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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and validate a comprehensive model for identifying and examining fake news in digital journalism based on
the perspectives of experts and specialists in Irag. The study adopted a qualitative approach using content analysis and meta-synthesis.
The methodological procedure was based on a systematic meta-synthesis framework through which relevant studies were searched,
screened, critically evaluated, and synthesized. Initial concepts related to fake-news identification were extracted through open coding
and subsequently organized into broader categories through axial coding. Fuzzy Delphi analysis was then applied to refine and validate
the extracted indicators. Twelve qualified academic and professional experts were purposively selected according to theoretical adequacy
and relevant expertise. The experts evaluated the indicators using a fuzzy rating scale, after which fuzzy values were defuzzified. Indicators
exceeding the predefined threshold of 0.50 were retained, while the iterative expert-evaluation process was used to increase convergence
and establish the final framework. The meta-synthesis and fuzzy Delphi analyses supported the validity of the indicators incorporated into
the proposed model. The final framework comprised 12 major categories: linguistic and content characteristics of news, source credibility
and news gatekeeping, news dissemination patterns, key users and fake accounts, interactive user behavior, social-network analysis and
dissemination pathways, algorithms and artificial intelligence, visual and multimedia content, media literacy and fake-news detection
skills, audience sociocultural factors, fake-news countermeasures and prevention, and consequences and impacts of fake news. Fuzzy
Delphi results supported retaining indicators meeting the required fuzzy-value criterion, while increased convergence across expert
evaluations provided the basis for finalizing the proposed model. Fake-news identification in digital journalism requires an integrated,
multidimensional approach incorporating content characteristics, source credibility, dissemination structures, user behavior, intelligent
technologies, media literacy, and sociocultural context. The proposed model provides an applicable framework for journalists, media
organizations, policymakers, and regulatory institutions in Iraq to develop more systematic mechanisms for detecting, controlling, and
preventing the dissemination of fake news.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rapid expansion of digital communication technologies, social networking platforms, online journalism,
and user-generated content has fundamentally transformed the production, circulation, and consumption of
news. Although this transformation has increased the speed and accessibility of information, it has
simultaneously created a highly complex information environment in which misinformation, disinformation,
manipulated content, and deliberately fabricated news can circulate rapidly and reach large audiences before
their authenticity is verified. Fake news is therefore no longer merely a problem of inaccurate reporting; rather,
it constitutes a multidimensional challenge involving information credibility, social trust, political
communication, organizational reputation, digital security, and public decision-making. The societal
consequences of fake news are particularly important because repeated exposure to misleading information
can affect public perceptions, amplify polarization, undermine confidence in legitimate media institutions, and
distort collective responses to social and political events (Moro-Visconti, 2024; Olan et al., 2024). In the
post-truth media environment, emotional resonance, ideological compatibility, and social identity may
sometimes exert greater influence on the acceptance and circulation of information than factual accuracy,
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creating substantial legal and democratic challenges for identifying informational truth (Sihombing et al.,
2024). Consequently, fake-news detection requires an approach that considers not only the factual content of
a news item but also its linguistic characteristics, source credibility, dissemination network, user interactions,
technological features, and sociocultural context. Recent taxonomies of fake-news detection demonstrate that
contemporary approaches increasingly integrate content-based, context-based, propagation-based, and
computational indicators rather than relying on a single source of evidence (Farhangian et al., 2024).
Artificial intelligence has become particularly prominent in this field, with machine learning, deep learning,
natural language processing, transformer-based architectures, and large language models increasingly
employed to identify complex patterns associated with deceptive information (Igbal et al., 2025; Raza et al.,
2025). Hybrid deep-learning systems incorporating explainable artificial intelligence have further emphasized
the importance of combining predictive accuracy with interpretability (Hashmi et al., 2024). Similarly,
multimodal approaches that simultaneously examine textual, visual, and relational information have
demonstrated the potential value of integrating heterogeneous information sources (Cui & Shang, 2025; Wang
et al., 2025), while alternative feature-engineering strategies, including text-to-image transformation, illustrate
the continuing methodological diversification of fake-news detection systems (Rustam et al., 2024).
Nevertheless, technological detection alone cannot adequately address the problem. Media literacy remains
essential because audiences must be capable of evaluating sources, identifying manipulation, and critically
interpreting increasingly sophisticated Al-generated content (Pereira & Riccardi, 2025; Verma & Rohman,
2024). Moreover, organizations and news institutions require appropriate crisis-management strategies
because responses to fake-news attacks involve not only factual correction but also emotions, perceived
legitimacy, public trust, timing, and reputation management (Gasana, 2024; Joachim et al., 2024; Lambert
et al., 2024). At the regulatory level, international experience demonstrates a gradual movement toward
greater platform accountability and more structured governance of misinformation (Gosztonyi, 2024), while
information integrity is also increasingly linked with broader organizational resilience and risk management
(Petratos & Faccia, 2023). These considerations are particularly relevant to Iraq, where digital communication
develops within a distinctive political, cultural, linguistic, and security environment. Research on networked
trolling against journalists and news organizations demonstrates the importance of coordinated online behavior
within the Iragi media ecosystem (Al-Rawi et al., 2023); studies of media representation likewise indicate that
news framing can affect public perceptions and online discourse concerning Irag-related issues (Ardakani
Fard & Azimi Hashemi, 2021). Iraqi newspapers also play an important role in framing and interpreting major
social concerns (Kazem Qureshi, 2023), while the cultural diversity evident in Iragi Kurdistan further
underscores the importance of contextual sensitivity in understanding communication practices
(Mohammadpour, 2017). Concerns regarding the strategic development of Iraqi cybersecurity provide an
additional reason to consider fake news within the broader context of digital information security (Al-Awadi,
2020). Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a comprehensive model for identifying and examining
fake news in digital journalism from the perspective of experts and specialists in Iraq.

