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Abstract 
Democracy is not the norm in Southeast Asia, where regimes range from flawed democracies to autocratic 

regimes. Under such conditions this chapter presents a two-fold argument: first, Southeast Asian states 

present a diverse range of media systems; second, these media systems all institutionalize varying 

incentive structures for diverse actors to engage in disinformation. We posit that Southeast Asian media 

systems possess unique institutional weaknesses exploited in the disinformation production process, 

making them all vulnerable to disinformation, albeit in different ways. Based on media observations and 

related literature, we introduce our typology for media systems in the region and show how each model 
creates unique institutions which in turn shape varying disinformative behaviors and produce either crude 

or sophisticated disinformation. By relying on a media systems approach, we shift the focus away from 

disinformation at the individual level and into the system level, creating a picture of an actual process of 

producing disinformative activities embedded in an ecosystem of actors and regulators engaged in shifting 

push-and-pull activities. This highlights how multifaceted the origins of disinformation are, in effect calling 

for nuanced approaches to disinformation studies that are at once cognizant of specific domestic contexts 

and still normatively democratic.  

 
Media systems in Southeast Asia 
Hallin and Mancini’s landmark attempt to map the developments of the press in established democracies 

(2004) have proven lacking when applied outside of Europe and North America, as recognized in their later 

work (2012) and agreed with by other scholars (Voltmer, 2008). While others have tried a media systems 

approach in Latin America (Albuquerque, 2005; Santana-Pereira, 2015), East Europe (Jakubowicz & 

Sükösd, 2008), South Africa (Hadland, 2007) and sub-Saharan Africa (Ngomba, 2011), and even East Asia 

(Jiafei, 2008; Rohrhhofer, 2014), literature on media systems in Southeast Asia appears to be scant. We 
contribute to the literature by attempting a typology of Southeast Asian media systems, and how each 

system’s particular institutional arrangements shape certain disinformation outcomes. 

 

We define media systems as a collection of rules, norms, and institutions that regulate and shape the 

relationships between and among the state, the media, and the public in a given country. A media system 

has numerous components with an endless array of configurations, which in turn affect mass and political 

communication processes (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). We posit that the same applies to disinformation. 

Literature shows that media gets more susceptible to manipulation because of decreasing public trust in 
media, increasing inclination towards sensationalism, and overreliance on a business model focused on ad 

revenue and optimized engagements (Marwick & Lewis, 2017; Tucker et al., 2018). These factors are 



actually media system features that a diverse network of actors – including trolls, bots, conspiracy peddlers, 

partisan groups, hyperpartisan media, and even foreign governments – exploit, often times in competition 

with each other, to produce and promote disinformative content. Across different media systems, how 

prevalent these features are highly vary. 
 

We modify Hallin and Mancini's (2004), Dixit's (1999), and Santana-Pereira's (2015) models in analyzing 

and classifying the media systems in Southeast Asia. We assess Southeast Asian media systems on the 

social role of the media in each society— who controls it and for what purpose is its power used (Arguelles 

& Lanuza, 2020). We use the following major dimensions to determine similarities and differences in media 

systems in the region: (1) the historical development of media markets and the extent of its circulation; (2) 

the nature and degree of in/dependence of the media from/to political actors; (3) the level of journalistic 

professionalism; (4) the structure of state non/intervention in the media system; and (5) the form of media 
ownership. These more closely represent the Southeast Asian context. Relying on related literature and 

media observations, we propose media system models more apt for the region. 

 

These models are meant to be ideal types rather than close descriptions of each country’s media system. 

The hope is to draw broad enough strokes that allow us to view similarities among regional sub-groups in 

terms of institutionalization of political communication practices, while at the same time maintaining 

nuances among countries belonging in each model. We find that we can categorize Southeast Asian media 

systems into three models: (1) “government mouthpiece”, (2) “limited public informant”, and (3) watchdogs 
for the public, as shown in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Media system models in Southeast Asia1. 

