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Abstract. Disinformation has become a pressing concern for democratic 

societies and a central topic in journalism studies. While much research has 

focused on the spread of false information on social media by non-institutional 

actors, less attention has been paid to the deceptive practices of digital news 

media. This study addresses that gap by introducing the concept of blurred 

disinformation—a set of strategically ambiguous practices through which digital 

news media mislead audiences without resorting to explicit falsehoods. These 

practices often appear in headlines, images, or editorial framing and are 

particularly concerning due to their subtlety and persuasive power. Based on a 

semi-systematic literature review and exploratory non-participant observation of 

digital news content, this study proposes a typology of six forms of media 

disinformation: fabricated content, implicit disinformation, information 

omission, contextual visual disinformation, misleading framing, and systematic 

ideological manipulation. The study suggests that the responsibility for 

disinformation must also be examined from within the media system itself, in a 

context where weakened platform oversight has increased public vulnerability to 

deceptive content. 

Keywords: Disinformation, Misinformation, Journalism, Digital News Media, 

Social Media, Typology, Editorial Ethics. 

1 Introduction 

Disinformation has become one of the most widely researched topics in the field of 

journalism [1–3], as it presents a significant challenge to democracies as well as public 

health, scientific literacy, and social cohesion [4–8]. Numerous studies explore disin-

formation within the digital ecosystem, particularly on social media, where various ac-

tors—including digital news media—disseminate misleading content [3, 9–15]. 

While news media are ideally positioned to act as gatekeepers against disinfor-

mation, they are not immune to spreading it. Journalistic mistakes are inevitable and 

can lead to the unintentional dissemination of inaccuracies or misinformation—even in 

well-meaning content such as popular science or historical reporting, where the inten-

tion is to inform rather than deceive [16, 17]. More concerning, however, are the inten-

tional and often subtle strategies employed to mislead audiences—strategies that blur 
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the line between truth and falsehood [18]. Though such practices have existed in tradi-

tional media, they have evolved under the pressures of today’s social media-driven en-

vironment, reshaping both the form and function of disinformation. 

Detecting misleading content within journalism is particularly complex in light of a 

persistent crisis of trust in the media. This crisis is fueled by political polarization, eco-

nomic pressures, editorial partisanship, and past failures in accountability, leading seg-

ments of the public to perceive media institutions as biased or unreliable [14, 19–22] . 

Despite this, the media remain foundational to democratic life due to their capacity to 

shape public opinion and influence policy agendas [24–27]. As central institutions in 

the information ecosystem, news outlets are expected to uphold standards comparable 

to those of other formal institutions, such as government bodies or scientific organiza-

tions [28]. 

In this context, constructing a typology of disinformation as it appears in digital jour-

nalism—especially on social media—can clarify the mechanisms through which audi-

ences are misled. These practices tend to cluster around highly polarized and politicized 

issues, such as climate change, where the stakes for public understanding are particu-

larly high. 

This study aims to address a theoretical and empirical gap by introducing the concept 

of "blurred disinformation", defined as a set of subtle journalistic strategies designed to 

deceive without resorting to explicit falsehoods. Through a systematic review and con-

tent analysis of social media posts by digital news outlets, the research develops a six-

part typology to illustrate how disinformation manifests in contemporary journalistic 

practices [3, 29, 30]. 

2 Methodology 

This study combined a semi-systematic literature review with exploratory non-partici-

pant observation of digital news content. Its primary objective was to develop a typol-

ogy of media disinformation strategies and to establish a conceptual distinction between 

disinformation and misinformation in journalism, with particular attention to implicit, 

contextual, and ambiguous forms. According to Snyder [31], semi-systematic reviews 

are well suited to research areas that are fragmented or interdisciplinary, as is the case 

with the study of disinformation in digital media. The methodology followed four 

stages: 

• Thematic structuring: The literature review was organized around three the-

matic lines: (1) conceptual definitions and distinctions between misinfor-

mation and disinformation in journalistic contexts; (2) empirical studies on the

role of digital media in the dissemination of misleading content; and (3) re-

search on linguistic and visual strategies such as framing, ambiguity, implica-

ture, and decontextualization. Studies focusing exclusively on users, bots, or

platforms without a direct connection to news media were excluded.

