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Abstract

As democracy-building tools, fact-checking platforms serve as critical interventions in the fight against disinformation and
polarization in the public sphere. The Duke Reporters’ Lab notes that there are 290 active fact-checking sites in 83 coun-
tries, including a wide range of initiatives in Latin America and Spain. These regions share major challenges such as limited
journalistic autonomy, difficulties of accessing public data, politicization of the media, and the growing impact of disinfor-
mation. This research expands upon the findings presented in previous literature to gain further insight into the standards,
values, and underlying practices embedded in Spanish and Latin American projects while identifying the specific challenges
that these organizations face. In-depth interviews were conducted with decision-makers of the following independent plat-
forms: Chequeado (Argentina), UYCheck (Uruguay), Maldita.es and Newtral (Spain), Fact Checking (Chile), Agéncia Lupa
(Brazil), Ecuador Chequea (Ecuador), and ColombiaCheck (Colombia). This qualitative approach offers nuanced data on
the volume and frequency of checks, procedures, dissemination tactics, and the perceived role of the public. Despite rely-
ing on small teams, the examined outlets’ capacity to verify facts is noteworthy. Inspired by best practices in the US and
Europe and the model established by Chequeado, all the sites considered employ robust methodologies while leveraging
the power of digital tools and audience participation. Interviewees identified three core challenges in fact-checking prac-
tice: difficulties in accessing public data, limited resources, and the need to reach wider audiences. Starting from these
results, the article discusses the ways in which fact-checking operations could be strengthened.
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1. Introduction

The normative theories of media highlight that socially
responsible journalism should provide truthful, com-
plete, and accurate information to help citizens under-
stand public affairs and, having been informed, to par-
ticipate in the community (Christians, Glasser, McQuail,
Nordenstreng, & White, 2009). Nevertheless, journal-
ism’s ability to comply with this normative goal is increas-

ingly threatened by a combination of profound chal-
lenges and provocations. Digital transformations have
come at a cost for legacy media, which “have suffered
from the collapse of the traditional advertising-funding
model combined with dwindling circulation numbers”
(Ramon & Tulloch, 2019, p. 2). In addition, the expan-
sion of ‘ASAP journalism’ (Usher, 2018) news culture
has diminished opportunities for thorough investiga-
tions, source-checking, and verification, thus limiting

Media and Communication, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages 251-263

251


https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://www.cogitatiopress.com/mediaandcommunication
https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v9i1.3443

& COGITATIO

the proper operation of journalism’s watchdog function
(Zelizer, 2018). Furthermore, the growth of practices
linked to commodification, such as click-baiting, have
challenged journalism’s traditional norms and values.
The fixation on metrics has also led news organizations
and other actors to stimulate “polarized over moderate
views” (McCluskey & Kim, 2012, p. 566). In a context
characterized by political instability and the rise of pop-
ulism, increasing partisanship is arguably problematic,
since polarized media systems can also lead to polarized
societies (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017).

The disturbing spread of disinformation unmistak-
ably poses the latest “existential challenge to journal-
ists dealing with an audience losing its faith in what
journalism does” (Richardson, 2017, p. 1). The rise
of disinformation can be attributed, among other fac-
tors, to the politicization of the media, citizens’ distrust
towards institutions, and the psychological biases and
social rewards that drive individuals to share fake news
(Garcia-Marin, 2020). Given that citizens are increasingly
employing mobile devices and social media to access
content (Newman, 2020), the spread of disinformation
through digital platforms “can eventually lead to false
beliefs or factual misperceptions, posing vexing prob-
lems on democratic decision-making” (Hameleers & van
der Meer, 2020, p. 230).

Graves and Anderson (2020) consider fact-checking
as a strand of contemporary journalism while Amazeen
(2020, p. 98) refers to fact-checking platforms as interven-
tions that appear “when a threat is perceived.” Precisely,
as democracy-building tools, fact-checking operations
serve as critical interventions in the fight against the
expansion of false and/or misleading news. As part of
a global movement, these entities scrutinize the claims
of public representatives and alert citizens to online dis-
information. In the process, they attempt to “revital-
ize the ‘truth seeking’ tradition in journalism” (Graves,
2016, p. 6).

Internal fact-checking originated in the US during the
first decades of the twentieth century. However, the
rise and consolidation of modern fact-checking platforms
is much more recent (Amazeen, 2020). The creation in
2003 of FactCheck.org at the Annenberg Public Policy
Center at the University of Pennsylvania paved the way
for the appearance in 2007 of The Washington Post’s Fact
Checker and PolitiFact.com, a non-profit project devel-
oped by the Tampa Bay Times (then, the St. Petersburg
Times) which is now operated by the Poynter Institute
for Media Studies. Fact-checking initiatives rapidly made
inroads into other countries, being introduced by organi-
zations such as Channel 4 (2005), Libération (2008), and
Le Monde (2009). The growth of disinformation related
to political elections and events such as the Brexit refer-
endum facilitated the expansion of fact-checking opera-
tions, which have gained visibility and legitimacy over the
years (Lowrey, 2017).

