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Abstract 
This working paper offers a conceptualisation of information suppression, outlines its practices 
and suggests policies to address the phenomenon. It starts by examining how the EU 
addresses Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI) and highlights its 
insufficient response to information suppression. It first reviews key EU instruments, the EEAS 
FIMI threat reports, the Digital Services Act and the Democracy Shield, arguing that the 
privilege of disinformation over silencing of information and the exclusive focus on China and 
Russia as perpetrator states is preventing the EU from addressing FIMI in an efficient manner. 
Based on scholarship on information manipulation and the four case studies of the ARM 
project, the working paper conceptualises information suppression across production, 
dissemination and salience, including transnational effects on diasporas. It warns against an 
overbroad “FIMI-isation” that risks blocking merely undesirable content and securitising 
diaspora communities, thereby undermining fundamental rights. It calls for integrating 
information suppression into the FIMI Toolbox through better awareness, cross-institutional 
coordination and attention to transnational repression, so that EU policy can simultaneously 
counter foreign threats and protect freedom of expression and democratic participation in 
Europe. 

1. Introduction 
A central part of authoritarian practices across regimes is to use information as a way of 
sustaining their power. Disinformation, widely discussed as the most direct way to manipulate 
and push forward information for political ends, is a well-researched phenomenon addressed 
by numerous policies and regulations. A less visible domain of information manipulation - 
information suppression, or the deliberate silencing and hiding of information - is much less 
researched and has gained little attention from policy and practice. Although specific practices 
of information suppression, such as censorship or astroturfing, are well-known parts of the 
authoritarian playbook, we still lack systematic knowledge on other forms of information 
suppression, as well a systematic theorization of this concept. The Horizon-funded research 
project ARM: Research for Information Freedom1 is dedicated to conceptualising and exploring 
information suppression strategies, aiming at filling a gap that spans scholarship, policy and 
practice. ARM started its work in 2024 with a provisional definition of information suppression: 
‘a set of actions to silence information with the purpose of muting dissenting voices or 

 
1 ARM is funded by the 2024 EU Horizon call ‘Standing up for democracy’ within the research destination 
‘Innovative research on democracy and governance’ (Cluster 2 Culture, Creativity and Inclusive Society). 
The call provided funding for research to be conducted with the explicit aim of both conceptualizing and 
documenting tactics and techniques of information suppression. In this call, Russia was explicitly mentioned 
in addition to China as a potential threat actor, and it was opening for other cases to be explored, with 
emphasis on diaspora groups in Europe. The ARM project was one of three projects which got funding, 
including analyses of Rwanda and Ethiopia in addition to China and Russia.  
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narratives within and outside a country’s borders, serving the interest of strengthening a 
regime’s grip on power.’2 

This definition was formulated in conversation with what the European External Action Service 
(EEAS) is defining as Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI), as ‘a mostly 
non-illegal pattern of behaviour that threatens or has the potential to negatively impact values, 
procedures and political processes. Such activity is manipulative in character, conducted in an 
intentional and coordinated manner, by state or non-state actors, including their proxies inside 
and outside of their own territory. 3 The starting point and rationale for EEAS’s FIMI work is 
EU’s interest in containing foreign influence ‘in defence of fundamental rights and European 
values’ (EEAS 2023). Since the launch of the concept in 2021, FIMI has been picked up by 
researchers and civil society working within the information field, and has been both criticised 
and hailed for its conceptual innovation.   

In dialogue with the FIMI definition, the ARM team agreed that information suppression, while 
not always coordinated or coerced from above, serves the interest of regimes in preserving 
power. Information suppression can be either intentionally planned and enacted by 
governmental actors, or can result from social norms and cultural practices influencing what 
information should be suppressed or freely distributed by individuals or groups that act without 
direct pressure from state actors. In line with the FIMI definition, we emphasised its 
transnational character, highlighting the link between domestic and global tactics of information 
suppression, with diaspora groups as both agents and targets. In policy terms, we stressed 
the importance of avoiding labelling of diasporas as threats, as labelling can ultimately 
endanger their civil and political rights, thereby challenging the original objective of fighting 
FIMI – to protect the fundamental rights for all. Finally, we identified information suppression 
strategies operating within three different spheres: information production, information 
dissemination, and information salience. All these spheres reach across national borders, 
highlighting the links and overlaps between domestic and foreign information suppression. We 
considered transnational repression, how authoritarian regimes strive to control diasporas 
outside their borders, as an important element in all three spheres.   