Methods and Materials

The study adopted a qualitative research approach integrating content analysis, meta-synthesis, open and axial
coding, and fuzzy Delphi validation. The meta-synthesis procedure was used to systematically identify, assess,
interpret, and integrate the findings of previous studies related to fake news, digital journalism, social media,
content analysis, network analysis, and computational detection. The methodological process followed a
seven-stage meta-synthesis framework involving formulation of the research question, specification of relevant
study types, systematic literature searching, application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, critical appraisal,
synthesis of findings, and presentation of the resulting conceptual structure. Studies were screened according
to relevance to fake-news identification, methodological quality, availability of an analytical or conceptual
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framework, and relevance to digital or social-media environments. Following selection of the eligible
literature, the texts were examined through open coding to identify initial concepts and indicators. Similar and
conceptually overlapping codes were subsequently organized through axial coding into broader categories
representing the principal dimensions of fake-news identification. The resulting indicators were then subjected
to fuzzy Delphi validation. Twelve experts with appropriate academic and professional qualifications were
purposively selected on the basis of their relevant expertise and theoretical adequacy. The participants had
between 6 and 23 years of university work experience. Fuzzy Delphi evaluation was performed iteratively,
with experts assessing the importance of each indicator using a fuzzy rating scale. Expert assessments were
transformed into fuzzy values and subsequently defuzzified. Indicators meeting the predetermined acceptance
threshold were retained, whereas indicators that did not satisfy the required criterion were removed or
reconsidered. Feedback from successive rounds was provided to the experts to reduce dispersion in judgments
and improve convergence. The Delphi process was continued until an acceptable level of consensus was
achieved, after which the validated indicators were organized into the final conceptual model.