Graves (2018) emphasizes that fact-checking is a
global movement. In 2015, the Poynter Institute estab-

lished the International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN)
to bring together fact-checkers from around the world.
Besides organizing an annual Global Fact-Checking
Summit, the IFCN promoted a code of principles
signalling its signatories’ commitment to: (1) non-
partisanship and fairness; (2) standards and trans-
parency of sources; (3) transparency of funding and
organization; (4) standards and transparency of method-
ology; and (5) an open and honest corrections pol-
icy. The Reporters’ Lab at the Sanford School of Public
Policy at Duke University notes that there are currently
290 active fact-checking sites in 83 countries (Stencel
& Luther, 2020). These organizations are remarkably
diverse but can be classified under the two models
described by Graves and Cherubini (2016): the ‘news-
room model’ and the ‘NGO’ model. The first refers to fact-
checking units operating within established news orga-
nizations; the second to initiatives that do not belong
to newsrooms. Over the last few years, digital technolo-
gies have lowered production barriers (Singer, 2018),
enabling new figures to enter the fact-checking scene.
This includes non-profit independent projects, platforms
linked to NGOs or developed by or in collaboration with
universities, such as the RMIT ABC Fact Check in Australia
(Farrer, 2017).

In spite of this diversity, the movement is character-
ized by its “shared discourse and overlapping practices”
(Graves, 2018, p. 614). An essential trait of fact-checking
is the embodiment of scientific objectivity to overcome
the ‘he-said/she-said’ reporting style that has pervaded
contemporary journalism practice. The systematic fact-
checking process involves the following steps: (1) select-
ing statements of public interest; (2) identifying evidence
and context to scrutinize the accuracy of those claims;
and (3) writing and publicizing assessments (UNESCO,
2018). Singer’s (2020) interviews with fact-checkers on
four continents revealed that fact-checkers consider
accuracy, impartiality, accountability, objectivity, inde-
pendence, transparency, and completeness as essential
cornerstones of their work. Fact-checkers also perceive
that their task is “not only a complement but also a cor-
rective for mainstream media,” especially in territories
where media are “relatively weak,” “servile” and “strong
on spreading fake news and spin” (Singer, 2020, p. 9).

Fact-checking projects are run by small teams of
journalists who leverage technology to develop and dis-
seminate their work (Graves, 2018). Notably, profession-
als embrace verification tools such as TinEye, Google
Reverse Search, and FotoForensics, which assist them
in the “process of authenticating online content items
such as text, images, and videos” (Brandtzaeg, Fglstad,
& Chaparro Dominguez, 2018, p. 1110). Online options
have also allowed fact-checking projects to disseminate
verifications through textual and multimedia elements
(Vazquez-Herrero, Vizoso, & Lopez-Garcia, 2019). Digital
platforms have also allowed these projects to cultivate
close relationships with their audiences (Singer, 2018).
According to fact-checkers, serving audiences not only
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implies reaching them but also educating them through
media literacy (Singer, 2020).

Previous studies have indicated the potential of fact-
checking to counter disinformation and political polar-
ization (Hameleers & van der Meer, 2020). Researchers
have also highlighted the challenges that hinder the
development of fact-checking, such as limited visibility,
resource and time constraints, and the incipient devel-
opment of machine learning (Humprecht, 2020; Lowrey,
2017; Molina, Sundar, Le, & Lee, 2019). Research on pio-
neering platforms in the US context paved the way for
subsequent analyses focused on other territories such
as the UK, Germany, Austria, Ukraine, and sub-Saharan
Africa (Cheruiyot & Ferrer-Conill, 2018; Haigh, Haigh, &
Kozak, 2018; Humprecht, 2019; Singer, 2020).

2. Fact-Checking in the Latin American and Spanish
contexts

Following the US model, Latin American and Spanish fact-
checking platforms started operating in 2010 with the
launch of Chequeado (Argentina), which set an exam-
ple for many subsequent outlets regarding methodol-
ogy and workflow. Historically, Spain and Latin America
have had remarkable similarities, such as commentary-
oriented journalism, low levels of newspaper circulation,
instrumentalization, and limited journalistic autonomy
(Hallin & Papathanassopoulos, 2002). Traditionally, the
Spanish landscape has been characterized by a high level
of polarization in the public sphere and the political
classes’ strong influence over journalism (Baumgartner
& Bonafont, 2015; Masip, Ruiz, & Suau, 2018). Along
with other problems such as job precariousness, Spanish
journalists remain deeply concerned by the politicization
of the media, its dependence on institutional sources,
and pressure from government (Luengo, Macia-Barber,
& Requejo-Aleman, 2017; Mauri-Rios, Lépez-Meri, &
Perales-Garcia, 2020).

In the same vein, Latin America is a region that “has
traditionally faced serious obstacles to achieving gen-
uine media democracy” (Palau-Sampio, 2018, p. 352).
First, journalists’ access to public data has been widely
restricted. According to Saldafia and Mourdo (2018,
p. 319), “despite the approval of laws granting access
to information in most countries, practice is still lim-
ited by uneven implementation and bureaucratic delay
tactics.” Second, journalistic autonomy has been threat-
ened by the “close ties between government and elite-
owned media organizations” (Saldafia & Mourdo, 2018,
p. 311). According to Freedom House and Reporters
Without Borders, high media concentration and close
links between the media’s ownership and the political
class in the region results in self-censorship and the slack-
ening of media pluralism. Intimidation, harassment, and
violence against journalists who cover sensitive topics
are not limited to countries such as Colombia since it also
occurs in other territories such as Argentina, Uruguay,
and Chile. In Ecuador, media freedom has improved since

Lenin Moreno became president in 2017, but local offi-
cials and authorities “are still responsible for implement-
ing assaults on the press through legislative, judicial, and
administrative means” (Freedom House, 2020). In Brazil,
attacks have intensified on journalists and outlets criti-
cal of Jair Bolsonaro, who was elected in 2018 “after a
campaign marked by hate speech, disinformation, vio-
lence against journalists and contempt for human rights”
(Reporters Without Borders, 2020).

