
 Page 1 

PART 1:  

DEFINING DISINFORMATION / MISINFORMATION 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Disinformation is false or inaccurate information that intentionally misleads or deceives.  In order 

to combat disinformation, it is important that we are able to first define what is “disinformation” 

and its related terms, such as “misinformation”.   

 

2. When both “disinformation” and “misinformation” are properly understood, we can not only 

identify what should be fact-checked, but also what should be understood from a different 

perspective, e.g. satire and opinion. 

 

3. This part deals with the following:- 

 

(a) Setting down the fundamental terms and definitions that are commonly used in fact-

checking; 

 

(b) The appropriate means of interpreting claims for factchecking; and 

 

(c) Understanding the different kinds of misinformation. 

 

II. KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

 

4. The following terms and definitions are central to understanding the rest of this document: 

 

(a) What is “Disinformation”? 

Typically, disinformation is described as “fake news”.  This is not a helpful comparison 

because “fake news” as a term is more generic a term, and in our work, we will only use 

the terms “disinformation” or “misinformation” in place of “fake news”.  For our purposes, 

disinformation is the deliberate act of twisting information or fabricating information to 

generate a reaction.  Examples include:- 

 

• Completely falsified information.  This is where the claim has no basis, and is 

completely made up.  An example of this is the claims made by anti-vaccination 

groups who allege that vaccinations cause autism, or the claims in the U.S. that 
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presidential candidate Hillary Rodham Clinton ran a child sex ring.  None of these 

allegations are true, or have any genuine foundation. 

 

• Misleading information.  This is where information is mis-described in order to 

change what is truth into fiction.  A classic example of this is reported information 

on government policies which skews the actual details of the policies.  An example 

of this is the Singapore Central Provident Fund (CPF) retirement payout age.  The 

payout age has been 65 years old from 2018 onwards, meaning that once a person 

turns 65, he or she is entitled to ask for monthly payments to him or her from the 

CPF.  However, the activation of the payout takes place when the individual notifies 

the CPF Board of his/her intention to commence withdrawals from 65 years old 

onwards.  Without this notification, the CPF Board would have continued holding 

the funds until age 70.  Online trolls began to create posts describing how the CPF 

had increased the CPF retirement payout age to 70.  This was untrue – the payout 

age had never changed, and one only had to inform the CPF to start payments for 

payments to commence. 

 
• Misleading headlines / clickbait.  This is where the disinformation lies purely in the 

description of the information.  Evident in news articles, online articles, social media 

posts, the headline gives a misleading idea of what the actual news is in order to get 

the reader to read the actual information.  For example, in a few magazines, an 

article claimed that smelling farts from your partner could help enhance one’s 

lifespan.  This purported to be scientifically backed, but in fact the scientific report 

only stated that certain compounds – including the compounds found in flatulence, 

could have a positive effect on certain processes in the body and thereby slow down 

the aging process. 

 

(See “Misinformation” below for further information) 

 

(b) What is a “Fact”? 

There are 2 general definitions. The first and more conventional definition is that a fact is 

something that is known to have happened or to exist, especially something which can be 

proven or which there is information about1. 

 
1 This is the Cambridge dictionary definition - https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fact  
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The second definition is that a fact is a state of objective belief at the time, i.e. a statement 

that is generally regarded to be correct by most reasonable people, during a particular 

period of time.  

 

Example of the second definition: The 2nd-Century Roman poet Decimus Iunlus Iuvenalis 

coined the phrase “rara avis in terries nigroque simillima cygno”, translated as “a rare 

bird in the lands and very much like a black swan”. When this phrase was coined, the 

black swan was presumed not to exist. The phrase was common in 16th century London to 

mean that something was impossible. However, in 1697, Dutch explorers became the first 

Europeans to see actual black swans in Western Australia.  This changed the meaning of 

the entire phrase, so that now it refers to the idea that a perceived impossibility might later 

be disproven.  Indeed, the discovery of the very first black swan destroyed all past factual 

statements alleging that ‘all swans are white’ – It also pointed out that the statement “all 

swans are white” which would have been a fact in the past, was actually a fact made of  

objective belief. 

