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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Meta’s WhatsApp is a communication tool of growing general importance in the United
States and is already very popular with diasporic and immigrant communities in the
country. The platform facilitates private conversations in 1:1 chats and small groups, but is
particularly known for its encryption, group chats, and use of phone numbers as identity
markers - all of which make it distinct from conventional social media platforms. On
WhatsApp, as in other digital information spaces, false information can spread quickly,
easily, and broadly. But app users and platform operators have comparatively limited means
to address and intervene as misleading or harmful content spreads.

WhatsApp is also becoming crucial for political communication in the United States. It is
regarded as a particularly useful tool for reaching diasporic communities and communities
of color, which many U.S. campaigns see as important and persuadable parts of the
electorate. Our research and recent reporting suggest that these communities face

rising levels of propaganda and disinformation on the platform. But how do various

forms of false information permeate WhatsApp? What kinds of inaccurate content and
propaganda spread with success? Critically, how do diasporic communities experience
these informational issues? Little research thus far has centered the voices of diasporic
communities themselves in regard to how they are affected by dis- and misinformation, a
void that our report seeks to fill.
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Between April and June 2022, the Center for Media Engagement’s Propaganda Research
Lab fielded a survey in the United States exploring these, and related, questions. We asked
1,544 adult WhatsApp users to answer questions about their perceptions of the platform;
their news and information consumption behaviors; and their encounters with false
information. In the following pages, we present rare survey data about WhatsApp pertaining
to three specific sub-groups: Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans, and Indian Americans.
We surveyed these communities because they use WhatsApp frequently, and because they
constitute communities making up some of the largest populations of immigrants among
eligible U.S. voters.

KEY TAKEAWAYS:

e Participants said WhatsApp was one of the primary platforms where the least
accurate stories about politics were shared - ranked after social media platforms,
but before online news and radio news.

e Participants said they received false information from a broad variety of people on
WhatsApp, particularly from strangers. They also acknowledged, though, that some
of the false information came from close connections such as friends and family.

e For all three diaspora communities that we surveyed, WhatsApp fulfilled a key
role for personal communication with friends and family members. Users primarily
reported personal use - not political use - of the platform. However, a small but
significant percentage used WhatsApp for political discussion.

e Alldiasporic groups that we surveyed reported encountering low incidence levels
of false and misleading political information on the app. At the same time, a small,
but not insignificant, share of participants said they believed some of the conspiracy
theories that we asked them about. This gap in perception - perceiving low levels
of false information on WhatsApp, paired with beliefs that some of it is true - is
concerning; future platform interventions must find ways to address it.
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RECOMMENDATIONS:

¢ Platforms, lawmakers, and civil society organizations must - through funding
and other means - incentivize the creation of more fact-checking initiatives with
community-, language-, and platform-specific expertise.

e Further, instead of limiting researcher access, platforms must develop programs that
grant privacy-preserving means for researchers to monitor and track false narratives
as they develop on WhatsApp. If necessary, platform accountability laws should
force platforms’ hands to grant such access.

¢ Platforms and civil society organizations must create literacy initiatives that enable
all platform users to become potential community moderators - finding ways for
lightweight intervention to stop the spread of false information.

INTRODUCTION

Diaspora Communities are Important to the Fabric of the United States

Different eras of U.S. colonialism, empire, and hegemony have shaped immigration

patterns into the United States and left their imprint on a nation that is extremely diverse,
multilingual, and rich in cultures and identities. In 1965, legislation in the form of the
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 consolidated the foundation for immigration
patterns that have led to many of the largest diasporic communities that now call the United
States their home.

The term diaspora immediately brings up questions about place, citizenship, nationality, and
the role these intersecting dimensions play in identity formation.! It also evokes important
questions about race and ethnicity, whiteness, and a racial hegemony that centers white
supremacy. The term diaspora itself is often used to describe migratory movements

from Global South to Global North and frequently refers to people who are not white, but
who live in white spaces, and the powerlessness such communities may encounter when
compared to dominant (white) cultures.? Diasporas have received academic attention:

Arjun Appadurai described, for instance, how the United States is a particularly important
place for diasporic communities.3 The economic prospect of a path to prosperity, or out of
ideological and political regimes that counter one’s personal conviction, has for generations
shaped immigrant imaginaries of what life in the United States could be. At the same time,
immigrants often find themselves confronted with the pressure to either assimilate or be
excluded from society.*

Diaspora and immigrant communities constitute an important part of the American
electorate, a development which both the Republican and the Democratic parties have
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recognized.® This translates into targeting strategies, some of which are democratic and
some of which are blatantly anti-democratic, which sharpen the political focus and attention
these communities receive. For instance, in 2022, the Republican National Committee
created community centers across the United States for prospective voter outreachin
minority communities.® At the same time, voter suppression and disenfranchisement often
target communities of color, such as Latino/Latinx voters.” Against this background, this
study seeks to provide quantitative insights into select diasporic communities as important
participants of political life in the United States - and as potential targets of political dis- and
misinformation.