This working paper starts with a recap of EU’s policies on FIMI and the (so-far) lacking 
European response to information suppression. It follows with a revisit of the scholarship 
relevant for information suppression as an authoritarian strategy. It then moves on to describe 
some of the main practices of the suppression of information production, dissemination and 
salience we found across the four case studies covered by the ARM project, including their 
respective diasporas, paving the way for a modified conceptualisation of information 
suppression. The working paper concludes with a set of recommendations: what our findings 
and the modified understanding of information suppression should mean for EU policy.  

 
2 ARM Policy Brief no 1 ‘Information Suppression’ https://www.arm-project.eu/publication/information-
suppression/ 
3 European External Action Services (2022) ‘1st EEAS Report on Foreign Information Manipulation and 
Interference Threats Towards a framework for networked defence February 2022’, 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/1st-eeas-report-foreign-information-manipulation-and-interference-
threats_en 
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2. EU’s FIMI countermeasures 
EU’s work against information manipulation and interference got traction with the Russian 
annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Proto et.al. 2025). Disinformation was conceptualised as a 
foreign threat and was therefore sorted as a responsibility of the European External Action 
Services (EEAS), EU’s diplomatic corps and foreign service. From 2021, the EEAS launched 
the concept of Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI), re-affirming the 
external dimension and widening its conceptual scope.  

EEAS’ FIMI definition has come under scrutiny from many different sides. Its security 
orientation and alignment with the concept of ‘information warfare’ and hybrid threats (Buvarp 
2023) has been criticised for reducing complex communicative processes to binary notions of 
attack and defence (Wagnsson et.al. 2025), seeing communication as a unidirectional process, 
neglecting the interplay between sender and receiver (Proto et.al 2025) and the importance of 
context (Aalen and Lemaire 2024). On the one hand, by including mostly non-illegal patterns 
of behaviour it has been accused of being too wide, opening for new restrictions on freedom 
of expression. By containing legal, but undesirable information in the name of fighting FIMI, 
this can create dangerous precedent (Vériter 2025 ). On the other hand, it has been blamed 
for being too narrow. In theory, FIMI is incorporating different kinds of manipulative behaviours 
that threaten democratic processes and public trust within the information field. But its practice 
has been continuing to focus on foreign disinformation, mostly in the online domain. While 
conceptually relevant for all kinds of actors, it has continued to concentrate on two authoritarian 
states, Russia and China, reflecting EU’s geopolitical priorities (Henin 2023), paying little 
attention to other authoritarian actors, in both autocratic and democratic regimes.  

This narrow application of FIMI, practically limiting it to the threats of online disinformation from 
two key actors - China and Russia - has in the last two years started to change. In the following 
sections, we will present key points from the EEAS’s four reports on FIMI threats, released in 
the period from 2023 to 2026, illustrating a gradually widening approach to FIMI, explicitly 
including information suppression in addition to disinformation in its two latest reports. While 
their geopolitical focus on China and Russia has remained in place, the later reports have 
included analysis of Russian and Chinese FIMI campaigns beyond Europe, with examples 
from West-Africa and the Middle East. A challenge with a wider conceptual scope, however, is 
the risk of ‘FIMI-ising’ a much broader range of activities than before, thereby throwing 
suspicion on actors and potentially introducing undue restrictions on fundamental rights. With 
this challenge in mind, it is thus critical to carefully craft policies that can protect against FIMI 
while at the same time protecting the rights of all citizens in Europe.       

2.1 EEAS Reports on FIMI threats 
Since 2023, the EEAS has developed and expanded its FIMI framework through the 
publication of annual reports focused on FIMI threats. Starting with establishing basic analytical 
standards and methods on how to analyse FIMI with the first report (2023), the fourth and latest 
report (2026) includes an applied framework for deterring FIMI campaigns. Each report has 
attempts to answer core questions related to FIMI: ‘How to analyse it?’ (1st), ‘How to respond 
to it?’ (2nd), ‘How to expose it?’ (3rd), and finally ’How to deter it?’ (4th). The four reports have 