Disinformation is a growing concern both in Latin
America and Spain. As the Reuters Institute Digital News
Report highlights, disinformation is a major threat in
those countries “where social media use is high and tra-
ditional institutions are often weaker” (Newman, 2020,
p. 17). According to the Reuters Institute survey, politi-
cians are seen as most responsible for spreading disin-
formation, followed by political activists and journalists.
Political strife and the high levels of polarization in coun-
tries such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, or Spain have facili-
tated the circulation of false and misleading news, mostly
throughout social media platforms and messaging apps.

In the face of such shared challenges, independent
fact-checking platforms have flourished across Latin
America and Spain (Stencel & Luther, 2020). Several
exploratory studies have offered an overview of the
organizational structures and methods deployed by
Spanish-language fact-checking sites (Bernal-Trivifio &
Clares-Gavilan, 2019; Lopez-Pan & Rodriguez-Rodriguez,
2020; Palomo & Sedano, 2018; Rodriguez-Pérez,
2020; Vizoso & Vazquez-Herrero, 2019). Other con-
tributions have focused on the task carried out by
independent fact-checkers during political campaigns
(Chaves & Braga, 2019; Magallén-Rosa, 2019; Vizoso &
Lépez-Garcia, 2019). Combining quantitative and quali-
tative approaches, Palau-Sampio (2018) examined nine
fact-checking projects in six Latin American countries to
analyse their workflows as well as the topics and actors
that are on their agendas. The study revealed that those
sites prioritize political and social issues, especially those
that intersect with education, health, and the economy.
Recently, Ufarte-Ruiz, Anzera, and Murcia-Verdu (2020)
compared fact-checking outlets in Spain (Maldita.es and
Newtral) and Italy (Pagella Politica). The study revealed
that these fact-checking platforms verify political state-
ments and viral content circulating on social media while
continuously personalizing content in a bid to adapt to
market demand and consumers’ tastes. Their business
model completely differs from legacy media in terms of
revenue sources.

Through in-depth interviews, this article expands
upon the findings presented in previous literature
to gain further insight into the standards, values,
and underlying practices embedded in Spanish and
Latin American projects while identifying the spe-
cific challenges currently facing these organizations.
This qualitative study is informed by the perspec-
tives of decision-makers from eight active organizations
in seven countries: (Chequeado, UYCheck, Maldita.es,

Media and Communication, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages 251-263

253


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

Newtral, Fact Checking, Agéncia Lupa, Ecuador Chequea,
and ColombiaCheck).

3. Method

The objective of this research was to expand both the
theoretical and practical understanding of how fact-
checking is performed by the following independent plat-
forms across seven different countries in Latin America
and Spain: Chequeado (Argentina), UYCheck (Uruguay),
Maldita.es and Newtral (Spain), Fact Checking (Chile),
Agéncia Lupa (Brazil), Ecuador Chequea (Ecuador), and
ColombiaCheck (Colombia).

The aforementioned independent non-profit organi-
zations are integrated into the Reporters’ Lab database
at Duke University and were purposively selected due
to their trajectory and visibility within their home coun-
tries. Seven of the platforms under consideration are
members of the LATAM Chequea network (https://
chequeado.com/proyectos/latam-chequea) and, with
the exception of UYCheck, are verified signatories of the
IFCN code of principles (Table 1). Following the criteria
established by Humprecht (2020), Agéncia Lupa was also
considered as a project within the ‘NGO model’ (Graves
& Cherubini, 2016). The platform is now hosted on the
Piaui magazine website but was established and oper-
ates as an independent project (Palau-Sampio, 2018).
To allow space for a broader range of perspectives within
this model, a leading project launched in the higher
education environment (Fact Checking, created by the
Pontifical Catholic University of Chile) was also incorpo-
rated into the sample. Three research questions guided
this study:

RQ1: How many people work in these projects? What
is their agenda and volume of publication?

RQ2: Which procedures and resources are employed
by these organizations? How do they disseminate
fact-checks and what role does the audience play in
the process?

RQ3: What are the major challenges faced by these
platforms and how do editors evaluate the impact of
fact-checking to counter disinformation?

Eight in-depth interviews were conducted with the
decision-makers representing these platforms: Laura
Zommer (Chequeado), Clara Jiménez (Maldita.es), Eliana
Alvarez (UYCheck), Enrique Nufiez (Fact Checking),
Gabriel Narvaez (Ecuador Chequea), Pablo Medina
(ColombiaCheck), and Natalia Leal (Agéncia Lupa), along
with the editorial team of Newtral. The first six inter-
views, ranging between 60 and 90 minutes in length,
were conducted between June and July 2019 via Skype.
Conversations were audio recorded for subsequent tran-
scription and analysis. The last two interviews were con-
ducted via email. Questionnaires were sent to Agéncia
Lupa and Newtral during the aforementioned period but
were returned to the authors in February 2020. Newtral
answered the questionnaire considering the viewpoints
of the editorial team as a whole. Therefore, quotes are
not attributed to a single editor or decision-maker, as is
the case with the rest of interviewees.

