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Abstract

Fact-checking alliances emerged worldwide to debunk political disinformation in electoral contexts because of social con-
cerns related to information authenticity. This study, thus, included the Latin American context in fact-checking journalism
studies as a journalistic practice to fight political disinformation. Through analyzing RedChegq, the first fact-checking jour-
nalism alliance in an electoral regional context led by Colombiacheck, 11 in-depth interviews were conducted to identify
the perceptions of regional fact-checkers regarding the usefulness of this journalistic practice, its achievements, and the
key aspects for incorporating fact-checking into the regional media ecosystem. The study results revealed that RedCheq
achieved the goal of fighting disinformation, and that fact-checking developed as transformational leverage for the region-
al media. Regional journalists perceived fact-checking as an element that restores credibility and social trust in regional
media as the epistemology of this journalistic practice neglects the power pressure and dissemination of official narratives.
Finally, this study highlighted how fact-checking journalism contributes to the democratic quality and civic empowerment
in silenced and polarized environments. In addition, it discussed the need to expand fact-checking journalism’s coverage to
new geographical areas and improve journalists’ professional competencies and training, thereby enabling them to func-
tion as using verification tools based on regional journalists’ requirements.

Keywords
Colombia; disinformation; elections; fact-checking; journalism; political communication; political journalism; verification

Issue

This article is part of the issue “Disinformation and Democracy: Media Strategies and Audience Attitudes” edited by
Pere Masip (University Ramon Llull, Spain), Bella Palomo (University of Malaga, Spain) and Guillermo Lépez (University
of Valencia, Spain).

© 2021 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

This study analyzes the fact-checking RedCheq collabo-
rative project, which is the first alliance of checkers in
Colombia that was established to fight disinformation
prevailing in the Colombian regional elections in 2019.
Online disinformation campaigns threaten fair elections,
which are core processes for achieving the democrat-
ic good of accountable political representation (Tenove,
2020). The initiative was developed in August 2019
with the participation of journalists, media, universities,

and civil society organizations from across the country.
These participants attended training workshops to be
able to verify content and information during the elec-
toral campaigns; limit the collateral effects of fake and
deceitful information related to candidates, political par-
ties, and processes and party platforms; and thorough-
ly monitor and examine regionally coded electoral pub-
lic discourses.

The RedCheq collaborative initiative is based on oth-
er existing initiatives launched by First Draft, such as
CrossCheck in France, Electionland in the US, Checkpoint
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in India, and Comprobado in Spain. Similar initiatives
at the state level have already been established in
Latin America in countries such as Mexico (Verificado;
Magallén-Rosa, 2019), Brazil (Comprova), Argentina
(Reverso), and Uruguay (Verificado). RedCheq was head-
ed by Colombiacheck, a digital, open, and collabora-
tive fact-checking platform signatory of the Code of
Principles of the International Fact-Checking Network
and Consejo de Redaccion, a nonprofit organization that
counts among its ranks more than 100 associated jour-
nalists in Colombia to foster research journalism and con-
tribute to the democratization of information.

In Colombia, the exercise of the journalist profes-
sion suffered the consequences of the armed conflict.
Cartografias de la informacion, conducted by Fundacion
para la Libertad de Prensa (2019), a nonprofit organi-
zation that defends press freedom and the practice of
journalism, presents the following alarming conclusion:
578 out of the 994 analyzed municipalities correspond
to silenced zones, i.e., places where there is no media
outlet to produce local journalism, and 29% of the pop-
ulation resides in such places. Gentzkow, Shapiro, and
Sinkinson (2011) stated that media outlets positively
influence political participation, particularly when the
first outlet is established.

A recent study on the working conditions in
Colombian regional journalism (Valencia-Nieto, Pereira-
Gonzalez, & Rodriguez-Leuro, 2019) that was based on
139 interviews depicts regional journalism as a poor
trade where journalists are subjected to power pressures
and disseminate official narratives; therefore, regional
journalism is at its critical levels of credibility because it
is unable to examine power thoroughly. Consequently,
its contribution to democratic quality is insignificant.

Colombia had already experienced a disinforma-
tion context during the October 2nd, 2016 referendum
on peace agreements. As Pablo Medina-Uribe (2018)
recalls:

During the autumn of 2016, a prominent politician
admitted having deliberately deceived the audience
before one of the most important elections in the his-
tory of the country. By doing so, he confirmed what
many citizens already knew: WhatsApp, a digital com-
munication platform, which is now widely used, is a
fertile ground for group manipulation.

Further, Colombiacheck and Consejo de Redaccion guar-
anteed the regional journalists’ training by organizing
10 workshops in Casanare, Santander, Cesar, Tolima,
Caldas, and Valle del Cauca, among others, which ended
in a Chequeatdn in Bogota (August 13th and 14th, 2019),
and established RedCheq. In addition, the fact-checking
process was supervised, edited, and sponsored using the
Colombiacheck methodology.