The Role of WhatsApp

WhatsApp has characteristics that make the platform - and communication there -
particularly relevant for increased study. At its heart, WhatsApp is a chat or messaging
application and therefore does not have the equivalent of a “news feed.” Content is spread
through one-on-one chats or group conversations of up to 512 people.? The app works by
way of end-to-end encryption (E2EE) - similar to other chat apps like Signal and Threema,
but unlike social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter.? Because WhatsApp is a
space for private interaction, it is difficult to fact-check or manage misleading or harmful
content spread there. Accounts on WhatsApp are dependent on a connected mobile phone
number. Therefore, users tend to use the platform to talk with close contacts, such as
friends, family, colleagues, or neighbors.!®

Users in Brazil, India, and several other countries have heavily adopted WhatsApp because
the platform simply relies on an internet connection to work, making it cheap or free to use
(when compared to SMS texting or phone plans). Some telecommunications companies
even offer zero-tariff use of WhatsApp through cheap pre-paid plans. This, and the fact
that international messaging boundaries and rates don’t apply, is important in cases where
diasporic communities use the platform to chat with friends and family that may not reside
within the United States.

Meta, formerly known as Facebook, has owned WhatsApp since 2014. Ina 2020 report,

the company announced that the encrypted chat app surpassed 2 billion users worldwide.!!
Still, WhatsApp usage numbers are difficult to come by - and little is known about the
demographics of the people who use it. Industry reports point out that the United States is
the third largest market for WhatsApp, behind India and Brazil.'? In 2021, the Pew Research
Center stated that 23% of the American population uses WhatsApp.:® Hispanic Americans!#
are the main users of the platform (46%), a share considerably higher than that of Black
(23%) or white Americans (16%).1®> This prominence of Latino users of WhatsApp has also
been confirmed by our own polling.®* Beyond these few data sources, information about
WhatsApp usage remains scarce.
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Spread of False and Misleading Information

Spurred on by the 2016 U.S. presidential election and Brexit, scholars have begun to devote
a great deal of time and resources investigating how false information spreads,” who
produces it,'® and/or how it affects politics.!® This emergence of a new research field has
also raised the question of who maintains epistemic authority to declare and define what is
true and what is false.?° The most common, and perhaps simplest, way of parsing false and
misleading content breaks it into three categories: disinformation (false information spread
intentionally), misinformation (false information spread unwittingly), and malinformation
(information that is rooted in truth but is misrepresented or exaggerated in some way).%
Researchers have shown how false and misleading information floods digital political
conversations during important events in many countries around the world.??

Various political groups around the globe have found WhatsApp to be a useful venue for
their attempts to digitally shape public opinion. In Indonesia, research shows that political
elites in favor of President Joko Widodo’s bid for reelection used memes on WhatsApp
to covertly mimic grassroots discourse (“astroturfing”).?® In India, scholarly work shows
that WhatsApp has been used to spread hate speech against Muslims in the context

of the COVID-19 pandemic.?* In Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro led a campaign openly leveraging
false information spread through WhatsApp and achieved electoral success in 2018.2° In
the United States, researchers found how false and misleading information permeated
WhatsApp group chats among Latino/Latinx voters in Florida.?®

While there are many global efforts to understand the association between chat app usage
and false political information, little has been done to generate knowledge about how

false information - particularly false political content and content about critical events -
circulates among diaspora communities in the United States (notable exceptions exist, such
as Nguyén and colleagues’ work?). This is a domain in which the Propaganda Research Lab
at UT Austin’s Center for Media Engagement has worked within in the past.?® Our research
aligns itself with critical disinformation studies® in that it seeks to emphasize how politics,
history, and culture impact the ways in which false information is connected to identity,
race, and ethnicity. To ground our work on diaspora communities in the United States, it is
important to take stock of each community’s heritage and migration history in the country.
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RESULTS

Summary of Findings

In surveying three diasporic communities in the United States - Cuban Americans, Indian
Americans, and Mexican Americans - we found the following:

(1) WhatsApp is among the leading platforms for inaccurate information about politics

Our survey data shows that WhatsApp is among the platforms and types of media

outlets through which people perceive that the least accurate stories about politics are
shared. While social media platforms came out at the top of the list, WhatsApp came in
second, followed by online news sites and radio news. Local news was ranked much lower,
which suggests that these outlets are trusted more. These patterns held across all three
communities. At the same time, we found generally lower levels of engagement with
political issues on WhatsApp to begin with - especially when compared to issues pertaining
to family and/or friends.

(2) Some people believe in concrete conspiracy narratives, despite perceptions of low
levels of false information on the app

We asked participants if they had encountered certain conspiracy narratives on WhatsApp -
and found a moderate degree of familiarity with those that we asked about. Strikingly, a not
insignificant share of people also said that they believed some of them. This is important:
As the three diasporic communities - Indian Americans, Cuban Americans, and Mexican
Americans - were being targeted by false information online, we tracked the most salient
narratives people encountered on WhatsApp among a set of 10 narratives that were based
on literature.?°

When asking what people had read on WhatsApp, the leading narratives people came
across were:

Among Indian Americans:

1. COVID-19is a Chinese biological warfare weapon (39.9%)
2. Homeopathy prevents COVID-19 (31.8%)

3. COVID-19 doesn’t actually exist (26.4%)

Among Mexican Americans:

1. Voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the 2020 election (35%)
2. COVID-19is a Chinese biological warfare weapon (33.6%)
3. COVID-19 doesn’t actually exist (30.6%)

Among Cuban Americans:

1. Humans do not play a significant role in climate change (41.1%)
Voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the 2020 election (41.1%)

3. Joe Bidenis a socialist or communist. (35.8%)
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When asking what people thought was ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ true, the leading narratives
were:

Among Indian Americans:

1. Some people are deliberately sneezing to spread COVID-19 (26.1%)
2. Some people have genetic protection against COVID-19 (19.5%)

3. Joe Bidenis a socialist or communist (18%)

Among Mexican Americans:

1. Some people are deliberately sneezing to spread COVID-19 (39.9%)

2. Some people have genetic protection against COVID-19 (30.2%)

3. A group of Satan-worshipping elites who run a child sex ring are trying to control our
politics and media (26.7%)

Among Cuban Americans:

1. Some people are deliberately sneezing to spread COVID-19 (47%)

2. Some people have genetic protection against COVID-19 (36.5%)

3. Humans do not play a significant role in climate change (33.8%)
Voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the 2020 election (33.8%)

(3) WhatsApp is crucial for personal use - but politics is discussed there, too

The app is used first and foremost for personal talk with friends and family. Connecting
diasporic communities with their families back home was particularly important among
Indian Americans (83.2%), followed by Mexican Americans (65.6%), and Cuban Americans
(58.1%). While WhatsApp does get used for sharing political information, it is used less for
this purpose than for personal and/or family life. Between the three diasporic groups, the
app appeared to be more important to Mexican Americans for discussing political issues
(32.2% said ‘often or always’) than for Cuban Americans (20.6%) or Indian Americans
(19.9%).

(4) False information is most often thought to come from strangers - but it also comes
from close connections

While participants perceived that most false information on WhatsApp gets shared by
strangers, they were keenly aware of how friends and family members are also important
spreaders of false information. These dynamics were noticeable across all three groups but
were most pronounced among Indian Americans where 31.9% said that family members,
and 25.5% said close friends, would share false information. This aligns with prior research
from our lab that surfaced how harnessing close connections among family and friends -
relational organizing - is a key mechanism through which false information gets spread on
chat and encrypted messaging apps.3!
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(5) People think there is little false information out there

Across all three diaspora communities, the perceived incidence levels of how frequently
people received false or misleading information on WhatsApp was low. Across all groups,
16.2% said they often or always received it, 36.9% said they sometimes received it,and 47%
said they rarely or never received it. Among those who said they often or always received

it, there were group differences across the three diasporic communities: Cuban Americans
reported the lowest incidence levels (11.9%), compared to Mexican Americans (16.8%), and
Indian Americans (18.9%). What people said they received most often was scam or phishing;
followed by false or misleading information about the news or current events; hate speech;
promotion or encouragement of violence; and harassment or bullying.

EXPANDED FINDINGS

(1) WhatsApp is Among the Leading Platforms for Inaccurate Information ahout
Politics

We were interested in different media channels/platforms and their perceived role in the
spread of false information. To study this, we asked participants about the political stories
that they consumed on a range of different media and platforms, and the extent to which
they thought those stories were accurate. The table below ranks platforms/media by the
extent to which participants thought that stories shared on them were the least accurate.®?

Platforms/Media Through Which Least Accurate Stories About Politics Are Shared

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans
1 Other social media (Facebook, Twitter, etc.) 33.5% 36.4% 26.4% 37.3%
2 WhatsApp 291 320 242 30.9
3 Online news sites 23.0 28.7 20.8 199
4 Radio news 18.3 234 16.4 15.2
5 TV news (network, cable) 175 215 16.2 15.0
6 National newspapers 15.8 21.7 14.6 11.2
7 Local newspapers 15.5 20.8 15.0 10.8
8 TV news (local) 15.2 19.6 14.4 119

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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While social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, etc.) emerged as the most prevalent
category, WhatsApp ranked relatively high, coming before online news sites, radio news,
and network TV news. Local newspapers and local TV news came in last - meaning that
they were comparably perceived as more accurate with regard to political stories than social
media, WhatsApp, or online news sites.

WhatsApp emerges as the most important messenger

While we only surveyed people who said that they used WhatsApp, the platform also
emerged as the most popular among encrypted messenger and chat apps across all

three groups. In line with previous, nationally representative research which shows

that Americans who identify as Hispanic/Latino use WhatsApp comparably more than

the national average, the present survey data suggest that Cuban Americans, Mexican
Americans, and Indian Americans use WhatsApp often and on a daily basis (below table
reports use of apps ‘several times a day’). While FB Messenger and iMessage also constitute
important chat channels, Telegram and Signal were comparably much less relevant.

Platform Used Several Times a Day

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans
WhatsApp 59.9% 49.8% 58% 70.6%
FB Messenger 35 33 497 239
iMessage 425 475 433 373
Telegram 11.7 11.7 15.8 8
Signal 7.3 8.3 9.6 4.3

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

A high share of people were familiar with the notion of end-to-end encryption (E2EE), with
Indian Americans at 78%, Mexican Americans at 62%, and Cuban Americans at 55.7%.
Among those who had heard of E2EE before, it was an important or very important feature
of the app (78.4% among Cuban Americans, 82% among Mexican Americans, and 86.8%
among Indian Americans).

(2) Investigating False or Misleading Narratives

Our survey also included a set of false or misleading narratives that were based on
academic literature and public-facing news reports. We put these narratives to test and
were interested in whether, and the extent to which, participants (a) encountered these
narratives on WhatsApp, and (b) thought that the statements were true. The subsequent
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table reports the percentages of participants who said that they had encountered certain
narratives. Importantly, the question wording was neutral and did not make suggestions
about the veracity of the statements, nor did it insinuate in any way that participants
would be asked a set of questions about falsehoods.3® The items are ranked based on the
percentages across groups, but individual numbers are also reported for each diasporic
community.