Interviews with decision-makers have been em-
ployed in recent studies on fact-checking (Graves &
Anderson, 2020; Palomo & Sedano, 2018; Singer, 2018,
2020). In-depth interviews allow researchers to get a
closer perspective towards a part of the object of study
that cannot be approached through content analysis,
providing them with breadth and depth of nuances and
details arising from first-hand descriptions. As a tool for
qualitative interviews, Skype allows researchers “to tran-
scend geographical boundaries” (Lo lacono, Symonds, &
Brown, 2016, p. 3), thus enabling them to broaden the
range and diversity of initiatives that can be examined.
In addition, “with the use of VolP technologies for inter-
views, time can be used more flexibly, around the needs
of participants, while retaining synchronicity with the
interviewer” (Lo lacono et al., 2016, p. 5).

The conversational scripts contained a total of 28
questions, which pivoted around the following areas
arising from the research questions: (1) description of

Table 1. Characteristics of the fact-checking platforms examined in the study.

LATAM IFCN
Project Website Country Creation Staff Chequea signatory
Chequeado https://chequeado.com Argentina 2010 30 Yes Yes
UYCheck http://uycheck.com Uruguay 2014 8-9 Yes No
Fact Checking https://factchecking.cl Chile 2013 8 No No
Agéncia Lupa https://piaui.folha.uol.com.br/lupa Brazil 2015 10 Yes Yes
Ecuador Chequea http://www.ecuadorchequea.com Ecuador 2016 3 Yes Yes
ColombiaCheck https://colombiacheck.com Colombia 2016 8 Yes Yes
Maldita.es https://maldita.es Spain 2014 15 Yes Yes
Newtral https://www.newtral.es Spain 2018 8 Yes Yes
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projects and personnel; (2) agenda, volume, and fre-
quency of checks; (3) fact-checking procedures and rou-
tines employed; (4) dissemination of fact-checks; (5) role
of the public; and (6) editors’ opinions on the challenges
they face and the impact of fact-checking platforms as
counteroffensives to disinformation. In order to properly
design the interview guides (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009,
p. 97), we collected information offered by these orga-
nizations on their websites. This task aimed to design a
solid script that would include key elements regarding the
verification process and the resources employed as well
as lesser-known aspects that would provide crucial infor-
mation regarding fact-checking practice, its perceived
impact, and the main concerns according to fact-checkers.

The interviews were transcribed and analysed
employing the constant comparison technique (Wimmer
& Dominick, 2013). Qualitative data arising from inter-
view transcripts were assigned to the six specific themes
of the study, allowing for the comparison and contrast
of the material. Interview transcription and coding were
assessed by all the authors to ensure the completeness
and trustworthiness of data (Janesick, 2015).

4. Results
4.1. Description of Projects and Personnel

As a pioneering project in the Latin American landscape,
Chequeado was founded in 2010 as a reaction to the
absence of a space for factual information in main-
stream media. The willingness to contribute to demo-
cratic wellbeing is a fundamental value shared by all
the projects analysed. Some of these initiatives specif-
ically emerged with the aim of monitoring political
speech during episodes of great importance, such as the
2014 Uruguayan presidential elections (UY Check), the
vote on the peace agreement with the FARC in 2016
(ColombiaCheck), or the 2017 presidential and legisla-
tive election campaigns in Ecuador (Ecuador Chequea).
In the case of Maldita.es, the proliferation of disinforma-
tion following the Catalan independence referendum on
October 1, 2017, was decisive in reinvigorating Maldita
Hemeroteca, an initiative launched in 2014 by journalists
Julio Montes and Clara Jiménez.

Fact-checking organizations in the Latin American
and Spanish sphere are inspired by best practice in
the US and Europe. The editors agreed that they con-
sider PolitiFact.com as a role model, but also mentioned
The Washington Post’s Fact Checker and FactCheck.org
(US); Channel 4 and FullFact (UK); and Le Monde
and Liberation (France). Notably, decision-makers at
Colombia Check, Ecuador Chequea, Maldita.es, UYCheck,
and Agéncia Lupa considered Chequeado as a fundamen-
tal reference: “they very kindly shared their method with
us and gave us the initial training and we have been
adapting the method,” Gabriel Narvdez pointed out.

These organizations maintain close contact with
other projects, illustrating the way in which fact-checking

is understood as an international community of practice.
Six projects are signatories of the IFCN Code of Principles
(see Table 1). Interestingly, in 2014, Chequeado pro-
moted the LATAM Chequea network. In their first meet-
ing, journalists from 17 organizations were able to share
their experiences and the tools used to verify informa-
tion. Today, this network consists of 22 participating orga-
nizations from 15 countries, including 6 of the initiatives
examined. Members of this alliance have recently devel-
oped a platform to combat disinformation on Covid-19
(https://www.chequeado.com/latamcoronavirus).