Working Paper 
 

5 
 

also tracked an important technological shift that has taken place within digital ecosystems 
over the course of the years. While social media platforms remain a constant core channel of 
dissemination, their relative relevance changes alongside shifts in governance and geopolitics 
- for example, Elon Musk’s acquisition of Twitter is clearly reflected by an increasing centrality 
of X as a FIMI channel (EEAS 2025). Another important technological advancement 
emphasized by the reports is the popularisation of AI-powered tools such as Large Language 
Models (LLMs) and audiovisual generators, which were not even mentioned in the 2023 report 
(in spite of its recognition of fabricated images and impersonation as key FIMI strategies), then 
became recognized as emerging but "not (yet) the biggest threat” (EEAS 2024), acquired more 
relevance as they became more affordable and accessible (EEAS 2025) and were finally 
recognized as “the new norm” in FIMI (Kallas, in EEAS 2026). These technological shifts, 
resulting in phenomena like cross-platform coordination, mass-scale synthetic media 
dissemination and LLM grooming, have also prompted a reorientation of FIMI research away 
from a narrow focus on disinformation to other forms of information manipulation such as 
flooding, impersonation and distraction, and a gradual realisation that the suppression of 
information in various forms is also a key aspect of FIMI.  

Informed by the DISARM framework to document and deter disinformation campaigns4, the 
FIMI framework is built to analyse manipulative behaviours regardless of who commits them. 
Using the DISARM methodology, it tracks how an operation is carried out through the 
identification of Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures (TTPs) rather than who is doing it. 
Tactics describe the operational goals that the actors try to achieve, the techniques are the 
actions depicting how they try to accomplish them, and the procedures are the specific 
combinations of techniques across multiple tactics that indicate intent.  

While theoretically actor-agnostic, all four reports have practically continued to focus heavily 
on what EU defines as specific high-risk states, Russia and China, making the FIMI reports 
appear as strongly strategic and geopolitically driven. This is of course understandable, as the 
institution behind the reports, the EEAS, is the diplomatic arm of the EU, carrying out its foreign 
and security policy. One of its primary objectives is to counter the foreign adversaries actively 
trying to destabilize European democratic processes. Still, the exclusive focus on China and 
Russia may reduce EU’s capacity to protect European citizens affected by FIMI from other 
regimes, something the ARM project draws attention to by including two additional cases into 
our investigations, Rwanda and Ethiopia. These two states have FIMI capacity and target their 
diasporas in Europe by transnational repression, even though they are not global actors 
comparable to China and Russia. Other studies have emphasised the role of Iran, with similar 
capacities to conduct FIMI operations as Russia and China (Calderon et.al. 2025).    

The 3rd and 4th FIMI reports have however expanded the focus area of FIMI operations beyond 
the EU, to Russian operations in Ukraine, Moldova, Armenia, Syria, and the Sahel region in 
Africa. While this is useful for understanding the geographical spread of FIMI operations 
beyond Europe and how such operations in other continents may have an indirect effect on 
European interests and values, it is nevertheless continuing its narrow understanding of 

 
4 DISARM Foundation, 2026 ‘DISARM helps identify and respond to malign information influence 
operations’  https://www.disarm.foundation/  

https://www.disarm.foundation/
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perpetrator states. Despite critical changes in the geopolitical situation with the second Trump 
administration and the wars in the Middle East, for example, none of the FIMI reports attribute 
information manipulation or interference to the United States, Israel, or any other Western 
countries. Instead, the United States and European states are discussed strictly within two 
categories: targets of foreign interference or strategic partners collaborating on a unified 
defence framework. For example, in the 4th Report, the data highlights how democratic 
societies are actively targeted by hostile networks to weaken transatlantic relationships and 
exploit domestic issues (EEAS 2026: 10).  

Another change from the 1st report of 2023 to the 4th edition in 2026 is the increased focus on 
tactics and techniques that leverage artificial intelligence, to accelerate content production and 
scale up influence activities in a more cost-effective manner using for example 
bots/coordinated inauthentic behaviour and deepfakes. There is also an increased focus on 
digital infrastructure and the platforms and service providers used by threat actors, 
demonstrating a shift in view on platform companies from passive, opaque vehicles in 2023 to 
critical infrastructure intermediaries actively enabling FIMI by 2026. This development has 
been running in parallel with the regulatory and legal development within the EU, moving from 
addressing a lack of data transparency to demanding structural accountability for algorithmic 
amplification and AI weaponisation with the Digital Services Act (DSA) (see more on the DSA 
below).  

