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Abstract. In a global context of narrative warfare, which seeks to influence 

public belief and manipulate opinions, false and misleading narratives promoting 

Kremlin interests reached Ecuador in 2019, 2022, and 2023. During these periods 

of sociopolitical crisis, two Russian media outlets, Russia Today (RT) and 

Sputnik, freely distributed content online that exacerbated citizen sentiment about 

the political and economic decisions of the current governments. This 

investigation analyzed the characteristics of 1,256 pieces of digital content from 

both Russian media outlets, obtained through strategic monitoring of deception 

actions. Two journalistic reports from national media outlets were added based 

on clues to disinformation narratives during the political and social crisis of the 

three years. Using an integrationist paradigm, a mixed approach, a descriptive 

scope, and a longitudinal design, the Russian publications were studied 

quantitatively, following categories specific to the analysis of threats of 

manipulation and interference of foreign information. Discourse analysis was 

applied to the two journalistic pieces to find beliefs. It was found that the structure 

of Russian disinformation narratives showed increasing sophistication between 

2019 and 2023, shifting from polarizing discourse to more elaborate techniques. 

Both RT and Sputnik worked simultaneously and amplified the voices that 

worsened institutional fragmentation. In conclusion, Ecuador was identified as 

one of the target countries in Latin America for the Kremlin, which, through its 

official media, is present in the disinformation and propaganda ecosystem. 
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1 Introduction 

In October 2019 and June 2022, Ecuador experienced two political and social crisis 

characterized mainly by violent street protests, with a total of 20 deaths and hundreds 

of people injured and detained [1] [2], and the dissemination of content produced by 

foreign actors outside of South America. A total of 858 publications on social media 

and websites were aimed at intensifying citizen unrest; in August and September 2023, 

another 398 publications by the same foreign actors repeated this pattern of behavior in 

a new crisis, due to the early presidential elections. This study analyzes the 

characteristics of the disinformation content of two Russian media outlets  about 
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Ecuador, Russia Today (RT) and Sputnik, under the categories of narrative warfare, and 

interprets data on their digital dissemination over the periods of those three years, as 

well as the initial perceptions of this phenomenon reported within the framework of a 

project in which two Ecuadorian investigative journalism outlets and a civil society 

organization joined forces. 

1.1 From conflict narratives to narrative warfare 

Initially, conflict narratives focused on the representation of armed conflicts and 

political tensions, highlighting the events and actors involved. However, with the 

advancement of technology and globalization, these narratives have given way to what 

is known as narrative warfare, in which false and misleading content plays a crucial 

role. This type of warfare refers to the manipulation of information to influence public 

belief and shape political opinion [3]. This phenomenon has been widely studied in 

academic literature, with research highlighting how media outlets and digital platforms 

are used to spread disinformation and propaganda [4]. Currently, narrative warfare 

refers to the deliberate strategy of creating and sending false or distorted stories, 

influencing public belief and manipulating opinions. This phenomenon has been 

particularly notable in recent conflicts, where information is used as a weapon to 

destabilize societies and governments. 

In the Russian context, narrative wars have been prominent. Recent studies have 

documented how Russian media outlets, such as RT and Sputnik, have used misleading 

narratives to promote the Kremlin's interests in Latin America, including Ecuador [5]. 

This content not only seeks to misinform, but also to create divisions and destabilize 

democracies. In the last quarter of 2022, for example, 100 incidents of threats of foreign 

information manipulation and interference were detected and analyzed by the European 

Union. Both Russian media outlets freely distribute their content online and are part of 

Russia's disinformation and propaganda ecosystem [6]. 