    

(c) What is “Misinformation”? 

Misinformation is erroneous information, and in addition to covering disinformation, it 

also includes erroneous information with no intention to deceive or mislead the reader. 

 

(d) What is an “Opinion”? 

An opinion is a view, judgment or appraisal formed in the mind by one about a particular 

matter.  Usually, an opinion is formed on the basis of an analysis of facts.  Whether an 

opinion is well supported or not depends on whether the facts the opinion relies upon are 

correct, and whether there was sound analysis of such facts.  In general, an opinion cannot 

be fact-checked since it is a subjective matter, meaning that it is based on the author’s 

personal judgment or feeling, e.g. “I believe the government of Ruritiana is inefficient”.  

What can be fact-checked however, is the underlying factual bases for the opinion, if any.  

Hence for example, the opinion may state: 

 

“Based on a national study conducted in 2011 setting out the amount of healthcare 

benefits provided for citizens compared with previous years, I believe the 

government of Ruritiana is inefficient when compared with other similar 

governments for the level of healthcare provided.” 

 

This then presents several factual reference points for us to examine whether an opinion is 

valid or not.  Based on the opinion, we can begin researching into the following questions: 
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- What was the national study about and were the findings in line with the opinion, or 

was the opinion extracted from the data in the study? 

- Is the ‘amount of healthcare benefit’ in a study a good measure of government 

efficiency? 

- What is the basis for comparing Ruritiana with other governments? 

- What does ‘similar’ government mean? 

 

Most of the time however, it is difficult to spot whether a statement is intended to represent 

an opinion or fact.  Much of this then has to do with objectively interpreting the statement 

to see if it is one way or the other.  This portion is examined in Part III below. 

 

(e) What does “Objective” mean? 

“Objective” means what a reasonable person would understand a particular statement or 

claim to mean. 

 

(f) What does “Subjective” mean? 

 “Subjective” is the direct opposite of “Objective”, and means the meaning understood by 

the person who derives the meaning.  Hence if a news article claims that “The bartender-

victim refused to give the assailant any further alcohol as the latter was drunk”, whether 

the assailant was drunk is a subjective matter as it was understood only by the bartender, 

and the bartender had formed such a view. 

 

(g) What does “Satire” mean?  

In A Glossary of Literary Terms (7th Edition), M.H. Abrams, 1999, Cornell University, 

Heinle & Heinle (access the entire publication here), the author describes “satire” as:- 

 

“Satire can be described as the literary art of diminishing or derogating a subject 

by making it ridiculous and evoking towards it attitudes of amusement, contempt, 

scorn, or indignation. It differs from the comic in that comedy evokes laughter 

mainly as an end in itself, while satire derides; that is, it uses laughter as a weapon, 

and against a butt that exists outside the work itself.” 

 

Satire is recognized as a literary device, written without being meant to be taken seriously, 

but with the potential to fool the unknowing, the reader who has no background knowledge 

to understand what criticism the satirical piece is about.   

 

(h) What does “Speculation” mean? 
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Speculation is a form of opinion.  Speculation presents views on what happened, what 

could happen and such similar viewpoints.  It is typically defined negatively, as an opinion 

that is without foundation.  Examples include:- 

“The death was likely caused by frequent exposure to dust at the workplace.” 

“The level of plastic waste is likely to cause mass fish death in the pacific ocean by 2030.” 

 

III. HOW SHOULD A CLAIM BE INTERPRETED? 

 

5. It is important to accurately interpret a claim so that we know what to factcheck. 

 

6. It is helpful to ask the following questions:- 

 
(a) Is the claim an opinion or a statement of fact? 

An opinion is an expression of subjective belief, and does not have to be founded upon 

fact or proof.  A statement of fact is objective in description. 

 

Statement A Statement B 

“The state of the economy is not as sunny as 
it was two years ago, and trade is growing at 
a sluggish rate.” 

“The economy in financial year 2019 to date 
has scored 20 index points less than it did 
during the same period in financial year 
2018.” 