While the EEAS definition of FIMI, consistent throughout its four yearly reports, encompasses 
a broad set of manipulative and deceptive behaviours, the majority of FIMI cases presented in 
all the four reports are examples of disinformation tactics and techniques. The concept of 
information suppression only appears in the 3rd and 4th reports. The 3rd report refers to 
information suppression as a key strategy for China, linking it to transnational repression, but 
offers no analysis of information suppression related to other states. The 4th report provides 
for the first time a definition of Transnational Information Suppression in the glossary of key 
terms related to FIMI:  

The intentional action by threat actors and their proxies to suppress unwanted 
information with the aim to shape global narratives and norms in their favour. For this 
purpose, states apply a combination of technological, psychological, legal, and 
economic tactics. These tactics include active censorship measures and inducing self-
censorship through systemic surveillance.(2026, 4) 

While this general definition of transnational information suppression indicates an actor-
agnostic understanding of the phenomenon, it hinges on the intentionality of “threat actors and 
their proxies”, something that is extremely difficult to assess. Further, it is only discussed in 
relation to China as a threat actor in the report, thereby limiting the reach of the definition, and 
missing the opportunity to engage with the phenomenon more critically, which in turns makes 
it more difficult to identify effective response strategies. 

2.2 The Digital Services Act  
The Digital Services Act (DSA), coming into force in November 2022, the European Union’s 
regulation of digital services is designed to make the online space transparent and safe for 
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users, protecting fundamental rights (DSA2022). While it was not designed solely as a 
countermeasure against FIMI, it is relevant as it focuses on the spread of disinformation and 
the societal risks with its dissemination (Hofman and Raue 2023). It imposes obligations on all 
online service providers in the EU, but the roles of Very Large Online Platforms (VLOPs) and 
Very Large Online Search Engines (VLOSEs) covering more than 45 million users per months 
in the EU, such as Meta, X, TikTok, and YouTube, are particularly highlighted (Art.33). The 
VLOPs and VLOSEs are made accountable for how their services may be used to disseminate 
or amplify misleading or deceptive content (Art. 34 and 45). They are therefore required to 
provide access to repositories of advertisements and manipulative content, including 
information about who paid for the advertisement (Art.39). Such repositories can facilitate the 
work of administrations, academics, and civil society organisations focusing on identifying and 
assessing foreign information manipulation and interference and uncovering potential 
perpetrators.5  

The DSA, holding platform companies accountable for spreading disinformation and other 
malign content, has however led to worries of increased censorship and over-moderation in 
Europe, indirectly weakening the freedom of expression. This is parallel to the criticism of the 
broad definition of FIMI as mostly non illegal, which implies that not only illegal, but also 
undesirable content is removed through the imposition of the DSA. Describing this as the 
chilling effect of the DSA, the EU member states Ireland, Finland, and Sweden have during 
legal debates in the preparation of the DSA raised concerns regarding the broad, automated 
content-removal mechanisms of the regulation (Politico 2021). They have highlighted the risk 
that algorithmic filtering or automated content takedowns could result in over-blocking, where 
legal and legitimate speech is mistakenly removed to avoid compliance fines and advocated 
therefore for strict human and judicial review for content blocks, rather than relying on 
automated upload filters. This concern was also raised by ARTICLE 19, an international NGO 
working for digital rights and free speech. Because the FIMI framework directly feeds into the 
enforcement mechanisms of the DSA, ARTICLE 19’s critiques focus on how the EU's approach 
altogether creates structural dangers for legitimate public speech (ARTICLE 19, 2026).  

Some of worries of over-blocking is however mitigated by the DSA requiring platforms to notify 
users clearly and explain the reasons (‘statement of reasons’) whenever their content is 
removed or access is restricted (Art. 17a). It also requires that VLOPs must be transparent 
about their recommender systems. This is to curb unannounced algorithmic suppression or 
‘shadow banning’ - restricting the visibility of a user's account or posts without notifying them 
(Art. 27). Implementing these articles requires a clear follow up, fining actors not only for the 
spread of undesirable information, but also for the removal or suppression of information. As 
pointed out in several analyses of the DSA implementation, there are some worrying signs as 
to how the platform companies will actually be held accountable and do what the DSA 
demands. Alphabet Inc (owner of Google and YouTube) has for instance opted out of parts of 

 
5 In addition to the DSA, there are other relevant EU codes and acts that target FIMI. These are the 
European Media Freedom Act considering high quality media as a remedy against FIMI and offers specific 
protection of independent journalism (Bleyer-Simon 2025, RSF 2024) and the Artificial Intelligence Act, 
laying down harmonised rules for trustworthy and human-centric AI in the EU (Linera and Mauwese 2025). 
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the Code of Conduct on Disinformation as part of the DSA, parts that they deem as not 
relevant, proportionate or effective (Bleyer-Simon 2025).  