Findings

The data-analysis process initially generated 40 codes associated with fake-news identification in digital
journalism. Open coding revealed indicators relating to linguistic and content characteristics, propagation
patterns, influential and fraudulent users, source credibility, emotional and persuasive content, artificial
intelligence, social-network structures, audience media literacy, interaction behavior, images and videos,
headline characteristics, author credibility, writing style, references and citations, textual analysis, user
feedback, network correlations, political orientation, information accuracy, dissemination trends, related news,
information distortion, persuasive strategies, geographical diffusion, visual content, hashtags and keywords,
frequency of circulation, interactions with fake accounts, source verification, sociocultural influences, public
trust, emotional language, resharing behavior, collaborative networks, information flows, structural data, and
countermeasures against fake news. Through axial coding, conceptually related indicators were consolidated
into a coherent higher-order framework. The fuzzy Delphi process further refined the extracted indicators by
distinguishing those considered sufficiently important by experts from those that failed to reach the
predetermined acceptance threshold. Repeated expert evaluation reduced the dispersion of judgments and
produced greater convergence concerning the indicators incorporated into the final model. The final analytical
framework consisted of 12 principal categories: (1) linguistic and content characteristics of news, covering
news language, writing style, headlines, emotional content, persuasive features, and sensational characteristics;
(2) source credibility and news gatekeeping, incorporating source accuracy, media and author credibility,
citation assessment, and content control; (3) news dissemination patterns, including dissemination pathways,
speed and scope of redistribution, hashtags, keywords, trends, and publication frequency; (4) key users and
fake accounts, encompassing influential users, initial sources, fraudulent accounts, and their role in
amplification; (5) interactive user behavior, including likes, shares, comments, audience feedback, sentiment,
and resharing behavior; (6) social-network analysis and dissemination pathways, including user relationships,
information flows, network expansion, and interconnected dissemination structures; (7) algorithms and
artificial intelligence, incorporating machine learning, deep learning, textual and structural data analysis,
network relationships, and automated detection; (8) visual and multimedia content, encompassing images,
videos, media manipulation, and multimodal messages; (9) media literacy and fake-news detection skills,
including the ability to analyze information, evaluate accuracy, and recognize deceptive content; (10) audience
sociocultural factors, including values, beliefs, attitudes, cultural influences, and public trust; (11) fake-news
countermeasures and prevention, incorporating technical tools, preventive mechanisms, media policies,
corrective responses, and analysis of information inaccuracies; and (12) consequences and impacts of fake
news, including psychological, social, political, and economic consequences, confusion, and declining public
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trust. Overall, the findings demonstrated that fake-news detection should be conceptualized as an integrated
process extending from the internal characteristics of the news item to the source, users, technological
infrastructure, dissemination network, audience characteristics, institutional response, and eventual
consequences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that fake-news detection in digital journalism cannot be adequately addressed
through a single criterion or technological instrument. The final model presents fake news as an ecosystem-
level phenomenon in which content characteristics interact with the credibility of sources, patterns of
circulation, user behavior, network structures, technological systems, and audience characteristics. The
identification of linguistic and content features confirms the importance of examining how deceptive
information is formulated and presented. Sensational language, emotional framing, persuasive expressions,
and attention-seeking headlines can function as warning signals, but these characteristics become considerably
more informative when combined with evidence regarding the credibility of the publisher and the trajectory
through which the information circulates. Source credibility and gatekeeping therefore represent a second
protective layer, highlighting the continuing responsibility of professional journalism even within a
decentralized digital environment.

The prominence of propagation patterns, influential users, fake accounts, interactive behavior, and social-
network structures further indicates that the authenticity of information cannot be evaluated independently of
its circulation. Fake news acquires social influence through networks: users amplify it, accounts coordinate its
distribution, engagement mechanisms increase its visibility, and platform structures facilitate rapid
redistribution. Consequently, monitoring the trajectory of information may reveal patterns that are not apparent
from textual examination alone. Artificial intelligence can strengthen this process by processing large volumes
of textual, structural, and relational data, identifying anomalous patterns, and prioritizing suspicious content
for further assessment. However, the model also indicates that automated systems should not replace
professional and human judgment. Their usefulness is greatest when technological detection is combined with
source verification, editorial standards, media literacy, and contextual interpretation.

The identification of multimedia content as a separate dimension is particularly significant because
contemporary digital misinformation increasingly combines text with manipulated images, video, and other
persuasive visual material. A comprehensive detection system must therefore examine the consistency between
different modalities rather than treating the written article as the sole unit of analysis. Likewise, the inclusion
of media literacy and sociocultural factors emphasizes that audiences are active components of the information
environment. Individuals interpret information through previous beliefs, values, identities, and levels of trust.
Strengthening citizens' capacity to evaluate digital content can consequently function as a preventive
mechanism alongside technological and institutional interventions.

Finally, the categories of prevention and consequences extend the model beyond detection itself. Identifying
fake news is valuable only when institutions are capable of making appropriate decisions after detection.
Responses may include verification, correction, warning, limiting further circulation, public communication,
or broader preventive interventions. The selection of an appropriate response should consider the scale of
dissemination and the potential social consequences of both the fake news and the institutional reaction. The
model therefore provides an integrated conceptual foundation for developing context-sensitive systems for
Iragi digital journalism. Its principal contribution lies in combining content, source, dissemination, network,
technological, audience, preventive, and consequence-related dimensions within a single framework. Such an
approach can support journalists, news organizations, researchers, technology developers, and policymakers
in designing more systematic mechanisms for protecting information integrity. Overall, the study concludes
that effective fake-news identification in Iraq requires a multidimensional and coordinated strategy in which
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professional journalism, intelligent technologies, network monitoring, source verification, media literacy,
cultural awareness, and institutional prevention operate as complementary components of an integrated system.
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