The methodological process implemented by
RedCheq comprised six steps, namely, to select a phrase
(content) from the public sphere due toits relevance and

impact, to consult with the author of the phrase, to com-
pare the information and data with official and reliable
sources and then with alternative and expert sources, to
contextualize the checking in terms of time and socioeco-
nomic or political aspects, and to qualify the statement
(true, slightly true, questionable, fake, or uncheckable).

Further, this study incorporates the Latin American
context to fact-checking journalism studies through
in-depth interviews of journalists within the network.
As academic attention is mainly focused on the English-
speaking countries, it is imperative for new approaches
to be developed in order to define and compare the fact-
checking and disinformation systems (Hallin & Mancini,
2004). Vazquez-Herrero, Vizoso, and Lépez-Garcia (2019)
analyzed 135 fact-checking initiatives from across the
world and concluded that most of the fact-checking plat-
forms are European and American native digital media;
they found that their regional coverage scope is only
9%. At the beginning of May 2020, it was estimated that
237 teams devoted to fact-checking were active world-
wide, with 26 teams in South America: Argentina (2),
Bolivia (1), Brazil (10), Chile (2), Colombia (3), Ecuador (1),
Peru (2), Uruguay (3), and Venezuela (2; Duke Reporters’
Lab, 2020). Only 78 of these fact-checking journalistic
organizations were signatories of the Code of Principles
of the International Fact-checking Network.

1.1. Colombian Political Context

The first regional elections since the peace agreements
with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia in
2016 were held on October 27th, 2019. According to the
National Civil Registry Office’s (2019) data, Colombians
elected a total of 1,101 mayors, 32 governors, 12,063
city councilors, 418 representatives, and 6,814 elect-
ed officials. To this end, 3,306 elections were held to
vote for local authorities. The main participation data
revealed that 60.65%, which equals 22,1 million of
Colombians based on the census of 36,5 million peo-
ple, exercised their right to vote in order to nominate
their mayor. Participation in the election of the depart-
mental governors was 61%, with 18,8 million of votes
being cast on the basis of a census of 30,8 million
of Colombians.

The Electoral Observation Mission (2019) witnessed
the progress made in the exercise of the right to vote—
thanks to the “conclusive progress in terms of safe-
ty related to noninterference by the armed groups in
the elections...civic engagement, electoral debate, and
the results of authorities in chasing electoral crimes.”
However, this aspect does not conceal the irregularities
detected during the previous months such as electoral
transhumance or fraud committed on the election day.

Colombia conducted the regional elections in a
political context marked by the tribulation and a cri-
sis between the government and the governed, with
the latter motivated by the lack of integrity and effi-
ciency of public management. The political culture sur-
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vey conducted between July and August in 2019 by
the National Statistics Office revealed that 80.7% of
Colombians consider living in a democracy to be very
important, but 47.1% exhibited profound dissatisfaction
with its functioning. In the Colombian political context,
corruption is one of the main reasons for strife in the
country. Municipal governments are perceived to be
corrupt or very corrupt by 61.2%, and a very similar
percentage is obtained for the departmental govern-
ments (60.4%). However, both these percentages are
less than the percentage obtained for the national gov-
ernment (64%). These percentages reflect a major con-
cernregarding the political system because a setback can
be observed between 2017 and 2019 in the urban pop-
ulation, which demonstrates robust confidence in city
halls (-4.5%), governance (—8.8%), and departmental
assemblies (—2%; National Statistics Office, 2019).

2. Literature Review

After the Brexit electoral processes, the Colombian ref-
erendum, and the US presidential elections in 2016,
there is no doubt that disinformation strategies are effec-
tive and may imperil the prospects of democracy in
any country of the world. Moreover, fake news is not
a new phenomenon; it has always existed. However,
the current situation fosters a higher global scope and
impact because the media, through which the fake news
is disseminated, and the speed of dissemination also
favor it (Burkhardt, 2017). Focused on the political dis-
information, Valenzuela, Halpern, Katz, and Miranda
(2019) stated that political commitment is an impor-
tant consequence of news consumption through social
networks and that it entails a key precedent when
it comes to sharing fake news. Therefore, disinforma-
tion emerges as a problem for democracies, particularly
during the electoral times and referendums (European
Commission, 2018; Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos,
& Kleis-Nielsen, 2019).

Fregoso (2018) states that, with the peak of indepen-
dent digital media, several readers have begun to doubt
the quality and impartiality of the information being
published through newspapers; however, for millions of
new young readers, the printed information seems to
be no longer relevant. New technologies have modified
the social behaviors related to producing and consum-
ing information within the field of journalism because
the changes related to the digitalization of communica-
tion outlets and the dissemination of erroneous informa-
tion challenge the social role and authority of journal-
ism (Ekstrom, Lewis, & Westlund, 2020). These changes
and the information obesity in social media need to be
examined to understand the relationship between the
use of news and trust in news (Kalogeropoulos, Suiter,
& Eisenegger, 2019). This aspect broadens the horizon
to determine the factors that aid or inhibit resilience in
the society regarding the disinformation phenomenon
(Humprecht, Esser, & Van Aelst, 2020).