In recent years, studies have documented the growing sophistication of 

disinformation operations driven by state actors such as Russia in Latin America. The 

Digital Forensic Research Lab (DFRLab), an arm of the Atlantic Council, has 

announced that RT and Sputnik have intensified their coverage in the context of 

regional crisis, amplifying polarizing discourses and generating distrust of democratic 

institutions through narratives carefully constructed to resonate with local audiences 

[7]. This type of intervention is part of a global strategy of information manipulation 

that combines emotional legitimization tactics, exploitation of internal conflicts, and 

intensive use of digital platforms. In the case of Ecuador, this trend is part of a broader 

pattern also identified in Venezuela, Argentina, and Bolivia, where narratives adapt to 

the domestic political climate to maximize their divisive effect. This panorama 

underscores the urgency of addressing disinformation from a comparative and regional 

perspective that allows us to measure its structural impact on Latin American 

democracies. 
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1.2 Truth, falsehood, and deception 

Those concepts are central concepts in the study of conflict narratives. Truth is 

understood as the accurate and verifiable representation of facts, while falsehood 

implies the distortion or fabrication of information. Deception, on the other hand, refers 

to the deliberate intent to mislead through the manipulation of information. In the 

context of conflict narratives, these concepts intertwine to create an environment of 

disinformation that can have serious consequences for society [8].  

The distinction between truth, falsehood, and deception is fundamental to 

understanding the impact of disinformation on society. Truth refers to objective and 

verifiable facts, while falsehood implies the absence of truthfulness in information. 

Deception, on the other hand, is the deliberate act of misleading someone by exploiting 

the dissemination of false or manipulated information [9]. Claire Wardle and Hossein 

Derakhshan, in their report for the Council of Europe, propose a classification of 

disinformation types, ranging from satire or parody to fabricated content, including 

false connection, misleading content, false context, imposter content, and manipulated 

content [10]. 

The European Union has developed theoretical frameworks to address information 

clutter, highlighting the importance of media literacy and information regulation to 

combat disinformation. Wardle and Derakhshan propose an interdisciplinary approach 

to understanding and mitigating the effects of disinformation, emphasizing the need for 

public policies that promote transparency and truthfulness in information [10]. 

Disinformation, understood as the intentional dissemination of false information to 

deceive, plays a central role in these narrative wars. According to the European Union, 

disinformation is verifiably false or misleading information that is created, presented, 

and disseminated for profit or to deliberately misleading the population, and that can 

cause public harm [11]. This practice not only distorts reality but also undermines trust 

in institutions and traditional media. 

In the Ecuadorian context, the influence of these narrative wars is evident. National 

media outlets such as Vistazo magazine and the investigative portal Código Vidrio have 

reported incidents in which disinformation has been used to manipulate public opinion 

and generate political instability regarding dollarization, elections, or the latest political 

and social crisis. In the case of Russian disinformation narratives related to Ecuador, 

both outlets published 38 investigative journalistic pieces between January 15 and 

August 21, 2024; with the support of the Observatorio Interuniversitario de Medios 

Ecuatorianos (OIME), the last two were about content from foreign actors regarding 

events in Ecuador in 2019, 2022, and 2023. The actors behind the false and misleading 

narratives, their online behavior, and the types of content they disseminated during 

these periods are characterized in this study through quantitative and qualitative 

evidence. False and misleading narratives have been developing over time and have 

spread to territories outside of Eurasia, affecting public perceptions and decision-

making in times of crisis. 
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2 Materials and Methods 

This study is assumed from the interactionist paradigm [12], which associates elements 

with non-evident, non-existent or unstudied connection, mainly, in the media-

audiences-technology relationship. The interactionism or associationism finds a 

correlation in the quantitative and qualitative approaches [13], which have 

complemented each other to achieve evidence of data related to numbers, words, 

images or constructions of meaning [14]. Its scope is descriptive with a longitudinal 

design because it seeks to specify the properties of the phenomenon studied and the 

exposition of trends in three periods, to achieve evolutionary conclusions.    

Following the proposal of the FIMI disinformation analysis or threats of 

manipulation and interference of foreign information [6], the 1256 publications 

monitored in 2019, 2022 and 2023 are the units of analysis to understand the 

development of a deception incident or action, that is, the publications of RT and 

Sputnik on their websites. These publications were accessed through a query on the 

Event Registry news intelligence platform, from the DFRLab, where strategic 

monitoring of deception actions is carried out. The DFRLab oversaw training the 

Ecuadorian media Vistazo and Código Vidrio, from where the study periods were 

defined, and the OIME, from where monitoring of the accounts of both Russian media 

on the social networks Facebook and X was completed.    