The teams that make up these projects are gener-
ally small (see Table 1). As regards to Fact Checking
(Chile), the journalism students conducting the verifica-
tions, which range between 20 and 55 per group, are
supervised by two editors, two lecturers, and four teach-
ing assistants. Most teams rely mainly on journalists.
At Maldita.es, all members have undergone training in
journalism, while other projects present a more multidis-
ciplinary team. Newtral has journalists with diverse pro-
files, with training in economics or even in law. UYCheck’s
team is formed by professionals with backgrounds in
political science, sociology, psychology, journalism, eco-
nomic development, and graphic design. For its part,
Chequeado is composed of journalists, economists, engi-
neers, political scientists, and sociologists.

4.2. Agenda, Volume, and Frequency of Checks

According to the decision-makers interviewed, the
projects examined address a wide range of topics, among
which politics, economics, education, science, and health
prevail. The particular political context of each country
determines the agenda: For example, in Colombia Check,
the verifications on the peace agreement have a signif-
icant weight in their output while the Catalan indepen-
dence referendum in 2017 was crucial for the launch of
Maldita.es in Spain.

Despite operating with small teams, the capacity of
these projects to verify facts is noteworthy (see Table 2).
Although the volume of publication can be quite dif-
ferent depending on the platform, most of them com-
plete an average of, at least seven verifications per week,
except UYCheck, which publishes two or three per week,
and the Spanish platforms (Maldita.es and Newtral),
which produce and average of 25 weekly verifications.
The shared criteria employed to select content is news
relevance: of the person, of the topic, or of the reper-
cussion/virality that the issue may have. The statements
from institutional sources have a fundamental weight in
the agenda. As Gabriel Narvdez emphasizes:

When public representatives work with incorrect fig-
ures that do not reveal factual realities, what ends
up happening is that the public policies that are built
around these discourses are also incorrect...it is essen-
tial for us to carry out surveillance work.
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Table 2. Volume of publication.

Project Number of fact-checks per week
Chequeado 10-15

UYCheck 2-3

Fact Checking 60-70 (per semester)

Agéncia Lupa 10-15

Ecuador Chequea 7

ColombiaCheck 10-13

Maldita.es 25

Newtral 25

4.3. Procedures and Resources for Debunking
Disinformation

The fact-checking projects examined employ transpar-
ent and robust methodologies to guarantee a consis-
tent verification process. The methodology established
by Chequeado is shared by other initiatives, which follow
the same workflow with small nuances (Figure 1).

The number of categories used to classify fact-checks
ranges between four and nine (see Table 3). According
to Gabriel Narvdez, having a limited range of categories
allows fact-checking platforms “to be specific and not
open the scope too much in order to adequately con-
vey the result to users.” This framework is adapted to
address disinformation on the Internet and social media.
Since in many cases it is not possible to contact the orig-
inal source, online tools and other methodologies such
as interviews are used to verify data.

To carry out political fact-checks, all projects con-
sult official and alternative sources: international organi-
zations, civil society organizations, consultants, founda-
tions, experts and researchers, and scientific literature.
Depending on the topic or access difficulties, these con-
sultations are made at the same time “as you don’t know
who will answer you first” (Laura Zommer). Organizations

have clearly identified their most widely used sources
(see Table 4), with the exception of Newtral and Agéncia
Lupa, which does not have such a list because they use
different sources depending on the type of information
they are aiming to verify.

Interviewees admitted that their relationships with
the sources they check is generally respectful. As Pablo
Medina stresses, “some of them do not like it very much,
but most political sources are used to it and end up
answering us.” A good practice shared by these projects
is to guarantee the right of reply. According to Laura
Zommer, “if they answer us with data and arguments
that prove them right, we obviously correct. And if not,
we ignore it” Clara Jiménez points out that “nuances
have been added to certain fact-checks from talking to
the politician.”

In most initiatives, it is common for one person
to carry out each verification, with the exception of
more complex issues. Before publishing, verifications go
through various control filters (Table 5), ensuring the
rigour and trustworthiness of the process. As a general
rule, these projects do not establish a maximum time for
verification: some fact-checks appear even three months
after claims have been made. Although some topics may
begin to be researched but eventually not be finalized,

1. Selecting a claim from the publicsphere and weighing its relevance

2. Contacting the original source

3. Consulting official and alternative sources

4. Situating the claim in a broader context

5. Rating the claim according to the established categories and publishing it

Figure 1. Fact-checking workflow. Source: Authors’ elaboration with information from Chequeado’s website (Chequeado,

2020) and interviewees’ responses.
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Table 3. Categories employed by fact-checking platforms.

Project Categories  Definition of categories

Chequeado 9 Inchequeable (unverifiable), verdadero* (true), verdadero...pero (true...but),
discutible (disputable), apresurado (hasty), exagerado (exaggerated),

engafioso (deceptive), insostenible (untenable), falso* (false).

UYCheck 7 Verdadero* (true), verdad a medias (half true), inflado (inflated), ni ni (neither nor),
engafoso (deceptive), falso* (false), ridiculo (ridiculous).

Fact Checking 6 Creible* (credible), creible pero* (credible, but), seria creible pero (would be credible,
but), se puso creativ@ (creative), no es creible (not credible),
ciencia ficcion (science fiction).

Agéncia Lupa 9 Verdadeiro (true), verdadeiro mas (true, but), ainda é cedo para dizer (early to say),
exagerado* (exaggerated), contraditério (contradictory), subestimado (understated),
insustentdvel (untenable), falso* (false), de olho (“we are watching”).