The academic literature has offered several
approaches and classifications for disinformation and
related concepts such as misinformation and fake news.
Fake news has become a catch-all, buzzword, or main-
stream word to include all misleading information.
Tandoc, Lim, and Ling (2018), based on a review of how
previous studies had operationalized the term fake news,
identified two dimensions (facticity and deception) and
they established six types of fake news: news satire, news
parody, fabrication, manipulation, advertising, and pro-
paganda. In the same line, but through contrasting the
concept of fake news with real news, Molina, Sundar,
Le, and Lee (2019) identified seven types of fake news:
false news, polarized content, satire, misreporting, com-
mentary, persuasive information, and citizen journalism.
There is a debate about the inclusion or exclusion of the
satire content as a typology of disinformation due to a
satire content which does not have a deceitful intention
to mislead, although may exert the function of mislead-
ing (Fallis, 2015; Molina et al., 2019; Tandoc et al., 2018).

However, some authors are avoiding the usage of the
term fake news to define the information pollution phe-
nomenon. The contention lies on the epistemology and
the better accuracy of disinformation to refer to the infor-
mation disorder. Fake news does not hold an ordinary
public meaning. For instance, its linguistic deficiency,
its media delegitimizing meaning and the political propa-
ganda that surrounds it, and the variety of different infor-
mative content that not always imitating the aesthet-
ic of news content (Estrada-Cuzcano, Alfaro-Mendives,
& Saavedra-Vasquez, 2020; Habgood-Coote, 2019;
Rodriguez-Pérez, 2019; Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017;
among others). Specifically, fake news is currently a
weaponizing term that favors polarization when politi-
cians mention news content that refutes a partisan posi-
tion, eroding the credibility and trust in news media.
In the recent research within the journalism practice,
Egelhofer, Aaldering, Eberl, Galyga, and Lecheler (2020)
found in Austrian news reporting that the buzzword
fake news is associated more often with attacks on
legitimate news media and less with the threat of
online disinformation.

On the other hand, Wardle and Derakhshan (2017)
explained the information disorder which is based on
falseness and harmful factors. There are three environ-
ments that are distinguished, namely: misinformation,
disinformation, and mal-information. Misinformation
refers to false information without a harmful intention;
disinformation is false information shared to cause harm;
and mal-information is genuine information shared to
cause harm. The difference between misinformation and
disinformation states if there is an active and intention-
al attempt to mislead (Fallis, 2015). For instance, Fetzer
(2004, p. 231) defines misinformation as “false, mistaken,
or misleading information” and disinformation as “distri-
bution, assertion, or dissemination of false, mistaken, or
misleading information in an intentional, deliberate, or
purposeful effort to mislead, deceive, or confuse.”
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In this context, fact-checking journalism is shaped as
a new practice to fight disinformation or as an emerg-
ing journalistic genre (Graves, 2018). Fact-checking objec-
tives is not to address electoral-voting behavior because
a political actor has deliberately and repeatedly lied;
instead, one of its objectives is to enable citizens to exer-
cise their right to vote with the most verified information
possible and within a public sphere that is uncontaminat-
ed by propaganda and disinformation strategies, which
are extremely sensitive to emotional appeal and polar-
ized scenarios.

Researchers investigating fact-checking have ana-
lyzed the need for news checkers to consolidate with-
in the media ecosystem and gain the audience’s trust
(Humprecht, 2019; Lowrey, 2017), the journalists’ per-
ception and practices (Cheruiyot & Ferrer-Conill, 2018;
Graves, 2017; Mena, 2019), and the effectiveness and
social effects of fact-checks (Walter, Cohen, Holbert, &
Morag, 2019). Moreover, journalists concur on point-
ing out the normative aspects of fact-checking and the
need for clear methodological guidelines and bound-
aries between fact-checking and activism because fact-
checking should be unbiased (Mena, 2019). For these
purposes, an epistemological debate prevails between
the preconceived political judgments of fact-checkers
and their common access to the objective truth (Uscinski,
2015). However, supported by empirical quantification,
Amazeen (2015) exhibited a high level of consistency in
fact-verification and concluded that fact-checking jour-
nalism has a crucial role to play in fighting disinformation.

3. Objectives and Method

Fact-checking journalism is emerging as a journalis-
tic practice to fight disinformation. Centered around
Colombia, RedCheq was established as the first cross-
regional alliance to fight disinformation related to
regional elections. Therefore, factors such as RedCheq'’s
achievements, its journalistic works, and competencies
that are considered necessary for fact-checking by the
regional journalists should be explored. Given below are
the three specific objectives of this study: (1) Through
the regional journalists’ viewpoints, analyze how fact-
checking journalism is useful in the regional political con-
texts; (2) highlight the achievements by RedCheq as an
alliance to fight political disinformation in the regional
elections and its contribution to Colombian society and
journalism; and (3) identify the requirements and neces-
sary competencies in regional journalism for the practice
of fact-checking journalism.