• Corpus selection: From April to September 2024, a systematic search was

conducted in English and Spanish across academic databases including Web
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of Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, and Dialnet. Keywords included “misin-

formation + journalism,” “disinformation + digital media,” “disinformation + 

social media,” “clickbait + news,” and “visual disinformation.” Documents 

were included if they offered theoretical definitions, empirical analyses of me-

dia disinformation, or studies on ambiguous messaging in journalistic content. 

The final corpus consisted of 56 sources published between 2010 and 2024, 

selected through a multi-stage review process that involved screening titles, 

abstracts, and full texts where necessary. 

• Empirical illustrations: In addition to academic sources, the study incorpo-

rated illustrative examples gathered through exploratory non-participant ob-

servation of digital news outlets. These examples served to contrast theoretical 

insights with real-world media practices and to reinforce the empirical foun-

dation of the proposed typology. 

• Typology construction: A thematic analysis identified recurring disinfor-

mation strategies. Based on this analysis, the study proposed a six-category 

typology that provides a comprehensive analytical framework for assessing 

disinformation in digital journalism. 

3 Theoretical Framework 

3.1 What are Misinformation and Disinformation? 

A substantial theoretical gap persists regarding the role of digital news media in dis-

seminating disinformation through social media. This gap may stem from the lack of a 

clear distinction between the terms misinformation and disinformation within the spe-

cific context of journalism. This ambiguity complicates efforts to classify and scrutinize 

journalistic content that may be misleading, especially by fact-checking organizations 

[32, 33]. 

Before delving into the concepts of misinformation and disinformation in the context 

of digital news media, it is crucial to distinguish between them: while both involve 

inaccurate information, they differ in their intent and dissemination. Fallis [34] identi-

fies three core features of disinformation: first, it includes representational content that 

can be either true or false; second, it is misleading—“information that is likely to lead 

to false beliefs” (p. 406), making it inherently dangerous; and third, it is created with 

the deliberate intention to deceive, not by accident. Thus, disinformation refers to false 

or misleading information that is intentionally created and disseminated to distort the 

truth, deceive audiences, and influence public opinion. 

In contrast, misinformation is produced or shared without the intent to mislead. The 

key to differentiating between misinformation and disinformation lies in the motivation 

behind its creation or spread [35]. Kim and Gil de Zúñiga [28] categorize both misin-

formation and disinformation as forms of pseudoinformation, noting that both “identify 

information that causes harmful consequences or social externalities for recipients” (p. 

168). In other words, both involve some degree of inaccuracy, but their primary dis-

tinction lies in intent: disinformation is intentionally false and deliberately disseminated 



482 K. Pinto-Garzón and C. Meini

to deceive, whereas misinformation may result from errors in creation or dissemination, 

or from a lack of verification and accuracy. 

This distinction is fundamental within journalism and media studies, as identifying 

the sources and understanding the intentions behind inaccurate information are critical 

steps toward mitigating its impact [28, 34–36]. For example, when misinformation 

spreads due to unintentional mistakes—as often happens in media—timely corrective 

measures can help prevent future inaccuracies. In contrast, when disinformation is de-

liberately spread via social media by news outlets or other actors, expert analysis and 

fact-checking interventions are necessary to mitigate its effects—an effort that should 

be prioritized in digital environments to combat fake news. 

3.2 Misinformation and Disinformation in Digital News Media 

Two seemingly obvious but essential points should be considered regarding journalistic 

disinformation. First, the mere act of emphasizing certain facts or perspectives in jour-

nalistic coverage does not inherently constitute disinformation—unless there is a delib-

erate intention to mislead or distort public understanding. The fact that news media 

construct content from their editorial perspectives does not necessarily mean they are 

creating disinformation—this is a long-standing practice in journalism, as suggested by 

agenda-setting theory [37]. Journalists not only choose which facts or data to report but 

also interpret them [38]. Second, disinformation can be misleading even when it pre-

sents factually accurate content—the deception lies not in the content itself, but in the 

context in which it is presented [34]. 