Ecuador Chequea 4 Cierto (true), si pero* (yes, but), insostenible (untenable), falso* (false)

ColombiaCheck 5 Verdadero (true), verdadero pero (true, but), cuestionable* (questionable),
falso* (false), inchequeable (unverifiable).

Maldita.es 6 Political fact-checking: Falso* (false), verdadero pero (true, but), falso pero (false, but);
Disinformation: Bulo (hoax), qué sabemos (what we know) y no hay pruebas (no proof).

Newtral 4 Verdadero (true), verdad a medias (half true), engafioso* (deceptive), falso* (false).

Note: The most-used categories by each fact-checking platform are marked with an asterisk.

there is widespread awareness among editors that “it
is very possible that they will return to the agenda”
(Laura Zommer).

Regarding technological resources, fact-checking
projects make intensive use of open-access digital tools:
search engines (reverse image search in Google, Yandex,
and Tineye), tools aimed at verifying videos and pho-
tos (InVID, FotoForensics) and map verification appli-
cations (Google Maps, Wikimapia, OpenStreetMaps,

Table 4. Most-employed sources.

Yandex Maps, Baidu Maps, Naver Maps). Other plat-
forms such as Chequeado, Agéncia Lupa, and Colombia
Check use CrowdTangle, a Facebook verification tool
that helps monitor the virality of fake content on social
networks. This ‘arsenal’ of possibilities is completed,
in the case of Chequeado, with ‘Chequeador, an in-
house bot that “reads 30 Argentinian newspapers every
day, the speeches of the president, and everything that
happens in the congress” (Laura Zommer). In all cases,

Project Most-employed sources

Chequeado

National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INDEC); Ministry of Labour; CIPPEC (independent

nonprofit organization on public policies); Ministry of Economy; National Social Security

Administration (ANSES).
UYCheck

National Institute of Statistics (INE); Ministry of the Interior; Central Bank of Uruguay;

The World Bank; Ministry of Social Development.

Fact Checking

Agéncia Lupa

Governments’ and sub-secretaries’ websites; National Congress of Chile website; Transparency portal.

Varies according to the type of information that is being checked.

Ecuador Chequea Central Bank of Ecuador; National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INEC); Ministries’ websites;
Twitter accounts from the National Assembly and the Constitutional Court of Ecuador; Transparency

websites created by the government.

National Civil Registry; Misién de Observacién Electoral (NGO); National Department of

Statistics (DANE); Ministry of the Interior; Office of the Attorney General of Colombia;

ColombiaCheck

KROC Institute for International Peace Studies.
Maldita.es National Institute of Statistics (INE); Eurostat; Ministry of Labour.
Newtral

Varies according to the type of information that is being checked.
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Table 5. Number and description of filters employed by fact-checking platforms.

Project Filters Description of filters

Chequeado 4 Reporter, additional journalist, two editors
UYCheck 3 Reporter, two editors

Fact Checking 3 Reporter, two editors

Agéncia Lupa 2 Reporter, editor

Ecuador Chequea 3 Reporter, additional journalist, editor
ColombiaCheck 2 Reporter, editor

Maldita.es 4 Reporter, three editors

Newtral 4 Reporter, additional journalist, two editors

the fact-checkers themselves employ these tools, as no
special training or background in computer science is
required to use them.

4.4. Dissemination of Fact-Checks

To ensure the broadest dissemination possible, fact-
checks are published both on the projects’ websites and
social media accounts. Some verifications also appear in
other outlets, such as Eldiario.es, which has a section
for Maldita.es, or the Teletrece programme, which wel-
comes verifications conducted by Fact Checking. For its
part, UYCheck collaborates with the VTV programme “En
la Mira” and has also worked with other Uruguayan
newspapers such as E/ Pais. These experiences demon-
strate the mainstream media’s growing interest in fact-
checking, a task that many outlets cannot assume due
to their structures, professional routines, or political ties.
As Eliana Alvarez explains:

Media find it interesting and they wish they could do
this job, but many times they cannot do it. They show
us confidence in our work: We can be wrong in the
data, but nobody distrusts that we are playing the
political game on anyone.

Independence is not always well-received, as evidenced
by the case of Ecuador Chequea. The project has agree-
ments with two radio stations and with the Criterios mag-
azine of the Quito Chamber of Commerce. However, its
critical distance from power has limited its opportunities
in other spaces, as Gabriel Narvaez explains:

Between November 2018 and January 2019, we had
an agreement with the Ecuadorian public media
and our fact-checks were published in the news-
paper El Telégrafo—one of the newspapers with
the largest circulation nationwide—Radio Publica FM,
and Ecuador TV. We are trying to renew that contract,
| believe it generated impact...however, not everyone
agrees that the media should openly say that the pres-
ident is a liar.

4.5. Role of the Public

Audiences’ participation is essential to these projects.
Myriad opportunities are offered to foster close rela-
tionships with citizens, including email, postal mail,
forms on websites, and social media (WhatsApp, Twitter,
Facebook, and Instagram). Through these channels, audi-
ences send comments and materials and suggest ver-
ifications. They also provide criticism or corrections
to published fact-checks. Clara Jiménez highlights that
new channels facilitate citizens’ involvement in the fight
against disinformation: “We have solved a lot of things
using our own community. If citizens get involved in
the fight against lies, they contribute to the viralization
of truth.”