 
 

Model 

 
 

Countries 

Features 
Form of 
media 

regulation 

Type of 
media 

ownership 

Level of 
journalistic 

independence 
from partisan 

actors 

Degree of 
traditional 

media 
freedom 

Degree of 
social 
media 

freedom 

Media as a 
government 
mouthpiece  

Brunei, Laos, 

Vietnam 

Tight state 

regulation 

State 

monopoly 

No 

independence; 

state press 

Unfree Unfree 

Media as a 
limited public 
informant  

Cambodia, 

Myanmar, 

Tight state 

regulation 

A mixture of 

state 

monopoly and 

Low 

independence; 

partisan press  

Unfree Partly free 

 
1 Arguelles, C. & Lanuza, J. (2020). Linking media systems and disinformation: the case of Southeast Asia. Manila: 
Consortium on Democracy and Disinformation. 



Singapore, 

Thailand 

private 

ownership 

Media as 
watchdogs 
for the public 

Indonesia, 

Malaysia, 

Philippines, 

Timor-Leste 

Media self-

regulation 

Private 

ownership 

High 

independence; 

an independent 

press 

Partly free Partly free 

 

In the first model, the government exercises absolute control of the entire media system to ensure that the 

media serves as the “throat and tongue” of the ruling elite in government-- whether a communist party or a 

royal family. The media, rather than being an informal “fourth estate”, is formally part of the state machinery 

which extends the reach of the state to people on behalf of the government. We see this in the absolute 

monarchy Brunei and the longtime single-party dictatorships in Laos and Vietnam. The Vietnamese press, 

for instance, is defined in law as the “essential medium of communication for social life; is the voice of Party 

… and is a forum of the People” (Press Law, 2016).  
 

This model demonstrates extremely tight media regulation. Designated members of the ruling authorities 

are personally tasked with running the press to ensure that media content and actions are within state-

designated bounds. Private media operators rarely operate in this environment. State monopoly of media 

ownership is more common- different forms of media, including internet service providers, are usually state 

enterprises. In Laos, for example, successful commercial investment is contingent on joint ventures with 

state media. Unsurprisingly, no meaningful media freedom has developed in this system. Aside from 
treating journalists as mere state reporters, punitive laws are in place for journalists in Laos who will dare 

overstep the state-designated boundaries. They may be fired, fined, detained, or even face the death 

penalty. Even social media, as in the rest of the country’s media, is fast becoming notoriously unfree with 

Brunei, Laos, and Vietnam recently imposing similarly harsh penalties for publishing content that deviate 

from the government line (Arguelles, 2020). What sets this media system model apart from the others is 

the unusually powerful role of the state in the media life of its people. 

 

The second model considers a limited public informant role even for state media. Media is still under 
significant pressure and influence from state authorities, but they have a bigger social role than just 

recording and publicizing government activities. They broadcast public information, but rarely act as a 

watchdog— and this is true even for commercial media. There is an invisible state-set line limiting the 

media’s public informant role. This model represents the media systems that can be found in the competitive 

authoritarian states in Southeast Asia such as Cambodia, Myanmar, Singapore, and Thailand. 

  

In both models, state authorities similarly impose tight government regulation of media. However, rather 

than just state monopoly of media ownership and direct assault on journalistic independence, government 



authorities exercise influence over the media through other means. There is a relative plurality of voices in 

the media, journalists are more than just party watchdogs, and unregulated content thrives—especially in 

privately-operated media outlets. Superficially one may even see in this model a diverse and lively press. 

Yet self-censorship regarding select issues is the norm among media practitioners. This is the chilling effect 
of a combination of state laws imposing restrictions on public discussion of certain politically sensitive topics 

and the absence of meaningful rule of law and protection for media workers in these countries. For instance, 

while Thailand’s junta government criminalizes any form of criticism of the monarchy, Singapore’s electoral 

authoritarian regime considers critical discussions of state policies on race and religion seditious. The harsh 

penalties, usually promulgated by courts, are applied in both traditional and digital media. So although the 

media may be expected to play the role of public informant in this media system model, indirect and direct 

state control still significantly limits it. 

 
In contrast to the two previous models, the media in the third model advocates for the public interest 

especially in times when it is undermined by government interests. Historically, this has been the case for 

the media in Indonesia and the Philippines, and most recently also the case for Malaysia Baru and the 

newly independent Timor-Leste. In this model, the media is a public watchdog: they ensure that the public 

have transparent access to information, they regularly scrutinize the exercise of government power, and 

they assume the role of an independent force to counterbalance dominant groups in the society including 

big businesses, majority ethnic groups, and influential religious sects. There is a relatively high degree of 

media freedom available in these societies not found elsewhere in the region. Although the media still face 
state challenges to their freedom, the character of these challenges is markedly different from what can be 

found in the two other models. 