2.3 The Democracy Shield  
In November 2025, the EU Commission and the High Representative published a joint 
communication on the 'European Democratic Shield: Empowering Strong and Resilient 
Democracies'. The initiative, developed jointly by the European Commission and the EEAS, 
aimed at boosting the protection of democracy against attacks (Bentzen 2026).  It includes 
three priority areas or pillars: 1. Reinforcing situational awareness and support response 
capacity to safeguard the integrity of the information space, 2. Strengthening democratic 
institutions, free and fair elections and free and independent media, 3. Boosting societal 
resilience and citizens’ engagement (European Commission 2025).  

The first pillar on safeguarding the integrity of the information space mentions foreign 
information manipulation and interference (FIMI) and disinformation as two of the main threats 
against democracy in the EU. The second pillar focuses on countering FIMI to protect electoral 
processes and independent media from both internal and external challenges to elections in 
Europe. Finally, the third pillar on societal resilience is mentioning basic skill support schemes 
for schools, including citizenship and digital skills; and a media resilience programme for all 
age groups across rural and urban areas - to bolster democracy and contain malign foreign 
influence. 

In many ways, the Democracy Shield shares the same blueprint as the EEAS’ FIMI reports 
and the DSA, with a similar scope and limitations: it focuses on online disinformation rather 
than addressing foreign interference more broadly. The document describes how a Blueprint 
for countering FIMI and Disinformation will be prepared, again indicating a focus on 
disinformation rather than other forms of FIMI, such as information suppression. A quantitative 
analysis of the content of the Democracy Shield document shows for instance that 
disinformation is mentioned 61 times in the document, while FIMI is mentioned 43 times. More 
problematically, Information suppression, an important aspect of FIMI, is not mentioned at all. 
Russia is the only identified threat actor, while China is not explicitly mentioned. While 
highlighting unspecified internal threats to democracy, the US and US based tech companies 
are not recognized as emerging FIMI actors. The Democracy Shield, as the EEAS FIMI threat 
reports and the DSA, must therefore be seen as a product of strategic manoeuvring by the EU 
in a world where the threat from Russia is seen as the most acute and the relationship to both 
China and the US should be kept warm.     

The Democracy Shield recognises and describes the challenges coming from social media 
platforms and the way algorithmic systems contribute to FIMI, but is criticised for being vague 
on platform companies’ specific responsibilities. It identifies how engagement-based ranking 
and manual manipulation pose a systemic risk to civic discourse and electoral processes,  and 
offers strong proposals for fact-checking and media literacy initiatives. At the same time, it 
suggests little to force social media companies to act and mitigate issues (Stollmeyer and 
Geese 2026) and therefore fails to identify platform companies as enablers and actors in FIMI, 
especially in contrast to the accountability of VLOPs and VLOSEs imposed by the DSA. 
Instead, the Democracy Shield proposes a strengthening of voluntary coordination and 



Working Paper 
 

9 
 

information-sharing structures as soft-law guidance, without providing much detail on how or 
when the EU plans to implement them (Quaritsch 2026). This could again be a result of 
strategic manoeuvring to balance the need to regulate international platform companies 
without disrupting their commercial presence in the region.  

As part of the Democracy Shield, a European Centre for Democratic Resilience is launched to 
bring together expertise across member states, EU candidate countries and potential 
candidates, as well as EU institutions, offices and agencies including the EEAS. The Centre 
will host a stakeholder platform for dialogue with civil society, academic researchers, media 
providers, and a new European network of fact-checkers (Bentzen 2026), the latter indicating 
a continuing emphasis on disinformation as compared to other forms of FIMI. The 
establishment of this Centre has however been criticised for overlapping with the already 
existing EEAS Rapid Alert System, and it is not clear how the division of labour between these 
units will be structured (Quaritsch 2026). As it has only been recently established, it is yet 
unknown how the Centre will deal with FIMI threats in practice, and it remains to be seen 
whether the EEAS’ recent inclusion of transnational information suppression as part of FIMI 
will be followed up through the Centre’s operational cooperation to counter common threats.  