Exposure to False or Misleading Narratives on Whatsapp

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans

COVID-19 is a Chinese biological warfare weapon. 34.7% 30% 33.6% 39.9%
Humans do not play a significant role in climate 333 211 222 206
change.
Voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the 2020 election. 333 411 35 24.9
COVID-19 doesn’t actually exist 27.3 24.9 30.6 26.4
Joe Biden is a socialist or communist. 26.8 35.8 274 181
Some people are deliberately sneezing to spread
COVID-19. 25 22.8 26.7 25.6
.COVII.D.-19 vaccines have been shown to cause 245 244 26.6 235
infertility.
Some people have genetic protection against
COVID-19. 22.4 22.7 23.8 213
Homeopathy prevents COVID-19. 21 16.2 144 31.8
A group of Satan-worshipping elites who run a child 177 208 232 105

sex ring are trying to control our politics and media.

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

When comparing what members of the three diasporic communities read on WhatsApp,
what stood out was that a substantive share of Indian Americans stated they read that
COVID-19 is a Chinese biological warfare weapon. A large share of Cuban Americans stated
they read that humans do not play a significant role in climate change. Furthermore, it was
noteworthy that a large share of Cuban Americans stated they read that voter fraud helped
Joe Biden win the election, and that Joe Biden was a socialist or communist. For Mexican
Americans, a large share of participants said they read that COVID-19 does not actually
exist, that voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the election, and that COVID-19 is a Chinese
biological warfare weapon. Among Indian Americans, many read that homeopathy would
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prevent COVID-19. While about a fifth of Cuban Americans and Mexican Americans read
about the QAnon conspiracy theory that a group of Satan-worshipping elites who run a child
sex ring were trying to control politics and media, the number was only slightly above 10%
among Indian Americans.

We were interested in whether people thought these statements were true or false. The
confluence of having encountered information on WhatsApp, in combination with believing
in the veracity of it, would naturally make false information all the more harmful. Below, we
report percentages of how many people believed that these statements were ‘definitely’ or
‘probably’ true, as well as how many thought they were ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ false.

Belief in Conspiracy Narratives on WhatsApp

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans

COVID-19is a Chinese biological warfare weapon

Definitely or probably true 17.2% 25.6% 17.2% 10.8%

Definitely or probably false 40 349 435 41.2
Humans do not play a significant role in climate change

Definitely or probably true 241 33.8 26.1 15.7

Definitely or probably false 449 334 49.5 56.2
Voter fraud helped Joe Biden win the 2020 election

Definitely or probably true 241 33.8 26.3 6.5

Definitely or probably false 449 334 491 573
COVID-19 doesn't actually exist

Definitely or probably true 11.2 183 10.5 55

Definitely or probably false 727 65 75.1 77.4
Joe Biden is a socialist or communist

Definitely or probably true 26.1 32 233 18

Definitely or probably false 36 27.6 43 41
Some people are deliberately sneezing to spread COVID-19

Definitely or probably true 36.8 47 39.9 26.1

Definitely or probably false 16 8.7 17.3 20.5
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COVID-19 vaccines have been shown to cause infertility

Definitely or probably true
Definitely or probably false
Some people have genetic protection against COVID-19
Definitely or probably true
Definitely or probably false
Homeopathy prevents COVID-19
Definitely or probably true

Definitely or probably false

17.5
46.3

28.6
185

201
35.8

26.8
317

36.5
11.3

28.4

272

18.8
518

30.2
218

20.8
48.6

6.9
531

19.5
22

154

341

A group of Satan-worshipping elites who run a child sex ring are trying to control our politics and media

Definitely or probably true

Definitely or probably false

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

271
39.2

333
334

26.7
39.7

155
50

(3) WhatsApp is Crucial for Personal Use - But Politics is Discussed There, Too

Across the three diasporic communities that we surveyed, our study confirms that

WhatsApp is first and foremost a critical medium for personal communication with friends

and family. More than for news, entertainment, or work, participants said that they used
WhatsApp for personal communication, community/group communication, and to stay

in touch with family back home. Particularly among Indian Americans, this last category -
staying in touch with family back home - stood out as the most significant function of the

app.
Function of WhatsApp
Across all
groups

Personal communication 77.1%
Community/group communication 47.3
Stay in touch with family back home 69.4
Entertainment 281
Work 26.9
News 20.8

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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77.9%

411
581
20
29.2
14.8

Mexican

Americans

75%
43.8
65.6
30
29.8
26

Indian

American

77.6%
56.3
83.2
338
224

217
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We were also interested in how often WhatsApp was used to share information about
different aspects of private and pubilic life. We surveyed the sharing frequency for content
relating to personal and family life; work and studies; news and general current affairs; as
well as political issues. Public issues such as news and political issues were less relevant to
participants than content pertaining to personal and family life or work and studies. What
stood out among groups was how WhatsApp emerged as more important to Mexican
Americans for discussing civic issues (news and general current affairs, political issues) than
for Cuban Americans or Indian Americans.

Types of content often or always shared on WhatsApp

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans
Personal and/or family life 68.4% 63.8% 70.4% 70.7%
Work and/or studies 37.7 371 42.8 337
News and general current affairs 31.8 24.7 40.2 30.5
Political issues 241 20.6 322 19.9

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

We prodded the degree to which participants thought the content on WhatsApp pertained
to politics. About a quarter (25.2%) of Mexican Americans reported that they often or
always encountered political content on WhatsApp, but only 16% of Cuban Americans, and
13.9% of Indian Americans said this was the case for them. Across all groups, the formats
of content that were most often encountered3?* were text (85.4%), followed by memes/
images (58.8%), videos (50%), and audio messages (38.8%). We were also interested in the
role that forwarding messages to others plays on WhatsApp. When it came to receiving
such forwarded content (‘often’ or ‘always’) on WhatsApp, Indian Americans emerged as
receiving forwarded messages the most (54.2%), followed by Mexican Americans (34.4%),
and Cuban Americans (28.7%).