A striking example of context-based disinformation in journalism is the use of mis-

leading headlines on social media. This strategy warrants special attention, given that 

such platforms are increasingly used to disseminate news and rally support for various 

causes, while simultaneously enabling the rapid spread of disinformation [39]. Moreo-

ver, they are among the most common sources of news consumption, especially among 

younger audiences [40–43]. 

Consider the headline from the Chicago Tribune cited by van der Linden [32, p. 461] 

and Allen et al. [32]: “Healthy doctor dies two weeks after getting COVID vaccine; 

CDC investigating why”—viewed by over 50 million people. Though factually accu-

rate and not flagged as disinformation, it subtly implies causality between the vaccine 

and death. 

This exemplifies implicit disinformation, using implicatures and presuppositions 

[44, 45]. As Lanius and Jaster [46] note, literal truths can imply falsehoods. Sbisà [47] 

reminds us that using such tactics does not absolve authors of ethical responsibility, as 

implicatures still mislead and prompt reader inference 

Although the article states there’s no confirmed link between the vaccine and the 

doctor’s death, the headline—especially when shared out of context—may still mislead. 

This effect is stronger when readers only see the headline or when the article barely 

contradicts it. Driven by clickbait or confusion, such headlines can have real conse-

quences by shaping memory, reasoning, and behavior [18]. 

Another example of disinformative clickbait is provided by García-Serrano and 

Romero-Rodríguez [47, p. 6]: “Madrid hospital opens its doors to children’s dogs.” 
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While technically accurate, the headline omits key details—that visits are limited to one 

hour per week “under strict and safety conditions”. Lacking this context, readers may 

wrongly assume dogs are freely allowed, potentially leading to confusion or reputa-

tional harm. 

It is important to clarify that while many clickbait headlines may be misleading or 

imprecise, not all constitute disinformation. Biyani et al. [49] identify eight types of 

clickbait: omissive, exaggerated, surreal, ambiguous, vulgar, erroneous, chain bait, 

and misformatted. For example, headlines like “Can Messi play the piano?” are omis-

sive but not disinformative. In contrast, “Lady Gaga retires from music” or the mislead-

ing Madrid hospital headline (erroneous) do qualify as disinformation due to their fac-

tual distortion [47, p. 6]. 

3.3 Visual Disinformation Through Decontextualization 

Visual disinformation is a powerful form of implicit deception on social media due to 

the perceived authenticity of images, which makes them harder to challenge [14, 50]. 

According to Weikmann and Lecheler [14], this disinformation ranges from low-so-

phistication tactics—like cropping or pairing real images with misleading headlines 

(i.e., “cheap fakes”)—to high-sophistication manipulations such as deepfakes or altered 

graphics using AI. 

While low-sophistication visuals are more frequent and easier to produce, they re-

ceive limited empirical attention despite their widespread use. In the media context, 

disinformation often relies on subtle decontextualization, where technically accurate 

headlines and images create a misleading narrative when presented without context. 

A clear example can be found in La Razón [51], which published a photo falsely 

portraying a Colombian fan wielding a knife after the July 11, 2024, football match. 

The image had been digitally manipulated; the original photograph contained no 

weapon, as shown in Verdezoto’s report [52]. This illustrates a deliberate act of visual 

fabrication. 

Subsequent paragraphs, however, are indented. After the match, real clashes oc-

curred between Uruguayan players and Colombian fans, prompting disinformation on 

social media. The claim that fans carried knives was false. Even if the headline were 

accurate, pairing it with a doctored photo would still make the story disinformative. 

Any falsified element—text or image—signals disinformation. 

While La Razón’s story is clearly false [51], intent remains uncertain; it may have 

been reposted from another source. This case illustrates how digital outlets can spread 

falsehoods and highlights the distinction between explicit and more subtle forms of 

journalistic disinformation.  

A common tactic involves using out-of-context images that don't match the headline 

and lack proper explanation. A particularly illustrative example is an Instagram post by 

El Economista [53], a reputable national newspaper in Spain, dated November 9, 2023. 