  

What immediately jumps out is the minimal role played by state in media regulation. State laws set only 

minimal legal requirements for media outlets to operate in recognition of the autonomy, freedom, and self-

regulating capacity of the media sector. This institutional arrangement is usually a product of 

democratization struggles which included demands to reduce state intervention in the media. For instance, 
the reformasi period in Indonesia witnessed the quick proliferation of media outlets into the hundreds after 

the previous requirement to obtain a publication permit from the government was abolished. Rather than 

state regulation, media ownership in this model is usually the source of challenges to journalistic 

independence and press freedom. The increasing concentration of private media ownership among 

oligarchs, with intimate ties to political elites, poses significant constraints to the watchdog role of the press. 

Rather than along partisan or ideological lines, capital most likely dictates what issues gets media coverage 

and what issues are swept under the rug. Issues that can potentially affect state and corporate interests 

include environmental disasters in mining sites, unfair labor practices in the service industry, and 
questionable lucrative deals between the government and oligarchs. 

  



Most recently, illiberal state politics have also challenged the watchdog role of the press in the third model. 

Known in the region for one of the liveliest, independent, and bravest press, the Philippine media is under 

attack from the populist government of Rodrigo Duterte. He has shut down the country’s largest broadcast 

network (Conde, 2019; Gutierrez, 2020a; 2020b), publicly bullied the owner of the nation’s newspaper of 
record to sell the business to someone else (Rappler, 2017), and continues to harass prominent journalists 

critical of the administration with trumped-up charges in court (CNN Philippines, 2020; Ratcliffe 2020). Yet 

because these incidents are infrequent and targeted, albeit scandalous, and the rest of the press are not 

constrained to report it, these threats to media freedom in this model are still substantively different from 

that of state-dominated media systems. 

  

Varieties of disinformation in Southeast Asia 
Within these three models exist varieties of disinformation. These varieties are triggered by multiple factors: 
the motivation of the source, the legal and regulatory institutions in play, the political systems, culture, and 

even the level of technological advancements in the countries. We find that there are four different varieties 

of disinformation campaigns in the region, with more or less corresponding media manipulation tactics, as 

shown in Table 2. While there are overlaps in actors involved per each type, media systems and institutions 

incentivize different actors to be more involved in certain types more than others. 

 

Table 2. Varieties of disinformation campaigns in Southeast Asia.23   

Types of disinformative 
content 

Media manipulation tactics 
disinformation 

Actors commonly involved 

Hyperpartisan  Trolling, anonymous posting, 

inflammatory speech via fake 

accounts, news pages, and 

websites. 

Informal sector workers 

PR strategists and PR firms 

Politicians 

Rent-seeking Coordinated inauthentic behavior 

via advertising and public relations 

firms 

State 

PR firms 

 

Ethnic and religious hate 

speech 

State-sponsored framing, trolling State 

Private individuals 

Attention hacking Clickbait Private individuals 

 

 

 
2 Arguelles, C. & Lanuza, J. (2020). Linking media systems and disinformation: the case of Southeast Asia. Manila: 
Consortium on Democracy and Disinformation. 
3 In this previous work we focus on arguing for alternative media system models for Southeast Asia and whether 
some media systems are more vulnerable to disinformation than others. We push this research agenda forward in 
this chapter by analyzing how institutional design variations shape different disinformation campaigns. 



Hyperpartisan disinformation (Faris et al., 2017; Mourão & Robertson, 2017; Ong & Tapsell, 2020) is the 

relentless release of uncompromising and uncivil disinformation even in the face of facts and validation. 