 

Statement A is an opinion.  The author is tries to describe state of the economy using 

imagery of weather and speed.  As he is putting a value perceived by him or giving a 

judgment on the subject matter of the statement, this is a subjective point of view. 

 

Statement B is a statement of fact.  The statement in general reports what had happened 

and can be objectively viewed (i.e. going to the relevant source of the information), and so 

whether the statement is correct or incorrect can be determined. 

 

It is important to note that there is no requirement for a writer to qualify his statements 

with opening phrases such as, “I believe” or “It is my view/opinion, that…”.  While such 

phrases are useful to indicate that it is an opinion, the lack of such phrases do not mean 

that what is expressed is a statement of fact.  

 

Another example: 

Statement A Statement B 

“The punishment meted out by the judge 
against the molester was too minor.  He 

“The punishment meted out by the judge 
against the molester is significantly less 
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clearly deserved jail, yet only obtained 
probation.” 

punitive than the average sentence in such 
cases.  While the average sentence is 3 
weeks’ imprisonment, he only obtained 
probation.” 

 

Why is Statement A an opinion and Statement B a statement of fact? 

 

(b) What do other readers understand by the claim? 

If a post is written on a social media page, it is usually available for comment.  Reading 

the comments stream is useful to ascertain the sort of interpretation that most people 

generally have, and the issues that resonate with these people.  This is especially helpful 

for claims made from memes and pictures or videos, where the underlying claim is made 

through implication of meaning, in particular, where the claim is found solely in pictures 

or incomplete sentences. 

 

(c) Does the claim refer to past events or surrounding events? 

A claim may be made in the context of past events or surrounding events.  Hence 

interpretation of such a claim will require background knowledge of the context.   

 

(d) Was the claim written to address a specific audience? 

This is a subset of the earlier question “Does the claim refer to past events or surrounding 

events”.  If a claim was written with a specific audience in mind, there is a need to consider 

how that particular audience would understand the claim.    

 

(e) Is the claim intended as satire? 

Check the source of the claim to see if the source is a satirical publication such as The 

Onion in the USA or New Nation in Singapore.  Signs of satire include:- 

- The claim is exaggerated and doubtful. 

- No sources have been cited by the claim. 

- There is a parallel with an existing, real-life situation. 

 

If indeed it is a satirical claim, the next question is to ask what event is being referred to 

and what is the meaning to be implied from the satirical about the genuine event. 

 

IV. WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF DISINFORMATION/MISINFORMATION 

 

7. While as mentioned above, there are various examples of disinformation and misinformation in 

general, we can break down these categories even further, into specific types.  For the avoidance 
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of any doubt, the types set out below are not exhaustive and better understood as the more 

common types that we have encountered:- 

 

(a) Satire / Parody  

In A Glossary of Literary Terms (7th Edition), M.H. Abrams, 1999, Cornell University, 
Heinle & Heinle (access the entire publication here), the author describes “satire” as:- 

 
“Satire can be described as the literary art of diminishing or derogating a 
subject by making it ridiculous and evoking towards it attitudes of amusement, 
contempt, scorn, or indignation. It differs from the comic in that comedy evokes 
laughter mainly as an end in itself, while satire derides; that is, it uses laughter as 
a weapon, and against a butt that exists outside the work itself.” 
[Emphases in bold added by us] 

 
This is a topic of significant controversy as it is not intended to be disinformation though 
it could be a source of it.  Satire and parody as a category has widely been regarded as a 
literary art form.  Yet there is no denying that the same category can also be used, and 
frequently is, as a form of information dissemination.  It is therefore possible to analyse 
satire and parody on 2 levels: Firstly, at face value, for what it is saying, and secondly, for 
the underlying truth it purports to carry. 

 
Examples of Satire: 

 

   
Source: New Nation (http://newnation.sg/2019/03/singaporeans-not-ready-short-
prime-minister/)  
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This article was poking fun at Mr Heng Swee Keat, Finance Minister of Singapore, when 
he mentioned at a forum that, in future, it was plausible that a member of the ethnic 
minority in Singapore could be chosen by the people to become Prime Minister.  His 
words were widely interpreted as meaning that Singapore at the time, was not ready for a 
minority Prime Minister.  