People’s recent WhatsApp usage habits also revealed the primacy of the personal over the
political - across groups, participants said they most often used WhatsApp for receiving
news from friends (58.7%); followed by receiving news from Groups on WhatsApp

(42%); staying informed about current events and public affairs (33%); getting additional
information about what is going on in politics and public affairs (27.7%); and lastly, for
receiving news from people that they didn't know well (23.9%).
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(4) False Information is Most Often Thought to Come from Strangers - But it Also
Comes from Close Connections

Strangers were the group of people most often thought to be the sharers of false
information. While WhatsApp, as our data show, is primarily used among friends and
family, the perception that family members or close friends were the ones sharing false
information was very heterogeneous across the three groups in this survey. Among Indian
American survey takers, strangers were still the most prevalent category, but 31.9% of
Indian Americans also said that family members shared false information, and 25.5% said
that close friends did so.

Sharers of False Information on WhatsApp

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans
Strangers 46% 53% 51.2% 34.7%
Acquaintances 25.8 19.2 234 339
Close friends 19.6 121 204 255
Coworkers 115 101 14.6 9.9
Family members 221 15 18.4 319

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Participants themselves were cognizant of their own role in the spread of false information.
This meant that they had shared content on WhatsApp that they did not read before
sharing (23.1% across all groups), that they found out to be false after the fact (18.5% across
groups), that seemed accurate at the time, but they later found out was exaggerated after
they shared it (22.5% across groups). Across groups, 17.7% admitted that they had shared
content despite already knowing that it was made up or exaggerated.

(5) People Think There is Little False Information Out There

One key variable that we were interested in exploring was the perception of encountering
false information. As with all attitudinal research, it is important to acknowledge that what
one person considers as false information may not match what others perceive as such.
Across all groups, people reported low incidence levels of encountering false information
(16.2% reported ‘often or always’). When looking into the specific differences between
diasporic communities, Indian Americans stood out in that they stated - more than the
other two groups - that they encountered false information being spread on WhatsApp.
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How Often Groups Believe They Encounter False Information on WhatsApp

Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
groups Americans Americans Americans
Never or rarely 47% 55.8% 49% 37.6%
Sometimes 36.9 324 342 435
Often or always 16.2 11.9 16.8 18.9

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Across all three diasporic groups surveyed, false and misleading information about the
news or current events received on WhatsApp ranked higher than most other forms of
nefarious content and was only exceeded by scam or phishing content.

Reports of False and Misleading Content Often or Always Received on WhatsApp

Receive messages that contain ___ (often or Across all Cuban Mexican Indian
always) groups Americans Americans Americans
Scam or phishing 21% 21.1% 25.2% 17.2%
!nformatlon about the news or current events that 175 157 207 16.8

is false

Hate speech 12.8 121 16.2 10.8
Promoting or encouraging violence 11.3 9.7 14.8 10.0
Harassment or bullying 10.6 9.9 151 7.4

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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RESEARCH RATIONALE AND METHODOLOGY

Discussions of diaspora communities are often accompanied by a process of simplification,
and of creating binaries where there are multiplicities. Descriptions of diaspora
communities frequently use broad brushes and describe — ostensibly homogeneous —
populations that are then defined by shared interest, motivations, and identifications with
one’s motherland.3®

By using the terms diaspora, diasporic, and diaspora communities, we do not want to
simplify complicated intersectional identities.3® Instead, we critically apply the term diaspora
community here to refer to shared experiences, attitudes, and perceptions of people with
diasporic histories.

Immigrants connect not only to their new home but also sustain connections to the place
that they came from. This allows for the formation of cultural enclaves that may escape the
gaze of dominant hegemonic cultures.?” Returning to Appadurai, diasporas congregate in
so-called diasporic public spheres.3® Contemporary examples of this include, for example,
the Facebook group “Subtle Asian Traits” which attracts members of Asian diasporas and
allows them to share experiences of racism and how to cope with it,>® WhatsApp groups
through which Arabic diaspora communities in Switzerland communicate about politics,*°
WhatsApp as an information-sharing tool for Syrian refugees in Amman,* Syrians in Italy,*?
Nigerians in the U.S.,** or WeChat blogs for Chinese Americans.** Such diasporic media
and platforms are important for people who may be in “search for the new cultural identity
versus preserving the old one.”#°

Honing in on Three Diasporic Communities

We selected the three diasporic communities of Cuban Americans, Mexican Americans,

and Indian Americans based on data published by the Pew Research Center.*¢ Based on
2018 American Community Survey data from the U.S. census, Pew established that the five
countries with the largest percentage of immigrants among eligible U.S. voters were Mexico
(3.5 million voters), the Philippines (1.4 million), India (1.2 million), Vietnam (1.0 million), and
Cuba (0.8 million). Among these five, we then selected diaspora and immigrant communities
in whose respective home countries and cultures WhatsApp played an important role, and
which were targeted by political campaigns and false information. The Reuters Digital News
Report presents representative WhatsApp usage data for Mexico, and non-representative
data for an English sample of Indians. For Cuba, no such data is available. Based on the
Reuters report, in 2022, 72% of Mexicans and 76% of Indians used WhatsApp.*’ This
empirical gap on Cuba - and, to some extent, Cuban Americans - and WhatsApp serves as

a motivating factor for including this population in our study. Focusing on Cuban Americans
is especially relevant as, in 2020, both the Trump and Biden campaigns heavily targeted
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Cuban American voters, a development which also was accompanied by ample political
misinformation.*® In 2020, misleading information also targeted Indian Americans*® and
Hispanics,®° establishing these three groups as important diasporic communities to study.