The headline reads: “PSOE and Junts reach an agreement on amnesty and unlock 

Sánchez's investiture”. This case is especially relevant because the topic of the amnesty 

agreement between PSOE and Junts has sparked intense political debate and polariza-

tion in Spain.  
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The photo shows the current President of the Spanish Government, Pedro Sánchez, 

alongside Carles Puigdemont, leader of Junts per Catalunya (JUNTS), a Catalan pro-

independence party [53]. At the time of publication, no in-person meeting between the 

two had been reported. Nonetheless, the image caused confusion, prompting one user 

to comment that the image had been generated by AI and that the outlet should have 

disclosed this information: “It’s an AI-generated image, so why don’t you say that and 

inform the reader? Thanks” [53]. In a reply, the outlet clarified that the image was not 

AI-generated but was, in fact, a real photograph taken on March 15, 2016. However, 

this information was not mentioned in the post or in the full article, which also did not 

include the photo in question [54]. 

Presented without context, the image may mislead readers by suggesting a recent 

and cordial meeting between Sánchez and Puigdemont, though it actually depicts an 

unrelated event from 2016 [17, 50]. Such decontextualization creates false associations, 

particularly for users unfamiliar with the timeline. 

Using archival images is common journalistic practice, and image selection often 

reflects editorial stance. However, when key contextual details—like dates—are omit-

ted, this can cross into visual disinformation. Even minimal editing, such as cropping, 

is acceptable only if it does not distort meaning or mislead the audience. 

In the case of El Economista [53], despite the image being authentic and unedited, it 

becomes misleading due to the omission of key contextual information—specifically, 

the date it was taken. This absence fosters visual deception by association. Had the date 

been clearly indicated, the misleading interpretation would likely have been avoided. 

In such cases, ethical journalism requires heightened contextual sensitivity, especially 

when reporting on complex sociopolitical issues [29, 30, 50, 55]. 

4 Results 

4.1 Dissemination of Misleading Messages on Social Media 

Digital news media can engage in disinformation through the dissemination of mislead-

ing messages on social media, such as headlines or photographs presented entirely out 

of context. These misleading messages typically exhibit two key characteristics: first, 

they appear outside their original virtual setting (i.e., the news outlet’s website), and 

second, they lack sufficient supplementary information to provide proper context. A 

significant problem with this form of disinformation is that, due to the overwhelming 

volume of content on social networks, users often rely solely on headlines to form their 

understanding [33]. This reliance, combined with a perceived sense of information 

overload, discourages them from seeking further details [56]. Consequently, even if a 

news article explicitly contradicts its misleading headline, many users may never en-

gage with the full content, which would be the first necessary step to counteract the 

disinformation they have been exposed to. 

Although users are aware of the widespread disinformation present on social media, 

they tend to trust the news sources they follow on these platforms and have developed 
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various strategies to verify and cross-check information [42]. Despite the complexity 

of the digital ecosystem, which encourages users to develop tools for navigating and 

detecting false content, the responsibility for identifying disinformation should not fall 

solely on the audience—particularly when the source is a media outlet [2]. 

Diffuse forms of media disinformation—spread through implicitly misleading mes-

sages on social media—shift the burden of detecting “deception” onto the reader. Alt-

hough articles with misleading headlines may include incidental or implicit corrections, 

effectively addressing disinformation during reading or memory recall first requires 

that the reader recognize the need for correction. In other words, implementing correc-

tive strategies assumes a level of awareness that users often lack [18]. Furthermore, 

according to Ecker et al. [18], even reading the full article does not guarantee that users 

will correct the misleading message to which they were exposed. As the authors state, 

“reading a news article that contradicts an initial misconception is not sufficient to rem-

edy the impact of a misleading headline” (p. 332). Headlines and images are often the 

first elements to capture users’ attention—and frequently the only two they rely on to 

quickly inform themselves across platforms. Moreover, reading additional news articles 

that refute the initial disinformation does not necessarily lead audiences to revise al-

ready-formed false beliefs [6] 

4.2 Disinformation Through Misleading Contextualization 

We now turn to another method by which digital media outlets may mislead audiences. 