The main inclusion criterion for publications was prioritization of incidents on 

politically relevant issues, according to the FIMI analysis. For Ecuador, these were: 

protests the announcement of economic measures by the Lenín Moreno government 

(2019); calls for the resignation or early elections of the Guillermo Lasso government 

(2022); and the early electoral process (2023). Other criteria were relevance to the 

central theme, publication on Russian media websites and on their Facebook and X 

accounts, in Spanish. Publications without recognized authorship were excluded.    

For the study of initial perceptions, two investigative journalism reports from 

Vistazo and Código Vidrio were selected, with the support of OIME, which provide 

clues about the disinformation narratives in the political-social crisis of the three years 

mentioned. The first one, on the 2019 and 2022 protests, from Vistazo, had more than 

24 thousand views on the website, 19.8 views on the X microblogging site, and 2.8 

thousand views on Facebook. The second one, on the 2023 electoral process, from 

Código Vidrio, had 10 thousand visitors on its website and 29,100 views on X. In both 

journalistic pieces, the data collection strategy was non-participant observation, of an 

intensive type or individualized cases [15]. User interactions on socio-digital networks 

were observed.  

Using the mixed approach, quantitative data were processed using the content 

analysis technique, which allows for an objective, systematic, and quantitative 

description of the content that is manifest or situated in the plane of the visible and 

reproduced object [16]. From this technique, we moved on to discourse analysis as a 

qualitative strategy to situate the analysis of its practice in everyday action. Two 

instruments were used, combined with categories of narrative warfare, which can be 

quantified and qualified [16].  
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The first was based on the ABCDE methodology proposed by Pamment in 2020 [17] 

for the analysis of threats of manipulation and interference of foreign information, 

which was part of the report of the European External Action Service [6]. In a coding 

sheet, categories and subcategories related to: 1) actors that produce and disseminate 

disinformation, by (a) actors and sources (b) type of actors; 2) illegitimate, coordinated 

and intentional communication behavior or activities, according to (a) tactics (b) 

strategy; the false and misleading content or information, including synthetic 

(deepfakes) and different formats such as (a) photography (b) text (c) photography and 

text (d) video (d) video and text, and the general effects or assessments of the impacts 

or damages in terms of (a) responses (b) shares (c) reactions. Neither the degree or 

distribution of the content nor the audiences reached were considered. 

To comply with the integrationist paradigm and the mixed-approach design, the 

second instrument recorded user interactivity with the news articles, in views, shares 

and comments. In another coding sheet, three levels of discourse analysis were arranged 

based on some of the indicators proposed by Van Dijk and Rodrigo Mendizábal in 1999 

and various generic studies: 1) story level (a) enunciator (b) narrative structures (c) 

conceptual of the story for the action (d) style; 2) context level (a) context (b) approach, 

and 3) perception level (a) interactive operations (b) responses. Prior to this qualitative 

analysis, a series of columns of five indicators related to information data from the 

journalistic pieces of Código Vidrio and Vistazo were arranged: 1) title, 2) keywords, 

3) date, 4) social network account (a) Facebook (b) X, 5) link. 

After tabulation, the route proposed by Hernández Sampieri et al. [14] for the 

analysis of quantitative data was followed: 1) The selection and execution of a program 

for data analysis, 2) data exploration, 3) evaluation of the reliability and validity of the 

instruments, 4) execution of the descriptive statistical analysis, 5) the inferential 

statistical analysis of the hypotheses and 6) the preparation and presentation of the 

results. Due to the descriptive nature of the study, the hypothesis-related information 

was not included, while 102 publications that did not correspond to the analysis periods 

were withdrawn. For the analysis of qualitative data, Hernández Sampieri et al. was 

also followed: 1) The recording of initial reflections and impressions to find similarities 

and differences, 2) the elaboration of deeper reflections and impressions to find 

categories and patterns, and 3) the detailed analysis of the data to prepare graphs and 

diagrams. 

