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		Start Date
	01/10/2023 

	End Date
	31/05/2025 






	Plain Language Summary
Please supply a 250-word summary suitable for use in the public domain. Avoid using technical terms or jargon.

		Our previous partnership established the foundation for transformative cross-institutional research hub on media, public diplomacy and inter-state conflict in the digital age. Since then, major new international developments, including Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and China’s embrace of foreign Interference have lent our agenda added urgency: we must urgently improve our understanding of the digital political communication strategies of these “hybrid neo-authoritarian empires”, examining their impact on domestic, global, and diasporic audiences. 

We have now extended our transnational, methodological, and interdisciplinary expertise in collaboration with Melbourne to explore two new crucial avenues 1) Emerging translingual digital governance techniques and technologies of Neo-Authoritarian empires; 2) the participation of transnational networks of non-state actors and diaspora media audiences in the construction of repressive informational orders and permanent hybrid war. Through intensive scholarly exchanges, we are developing pioneering toolsets for studying Russia’s and China’s global activities with concerted focus on European, MENA and Australasia regions.






Project Report  
	Comment on the extent to which the aims and objectives of your project were achieved. 

		We went about achieving our aims and objectives through a series of scholarly exchanges hosted at Toronto and Manchester, online research planning meetings and postgraduate and postdoctoral skills training sessions. We decided early on that we would prioritize the needs of early-career researchers for this project and the events and initiatives we undertook were planned accordingly. 

This strategy clearly paid off. The MMT award and the research momentum it generated was central to our success in securing a Knowledge Synthesis Grant (Evolving Narratives of Culture and Histories – Stream 2 – GBP £10,410 + CAD $12,135) funded by SSHRC and AHRC, and led by faculty members Burchell (Toronto) & Tolz (Manchester) with Ross, Yu (Toronto) as Co-Is, with D. Conduit (Melbourne) and D. Orlova (Kyiv-Mohyla Academy) as formal SSSHRC collaborators and Hutchings (Manchester) providing insights and mentorship throughout as partnership Co-I along with Burchell and Conduit. 

In tandem, the two funds together allowed for the hiring and co-supervision of 9 graduate students across four thematic research teams, two of which were supervised by Burchell, one by Ross and Conduit and another by Tolz and Yu. These teams surveyed four pertinent academic domains to develop and contribute to our now published Open Access policy report, “Beyond Disinformation: Identarian Narratives meet Authoritarian Practice, Lawfare, and Marketcraft”. These materials were workshopped over a two-day symposium in Toronto hosted by the Centre for European and Eurasian Studies at the Munk School of Global Affairs on day one and the Faculty of Information on day two with 7 faculty respondents including D. McCarthy joining in-person from Melbourne and 14 graduate students presenters from Melbourne, Manchester, and Toronto, attracting additional funding from Aarhus University to support the participation of their ECR keynote speaker Dr. Vitaly Kazakov – formerly a visiting Manchester doctoral students from our first Manchester and Toronto joint partnership in 2019. 

Highlights of our work on the MMT project itself included a ‘Beyond Disinformation’ research symposium held at the University of Toronto on October 7-8, 2024. The symposium served two purposes: to ensure that that the findings of, and report for, the related Knowledge Synthesis Grant held by Prof. Burchell at Toronto were informed by the latest early-career research (several of the panels featured reports by Research Assistants hired to support the KSG work); to give MA and PhD students, and postdocs, working on disinformation-related topics to present their research and receive valuable feedback. The original intention was for up to 6 postdocs and PhD students from Manchester to contribute to the symposium. However, 5 of them ran into serious difficulties with obtaining the necessary visas in time (they are non-UK and non-Canadian citizens) and had to pull out. Some were able to participate virtually, whilst one obtained managed to obtain her visa and took part in person. This left us with unspent money from our budget, and we reallocated this to another activity (see below). However, our two main intellectual goals relating to the generation of new insights into emerging neo-authoritarian digital governance techniques and technologies, and the role of transnational digital networks in informational orders, were met. The change of plan necessitated an extension to our project end date, from March 1 to May 31, 2025.