In the previous examples, we discussed disinformation involving decontextualized con-

tent on social media, in which the full article might, in some cases, explicitly contradict 

the initial misleading message. However, disinformation can also arise from the mali-

cious contextualization of truthful content that does not accurately represent the central 

subject of the article [18, 34, 50]. As Ecker et al. [18] observe, entire journalistic texts 

may contain forms of disinformation not necessarily through explicit falsehoods, but 

through “misleading effects resulting solely from insinuations, framings, word choices, 

or the placement and relative order of different pieces of information” (p. 324). 

In this regard, disinformation may occur through the framing of certain information 

using data, graphics, or photographs [23, 34, 50]. For instance, “a statistical graph may 

be paired with an unrelated argument in a way that misleads readers into assuming that 

the graph supports the argument” [18 p. 324]. This represents another form of disinfor-

mation where the intent is to deceive by presenting truthful elements within a mislead-

ing context, prompting readers to draw erroneous conclusions about the topic or indi-

viduals discussed. These strategies are particularly concerning in journalistic contexts, 

where there should be a commitment to factual and accurate information [50]. 

4.3 Definitions and Typologies Within Journalism 

To define disinformation in digital news media, we introduce the variable journalistic 

rigor, which refers to the consistent application of a verification process. Both misin-

formation and disinformation in the media result from a lack of journalistic rigor. The 
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key difference lies in whether that lack of rigor led to an unintentional error in the ver-

ification process (misinformation), or whether the intention to mislead involved a de-

liberate omission of journalistic rigor (disinformation). 

Misinformation in digital news media thus refers to the creation or dissemination of 

false or inaccurate content due to insufficient journalistic rigor. This may occur, for 

example, when a report is false because its main source fabricated the information, or 

when a journalist uses incorrect data in their reporting. In such cases, the issue arises 

from the journalist’s failure to properly verify the information. In contrast, disinfor-

mation is characterized by a deliberate intent to mislead the audience and, therefore, 

involves a conscious dismissal of journalistic rigor.  

   This conceptual distinction underpins a typology of six media disinformation 

forms (Table 1): (1) content fabrication, or wholly false stories or images; (2) implicit 

disinformation, which misleads through ambiguity or implicatures; (3) information 

omission, where key contextual data is excluded, often via clickbait; (4) contextual vis-

ual disinformation, using real images out of context or with misleading text; (5) decep-

tive framing, embedding facts within biased narratives to distort interpretation; and (6) 

systematic ideological manipulation, a sustained editorial bias promoting misleading 

representations aligned with specific agendas. 

Table 1. Typology of Disinformation in Digital News Media 

Type Definition Example 

1 Fabrication of Content Deliberate creation of 

false information —such 

as events, testimonies, 

data, or images—pre-

sented as if they were true. 

A news report 

attributing fabricated 

statements to a public 

figure in order to dis-

credit them. 

2 Implicit Disinformation Use of implicatures, ambi-

guities, or presuppositions 

that lead readers toward 

false interpretations,  

without the need for     

explicitly false statements. 

“Doctor dies after re-

ceiving vaccine”—

suggesting causality 

without explicitly 

stating it [32, p.1]. 

3 Disinformation by 

Omission of Infor-

mation 

Exclusion of essential 

contextual information, 

particularly in clickable 

headlines, which leads 

readers to misinterpret the 

facts. 

“Madrid hospital     

allows dogs inside,” 

without clarifying that 

this is permitted only 

for one hour per week 

under strict hygiene 

conditions [48, p.6]. 

4 Contextual Visual Dis-

information 

Use of real images or   

videos outside their origi-

nal context to create de-

ceptive associations, with-

out  disclosing key details 

Publishing an old 

photograph of two 

politicians as if it   

depicted a recent 

meeting, without    
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such as date, location, or 

origin. 

indicating the time or 

context. 

5 Disinformation through 

Misleading Framing 

Insertion of factual ele-

ments into distorted narra-

tive frames that lead read-

ers to erroneous conclu-

sions. 

Using real migration 

statistics in an article 

that falsely suggests 

causality with rising 

crime rates, without 

supporting evidence. 

6 Systematic Ideological 

Manipulation 

Repetition and curated 

dissemination of mislead-

ing content about a topic, 

preoccupation that risks 

altering social perceptions 

and reinforcing a mislead-

ing narrative, which 

matches outlet’s ideologi-

cal position. 

