, there are often more than 500 viewers, but in rural areas the
numbers are smaller. According to Sifile, after the performances the team also
conducts a mini-survey in the audience to get feedback, and “people also ask
questions, which also helps determine the extent to which they have understood the
message.”
In some cases, the performances are also disseminated via radio. They are recorded
on location and broadcast later, but there are examples of live broadcast as well.
The radio component is especially important in the African context where radio is
still the most important source of information. “Radio reaches far more people than
any other media on the continent,” Franz Krüger, Director of the Wits Radio
Academy in South Africa, told Deutsche Welle. Radio broadcasts of these drama
performances can significantly amplify their potential audience.

No missed calls
Also based in Zambia, Bloggers of Zambia is an independent and non-profit
enterprise working in the fields of internet governance and digital rights, media
rights and freedoms, and online creative content management, with a special focus
on fact-checking and educating the audience about spotting and fighting
misinformation.
With what it considers a satisfactory social media outreach, Bloggers of Zambia
introduced a less conventional approach to reach out to specific audience segments:
calling them directly on the phone. With the phone calls, Bloggers of Zambia targets
the youth, women, journalists and other civil society organizations, says Richard
Mulonga, the organization’s founder and CEO, adding that they “look at the
urgency or the importance of a matter as a reason to make calls.” For example, they
call journalists directly when there is some information to clarify. Hence, calling
becomes a method to build an audience.
In general, staff members at Bloggers of Zambia make these calls, but they also use
students interning with the organization to do that. Before making a call, they are
given adequate training in organizational norms and behavior to ensure a
professional attitude, Mulonga says. After the calls, Bloggers of Zambia send
information and content such as videos, infographics, podcasts or animations to the
people they talked to.
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The organization uses social media analytics to measure impact and outreach as well
as feedback they receive on WhatsApp and via face-to-face interactions with their
public, Mulonga says.

Conclusion: what it takes to reach your
audience
Most fact-checking organizations seek to improve their skills and capacity to reach
out to specific audiences. The four examples analyzed in this paper prove that
innovative approaches, out-of-the box solutions along with proper audience
segmentation, including a clear definition of whom exactly they want to engage
with, lead to improved outreach.
At the same time, our research found, innovation doesn’t always mean inventing
brand new, never-before-used techniques; sometimes going back to old school,
offline tools such as calling people on the phone, this odd 20th century habit, can
also be very effective.
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