Further, in-depth interviews provide a complete ana-
lytical understanding in order to acquire a specific view-
point as well as providing a reasoned opinion of the
individual work of the regional fact-checking journalists,
the operations of RedCheq, and the characterization of
disinformation that was disseminated in Colombia dur-
ing the regional elections. First, we obtained the local
journalist sample from the database of Colombiacheck,

a fact-checking media and leader of the project. Then,
we assessed the available information provided by clas-
sifying journalists according to those who worked free-
lance and those who were affiliated with regional media
outlets. In these latter cases, we interviewed the team
leader, who is the designated journalist in charge of
fact-checking news developed by the regional media
outlet. We interviewed all freelance journalists and team
leaders affiliated to local media that participated in
RedCheq based on data provided. In all, 11 in-depth
interviews, using structured questionnaires through dig-
ital communication applications such as Google Meet
and WhatsApp, were conducted to the regional jour-
nalists who were a part of RedCheq in April 2020
(see Table 1). 7 out of 11 interviewees worked in
local media outlets such as print, digital-native, televi-
sion and radio station located in Antioquia, Casanare,
La Guajira, Risaralda, Santander, and Valle del Cauca.
4 out of 11 worked as freelance journalists or were
associated with Universities of Caldas, Caquetd, Tolima,
and Valle del Cauca. Consequently, and supported by
Colombiacheck’s headquarter in Bogotd, the regional
fact-checking network was in nine Colombian’ depart-
ments listed as follows: Antioquia, Caldas, Caquets,
Casanare, La Guajira, Risaralda, Santander, Tolima, and
Valle del Cauca. This instrument enables to gather, in
orderly fashion, the different individual characteristics
emphasized by the interviewees and identify patterns
through which to deduce the most noticeable trends
based on the compared analysis of each one of them can
be deduced.

The questionnaire included some control variables
(i.e., geographical location, years of professional expe-
rience, and first experience as a fact-checker) plus 13
questions divided into three main parts according to
our specific research objectives. The first row of ques-
tions was about political disinformation in Colombia, its
characteristics, and the influence in the electoral con-
text. The second row of questions asked about meth-
ods, purposes, and skills to become a fact-checker. Lastly,
we asked for a general assessment and further steps
for RedCheq. We recorded the interviews using artificial
intelligence applications and a proof-reading review was
carried out to match the transcription with the state-
ments. We collected all the answer into a single doc-
ument from which we made comparisons, identified
the patterns, and deduced the most relevant arguments
according to our specific research objectives.

Questions are listed as follows: (1) How would
you describe the disinformation disseminated during
the Colombian regional elections? (2) How particular-
ly would you describe your fact-checking work in your
regional area? (3) Which reasons motivated you to
develop fact-checking journalism? (4) Working as a fact-
checker, what was your purpose as a RedCheq journalist?
(5) Do you consider, after participating in RedCheq, that
your work as a fact-checker allowed obtaining a higher
recognition from peers? (6) Considering all disinforma-
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Table 1. List of interviewees.

Years of professional

Interviewee ID Date of interview experience First experience as a fact-checker
April 1st, 2020 19 Yes

B April 1st, 2020 3 Yes

C April 4th, 2020 12 Yes

D April 6th, 2020 12 Yes

E April 7,th 2020 2 No, previously associated with Colombiacheck during
the national elections (2018)

F April 8th, 2020 18 Yes

G April 10th, 2020 5 No, previously associated with Colombiacheck during
the national elections (2018)

H April 13th, 2020 4 Yes

I April 20th, 2020 21 No, previously involved in the fact-checking practices
within the nonaccredited fact-checking media

J April 20th, 2020 6 No, previously associated with Colombiacheck during
the national elections (2018)

K April 25th, 2020 10 Yes

tion contents, what do you consider that has the worst
effects on citizens? (7) From your point of view, does the
fact-checker prioritize the scrutiny of public discourse,
debunks viral disinformation contents or a balance of
both? (8) Did you notice your work as a fact-checker
at RedCheq contributed to achieving a better public
debate? (9) Which criteria did you follow to decide which
contents would select for verification? (10) Do you con-
sider your work at RedCheq was free of political interests,
social activism or economic pressures? (11) How do you
evaluate your skills for developing fact-checking? (12) Do
you think RedCheq achieved its goal of debunking disin-
formation associated with the regional election that took
placein October 2019? (13) If you had to repeat the cross-
regional network, what would you change? What would
you improve?