According to the interviewees, fact-checks proposed
by audiences play a crucial role in these projects: two
to three weekly checks at Chequeado are proposed
by the public. In Agéncia Lupa, approximately 10%
of the monthly production starts from public sugges-
tions, while in Ecuador Chequea these topics represent
between 20-30% of its production. For its part, Newtral
developed a Verification on Demand application for
WhatsApp, where the team replied to 6,100 messages
between July 2018 and the end of 2019. In some cases,
such as in Colombia Check, limited structures complicate
participation management, as Pablo Medina explains:

We have a WhatsApp number and Twitter and
Facebook accounts and we check them periodically.
At the moment we do not make much publicity of
these channels because we do not have someone who
can constantly review and organize all the requests
that come to us.

4.6. Editors’ Opinions on the Challenges and the Impact
of Fact-Checking Platforms

These organizations acknowledge they face several
problems and challenges. The first challenge shared
across projects refers to accessing information. As Laura
Zommer mentions:

Media and Communication, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages 251-263

258


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

& COGITATIO

Sometimes there is no updated data for all phenom-
ena, or sometimes data is not public. We only work
with data that we can see or contrast, not with what
somebody tells us. Our contract with audiences does
not necessarily imply that citizens should believe us,
they should be able to check data by themselves.

The second core challenge faced by fact-checking
projects refers to the scarcity of resources. As Natalia Leal
points out, “there is a financial problem common to all
journalistic initiatives and for companies like ours, it is
something that weighs heavily.” Most teams are made
up of part-time employees or volunteers, which limits
the volume and range of issues that can be addressed.
A third crucial challenge, in the eyes of Enrique Nufiez, is
delivering fact-checking to mass audiences:

Fact-checking is an elite product. | am especially con-
cerned about this in Latin American countries, which
are countries of oral culture, of late literacy, and
where television is still the most consumed medium.
To be massive in these countries, fact-checking must
think about that oral culture. Fact-checking must be
on television and radio programmes.

Going forward, interviewees defended the crucial role
of fact-checking as a counter-offensive to disinforma-
tion and as a tool that “helps to create a civic spirit on
how information should be consumed” (Eliana Alvarez).
Despite the aforementioned difficulties, the intervie-
wees were optimistic about the future of fact-checking.
As Pablo Medina highlights:

There are going to be fewer mainstream media and
more small media. Fact-checking platforms are going
to be part of that universe as a very particular way
of doing journalism. Fact-checking is what journalism
should be doing but has stopped doing for many rea-
sons: because of the desire to get clicks and because
there is not enough budget to hire people to ver-
ify content.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

In a time characterized by profound challenges, fact-
checking interventions represent an alternative destina-
tion in journalism that seeks to combat the spread of dis-
information, educate citizens, and contribute to restor-
ing the credibility of journalism. This article aims to con-
tribute to the existing literature on fact-checking by pay-
ing attention to key aspects regarding this phenomenon
through the analysis of eight verification initiatives in
Latin America and Spain.

The research builds on previous works focused
in those territories (Bernal-Trivifio & Clares-Gavilan,
2019; Chaves & Braga, 2019; Lopez-Pan & Rodriguez-
Rodriguez, 2020; Magallén-Rosa, 2019; Palau-Sampio,
2018; Palomo & Sedano, 2018; Rodriguez-Pérez, 2020;

Ufarte-Ruiz et al., 2020; Vizoso & Loépez-Garcia, 2019;
Vizoso & Vazquez-Herrero, 2019) by offering a deep
understanding of the standards, values, and practices
while identifying the specific challenges that eight
independent organizations in Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Ecuador, Spain, and Uruguay currently face.
Through qualitative interviews, this work contributes to
the fact-checking literature by offering decision-makers’
insight on the volume and frequency of checks, proce-
dures, and the perceived role of the public. This contri-
bution also sheds light on fact-checkers’ opinions on the
impact of their work and the difficulties they have to
overcome. The novelty of this work is that it combines
the study of several fact-checking projects in two regions
which, despite their differences, have shown remarkable
similarities in terms of their media landscapes and ongo-
ing journalistic challenges.

Findings indicate that the outlets examined in Latin
American and Spanish contexts carry out an intensive
task. The projects analysed were founded as a reaction
to the absence of space for factual information in the
mainstream media and with the aim of monitoring polit-
ical speech during important political episodes (such as
presidential elections, a peace process, or a referendum)
when disinformation is more likely to arise, circulate, and
potentially harm democratic decision-making.

Indeed, despite relying on small teams, their capacity
to verify facts is noteworthy: Most of the Latin American
sites examined offer a minimum of seven fact-checks
per week while the Spanish ones complete up to 25
weekly verifications. In addition to this, the majority of
the interviewees assure that they do not establish a
maximum time for verification. This implies that, even
when the latest news prevails, fact-checking differs from
mainstream journalism practice since it breaks the tradi-
tional concept of urgency associated with news reporting
(zelizer, 2018).

All platforms shared fixed criteria regarding con-
tent selection: news relevance due to the person, the
topic or the repercussion, and/or virality on mainstream
and social media. Decision-makers point out that they
address different topics in which the analysis of public
representatives’ claims has a fundamental weight in the
agenda. Inspired by best practice in the US and Europe
and the model established by Chequeado, all sites
considered employ innovative, robust, and transparent
methodologies that guarantee a consistent verification
process. These organizations consult a broad range of
official and alternative sources to check data while lever-
aging the power of digital tools. Notably, audience par-
ticipation is considered critical to help locate and count
disinformation circulating through myriad platforms.