 

   
Source: The Onion (https://politics.theonion.com/trump-vows-to-eat-all-surplus-pork-
products-china-refus-1837625421)  

 
This was a doctored photograph intended to poke fun at how US President Donald 
Trump would maintain his stance on the 2019 trade war with China, when the trade war 
would possibly result in a drop in demand from China for US-produced pork.  There was 
no such vow made by Trump. 
 
Key Points: 
• Satire and parody are not intended to be taken as truth, but rather a mockery of the 

truth. 
• Satire and parody are potential sources of disinformation because an unknowing 

reader may mistake what is being conveyed for the truth. 
• Satire and parody can be fact-checked for the underlying allegation that is being 

made.  
 

(b) Misleading content 

Misleading content refers to the misleading use of information to frame an issue or an 

individual.  This is in fact, a broad category of disinformation/misinformation, and 

includes: 
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False connection – Where the headlines, visuals or captions fail to support the content of 

the article or medium. 

 

False context – When the genuine content is shared with false information.  This is 

arguably the more insidious form, where small batches of disinformation are mixed into 

factual content so that the facts are skewed into a misleading stream of information as a 

whole. 

 

Example of misleading content: 

 

 
Source: Website of individual “Alex Tan” in April 2019 

 

While NHK World-Japan did feature a short video on Singapore’s homeless and needy, 

this was dedicated to drawing attention to the fact that poverty exists in Singapore.  

Nothing in the video referred to any facts or figures, and the allegations made by the post’s 

author regarding (1) the increase in families dependent on long-term financial aid and (2) 

the Gini Coefficient (measure of income inequality) of Singapore are purely the author’s 

own attempts at linking the video to his allegations. 

 

Example of False Connection: 
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Source: Soccer star Cristiano Ronaldo’s Instagram Account 

 

 
Source: French President Emmanuel Macron’s Instagram Account 

 

In late August to early September 2019, significant media attention was cast on the fires 

taking place in the Amazon.  The above Instagram accounts sought to draw further 

attention to the fires – However, they did so using pictures of past Amazon fires, dating 

back to 2013 and 2014.  The pictures shown were therefore not about the fires the posts 

spoke about, and media attention ironically was diverted away from the topic of the 

Amazon fires in 2019. 

 

Example of False context: 
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Source: Screengrab from website of “Sick Chirpse”, a member of The Media Team, a UK 

based media publisher featuring article. 

 

The article claimed that researchers from Exeter University had published a study that 

determined that the hydrogen sulphide contained in flatulence had health benefits when 

inhaled.  This was a false claim, even though it was true that the University of Exeter had 

did a study related to hydrogen sulphide and the study was referred to in the article.  The 

University has in fact actually clarified that the study and all related studies did not make 

any reference to cancer or health benefits from inhaling hydrogen sulphide. 

 

Key points: 

• Misleading information, in all its various forms, is deliberate disinformation. 

• It is particularly effective when mixed up with fact, so that a reader does not suspect 

that portions of what he/she read was actually false. 

• We can combat this by consciously weighing in our minds, as we view the information, 

whether the basis for that information leads to the conclusion expressed.  We can also 

consider if the basis is genuine or contrived, fabricated or otherwise. 

 

(c) Imposter / Fabricated content 

This refers to content which falsely purports to be from another source.  This is most easily 

identified when the actual source disputes the authorship of the information, or the 

information itself is false.   
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The most recent examples of such a form of disinformation include Bitcoin scams and 

investment scams, where the modus operandi is to purport that a famous public individual 

has bought into the scam they are attempting to sell.  

 

Examples of imposter / fabricated content: 
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Source: Screengrabs from various websites – Note that insertion of “Fake News” by us 

for clarity. 

 

In each of the cases above, neither CNN Tech nor Straits Times had authored the articles, 

and none of the content in each of the articles is true.  The fabricated articles were 

circulated on behalf of a bitcoin brokerage which is highly suspected of being a scam. 