3 Discussion of Results  

The structure of disinformation narratives shows increasing sophistication between 

2019 and 2023, moving from polarizing discourse to more elaborate techniques, such 

as contextual manipulation and visual disinformation. The results of the quantitative 

analysis show that, of the total of 1256 publications analyzed, 48.17% (605) correspond 

to the 2019 protests, 20.14% (253) to the 2022 protests, and 31.69% (398) to the 2023 

early elections. This uneven distribution reflects the varying intensity of disinformation 

campaigns, depending on the political and social context. Figure 1 shows the absolute 

frequency of publications made by the two Russian media outlets in the three periods 
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studied, with RT being the one with the highest production (78%) and, therefore, with 

the greatest presence in the disinformation and propaganda ecosystem [6]. 

Fig. 1. Frequency of publications in the two Russian media outlets analyzed. Prepared by the 

authors. 

3.1 Predominant actors and strategies in Russian media narratives 

Predominant Actors. Across all war narratives, the main actors varied. Figure 2 shows 

the main actors for each event at absolute frequencies. In the 2019 protests, in relative 

values the regime was the main actor (46.28% of mentions). Social organizations 

followed, representing 31.07%, and the political opposition, with a limited presence 

(4.63%). During the 2022 protests, social organizations dominated the scene (56.52%), 

while the regime had a reduced participation compared to 2019 with 30.43%. That year, 

independent actors had a greater presence (3.56%). Finally, in the 2023 elections, 

electoral candidates were the main actors (32.41%). The regime and state institutions 

shared the spotlight (20.10% each), and the opposition significantly increased its 

visibility (9.55%). Similarities between the three periods include the consistent use of 

polarizing narratives and the criminalization of certain national and international actors. 

The latter included the International Monetary Fund and the US in 2019 and 2022, and 

neoliberalism in 2023, confirming the promotion of Kremlin interests in Latin America 

by the Russian media [5]. 

Discursive Strategies in Russian Coverage. A sustained pattern of intentional and 

strategic communication was identified. The predominant "tactic" for social actors was 

social mobilization, as a symbolic category, which legitimized social discontent in 2019 

and 2022, while in 2023 it focused on questioning the integrity of the elections in a 

context marked by violence and the profile of the candidates. The "strategy" 

meanwhile, revolves around questioning the regime's attempt to establish a neoliberal 

economic model and its repressive actions through law enforcement. These practices 

reveal a discursive strategy of institutional delegitimization in RT content, while the 

voices of experts, former authorities, or social leaders support this strategy on Sputnik. 

For example, 53.06% of publications in 2019 and 47.43% in 2022 used this 

combination of tactics and strategy, indicating a recurrence in the way social conflict is 



146 P. J. Cruz Páez et al.

presented. This behavior was prevalent in both the 2019 and 2022 protests, while during 

the early elections, tactics alone prevailed. 

Fig. 2. Main actors by event. Number of mentions of the main actors by event in the media 

publications analyzed. Prepared by the authors. 

3.2 Behaviors: illegitimate and coordinated activities 

Figure 3 shows the most frequently used format in publications, at absolute frequencies. 

In percentage terms, photography and text (32.32%) predominates, followed by video 

with text (19.19%) and text only (15.84%). This implies that the use of more visual 

formats has prevailed. In critical moments, such as the assassination of one of the 

candidates during the 2023 campaign, the use of live broadcasts increased, seeking 

immediacy and viralization. The publications were widely replicated on social media, 

generating polarized reactions and consolidating adverse perceptions about government 

actors. This confirms one of the characteristics of narrative warfare: the manipulation 

of information to influence public perception and shape political opinion [3]. 
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Fig. 3. Formats used in the publications analyzed. Prepared by the authors. 