The next stage of the project involved a follow-up seminar hosted at Manchester on 8 May 2025, entitled ‘Beyond Disinformation: Media, Identity and Political Conflict’. Eleven PhD candidates from the University of Manchester, University of Melbourne and the University of Toronto presented their research projects. The workshop panels explored three interrelated issues: (a) everyday digital practices and media control; (b) the relationship between information, technologies and conflict past and present; and the media-political-identities dynamics in a time of war. The discussion, led by staff members from Manchester and Toronto, was highly fruitful and added considerable value to the work of each of the PhD students and to our collective understanding of the issues at stake The event was to feature a keynote lecture by a staff member from University of Melbourne, but this was cancelled due to clashing personal and professional commitments. It was replaced with a guest lecture hosted at Manchester in October 2025. More information about, and an image from, the event are available at https://www.mis-translating-deceit.com/research-events/beyond-disinformation-media-identity-and-political-conflict. Our eventual plan is to publish a journal special issue based on the papers presented at the event, giving a valuable boost to the career profiles of the young researchers involved, and advancing the project’s intellectual agenda.

On day 2 of the visit,, we held a subsequent a doctoral networking event research talk involving Burchell and Dr Adi Kuntsman (Manchester Metropolitan University) - “The weight of connectivity and the inescapable grip of digitality” - with Manchester Metropolitan University’s “Digital Society and Digital Politics” research cluster of PhDs and Faculty on day two, streamed with a reported 65 online attendees. 

The project’s third and final stage consisted of the facilitation for one University of Manchester postdoc, one University of Melbourne Postdoc, and four University of Manchester PhD students, all working on project-related issues and agendas, of dedicated professional training relating to the tracking, monitoring and assessment of neo-authoritarian web-based information operations. These were delivered respectively by the highly respected Open-Source Intelligence Investigation Unit, Bellingcat, and the Methods@Manchester Summer School. The sessions were highly successful and much appreciated. They will significantly enhance the skillsets of these early-career researchers with benefits for their future academic and/or professional careers. A full report on their impressions of the training is available at https://www.mis-translating-deceit.com/affiliated-projects/beyond-disinformation. The initiative was funded by the underspend on the first, University of Toronto workshop (see above).

Although the full benefits of the project will only be fully realised at a future point, we are satisfied that development of the pioneering toolsets for researching and understanding authoritarian state activities in the information domain – our overarching goal - has been demonstrably enhanced. We hope to build on this achievement in further collaboration across all three universities (with University of Melbourne being brought into a more prominent role as we proceed).






	Please give the number of visits by members of the project team from each institution in each direction over the course of the project
(1 researcher in either direction counts as one visit). 

		Number of visits to Manchester
	1 

	Number of visits to Melbourne
	-

	Number of visits to Toronto
	1 

	Other locations (please specify below)
	-

	Test
	-

	Total:
	2 






Research Outputs and Outcomes  
	Journal articles 

		 
	Title
	Link
	Publisher
	Pre-print (yes/no)
	Published (yes/no)

	1
	LLMs grooming or data voids? LLM-powered chatbot references to Kremlin disinformation reflect information gaps not manipulation
	https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu
	Harvard Misinformation Review
	No
	Yes

	2
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	3
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	4
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-






	Other written outputs and publications

This can include, but is not limited to:
- Conference paper/conference proceedings
- Consultancy report
- Manual Guide
- Policy briefing report
- Technical standard 

		Open Access policy report, “Beyond Disinformation: Identarian Narratives meet Authoritarian Practice, Lawfare, and Marketcraft”. See: https://sshrc-crsh.canada.ca/en/research-in-action/evidence-briefs/BurchellKenzie_TolzZilitinkevicVera.aspx 






	Events, seminars and workshops 

		 
	

	1
	'Beyond Disinformation' - 2-day symposium, University of Toronto, 7-8 2024

	2
	'Beyond Disinformation: Media, Identity and Political Conflict,’ University of Manchester, 8 May, 2025

	3
	“The weight of connectivity and the inescapable grip of digitality,' Manchester Metropolitan University, 9 May, 2025

	4
	-

	5
	-






	Funding Applications 

		 
	Name of funder
	Amount applied for (in GBP, AUD or CAD)
	Funding secured (yes/no)

	1
	SSHRC + AHRC
	£10,410 + $CA12,135
	As applied for

	2
	-
	-
	-

	3
	-
	-
	-

	4
	-
	-
	-

	5
	-
	-
	-






	Other Outcomes (please select all that apply) 

	New collaborations beyond the partner institutions
Public engagement activities
Research tools and methods (new ones)
Other outputs and knowledge (please specify):
Please see above and below



	Comment on the impact of the research project beyond the academic communities. 