 

Key points: 

• Imposter/fabricated content is one of the clearest forms of disinformation. 

• It is often used as part of a broader intended plan to deceive, and is not limited to 

financial scams. 

• It is however, easier than other types of disinformation to fact-check, as the actual 

sources are likely available to confirm/disprove the imposter/fabricated content. 

 

(d) Manipulated content 

We regard manipulated content, where a photograph has been digitally altered to convey 

a different message as a smaller, related subset of fabricated content.  The only difference 

is the degree of the fabrication, which in manipulated content, is less. 

We usually encounter manipulated content in the form of pictures and videos.  This makes 

it easy for factchecking since reverse image searches are easily available to confirm what 

the actual image or video showed. 
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Example of manipulated content: 

 

 
Source: The Facebook page of Rilek1Corner in August 2019 

 

In Singapore, there is always some attention focused on the Singapore social security 

system (known as the Central Provident Fund (“CPF”)) for a variety of reasons.  One of 

these reasons relate to the age when payouts to seniors take place.  While it is currently 

unchanged at 65 years of age (in between the age of re-employment (62 years old) and 

retirement (67 years old)), there are frequent misconceptions that the age for payouts is 

being increased to keep CPF money out of reach of senior citizens.  The picture above 

shows a cardboard building which represents an asset that is burnt as part of Hungry Ghost 

Festival rites for departed family members – The belief being that burning representations 

of such money and assets will ensure that the departed enjoy them in the afterlife.   

 

The original picture showed a bank building being burned.  This picture has been doctored 

to show the CPF Building being burnt, and is presumably a sly jab at how one has to die 

in order to collect one’s CPF monies.    

 

Key points: 

• Manipulated content is a subset of imposter/fabricated content.  Hence it is a form of 

disinformation. 

• Manipulated content usually takes the form of pictures or videos. 
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• This form of disinformation can be countered by using reverse image searches to find 

the original image. 

 

(e) Misinformation 

As defined above, misinformation is simply erroneous information.  The author of 

misinformation may be a victim of disinformation itself, or it could also be poor journalism 

or reporting at work.  With an active online audience, it is quickly debunked. 

 

Example of Misinformation: 

 

 
 
Source: Daily Mail UK 
 

Sometime in 2012, a Chinese news broadcaster made a mistake when it reported on the 

strange finding by villagers from a rural community outside the Chinese city of Xi’An.   

The villagers claimed to have found a new species of mushroom, and the news agency 

covered the story claiming that online research showed the sample found to be a rare 

medicinal ‘Taisui’ mushroom.  Online commenters quickly pointed out that the sample 

‘found’ was in fact a sex toy.  The Daily Mail reported that the day after the programme 

aired, the news station posted an apology on Sina Weibo for the error in reporting. 

 

Key points: 

• Misinformation is simply erroneously reported information.  It is not intended to 

deceive. 
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• In the majority of cases, the error would be quickly debunked by the online community 

or viewers who recognize the errors. 

• For media organisations, errors spotted are usually admitted upfront and clarified in a 

follow up news report, and this aids fact-checking. 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS FOR PART 1: 

  

- It is important to keep in mind the fundamental terms that are used for fact-checking 

purposes.  To be media literate is to be able to tell apart disinformation from 

misinformation, and to also tell apart a statement of fact from a statement of opinion 

by being aware of what is an objective view versus a subjective view. 

 

- To begin factchecking, we must have a reliable interpretation of the claim or the 

subject statement.  We can achieve this by asking the following questions: 

o Is the claim a statement of fact or an opinion? 

o What do other readers understand by the claim? 

o Does the claim refer to past events or surrounding events? 

o Was the claim written to address a specific audience? 

o Is the claim intended as satire? 

 

- It is useful to understand the different types of disinformation out there, such as: 

o Satire/Parody (which is not disinformation, but could be a source for 

disinformation). 

o Misleading content, which includes false connection and false context. 

o Imposter/Fabricated content, which is the clearest type of disinformation. 

o Manipulated content. 

o Misinformation, which is simply erroneous information. 

 

 
 

 

 


