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1. What is the methodology for this study? 

This is a multi-method study that involves:  

 Scan of 47,543 news articles in the English and 

vernacular media. 

 Network analysis on Twitter, across 16,000 profiles. 

 Network analysis on Facebook, using publicly available 

advertising data, across 3,200 pages and interests. 

 Semiotic analysis of messages collected.  

 40 in-depth, in home interviews.  

  

2. Is a sample size of 40 adequate? 

 If this were a quantitative study (for example, a survey), 

a sample size of 40 would be too small to draw any 

meaningful conclusions. However, the sample size of 

40 is for a qualitative study- which uses the analytical 

technique known as “grounded theory” for the data 

analysis. It aims to describe the various factors at play 

when it comes to explaining the phenomenon of fake 

news. Recommended sample sizes for qualitative 

studies using grounded theory techniques range 

between 30 and 50. There are a range of published 

academic papers on the topic of qualitative sample 

sizes and techniques; see also the discussions here: 

http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/2273/4/how_many_intervie

ws.pdf and here: 

https://www.researchgate.net/post/Whats_is_ideal_sa

mple_size_in_qualitative_research.  

 The research report states clearly that this project is 

exploratory in nature. It is intended to serve as a 

‘starting point in the research conversation’ – not the 

final word.  We did this study in the hope researchers 

will further explore the topic using various research 

techniques to extend, validate or finesse the findings.  

 

3. Why choose qualitative research techniques to explore this 

topic? 

 The researchers perceived the discussion and debate 

around the fake news issue to be overly centred on 

technology, with little research or understanding of 

the role of individuals, their psychologies or of the 

societal forces around them. The research objective 

was to understand and describe a complex 

phenomenon which they believed to be insufficiently 

understood in the case of India. As stated in the report, 

the researchers’ interest “was in exploring audience 

psychology in-depth to start with, in particular to 

understand what citizens meant by the term ‘fake 

news’”.  The researchers wanted to understand why 

ordinary citizens say they are concerned about fake 

news in quantitative studies but still share information 

without verification.  

  Qualitative techniques were the most appropriate to 

generate richness and depth, in an area of research 

that is to date  under-investigated  

https://www.researchgate.net/post/Whats_is_ideal_sample_size_in_qualitative_research
https://www.researchgate.net/post/Whats_is_ideal_sample_size_in_qualitative_research
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4. Can 40 people’s ‘opinions’ be representative of a nation of 

130 crore people?  

 The objective of the research wasn’t to report on 

people’s opinions- one of the reasons why quantitative 

survey techniques were not used. The objective is to 

trace the various factors that influence the sharing or 

spreading of fake news. By speaking to people- and 

then analysing the data- we try to understand their 

psychology, why they behave the way they behave and 

the various influences and currents and counter 

currents in their lives. We don’t simply take what 

people say at face value and report on it. People don’t 

use terms like ‘sender primacy’ or ‘source agnosticism’; 

these terms come from the analysis. The aim here was 

to outline as many factors as possible that play a role 

in the spread of fake news.  

 

5. How confident are you that the research findings give a 

realistic picture of the role of the various factors play in 

influencing the spread of fake news?   

  We can say with a high degree of confidence that the 

picture we have painted realistically depicts how 

psychological factors (eg motivations for sharing; 

people’s identities and beliefs), technological factors 

(eg sharing platforms), and the content of a message 

interact to contribute to the spread of fake news. We 

are confident that whatever the tools future 

researchers use to study this phenomenon, the basic 

picture we have painted will remain recognisable.  

What we can’t say from this project is the degree to 

which the various factors outlined will apply.  

 This study –being qualitative-   cannot tell us the 

relative importance of each of these factors and how 

they will vary across different population groups. 

What it does tell us is that all of these factors will play 

some role. So it could well be the case that for young 

people the motivation of civic duty plays much more 

strongly than their socio-political identities- but we 

think it likely that both of these factors will apply.  

Similarly, we do not know from this study if men as 

compared to women are less likely or more likely to be 

influenced by the technological factors when 

spreading fake news. But we can be sure that for both 

men and women technological factors will play some 

role. A quantitative study would be required to 

understand the interplay across these factors, but the 

factors needed to be established in a qualitative study 

to allow the design and development of a quantitative 

study.  

 

6. How did you ensure quality in the sampling and 

recruitment?  

 The qualitative research was carried out in accordance 

with the code of conduct of the Market Research 

Society of India, the supervisory body for market 
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research in India. In this study, the sampling technique 

used is called purposive sampling, designed to recruit a 

diverse range of cases relevant to the particular 

phenomenon we are studying. In this project, as with 

many others, the respondents are selected after 

multiple calls and multiple approaches to ensure that 

the respondents are appropriate for the research 

project.  The steps taken to ensure that recruitment 

was done to Market Research Society of India (MRSI) 

standards include:  

o A recruitment screener was administered to 

individuals to check their fit within the 

demographic criteria and their socio-economic 

strata. In keeping with standard practice, the 

new SEC (socio economic classification) scale 

developed by MRSI & Media Research Users 

Council (MRUC) was used to recruit for socio-

economic strata.  

o Additionally, the recruitment screener also 

checked respondent levels of news consumption 

along with the platforms used. 

o Party political affiliations, associations or 

memberships was not a recruitment criteria, but 

we ensured that the respondents finally 

recruited had a range of political viewpoints.   

o There were two levels of 'back-checks' to verify 

the veracity of information provided by the 

respondents in the recruitment screener. These 

back-checks were in the form of a personal visit 

followed by a short telephone interview.  

 Our sample achieved had 50:50 male female split and 

50:50 split in ages below 35 and above 35. In terms of 

socio economic classification, 24 were from SECs 

A1/A2/A3 and  16 from SECs B1/B2/C1.  

 The researchers adopted the method of very long in-

home interviews which feel to the respondents like free 

flowing conversations about their lives rather than 

being narrowly restricted to the topic at hand. This 

ensured that respondents did not really know the key 

topic of inquiry till it was disclosed to them at the very 

end of the sessions.  The researchers did not have any 

particular answers in mind they were seeking to get to 

when interviewing, because the technique proposed for 

analysis was ‘grounded theory’. Critical to grounded 

theory is to not approach the data with preconceived 

notions or set hypothesis, but to develop these in the 

course of the analysis. So, in effect, the researchers are 

not ‘looking’ for particular answers when they are 

interviewing; and there is no scope for respondents in 

turn to second guess the researchers. 

 

7. Does the study have any limitations?  

 All research studies have limitations. One limitation of 

this project is that no interviews were carried out in 

rural areas, where digital penetration is still 

comparatively low. We believe that the factors 
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described in this report will still apply to rural citizens, 

but to what degree and scale it is hard to specify.  

 

8. What are the criteria for inclusion as a source of fake news 

in the network maps?   

 The report does not label any source as ‘source of fake 

news’ or ‘fake news producer’. The study lists some 

Twitter handles as 'sources known to have published 

fake news’, based on reports by one of the following 

three fact checking initiatives :boomlive.in, 

factchecker.in, or altnews.in. This is not based on 

judgments from the researchers or the BBC.  

 factchecker.in and boomlive.in are certified by IFCN, a  

global verified network of fact checkers. AltNews 

publish their criteria for fact checking here. 

 

 

http://factcheker.in/
http://boom.in/
https://www.youracclaim.com/org/ifcn
https://www.youracclaim.com/org/ifcn
https://www.altnews.in/methodology-for-fact-checking/