Usually observed in, but not limited to, electoral contexts, hyperpartisan disinformation often involves 

mudslinging, cheap political point scoring, and personality-driven campaigns – regular features of generally 
free and unfair Southeast Asian elections. In such contexts hyperpartisan disinformation can be seen as a 

tool for retaining incumbency advantage. Political actors take advantage of weak regulatory regimes and 

media capture through media manipulation tactics by employing vast, discrete, and clandestine networks 

of capital, public relations and advertising firms, and informal sector workers.4 

 

Commercial or rent-seeking disinformation aims to disrupt market competition only. Following Ryan et al 

(2019), we adopt rent-seeking as a conceptual label for disinformation since we find that this kind of 

disinformation profits with heavy social costs by taking advantage of regulatory advantages or loopholes, 
and in the process undermining institutions and the target’s welfare. This is important contextually for 

Southeast Asia where economic elites greatly overlap with, and support, the state and technocratic elite 

through protection pacts (Slater, 2010). This often involves media manipulation to some extent, signifying 

low journalistic professionalism, and weak internal media regulation or strong external influence. Such 

narratives could come off as negative propaganda on either the quality of the product marketed, or on the 

reliability of the competition’s ability to provide the good at a high quality. Examples include accusations of 

productions of fake rice against a major supermarket in Singapore (Lin, 2017; Soon, 2019), or the use of 

fake Facebook accounts posting false accounts by the Vietnamese and Burmese armies against telco 
competition in Myanmar (Gleicher, 2020a). This case is noteworthy due to state-sponsored disinformation 

against market competitors, which Facebook traced back to Mytel and Viettel – Myanmar and Vietnam’s 

military-owned telecommunications service providers.  

 

Private media outlets may opt to publish disinformative content for profit. More open media systems have 

more space for propaganda to be disseminated, and economic players take advantage of this by using 

disinformation against the competition in the hopes of capturing the market. This is not to say that less open 
media systems are not vulnerable to these kinds of disinformation narratives; if it the state will benefit, 

heavily regulated media systems can disseminate content anchored by such narratives. An example would 

be China’s greenwashing of the pollution during the 2008 Beijing Olympics (Mol & Zhang, 2012; Witte et 

al., 2009). In such events, regulation falls on the private sector, such as Facebook page takedowns and 

Twitter content notifications.  Aside from the Vietnamese and Burmese experience, accounts originating in 

 
4 Ong & Cabañes (2018) found that disinformation in Philippine social media during the 2016 elections was 
produced with networked architectures of politicians, advertising firms, and informal workers. These forms of 
networked disinformation online evolved to evade government regulations, as discussed in Ong, Tapsell, & Curato, 
2019. Common disinformative actors included closed Facebook groups, anonymous online influencers, fake 
account operators, and advertising and public relations strategists. 



the Philippines expressing support for the Duterte government, attacking media outlets like Rappler, and 

engaging in red-tagging were taken down in September 2020 (Gleicher, 2020b). 

 

Other profit-driven disinformation relies on ads which in turn rely on audience traffic, meaning some 
disinformation thrive primarily not to depower or deplatform other competitors, but to simply generate buzz. 

In the attention economy, disinformation travels faster as unwitting users mingle with disinformation creators 

online by bandwagoning on trends – regardless of the content’s authenticity – in the race to generate more 

social media clout. Such narratives thrive in social media due to its more horizontal nature: anyone with a 

device automatically has a voice, and an equal opportunity, to gather attention and monetize it. Across 

Southeast Asia, social media has been difficult to resist and regulate, albeit existing in varying degrees of 

freedom and openness. Thus we observe disinformative and profit-driven narratives in both less free social 

media landscapes like Vietnam (Thanh, 2019), and more free social media landscapes like the Philippines 
(Chua & Labiste, 2019; Ong & Cabañes, 2018; Ong & Cabañes, 2019). In contrast, traditional media tend 

to follow reportage on trends after virality, rather than generate viral content inherently. The vertical nature 

of traditional media means editorial processes hinder the organic and spontaneous generation of buzz in 

the way social media can. At best, misleading headlines and out-of-context images serve as traditional 

media’s version of clickbait. 

 

Ethnic and/or religious divides also motivate disinformation. Such narratives can be present in both free 

and unfree media systems, albeit with different contexts, purposes, and consequences. While how the 
narratives are used in disinformation and what consequences follow differ according to what media system 

it occurs in, what is common is that these narratives try to subjugate using false narratives or incendiary 

and uncivil language. This kind can either be state-motivated or individually motivated, sometimes both. 

Regardless of media system, narratives of ethnic conflict tend to exist wherever ethnic cleavages exist. 