Continuous coverage 

that persistently em-

ploys forms of blurred

disinformation to dis-

credit, for example, a 

political leader or 

movement. 

These disinformation types often overlap—a single news piece can combine omission, 

decontextualized visuals, and implicit cues. Textual strategies like misleading framing 

may be reinforced by ambiguous or altered images, amplifying persuasion and compli-

cating detection. 

Five of the six forms—excluding content fabrication—are empirically testable via 

content analysis. Fabrication is harder to trace in published outputs, while ideological 

manipulation demands broader, contextual and longitudinal analysis. 

Together, these forms constitute what this study defines as blurred disinformation: 

subtle, often legally defensible strategies that nonetheless distort public understanding. 

The typology offers both a conceptual and methodological framework to identify them 

in digital journalism.  

5 Conclusions 

The proliferation of disinformation in the digital environment has given rise to a sub-

stantial body of literature focused on its circulation through social media and the in-

volvement of non-institutional actors. However, as this study has attempted to demon-

strate, the scientific literature has insufficiently addressed the role played by digital 

news media in the generation and dissemination of misleading information on social 

platforms—particularly when such information takes implicit, contextual, or otherwise 

ambiguous forms that do not fit neatly into traditional criteria of objective falsehood. 

Notably, the competition among digital news outlets to capture attention on social me-

dia has fostered practices that prioritize virality over veracity, such as the use of click-

bait. Moreover, these platforms not only facilitate the rapid spread of disinformation 
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but also enable multiple forms of informational deception, including subtle and diffi-

cult-to-detect practices, which this study conceptualizes as blurred disinformation. 

By focusing on the editorial responsibility of media outlets and their potential to 

subtly disseminate disinformation, this research aligns with the arguments of scholars 

such as Ecker et al. [18], Fallis [33], Hameleers et al. [50] and Weikmann and Lecheler 

[14], who warn that deception is not always constructed through explicit falsehoods but 

may also operate through insinuation, framing, or the selective presentation of truthful 

data in distorted contexts. In this regard, the concept of blurred disinformation proposed 

in this study allows for the examination of a broader semantic spectrum of disinforma-

tive practices, both on the websites of digital news outlets and in their social media 

posts, where the disinformative impact cannot always be measured by literal falsehoods 

but must be assessed in terms of cognitive and social effects. 

Equally important is the introduction of the variable journalistic rigor as a distin-

guishing criterion between misinformation and disinformation. This conceptual contri-

bution complements works such as those by Kim and Gil de Zúñiga [28], by incorpo-

rating a professional and ethical dimension that enables the evaluation of media ac-

countability, particularly when verification, context, or communicative clarity is delib-

erately omitted. From an epistemological perspective, the typology developed in this 

study also responds to the need to categorize emerging forms of disinformation in an 

increasingly fragmented and competitive media ecosystem, where clickbait, ideological 

polarization, and the attention economy create incentives for manipulative practices. 

This study underscores the need to address disinformation from within the media 

system itself. It proposes a typology of five forms of journalistic disinformation—four 

of which are empirically observable—and introduces the concept of blurred disinfor-

mation to analyze ambiguous or misleading content that goes beyond explicit false-

hoods. By incorporating journalistic rigor as a criterion, the study provides a conceptual 

basis for distinguishing disinformation from unintentional misinformation in media 

contexts. 

Recent changes in platform governance—such as the reduction of automated fact-

checking systems on major social media platforms during 2024—have further weak-

ened institutional responses to disinformation, increasing public vulnerability to decep-

tive content. 

In a context of growing distrust toward media institutions, such tools will be essential 

for reinforcing transparency and accountability in the digital information ecosystem. 

Nevertheless, this study has certain limitations. Although it attempts to encompass 

and understand many of the ways in which misleading messages are created and dis-

seminated, there may be additional strategies that have not yet been systematized. 

Therefore, future research is encouraged to explore, in greater depth, the various dis-

cursive strategies employed by digital news outlets to mislead through implicit mean-

ings embedded in their content. 
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