4. Results
4.1. Achievements

Regional journalists unanimously state that RedCheq ful-
filled the objective of fighting disinformation and mon-
itoring the public discourse and malicious use of politi-
cal information. Their reasons are based on the impact
caused by the work on political discourse and public
debate. The regional fact-checkers linked the prominent
political disinformation to misleading and manipulating
strategies, which then polarized and attacked other polit-
ical candidates. They explained the danger caused by dis-
information when these misleading contents influenced
or modified citizens’ political behavior. Their arguments
mentioned the refusal against citizens involved in peace
agreements, panic scenarios, and the delegitimization of
politicians, among others. This also increased the risk of

WhatsApp chains and how much people trusted in the
news they had received on their smartphones.

They perceived that their work was based on the
exercise of media literacy related to fact-checking pro-
cesses in order to develop critical thinking competence
in citizens. The study finding demonstrates that regional
journalists emphasize that RedCheq contributed toward
revealing topics silenced in the media outlets because
“several contents were extracted from areas where tra-
ditional media was reluctant to enter” (Interviewee J).
Furthermore, “RedCheq caused an impact at the nation-
al level; even the controlled organizations themselves
began to replicate and worked with much input from the
network” (Interviewee K). They perceived that the fact-
checking exercise contributed toward improving the sta-
tus and credibility of regional media because it informed
about the political and electoral affairs by exercising an
oversight counterpower regarding election process guar-
antees and producing electoral costs when the associat-
ed contents were verified to be inaccurate:

This contributed to the extent that public figures
or candidates were obliged to be more careful with
their discourse when we performed the fact-checks.
Toward the end of the campaign, the discourse was
more moderate and that is a part of the contribution
made by RedChegq. (Interviewee A)

In addition, the exercise of fact-checking fostered the
critical spirit of citizens by providing arguments and
data for debates: “Readers used to send e-mails or
notifications for us to verify. The debate and desire to
debunk fake news were present in that minority audi-
ence” (Interviewee B). Articulation and collaboration
by fact-checkers and citizens create a renewed process
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of citizen journalism (Rodriguez-Pérez, 2020), which, in
addition, enables “people to become aware of the seri-
ousness of replicating information that is not verified”
(Interviewee E). Consequently, this aspect generates
increased prudence and skepticism regarding the infor-
mation received through social media or instant messag-
ing applications: “People tried to be frugal when receiv-
ing those speeches and not to believe everything they
heard or read, and even this was important as it ratified
that what they were saying was real” (Interviewee F).

Therefore, the interviewees’ opinions highlight the
importance of fact-checking within the citizens’ social
concerns about distinguishing between what is real and
what is fake and answering this need by empowering
them through training and arguments:

The exercise not only involves checking but also exam-
ining the manner in which the media contributes to
public education and the process by which the pub-
lic can begin to learn to identify this type of publica-
tion themselves so as not to share it, thereby reduc-
ing such dissemination. (Interviewee C)

Checking not only involves debunking or revealing
the truth but also showing the citizens the elements
that are potentially available to them to build auton-
omy and critical thinking about each leader and
public figure, thus providing them with the tools
required in order to be involved in the public dis-
course. (Interviewee G)

For such purposes, the regional journalists consider that
fact-checking should be addressed as a majority bet on
the Colombian media system. Moreover, they under-
score the precedent of this network as a seedbed that
will have a national impact:

| believe that all media outlets should focus on how
they train journalists in fact-checking. | think that peo-
ple, i.e., public opinion, are deliberately asking for
this. The media cannot turn a blind eye to this issue.
(Interviewee C)

RedCheq set a precedent for this type of journalismin
our country. It is a seedbed, and if we foster journal-
ists’ training in news verification further, this will posi-
tively establish the journalism dynamic at the national
level. (Interviewee K)

The in-depth interviews exhibit a significant relationship
between the exercises developed with media literacy
and university training. In particular, one of the region-
al media that are associated with RedCheq operated
as a teaching media outlet and capitalized on the fact-
checking practices to instill social values among young
people. Another regional journalist instilled these values
from the university sphere:

Our news program is a school. In a context where
everyone is a content producer, we also forget a very
important value, which is important not only for a
journalist but also for a citizen: rigor. (Interviewee K)

| wanted to pass that passion for truth to students and
wanted them to understand that this is not just about
picking a piece of information and saying whether it
is true or false but about an amazing passion for truth
that is, basically, journalism. (Interviewee G)

4.2. Skills and Training

Most of the interviewees rate their competencies in fact-
checking as sufficient or good, although all of them asso-
ciate the verification process with the ongoing learn-
ing that requires constant training. One of the intervie-
wees defined RedCheq as a “network to train journalists”
(Interviewee K). The interviewees emphasize that fact-
checking journalism, as a new practice, requires con-
stant training so that journalists can be better equipped
to fight disinformation and enhance their knowledge
through their experiences:

Platforms change at the same pace as tools to pro-
duce fake news. So, what was clearly required to be
checked today or yesterday can change tomorrow in
such a disguised manner that it may even go unno-
ticed. (Interviewee J)

This is an ongoing learning exercise. We are capable
and willing to do it, but, perhaps, we need to know
ways to access information to continue our training
and the contexts in which we have to keep on applying
this. | would like to have more space for fact-checking
training because | think all journalists should be able
to do it. (Interviewee K)

The main limitation that the interviewees expressed is
related to the competencies in the use of digital tools for
checking videos or photographs (multimedia formats):

There are technical aspects that we would like to
know more about; for example, ways to identify
whether a video is fake or whether the photographs
have been manipulated. On a 1-to-10 scale, we score
6—7. (Interviewee C)

We have a long way to go. New tools have been
launched, and we have to keep ourselves updated.
| have been using 70% of the capacity | have until
now. However, we also need the remainder percent-
age to consider the integrity and protection of journal-
ists. (Interviewee A)

The interviewees state that knowledge acquired through
daily practice is another aspect to conduct a success-
ful check; they emphasize that it is an aspect that
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is key to develop a journalistic instinct in order to
detect disinformation:

Fact-checking is something new, and because it is
a relatively new trend, it is something that we
have no experience in at the time of performing it.
Besides, this requires that for every refuted piece
of news something must be learned on the subject.
(Interviewee B)

Competencies are good, but there is a possibility to
improve them continuously. There are some things in
which | think | am more competent in than others are
(altered images, context of publications, and data and
hiring documents). There are other qualifications that
| think | can continue to improve such as developing a
journalistic instinct so as not to take some things for
granted. (Interviewee E)

After the training workshops and the fact-checking prac-
tice by RedCheq, most of the interviewees stated a per-
ceived professional recognition from their peers and cit-
izens. The journalistic value of fact-checkers becomes a
“lighthouse” (Interviewee A) against the concern on disin-
formation. It continued after the regional elections when
peers and citizens asked for checking contents dissemi-
nated in social media. However, and most importantly,
they pointed out that fact-checking changed their profes-
sional practice, making them more prone to innovation
in their newsrooms. They commented on these improve-
ments regarding the use of digital tools, new procedures,
and narrative recourses to produce journalism as well as
the prevailing ethical standards to assure the accuracy of
their own news production.

4.3. Method

RedCheq’s methodology was the same implemented by
Colombiacheck as interviewees recognized it. The con-
tent selection had to verify the political information in its
core. From the answers, we identified three main selec-
tion criteria elements: (1) The monitoring of leading can-
didates according to polls; (2) electoral debates and the
public discourse; and (3) the category of viral in social
media contents to avoid the Streisand effect because
of the fact-checking process. Furthermore, the inter-
viewees reckon mostly (10 out of 11) the fact-checker
should have to balance the scrutiny of public discourse
with the verification of viral contents:

A political discourse that states against certain
democratic value is as dangerous as fake content
that becomes viral. The viral content requires to
be checked faster, but both should be balanced.
(Interviewee H)

Both bot farming and fake users are a com-
mon practice among political parties that use the

social networks for amplifying a political message.
(Interviewee A)

The dilemma emerged when the interviewees decid-
ed about the political statement to be checked. Their
answers allow identifying a fear to be perceived as
partisan, reported by readers. The political polarization
context, as well as the strength or weakness of certain
political candidates emerged as the causes that tipped
the balance on one political side:

| felt like it was a problem that others thought that
I had political bias, especially if the fact-check made a
candidate looks better. (Interview F)

We wanted to have an equilibrium producing fact-
checks in the political spectrum, but we understood
that was something we could not force. If a certain
candidate did not say anything checkable or there was
not anything about a certain candidate because it was
not a leading candidate, we could not produce a fact-
check. (Interviewee C)

If we produced ten fact-checks, probably five assessed
a misleading against the ex-president Alvaro Uribe’s
political leaning and the rest distributed among the
other parties. Political sphere surrounding Uribe’s
political party generated disinformation; it was also
one of the most mediated and robust electoral cam-
paigns. (Interviewee A)

Besides, one of the boundaries established around fact-
checking is the non-partisan practice and the clear
distinction between fact-checking and activism. Asking
for political and economic pressure as well as social
activism, some interviewees declared Colombiacheck
editorial board promoted press freedom assuring the
non-partisan filter. The economic pressure did not
reveal, although one of the interviewees said when
they assessed a claim as inaccuracy the advertising from
that campaign was reduced. Political pressure happened
when candidates were checked:

There were pressures when the content was close to
elites. When a journalist began to ask, the answer
suggested not disseminating it...The process is threat-
ened. That also occurs from activism when after pro-
ducing a fact-check, activists encouraged you finding
more false claims. (Interviewee D)

We felt the higher pressure came from political cam-
paigns. For instance, they said: “You are publishing a
lot about us, why do you not assess what others say
against us?” (Interviewee C)

On the other hand, other interviewees with less profes-
sional experience (Interviewees B, E, and H) admitted
what they call “social activism” during their reporting.
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They associated this commitment with improving the
public debate, understanding that debunking disinforma-
tion protected the democratic good of fair elections.