However, its volume tends to be more controlled depending on the degree of regulation in the media 

system, and the character of the regulator. In more open and market-oriented media systems, such 

narratives can be drowned out by other louder issues of the day; while disinformative content can exist, the 
logics of profit will dictate what content will see the most exposure across platforms. This is evident in the 

xenophobic disinformation against mainland Chinese in the Philippine media ecosystem during the 2019 

elections (Ong, Tapsell, & Curato, 2019). However, for more regulated and state-controlled media systems, 

such narratives can flourish especially if state-backed, as in the case of the use of Facebook to incite 

violence against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar (Human Rights Council, 2018; Stevenson, 2018, Radue, 

2020). In Malaysia, Swiss shoe company Bata lost revenue after citizens boycotted it due to false 

allegations that it had printed the Arabic word for Allah on its soles. The allegations originally came from a 

school principal’s directive to ban students from wearing the shoe brand. The directive went viral and still 
caused financial losses even if Bata was eventually cleared by the state (The Straits Times, 2017). Thus, 

while cultures and contemporary issues form the context that allow narratives of ethnic conflict to be an 



option, the kind of media system determines the extent to which disinformation moored on ethnic cleavages 

can spread. 

 

Finally, some narratives seem to defy the logics of the previous kinds altogether. While possibly similar in 
operation with other varieties, the difference in motivation create nuances in outcome and even harm. 

These narratives are more personal in their motivation, but nevertheless use clickbait tactics to achieve 

virality and spread disinformation across networks and possibly even platforms. This can employ either a 

strategy of relatability for a more organic mass base, or a strategy of shock and spectacle to force virality 

due to sheer curiosity. This disinformation is usually in the form of fake news, memes, or deepfakes and 

cheap fakes (Paris & Donovan, 2019). These are usually cruder and sometimes the harm is not deliberate 

but is still unavoidable. In Singapore, a teenager was given a warning after creating a fake government 

website falsely broadcasting the death of then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew. This went viral and even got 
picked up by international outlets such as CNN and CCTV (Lee, 2015). When asked about motivations, the 

teenager simply wanted to demonstrate to his friends how easy it was to create fake news so everyone 

should be more critical. In Indonesia and the Philippines for example, attack memes have been used by 

supporters of President Joko Widodo and President Duterte against the political opposition during elections 

(Ong & Tapsell, 2020). A more primitive deepfake involving only spliced audio and accompanying graphics 

was broadcasted on Thai news channel Nation TV, attacking leading opposition figure Thanatorn 

Juangroongruangkit (Bangkok Post, 2019). These tactics are effective because the form is both catchy and 

understandable. In social media, such narratives can easily become viral within and across personal 
networks. More open media systems are more susceptible since these are often decentralized efforts by 

nature. While the state can employ coordinated inauthentic behavior (CIB), the generation of competing 

noises in a race to gather the most attention requires competition, which less open media systems 

characteristically restrict. 

 

Why do varieties exist? Are some media systems more vulnerable to certain disinformation varieties? These 

questions can be answered by looking at the institutions in each media system. Understanding the ideas 
driving varieties of disinformation is a prerequisite to challenging the persuasive power of narratives (Ong, 

Tapsell, & Curato, 2019), and understanding these ideas requires a media systems approach since this will 

take into account contextual nuances of the political and media systems in place. By exploring how different 

institutions, shaped by different sociopolitical contexts, in turn shape disinformative behavior, we can outline 

several motivations for actors to produce disinformation, and produce them in different magnitudes.  

 
Media system incentives for disinformation 
Institutions are resilient procedures and practices (Lowndes, 1996; Lowndes & Roberts, 2013) that shape 
social actions and behaviors and constraint or enable actions (Helmke & Levitsky, 2006) through standard 

operating procedures (Hall, 1986), or agreed upon rules followed by agents covertly or overtly (Rothstein, 



1996). We ask how political institutions in media systems incentivize disinformation and whether different 

media systems provide different motivations for these undesirable actions. Specifically, we look at 

mechanisms of media capture in each model by identifying institutions that enable disinformative media 

manipulation. We adopt Mungiu-Pippidi’s definition of media capture: 
 

“a situation in which the media have not succeeded in becoming autonomous in manifesting 

a will of their own, nor able to exercise their main function, notably of informing people. 

Instead, they have persisted in an intermediate state, with vested interests, and not just the 

government, using them for other purposes” (2013, p. 41). 