3.3 Reactions to false or misleading content 

These effects are measured through qualitative analysis of reactions to the two news 

reports on false or misleading content produced abroad. Both Vistazo and Código 

Vidrio revealed a common narrative structure in the Russian media accounts: mobilized 

people vs. repressive government, with a focus on social victimization, the failure of 

the economic model, and state violence. Figure 4 shows the frequency of the most used 

words in X's comments. The users' discursive positioning was critical acceptance of 

people who shared the posts, reinforcing the narrative of injustice and repression; 

explicit rejection with comments denouncing information bias or Russian interference, 

reinforcing the deceptive intent of the original messages from the Russian media and 

amplified by the audiences. 

Fig. 4. Comments in X on news reports from Vistazo magazine and Código Vidrio investigative 

portal, based on the events studied. Prepared by the authors. 
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These responses indicate informational polarization, with direct consequences for 

public perception in electoral or social protest contexts. Discourse analysis shows that, 

while some users identify the bias, others reproduce the narratives as if they were true, 

validating their symbolic effectiveness. A review of RT and Sputnik content reveals a 

marked narrative warfare strategy focused on social conflict, with polarizing discourses 

and accounts of events from a perspective of public-government confrontation that 

deploy disinformation strategies for geopolitical purposes. 

A cross-analysis of quantitative and qualitative data reveals that the disinformation 

narratives promoted by RT and Sputnik during the episodes of sociopolitical crisis in 

Ecuador not only sought to establish polarizing interpretive frameworks but also 

provoke specific digital behaviors that reinforced their dissemination. The 

representation of the governments of Lenín Moreno (2019) and Guillermo Lasso (2022) 

in these contents was systematically constructed as repressive and aligned with 

neoliberal interests, while social voices were exalted as victims or agents of legitimate 

resistance. This narrated dichotomy—oppressive regime vs. mobilized people—was 

directly echoed in public reactions: for example, on the Vistazo website, a comment 

stated, "Do you know it's unconstitutional to borrow money abroad if it's not for 

investment? That's billions in debt without any public works. The blackouts have even 

returned. Why do you hate Ecuador?" and had 300 views. On Código Vidrio, another 

user commented “@CodigoVidrioEc says so hahahahahahaha the hatred expressed on 

‘portal’ hahahahaha, not even #Cedatos dared to do so much hahahahaha Keep trying”, 

and it was viewed 698 times. (These comments were originally published in Spanish; 

here is the authors’ translation.) These positions illustrate how content designed to 

polarize emotionally mobilizes and guides digital participation, consolidating the 

Kremlin's discourse adapted to the Ecuadorian context [5] [7]. 

4 Conclusions 

In the three years analyzed, the structure of disinformation narratives underwent non-

organic changes in the dissemination of highly replicable visual formats in the digital 

media ecosystem. However, it maintained consistent patterns in terms of content, 

actors, and effects, as elements for analyzing threats of foreign information 

manipulation and interference, and in disinformation strategy. The recurrence of the 

same disruptive actors and their emphasis on mobilization tactics was determined. 

The main difference was emotional intensity. In 2019 and 2022, social resistance 

was appealed to, while in 2023, fear and insecurity were exploited following the 

assassination of presidential candidate Fernando Villavicencio. Regarding strategy, 

both Russian media outlets worked jointly and simultaneously around Ecuador's 

sociopolitical crisis, and one of them, Sputnik, amplified voices favoring institutional 

fragmentation in target countries. This confirms the capacity of Russian media to 

generate polarization, in line with what the European Commission has proposed [11]: 

the disinformation content disseminated by RT and Sputnik not only misinforms, but 

also divides communities and exacerbates internal tensions, as recorded through 

discourse analysis. 
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The results show that disinformation campaigns in Ecuador follow specific patterns, 

depending on the political context. Data on publications by account and period show 

an increase in coverage by RT and Sputnik during critical moments in the Ecuadorian 

context. At the same time, these disinformation campaigns are part of international 

actions that seek to misinform, create divisions, and destabilize democracies, impacting 

the right to information. This analysis contributes to the field of studies on geopolitical 

disinformation, confirming the presence of discursive and tactical patterns identified in 

other contexts. It is necessary to develop media literacy strategies differentiated by 

political context, as well as monitoring systems that consider the specificities of each 

situation and the actors involved. 
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