		Much of the non-academic impact of this project will be realised (a) in future months and years as the early-career researchers it primarily targeted move to the next stages of their careers; and (b) indirectly, through the channels linking this initiative to the larger, more substantively funded projects into which it feeds. Examples of such impact already achieved include:
• the extensive exchange of correspondence between the respected independent disinformation monitor, News Guard, and the Manchester-based post-doctoral fellow, Dr Maxim Alyukov, a participant in the Beyond Disinformation project over prominently aired News Guard claims that the ChatGPT AI chatbot is being primed to foreground pro-Kremlin narratives in responses to queries. Maxim’s co-authored article testing and challenging this claim has been published in the academic journal, Harvard Misinformation Review (https://misinforeview.hks.harvard.edu)
• Stephen Hutching’s major contribution to an August 2024 report published by the BBC’s Disinformation Unit on Russian disinformation activities in non-Western media environments (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cm2vr37yd4no). This contribution drew on insights gained from the Beyond Disinformation collaboration
• With media-trained faculty, we successfully contributed to policy round-ups and project blogs, participated in the “Small workshop on Big Disinfo” with Manchester’s Centre for Digital Trust and Society with additional successes seeing our Manchester, Melbourne, and Toronto doctoral students reporting on related research in broadcast and print, including the Conversation, TVO, and Global TV. 

We are confident of further impacts resulting from the work of Dr Maksim Markelov, a University of Melbourne postdoc, who is currently seeking funding for a major new project addressing the counter-gatekeeping strategies of neo-authoritarian states on digital platforms, a topic linked directly to our internet governance agenda. Researchers from the AHRC-funded Mistranslating Deceit project will speak in June 2026 at a policy event on disinformation and diasporas hosted by their formal partners, the leading UK think tank, Chatham House. This will benefit from ‘Beyond Disinformation’ research targeting diaspora media audiences. We are hopeful that the event will generate significant policy maker interest.






	What was the added value of this collaboration with researchers at Melbourne/Toronto? 

		The creation of a durable inter-institutional, cross-national community of early-career researchers at Manchester, Melbourne and Toronto has been one of the most valuable outcomes of ‘Beyond Disinformation’. The PhD students in particular have commented very positively on the additional insights and ideas they gained from their international peers, along with the opportunities to conduct collaborative research and undertake research assistance tasks for senior academics. The cross-institutional dimension has added considerable intellectual value in terms of allowing comparative perspectives focused on both China and Russia, in each of which different institutions have varying degrees of expertise. The Australasian angle that Melbourne brings to the collaboration has been critical to this achievement. Also worth highlighting is the added depth and scope of our investigations provided by the social science strengths at Toronto to existing arts and humanities expertise at Manchester and Melbourne. 






Future development  
	Comment on the likelihood of further funding opportunities arising from this research. 

		Maksim Markelov, a Melbourne-based postdoctoral contributor to ‘Beyond Disinformation’ and a former Manchester PhD student, is currently submitting funding applications for a major 3-year project on ‘Digital Propaganda and Social Media Moderation: Authoritarian and Democratic Dynamics’. This will further advance the Beyond Disinformation’ goal of advancing understandings of new digital governance challenges posed by authoritarian state activities in online spaces. Decisions on other funding follow-up initiatives are dependent on discussions about future directions for our collaboration (see below). 






	What plans, if any, do you have to continue this collaboration and what might this involve? 

		We will be scheduling a virtual meeting in the coming weeks to discuss future plans for the collaboration. 






Feedback  
	Please supply any feedback you have on the funding scheme. 

		We are very grateful for the funding and have gained enormously from it, especially our early-career researchers. 






Project Themes  
	University of Manchester PI only - What (if any) of the University’s Research Platforms does your project related to?
Please tick all that apply.

	Digital Futures
Policy@Manchester



Submission  
	Co-Principal Investigators declaration

By submitting this report, we confirm that this represents an accurate account of the project. 

	Confirm 