 

Media capture is useful as an organizing lens because it highlights which institutions act as constraints 

against media freedom, and which institutions act as enablers for media manipulation. Using the Center for 

Media, Data & Society’s four-component model of media capture  (Dragomir, 2019), we look at instances 

and intensity of regulatory capture, control of public service media, state finance as a control tool, and 

ownership takeover across the three models. We then contrast this with the varieties of disinformation found 
in each model to show how unique configurations of media capture in each model produce certain varieties 

of disinformation. 

 

Government mouthpiece model 

A political system with authoritarian leaderships is incentivized to create self-serving regulatory institutions 

(Howard, Agarwal, & Hussein, 2011; Guriev & Treisman, 2020) and pursue illegal and disinformative 

actions with impunity, since there are no threats of checks and balances. On the other hand, resistance is 

disincentivized in the form of crackdowns on independent media. As with the illustrative case of Facebook 
takedowns on Vietnamese and Burmese disinformative pages (Gleicher, 2020a), it would take institutions 

outside of state power to face and correct state abuse of power. This means that while international media 

can probably act as a watchdog from time to time, the domestic political picture remains grim. This also 

partially explains why crude disinformation is common in this model. Heavy regulations limit what topics 

can be talked about publicly, and the state monopoly of knowledge production and dissemination hinders 

non-state actors from creating complex networks of dissemination for sophisticated disinformation. Thus, 

we do not expect to observe sophisticated disinformation at play in this model, except when it is the state 

who deploys it. 
 

Here, media systems are past the point of institutionalized regulatory capture and ownership takeover since 

the state actually owns and controls all of it in the first place. Control of public media can be also examined 

through journalistic professionalism, which paints a complicated picture as it is nominally professional but 

essentially lacking. In Vietnam, the Party tightly controls the curriculum of journalism degrees in the country 

as well as the people qualified to teach it, resulting in an unheralded journalist corps (Dinh, 2004; A. Nguyen, 

2006; An Nguyen, 2008). The Vietnam Journalists’ Association exists as a product of legislation but its 



degree of independence from the state is questionable. The Independent Journalists Association of 

Vietnam instead is favored by international watchdogs for a free media and free information (Reporters 

Without Borders, 2016). In essence, state-controlled media generally self-censors with underemployed 

journalists while independent media are lauded by international organizations but are persecuted 
domestically.  

 

Regarding finance, state resources are used to produce media content. State resources are used to fund 

state-administered media, state advertising, state subsidies, and market distortions (Dragomir, 2019), 

giving the state leverage to monopolize information dissemination and public knowledge creation. Without 

external checks and balances, media institutions in government mouthpiece models are incentivized to act 

with impunity. In the case of Vietnam, market distortions were done not only through state funds, but through 

commercial disinformation deployed to question the credibility of market competitors. More restricted media 
systems are less likely to exhibit hyperpartisan disinformation narratives since there is limited space for 

dissension. In such media systems, state-backed disinformative narratives functioning as propaganda can 

be observed, proclaiming other narratives to be false regardless of veracity and subsequently taking them 

down. Authoritarian states do this by securitizing disinformation or declaring disinformation as a national 

threat and thereby framing censorship as acts of national security. Such narratives function to filter public 

sentiment by simultaneously reinforcing state narratives and boxing out opposition narratives. 

 

Limited public informant 

Limited state capture of the media can be observed in this model. Regulatory capture is observable since 

competitive authoritarian regimes control most if not all regulatory bodies in government. The state also 

controls public service media by virtue of direct or indirect media ownership. In Thailand for example, 

although some are operated commercially, all broadcast media, including six national TV stations, are 

owned by either the government or the military, sometimes through private firms (Tangkitvanich & 

Wongkitrungruang, 2010; Limpattamapanee & Leveau, 2007). Radio stations, numbering in the hundreds, 

are similarly owned by only the same government agencies although they are more likely to be operated 
by private concessionaires. The only dominantly privately-owned media are the low-powered community 

radio stations. All channels in Cambodian broadcast media are state-owned as well, leading citizens to 

flock to social media for freer and more independent media content (Oldag et al., 2015). 