Cuban Americans

Cuban Americans constitute an important Latino diasporic community in the United States.
They are geographically concentrated primarily in South Florida, particularly in Miami-
Dade County,® but are also located in other parts of the country and have built prominent
communities in New Jersey and California.>? Cuba and South Florida are historically
connected - for example, through the Spanish-American War.>2 Significant migration to
the U.S. from the island happened after the Cuban revolution in 1959, an uprising led by
Fidel Castro that established a Communist authoritarian regime in the country.>* A second
significant wave of immigrants is connected to the Mariel boatlift in 1980, during which
many people fled Castro’s Cuba to the U.S. on boats.>®> More recent migration from Cuba to
the U.S. is tethered to economic reasons and recent immigrants “have stronger and more
active ties with the island”>® than political ‘exiles,” the term most commonly used before
‘Cuban diaspora’ was popularized.>” Among current-day Cuban Americans in South Florida,
70% say that they have relatives or significant others in Cuba,>® which is important when
considering their communication over WhatsApp, through which Cubans on the island stay
connected with members of the diaspora.

A combination of factors - including a geo-strategically important location in the Caribbean,
wealth from sugar trade, and the historical importance of Havana during colonial times -

all contributed to the notion of Cuban exceptionalism.>® The United States framed Cuban
refugees as ‘good’ immigrants - as ideologically aligned against communism, as white,

and as upper middle class®® - which still has bearings today. Cuban Americans stand out
among other Latino communities in their high degree of political participation and voter
turnout.®! The group also serves as a counterfactual to what media organizations often tout
as a homogenous “Latino vote.” For example, when compared to being Mexican American,
being Cuban American correlates with favoring Donald Trump.62 Cuban Americans, over the
years, have been a strong bastion of support for the Republican Party.® And while research
has shown that group threat emanating from Trump’s xenophobic antics can be a motivator
for Latino communities to rally against Trump, this only works in cases where there is

a perception of shared identity, fate, and the perception that Latinos are one racialized
group.%*

Trumpism resonates with Cuban Americans as it appeals at an emotional level and connects
to the American Dream and aspirations of upward mobility combined with reactions

to Communism.®® Although one could assume that post-Mariel generations of Cuban
Americans who immigrated to the United States in the more recent past would identify
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as more progressive, and that anti-communist attitudes would play much less of a role for
them, ideologically this has thus far not proven true.®® In fact, recently-immigrated Cuban
Americans registered even more often as Republican. In 2020, 53% of the Cuban-American
registered voter population in South Florida was Republican (23% Democrat). Among

new arrivals (2010-2015), 76% were registered as Republicans, compared to 49% among
cohorts who arrived between 1995 and 2009.%”

Cubaitself is defined by strong governmental control over means of communication

and internet infrastructures.®® This combination of “political censorship, high costs, slow
speeds, and limited access”®® has led to innovative and unique forms of media distribution,
such as the informal, illegal “El Paquete,” a large data package that gets distributed at

low cost and which carries copies of recent film, music, and information.”® The internet

has existed in Cuba since 1996;™ in 2015, according to Cuban government statistics,

34.8% of the population had access to it.”? Cubans possess sophisticated information and
communication technology skills, but access still remains difficult.”® Important pathways for
diasporic communication between Cubans in Cuba and Cubans elsewhere are constituted
by blogs’4 and communication platforms such as WhatsApp.

Indian Americans

Indian Americans constitute the second largest immigrant group in the United States

and are an important diasporic community.”> Among Asian American’® groups in the U.S,,
Indian Americans are only exceeded by Chinese Americans in number?’” with significant
populations of Indian Americans living (in the 2014-2018 time frame) in California, New
Jersey, New York, lllinois, and Georgia.”® Significant events for Indian immigration into the
United States are marked by the Luce-Celler Act of 1946, which allowed 100 Indians per
year to immigrate to the U.S., and also allowed a path to naturalization.”® Furthermore, the
Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 was another main stepping stone for immigration
from India (as well as from many other countries) into the U.S.8° Student migration (Indians
constitute the second largest country among foreign student populations in the U.S.), in
addition to immigration in the technology sector (which produces highly skilled personnel),
are more recent dynamics that define Indian immigration to the U.S.8!

A persistent narrative Indian Americans are faced with is that of a ‘model minority,” which

is more generally applied to Asian Americans writ large.®? To be Indian American means to
navigate identities drawing on a vast “diversity of languages, ethnicities, and religions in
different parts of India.”®3 Indian Americans also continually face anti-Indian racism and hate
crimes. For example, when Nina Davuluri became the first Indian American to win the Miss
America beauty pageant in 2014, she was targeted by racist tweets.2* In 2017, a man shot
two Indian Americans and killed one in a bar in Kansas.®>

Historically, Indian Americans have been strong supporters of the Democratic Party,®® while
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at the same time supporting Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party more than the Congress party.
As to why this support for the Democratic party is so pronounced, some have argued that
the perception of the Republican Party as “intolerant of minorities”®” plays an important
role.