Overall, the fact-checking platforms examined fulfil
a function that many organizations in Latin America and
Spain have halted due to constrained resources, hyper-
accelerated cycles, and the impact of commodifica-
tion on news production and distribution (Usher, 2018).
They occupy a distinctive domain within journalism
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by reclaiming the importance of accuracy, indepen-
dence, rigour, contextualization, completeness, and
transparency, identified as normative values of journal-
ism (Christians et al., 2009). Professional values high-
lighted by the interviewees are consistent with those
identified as essential by other fact-checkers across dif-
ferent continents (Singer, 2020). With their approach,
they also seek to transcend some of the specific limi-
tations and constraints shared across the Spanish and
Latin American media systems, such as limited journal-
istic autonomy, high levels of polarization, and the politi-
cization of the media (Baumgartner & Bonafont, 2015;
Freedom House, 2020; Hallin & Papathanassopoulos,
2002; Luengo et al., 2017; Masip et al., 2018; Mauri-Rios
et al., 2020; Saldafia & Mourdo, 2018).

Interviewees identified three core challenges in
fact-checking practice: difficulties in accessing public
data, limited resources, and the need to reach wider
audiences. These major concerns are widely shared
across different journalistic cultures (Amazeen, 2020;
Humprecht, 2020; Lowrey, 2017; Singer, 2020). There
are different ways in which the outlets analysed try to
respond to these challenges. First, they expose the lack
of transparency or problems in accessing public data in
the territories they operate (Saldafia & Mourdo, 2018) by
doing the exact opposite: offering data to readers in the
most transparent way. Secondly, they overcome the lack
of resources by creating multidisciplinary and highly qual-
ified teams while sharing knowledge between platforms.
Finally, they constantly work to broaden their audience
through social media and by establishing collaborations
with mainstream outlets.

Looking forward, fact-checking operations could be
strengthened and expanded by fostering cooperation.
The fact-checking movement is making steady progress
thanks toinitiatives such as the IFCN and LATAM Chequea
networks. Further collaboration between organizations
can help fact-checkers research more complex topics.
Capitalizing on journalists’ increasing interest in par-
ticipating in national and transnational collaborative
projects (Cueva-Chacon & Saldafia, 2020), fact-checkers
can materialize partnerships that help to reduce produc-
tion costs, share content across platforms and facilitate
the dissemination of verifications in different countries.
Enhancing a continuous dialogue between fact-checking
and mainstream media organizations is of utmost impor-
tance. The experiences developed by sites such as
Agéncia Lupa or Newtral reveal that agreements with
news outlets help give broader visibility to fact-checkers’
output while providing them with additional income.
Partnerships with universities represent a supplemen-
tary source of revenue. Initiatives such as verification
courses offered by Newtral and Maldita.es indicate that
there is a growing need for alliances between news-
rooms and academia. Fact-checking organizations can
help universities by assisting them in designing and intro-
ducing verification modules to curricula, thus contribut-
ing to strengthening future journalists’ verification skills.

Moreover, fact-checking institutions can contribute to
society at large by encouraging media literacy activities.
The organization of meetings, workshops, and training
sessions can promote critical thinking among citizens so
that they can make informed decisions about the con-
tent they consume. According to Ana Pastor, founder of
Newtral, “citizens should be able to fact-check by them-
selves and also to fact-check us” (Tardaguila, 2019).

The results of this qualitative study should be seen
in light of its limitations. The findings cannot be gener-
alized to all organizations from the independent/NGO
model. Yet, information from seven different countries
helps to advance true understandings of fact-checking
practice in Latin America and Spain. To broaden the
scope of this analysis, future research should monitor
the evolution of fact-checking interventions in the Latin
American and Spanish contexts while trying to under-
stand the practices used by other outlets. The incipi-
ent collaboration between fact-checking platforms and
major companies such as Google and Facebook (Graves
& Anderson, 2020) should also be closely followed.
Those actors can contribute to funding fact-checking plat-
forms, assist them in the development of tools for auto-
mated fact-checking and help them reach broader audi-
ences. Fact-checking platforms can also leverage their
expertise to verify the accuracy of content on those
platforms. Recent developments in this field include
the participation of Chequeado, Newtral and Maldita.es
in Facebook’s data verification programme. In addition,
future studies should investigate how fact-checkers oper-
ate under particularly challenging contexts, such as dur-
ing the Covid-19 crisis.

Another avenue for future research revolves around
gender. In contrast to other areas in journalism, gen-
der does not seem to be a setback in fact-checking prac-
tice. In fact, many platforms at the international level are
driven by women. While this field “can serve as an exam-
ple for other areas” (Eliana Alvarez), the extent to which
women’s entrepreneurship in fact-checking is a response
to the structural gender divide that permeates the sector
should be interrogated.

Finally, the involvement of audiences also lends
opportunities for future examination. Focus groups and
interviews would allow a much more nuanced under-
standing of citizens’ experiences and expectations with
fact-checking platforms. Audiences’ perspectives will
also allow researchers to identify additional ways in
which those sites could be improved to continue con-
tributing to democratic wellbeing.
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