 

However, states actively maintain veneers of democratic legitimacy including media and press freedom to 

legitimize authoritarian rule. These democratic facades are used to gather information on the public, gauge 

and respond to public opinion, and facilitate intra-elite discussions (Morgenbesser 2016). Thus, the states 

are disincentivized to absolutize control and ignore public interests, and the public is incentivized to keep 
the state attuned to their needs and demands. Competitive authoritarian regimes, while maintaining a strong 

hold over power, can still be threatened by civil society due to their political history and distinct paths of 



nation-state formation. While states remain powerful, limited public informants have relatively greater 

pluralism, which in turn affords more space for both crude and sophisticated disinformation to arise from 

media outlets and other non-state political actors. In Singapore, the now-defunct sociopolitical website The 

Real Singapore was used to spew fake news and incite hatred against Filipinos in the country, in the form 
of a rant article containing fake accounts of an event. In turn, Singapore charged the website owners with 

sedition after an online police report was made (Chong, 2016). 

 

However, access to disinformative machinery is still uneven and leans toward the state. In 2019 Thailand 

witnessed an electoral cheap fake broadcasted nationwide, seen as a move to discredit the opposition. 

This was found to be doctored from former Prime Minister Thaksin’s old interviews and mathematics 

tutoring sessions, juxtaposed with the silhouettes of Thaksin and pro-democracy party Future Forward 

leader Thanatorn Juangroongruangkit in the video. Since Thai media is owned by the government, 
disinformation is generally state-backed and mainly courses through mainstream media; critical voices 

countering these are relegated to more relaxed and potentially anonymous media spaces like Twitter and 

Facebook Live (Ong & Tapsell, 2020). 

 

Capture is evidenced by the strong culture of fear present among media practitioners, signaling 

(hyper)awareness of regulatory bodies. Compared to self-censorship in government watchdog models, 

media practitioners in limited public informants exercise selective self-restraint, as noted by Reporters 

Without Borders’ World Press Freedom Index. Since journalists are cautious enough to self-censor in fear 
of retribution, state-backed disinformation can be hard to keep in check formally. Although Thai media is 

known for its occasional role in exposing government wrongdoings and advocating for democratic reforms, 

they take less social responsibility on a regular basis (Hirano, 1999; McCargo, 2000). Thai journalists see 

themselves more as a state partner for national development with the primary goal of factual and impartial 

gathering and reporting of news (Benjarongkij & Boonchutima, 2017; Hirano, 1999). Like Thailand, 

Singaporean journalists are expected to support national development and government policies. Yet a 

national survey shows that most Singaporeans expect journalists to be loyal to the public first, the nation 
second, and the government last in carrying out their duties as members of the media (Tandoc Jr. & Duffy, 

2016). 

  

Public watchdog 

While the public watchdog model supports the notion that pluralism discourages media capture by 

government (Besley & Prat, 2006), it is evident that media capture by bureaucrat capitalists plague the 

media systems of Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and to a lesser degree Timor-Leste. Among the 

Southeast Asian states, these four are the highest in terms of media freedom, as shown in Table 3.  Media 
freedom is constitutionally protected and upheld more than in the previous models, and journalists have 

recently been able to publish critical content despite reliance on public funds and state threats to press 



freedom. Malaysia stands as an exception, since its traditional media is mostly government-owned, or 

political party-owned. In such a media system, informal dealings involving commercial exchanges are 

encouraged, while levying heavy regulations against the media are discouraged.  

 
Table 3. 2020 World Press Freedom Rankings.5 

2020 ranking Country Change in status 

78 Timor-Leste +6 

101 Malaysia +22 

119 Indonesia +5 

136 Philippines -2 

139 Myanmar -1 

140 Thailand -4 

144 Cambodia -1 

152 Brunei 0 

158 Singapore -7 

172 Laos -1 

175 Vietnam 1 

 

Regulatory capture is not a problem relative to the previous models as regulatory bodies are more public 

and transparent, and explicit pronouncements protecting media freedom are generally upheld. Control of 

public service media paints a starkly different picture compared to the other models as well. Ownership 

takeover does not happen as well. Politicians instead form strategic alliances of political and economic 
natures with the oligarchs who own the media outlets. It is in this realm of alliances and discrete 

relationships that disinformation thrives. Pluralist media systems can provide alternative sources of 

information to counter disinformation, but this activity becomes challenging when disinformation appears 

en masse. Profit-driven systems with low barriers to entry provides disinformative actors the fertile ground 

to produce anonymous disinformation at such a large scale that it is difficult to trace and stop. They take 

advantage of the relatively lax media regulations along with the less-governable social media to operate. 