Indian Americans were identified by both the Republican and Democratic Party in 2020
as an important part of the electorate, including in local politics,®8 and the Indian diasporic
community has been referred to as “an emerging political force.”®® Indian Americans have
occupied some of the highest offices in the United States: Republican Nikki Haley was
governor of South Carolina and U.S. ambassador to the U.N.; her Republican colleague
Bobby Jindal was Governor of Louisiana; and Democrat Kamala Harris is currently the Vice
President of the United States.®°

While diasporic media for Indian Americans encompass a great many channels, particularly
important for communication is the encrypted messaging and chat app WhatsApp, which is
also an avenue on which a lot of false and misleading information is spread.®*

Mexican Americans

According to the most recent data available, Mexican Americans represent 11.33% of the
U.S. population. This percentage comprises people who are both bornin the U.S. (70.64%) or
are foreign born (29.36%).%2 Place of birth is an important variable because it may influence
sense of identity. While later generations tend to increasingly identify as Americans, many
Mexicans Americans identify with a national or binational sense of self. These different
senses of identity have implications for media use. Older immigrants often connect with
their homeland identity by using homeland media. Younger generations are more likely

to consume U.S. media, although their families may play a role in pushing consumption of
homeland media.>® These patterns are similar when it comes to social media usage. Mexican
Americans use social media to connect with family and friends in Mexico, but also to talk to
their in-group community.®*

Sense of identity also influences political behavior. For example, during the civil rights
movement many Mexican Americans adopted the term “Chicano,” embracing their
indigenous identity and giving new meaning to a word that previously had a negative
connotation.®® This politically active generation of the 60s and 70s, however, is not
representative of the entire population of Mexican Americans. The North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) of 1994, which created a trade bloc between Mexico, Canada,
and the United States, led to the immigration of many Mexicans who had weaker ties

to the United States, and consequently, were less politically active in their new home.
Historical problems with obtaining U.S. citizenship are associated with lower voting turnout
among Mexican Americans when compared to other Hispanic populations, such as Cuban
Americans and Puerto Ricans.®® Meanwhile, Mexican American identity politics center
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three domains: Race, class, and culture.®” While Mexican Americans have traditionally
been Democrats, Mexican Americans who do not see themselves as immigrants heavily
supported Donald Trump’s candidacy.®®

Mexican immigration into the United States has been “a consistent animating issue for the
right wing”®® in America. In this vein, Mexicans received flagrantly racist public attention
when, in a 2015 speech, then-presidential candidate Donald J. Trump proclaimed that
Mexicans coming to the United States were ‘rapists’ and ‘drug dealers.””1°° This directly
aligns with racial profiling and a threat narrative about Mexicans that U.S. media have
continued to propagate.l®® Mexican American voters in the United States were also targeted
after the 2016 U.S. presidential election, for example, by the Russian Internet Research
Agency troll farm’s “Brown Power” campaign.l®2 The 2020 U.S. election, in particular, saw
the sharing of false information - about COVID-19, Joe Biden, and QAnon - across many
platforms in Spanish.}°® WhatsApp constitutes an important communication platform for
Mexican Americans - allowing communication with friends and family within the United
States and beyond. Simultaneously, research has documented a rise in false information
spread on the platform,!°4 false information which may utilize structural inequities, for
instance, regarding how the medical system in the U.S. propagates racism.!°> Our study
specifically hones in on WhatsApp and its role in the spread of false and misleading
information.

Methodology

We fielded a survey with CloudResearch (formerly known as TurkPrime), a panel provider
and crowdsourcing platform known to implement strong data quality checks.}°® The
platform draws on a range of participant panels in the United States,'°” including outside of
Amazon Mechanical Turk. We recruited 1,5441°8 participants into a cross-sectional survey
design that was neither random nor representative, but instead consisted of people who
self-identified as Cuban American or Cuban (n=506), Indian American or Indian (n=554), or
Mexican American or Mexican (n=500)1°°, and who said that they used the encrypted chat
and messaging platform WhatsApp.1*° A particularly hard-to-reach population, very little is
known about WhatsApp users, their demographics, and their usage patterns. Our research
study constitutes, to our knowledge, one of the first quantitative forays and helps expand
knowledge about the platform and the people who use it.*!

The survey was administered online using the software package Qualtrics. It was fielded
between April 27 and June 14 of 2022 in the United States. Survey funding was provided by
the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation as part of the Center for Media Engagement’s
12 Participants who were recruited into the survey by
CloudResearch were provided with a consent form2 outlining the purpose of the study.
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Participants answered questions pertaining to sociodemographics and social media use
and attitudes, in particular concerning WhatsApp. Questions also pertained to false and
misleading information online and participants’ political attitudes.** The data were analyzed
using the software package SPSS.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Our analysis supports existing research pinpointing the critical role that WhatsApp plays as
an infrastructure for close connections and intimate networks of communication between
friends and family.'*> Diasporic community members across all three communities in this
survey - Indian Americans, Cuban Americans, and Mexican Americans - used it less for
political discussion, and more for staying connected with friends and family, including with
people back home. Notwithstanding, both political talk and discussion of news events still
happen and get shared on the platform.

People perceived WhatsApp as ranking high among venues where people thought the
least accurate stories about politics were shared: WhatsApp came immediately after social
media and before online and radio news. This underscores that the app continues to play an
important role in the spread of false and misleading political information.

Our survey data also showed a moderately high prevalence of conspiracy and false
narratives that people across all three diasporic communities had read and encountered
on WhatsApp. Fact-check initiatives with specific community, language, and platform
expertise, such as Factchequeado!'® for Latino communities in the United States, and
monitoring tools such as WhatsApp monitor,'” are important tools for intervention

for researchers, journalists, and audiences alike that can provide specific, contextual
information debunking narratives that are circulating on platforms. Incentivizing more such
efforts - and funding them - should be an immediate policy goal for those trying to combat
the spread of false information in encrypted messaging spaces such as WhatsApp.