4.4. A Way Forward

The interviewees qualified the coordination and supple-
mentary works of Colombacheck during the whole pro-
cess as “good” (Interviewee J), “wonderful” (Interview K),
or “titanic” (Interviewee C). On the basis of these percep-
tions, most of the interviewees agree that training is a
factor that is particularly vital toward improving an ini-
tiative such as this one. To this end, two alternatives are
suggested: “Monitoring” (Interviewee K) or “customized
accompaniment” (Interviewee J) to improve the quality
and quantity of checks, respectively, and “to continue
with the trainings on different tools” (Interviewee E).

In addition, and in accordance with the abovemen-
tioned viewpoints, journalists agree that the lack of
experience and competencies in using fact-checking dig-
ital tools led to the delays in the checking process:
“Colombiacheck has the experience and training, but
issues still remain with regard to optimizing the process
and having trained people in the regions so as not to
centralize everything in people with technical abilities”
(Interviewee C).

RedCheq’s internal process included the first propos-
al shared by the regions with Colombiacheck’s national
coordination unit or Colombiacheck with regional jour-
nalists. After receiving feedback regarding the suggested
drafts and specific requests for verification of multime-
dia content submitted by the regions to Colombiacheck,
the fact-check was written down and then reviewed
by the Colombiacheck editors to make adjustments
or proceed with its posting on the Web. Given that
Colombiacheck headed RedCheq, the regional verifica-
tion network included the seal of the International
Fact-checking Network, making it obligatory for them to
check on and comply with the international fact-checking
methodological process standard.

Therefore, the interviewees perceive the “flow”
(Interviewee D), the “internal process speed” (Inter-
viewee F), or the articulation of “the production chain
between the journalist performing the check, the editor,
and the final piece of news” (Interviewee H) as areas of
improvement. Moreover, the only suggestion provided
to make up for this aspect is to improve the regional jour-
nalists’ training.

One of the challenges faced by fact-checking is to
try and balance the reach and dissemination of disin-
formation (Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018) by answering
rapidly and “reducing the time between the release
of disinformation and the publication of the check”
(Interviewee C). With regard to this, as a third aspect,
the interviewees highlight the need for “dissemination
improvement” (Interviewee 1). They suggest innovation
as a solution, along with new narratives that are based
on multimedia formats and social network and Web

environment strategies:

Disinformation could actually be mitigated, but this
failed to reach a larger audience or to equal the fake
news that was disseminated...To remedy this situa-
tion, | would suggest a community manager strate-
gy or something that helps better the position of the
website. (Interviewee B)

| feel that we stick inordinately to the text. The pro-
cess would be much more dynamic if journalists were
trained in the creation of verification content in sever-
al formats. They began producing podcasts, but | think
we need to be quicker in data visualization and the
creation of audiovisual, as well as interactive content.
(Interviewee E)

Correspondingly, they suggest that RedCheq should
incorporate more media and journalists to cover more
municipalities and departments of the country:

Regional journalists’ contribution is important. There
are things happening in the other area of Colombia,
and it seems like they have been taken out of a sci-
ence fiction book. Here, we see things that a person
living in Bogota cannot even imagine actually happen
in the country. (Interviewee A)

It would have been wonderful to have a responsible
from RedCheq present in those municipalities to mon-
itor the public debate underway in the face of elec-
tions in that territory. (Interviewee G)

Finally, only one of the interviewees stated the need
to modify the verification categories by “making fact-
checking more expedited” (Interviewee A) to improve cit-
izens’ understanding.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The zenith of disinformation involves rethinking the news
production routines and ways to disseminate journalistic
information effectively. As distrust of media outlets and
politics prevails in Colombia, finding certain evidence
that associates less trust in the news and politics with
a higher probability of believing in online disinformation
was initiated (Zimmermann & Kohring, 2020).

RedCheq emerged as a collaborative experience,
headed by Colombiacheck, for debunking the spread
of false political information in the regional areas. This
need cannot be addressed without considering the
social, labor-related, and economic contexts of the
Colombian regional media outlets. While disinforma-
tion easily reaches mobile devices, verified and checked
information requires the participation of information
professionals. This aspect entails their being present
and procuring training and independence to conduct
good journalism.
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This context contrasts with the perceptions of the
regional journalists who were interviewed in this study
after working for RedCheq. They perceive the fact-
checking practice as a wake-up call to modify the perfor-
mance of regional journalism. The 11 regional journalists
who were interviewed agree on underscoring the work
conducted by RedCheq to oversee power and make a
thorough public examination of the electoral campaign
statements. A widespread perception about RedCheq
exists in that its reputation precedes it regarding its con-
tribution to improve informed public debate by offer-
ing contrasted and unbiased information. However, such
improvements were limited regarding scope and region-
al application. RedCheq was thus shaped as a seedbed
for the introduction of fact-checking as a novel journalis-
tic practice in regional journalism.