Diverse actors circumvent regulation by innovating disinformation dissemination and evolving content (Ong 

et al, 2019). Thus, we observe more sophisticated content and disinformation innovations in public 
watchdogs. 

 

Conclusion 

 
5 Reporters Without Borders. (2020). World Press Freedom Rankings. https://rsf.org/en/ranking 



Media systems experience disinformation varieties due to the various institutional organizations set in place. 

More open media systems have laxer regulatory institutions and more accessible media outlets. While this 

means civil liberties are safer, this also means the media system is prone to clandestine networked 

disinformation, which spreads easily and is less restricted in the public sphere. Disinformation becomes 
sophisticated when actors innovate both form and content. The origin becomes harder to trace and the 

transmission becomes harder to stop due to the speed of dissemination, while consumption is difficult to 

regulate since providing individual interventions en masse is costly and logistically improbable. Media 

freedom is exploited while regulations find it hard to keep up. It does not help that media platforms are 

primarily profit-driven, therefore bad actors employ disinformation as long as they can afford it. 

 

More restricted media systems in contrast demonstrate cruder disinformation varieties simply because 

innovations in both form and content are out of reach of non-state actors. This does not mean that 
sophisticated forms are not present, but these are usually restricted to the state and reserved for political 

consolidation efforts beyond the already-extensive powers of the state, usually against the state’s market 

competitors, or emerging domestic or international political opposition. In such systems it is also usually the 

state that defines what is disinformative, so state-labelled disinformation can either be genuinely 

disinformative or simply state censorship. The state’s monopoly of knowledge production allows it to 

unilaterally declare disinformation without external checks and balances, leaving media audiences 

especially vulnerable and severely limited in their total information intake. 

 
Lastly, limited public informant media systems tend to produce uneven disinformation. Both state and non-

state actors can produce disinformation but not as freely as in public watchdog systems, thus disinformation 

innovations are not as sophisticated. State-backed disinformation can be sophisticated while non-state 

actors resort to less sophisticated disinformation based on clickbait, or even outright crude forms of 

disinformation. Dissemination is also uneven. State-backed disinformation uses mainstream media and 

even advertising and public relations firms to produce disinformative content at large, while non-state actors 

resort to personal networks and possible virality to produce considerably less amounts of disinformative 
content. 

 

In general, motivations for disinformation focus on individual biases and informational vulnerabilities 

(Tandoc 2019). In addition to this, the American case also considers decreasing trust in democratic 

institutions, changing media systems and advancing information and communications technology (Bennett 

& Livingston, 2018; Bakir & McStay, 2017), and political polarization (Druckman, Peterson & Slothuus, 

2013; Vaccari, 2018) as drivers of disinformation. In parts of the African continent literature points to low 

trust in media (Wasserman & Madrid-Morales, 2019) and the nature of social media (Chenzi, 2020). Studies 
focused on Europe also highlight the same factors (Strömback, Tsfati, Boomgaarden, Damstra, Lindgren, 

Vliegenthart, & Lindholm, 2020) as well as mainstream media’s amplification of disinformative content due 



to journalistic sensibilities and virality (Tsfati, Boomgarden, Strömback, Vliegenthart, Damstra, & Lindgren, 

2020). While these focus on mass media characteristics and individual informational consumption, in 

contrast literature on disinformation in Southeast Asia has focused on the ethical and production side of 

disinformation (Ong & Cabañes, 2018; Ong et al, 2019), the disinformation innovations unfolding in the 
region (Ong et al, 2019; Ong & Tapsell, 2020; Curato & Fosatti, 2020) or on possibilities for governance 

(Arguelles, 2020; Goh & Soon, 2019). 

 

In this chapter we argue that a conversation on disinformation’s relationship to media systems is worth 

exploring, by showing how unique institutional arrangements found in media system models incentivize 

varieties of disinformation. Recognizing this allows us to explore possibilities for nuanced regulation that 

are that is at once cognizant of specific domestic contexts and still normatively democratic. This will allow 

us to not only deal with disinformation as a persistent issue of the day, but as a problem rooted in social 
anxieties and inequalities. Awareness of this can hopefully aid in our collective battle to preserve the 

democratic fibers of our society. 
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