While strangers were thought of as sharing false information the most, friends and family
members were considered important sharers as well. Paradoxically, though in line with
research pinpointing how people think others are more affected than themselves,''® those
surveyed in our study thought that there was not much false information circulating on
WhatsApp, yet at the same time, a substantive share of research participants stated

they believed in some of the conspiracy narratives they were asked about. Appealing to
individual users to address false information immediately when they encounter it, therefore,
is key. For instance, when a family member shares something on WhatsApp that is clearly
false, it is better to jump right in and start a conversation than to let it continue to circulate.
Initiatives that focus on equipping all WhatsApp users with community moderation skills
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are a key area in this regard.™® Projects addressing community moderation literacy already
exist,?° but making those resources readily available, accessible, and translated in all
languages that platform users might need is an important area in need of growth and
investment.
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APPENDIX

Participant Demographics

Gender identity
Woman
Man
Non-binary
Prefer not to disclose
Prefer to self-describe
Age
18-29
30-49
50-64
65 and older
Race or ethnicity
White
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish
Black or African American
Asian
American Indian or Alaska Native
Middle Eastern or North African
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander
Some other race or ethnicity
Education
High school degree or less
Some college but no degree

College graduate

Some postgraduate or professional schooling

Postgraduate or professional degree

Full sample
(N=1,544)

56.7
42.6
0.5
0.3
N/A

32
49.5
113

71

27.3
527
41
341
23
0.4
0.3
1.2

135
211

391
4.2

221

Cuban
American
(n=506)

619
374
0.4
0.4
N/A

33.6
39.9
16.2
10.3

49.6
78.7
85
16
0.8
N/A
0.6

16
279
389

4.5

12.6

Mexican
American
(n=500)

51
48

N/A
N/A

35
55
7.6
24

334
84
4.6

1.8
0.6
0.4
12

20.6

274

35.2

12.8

Indian
American
(n=554)

572
422
0.2
0.4
N/A

276

536
101
8.7

1.8
14
0.5
926
4.9
0.5
0.4
1.6

51

9.7

42.8

384

23



Household income in 2021 (before taxes)

Less than $30,000

$30,000 to $49,999

$50,000 to $74,999

$75,000 to $99,999

$100,000 or more

Don’t know or prefer not to say
Lived in the U.S.

Less than 5 years

More than 5 years
Eligible to Vote

Yes

No

Don’t know

18.7
154
18.9
19.2
238

8.9
90.2

81
165
25

22.3
18.8
217
15.8
18.2
3.2

6.5
929

88.9
9.3
18

21
20.4
20.8
18.6
17.8

14

4.8
94.4

91.6
6.6
1.8

13.2
79
152
226
341

14.8
83.8

64.4
318
3.8

Data from Center for Media Engagement
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Participant Political Identity And Voting History

Voted for ___in 2020

Donald Trump
Joe Biden
Other candidate

| didn’t vote in the 2020 election

Will vote in midterms

I will not vote
| am thinking about voting this time

| usually vote, but probably will not vote
this time

lam sure | will vote
Thinking of self as
Democrat
Republican
Independent
Neither
Other
Paying attention to government and politics
Always
Most of the time
About half the time
Some of the time

Never
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Full sample
(N=1,544)

Subsample
(N=1,250)
252

56.5

34

15

Subsample
(n=1,249)

5.9
20.8

3.8

69.4

45.3
214
224
9.6
13

20.6
338
232
191
33

Cuban
American
(n=506)

Subsample
(n=450)

37.6
43.6
22

16.7

Subsample
(n=449)

6.9
22

3.6

67.5

314
316
261
91
1.8

253
28.7
243
184
34

Mexican
American
(n=500)

Subsample
(n=458)

227
559
59

155

Subsample
(n=458)

6.3
199

31

70.7

504
20.2
19
8.8
1.6

218
378
226
14.8

Indian
American
(n=554)

Subsample
(n=357)

134
731
17

11.8

Subsample
(n=357)

4.2

20.7

70

531
134
22
10.8
0.7

152
35
224
236
3.8



Interest in politics

Local politics (N=1,539) (n=497) (n=552)
Not at all interested 9.9 10.5 6.2 12.9
Slightly interested 19.9 17.8 191 22.8
Moderately interested 281 241 28 315
Very interested 29 324 30 25
Extremely interested 129 15.2 16.7 7.8

State-level politics (N=1,541) (n=499) (n=552)
Not at all interested 7.8 91 5 9.2
Slightly interested 18.4 16.2 154 23.2
Moderately interested 311 26.9 30.5 35.3
Very interested 29.9 32.6 311 25.7
Extremely interested 129 15.2 18 6.5

National U.S. politics (N=1,541) (n=498) (n=553)
Not at all interested 6 7.3 4.6 6.3
Slightly interested 14.9 14 13.7 16.6
Moderately interested 27.5 233 291 29.5
Very interested 30.8 328 29.9 30.4
Extremely interested 20.8 225 22.7 17.2

Country of origin (N=1,540) (n=497) (n=553)
Not at all interested 11.6 14.6 7.4 12.7
Slightly interested 199 19 20.3 20.1
Moderately interested 30.6 294 294 327
Very interested 25.5 241 274 25
Extremely interested 125 12.8 15.5 9.6

Data from Center for Media Engagement

Note: Percentages reported are for the whole sample or respective subpopulations, as indicated in the very top
of the columns. If data pertain to a smaller group of respondents, this is indicated in the specific line pertaining to
the question, e.g., n=.
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