In summary, the practice of fact-checking journalism
by RedCheq has dared to address the following three
cleavages. It restores credibility to regional journalism
performance by contrasting facts and data in an unbi-
ased and rigorous manner; it contributes to the demo-
cratic training of public opinion, which is empowered
with contrasted information; and it encourages power
auditing. In the political and electoral contexts, journal-
istic coverage is a key driver of electoral accountability
(Snyder & Stromberg, 2008) and the political participa-
tion (Gentzkow et al., 2011). A well-informed and mobi-
lized electorate better regulates government corruption
and mismanagement practices (Adsera, Boix, & Payne,
2003). Finally, journalism is crucial for civic engagement
(Shaker, 2014).

Regarding the professional recognition after com-
pletion of RedCheq, Colombian journalists’ perceptions
coincide with the argument of Graves, Nyhan, and Reifler
(2016) that fact-checkers receive recognition and status
as upholding the ideals of the profession. On the oth-
er hand, our results are slightly different from Mena’s
results (2019) regarding the perceptions of the regional
fact-checkers towards the principal purpose of the fact-
checking practice. In contrast to US fact-checkers who pri-
oritized the assessment of statements by public figures
and institutions (91.8% strongly agree rather than 57,4%
strongly agree with debunking false news stories spread
on social media), Colombian fact-checkers affirmed it
should be balanced between politicians’ statements and
viral contents. Moreover, this case study reflects one
of the epistemological dilemmas of fact-checking: the
boundaries between fact-checking and activism.

Moreover, disinformation, as a worldwide phe-
nomenon, and fact-checking journalism, as a journalistic
answetr, reveals the need to create a new map of compe-
tencies, profiles, and trends. This aspect entails curricu-
lar strengthening and an innovative development of the
profession. Academicians and communication media are
becoming aware of fact-checking journalism as a quali-
ty assurance practice and a duty in exercising the pro-
fession, thereby necessitating learning new competen-
cies (Ufarte-Ruiz, Peralta-Garcia, & Murcia-Verdu, 2018).

Therefore, it is appropriate to facilitate the acquisition
of university knowledge to provide aspiring journalists
with new professional opportunities available at small
media outlets, which are more independent, diverse,
and committed to professional, social, and ethical val-
ues. Furthermore, universities should update their cur-
ricula to integrate these competencies into digital tools.
This aspect would enable aspiring journalists to learn dig-
ital forensics techniques to analyze the accuracy of each
source of information—from multimedia formats to pub-
lic statements (Steensen, 2018)—and debunk disinfor-
mation content, particularly at a time when an emerg-
ing media ecosystem sponsored by fact-checking journal-
ism is envisaged in Latin America to achieve a real media
democracy (Palau-Sampio, 2018).

These differential competencies may lead to the
creation of new media outlets and the revitalization
of the media sector, given the growing civic concern
to distinguish between what is true and what is fake.
Furthermore, universities may use this opportunity to
strengthen their associations with the business sector
and civil society by becoming involved in the verification
projects, which have been very closely related to the aca-
demic environment (Graves & Cherubini, 2016).

To conclude, RedCheq is the first regional fact-
checking alliance, a network of regional newsrooms
and freelance journalists engaged in delivering fact-
checking journalism within the electoral contexts. To this
end, a new set of news practices was formulated and
established to deliver accountable journalistic practices
that offer high quality fact-checks to regional citizens.
Based on the journalists’ perceptions, we summarize
the fact-checking practice experience and training that
are the key determinants in making a successful prac-
tice out of fact-checking journalism. Regional journalists
regard fact-checking as a demanding journalistic prac-
tice. Therefore, expertise and technical skills are required
to debunk political disinformation, thus increasing the
fact-checks’ coverage and dissemination and reduc-
ing the gap between the disinformation content that
becomes viral and the fact-check releases. Moreover, the
fact-checking movement should reinforce its scope and
broaden its horizons to go beyond the main cities and
into new geographical areas. To this end and for the pur-
pose of advancing and reinforcing the fact-checking pro-
cesses in the regional areas, upgrading journalism and
communication networks might be the most suitable
way of guaranteeing the acquisition of media competen-
cies by aspiring journalists. All of these factors are aimed
at integrating the verification operations in any journal-
istic process irrespective of the media outlet, geographic
location, or content.

Thus, in the context of social and political polariza-
tion, along with weak regional journalism that depends
on the political, economic, or social powers, regional
journalists perceived fact-checking as a catalyst for the
awakening of the regional journalism and as a reconnec-
tion with the journalist’s social responsibility to foster
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civic empowerment and to subject political discourse in
the electoral campaigns to rigorous examination.
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