3. Revisiting the scholarship on information 
manipulation  

The knowledge gap on information suppression is not limited to EU policy and practice, but is 
also reflected in the scholarly literature on information manipulation. One exception is the 
suppression of scientific research, which has been extensively discussed in the field of social 
studies of science, highlighting important features of how information is suppressed by 
powerful actors (Delborne, 2016; Martin, 1999). These findings have not yet been expanded 
to the domain of transnational influence. It is not surprising that the deliberate suppression of 
information beyond borders is rarely discussed: as pioneering studies of suppression in 
science have argued, suppression is difficult to study as it is characterized by both discretion 
and contingency; its targets might not want or be in a position to report it, and its operations 
might not be visible to outside observers (Martin 1999, 122). In this working paper, we 
contribute to the study of suppression beyond scientific knowledge, underlining its impact on 
information and its transnational operation.  

As we expand the analytical purchase of information suppression as a concept beyond the 
narrow domain of scientific knowledge production, we also emphasise the need to incorporate 
the interplay between its online and the offline dimensions. While the recent theorizations of 
concepts such as “digital authoritarianism” (T. Roberts and Oosterom 2024) have examined 
the control of online activities through the lens of authoritarian practices, these tend to focus 
solely on the digital domain and fail to consider other spheres  such as traditional media, in-
person interaction, hearsay, and other channels of suppression. There is, however, a longer 
scholarly tradition focusing on various ways of controlling domestic information environments 
such as censorship and propaganda, which we summarise in the following sections in order to 
ground our definition of information suppression. 
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3.1 Censorship: Domestic subtractive practices 
Censorship can be defined as the restriction of public expression or of public access to 
information by an authority when the information is thought to have the capacity to undermine 
the authority by making it accountable to the public (M. E. Roberts 2018, 37). It involves a 
variety of mechanisms to ensure that information deemed damaging for the regime is 
subtracted from the public domain or does not circulate widely, thereby limiting the regime’s 
accountability towards the citizenry, making coordination among citizens difficult, and 
facilitating regime survival (McMillan and Zoido 2004, 87).  

Censorship targets both traditional media, for example by shutting down, regulating or 
restaffing newspapers and other media outlets (Gohdes 2024, 6), and the online realm, through 
website blockages or requesting content to be taken down. The latter offers a more centralized, 
low cost, and responsive way of controlling information, opening up possibilities for the 
simultaneous censorship of individuals and media outlets (Gohdes 2024, 6). Online censorship 
has been at the heart of recent scholarship on censorship, which has focused on classifying 
techniques (Deibert et al. 2010; M. E. Roberts 2018; Sanovich et al. 2018; Keremoğlu and 
Weidmann 2020) and identifying effects (Pearce et al. 2014; Hobbs and Roberts 2018; Falisse 
and Nkengurutse 2019; Pan and Roberts 2020; Lemaire 2024). 

While that scholarship has proposed different ways to catalogue and classify the techniques 
used to control the online realm, including by considering offline activities that can restrict 
access to online content, there have been fewer efforts to consider censorship as a 
phenomenon that can occur online and offline simultaneously – that is, considering censorship 
of information, rather than censorship of a specific medium or activity. The framework proposed 
by Roberts (2018) to analyse the phenomenon – although mainly applied to online information 
– could be usefully deployed to analyse other types of information, including news media and 
academic research. Her typology differentiates between the mechanisms of fear, friction, and 
flooding (M. E. Roberts 2018, 41–44), enabling researchers to consider censorship as a 
system beyond the centralized vision of an information killswitch independent of the medium 
being targeted. For example, fear-based mechanisms include arresting researchers (Thomson 
2011), passing legislation that considers a range of journalistic activities as cybercrime (Cross 
2019), or imposing restrictive conditions to obtain research permits and visas on researchers 
(Jessee 2012). Friction consist in making information more difficult to access or produce, for 
example by blocking websites (M. E. Roberts 2018, 56–58), or by making data difficult to collect 
or inaccessible (M. E. Roberts 2018, 66–67) – practices in line with the phenomenon of 
evidence censorship (Shao et al. 2024). Lastly, flooding designates the phenomenon of 
diverting audiences from sensitive information by submerging it with other information less 
troubling for (or even supportive of) the censor (Roberts 2018, 80).  

The typology of fear, friction and flooding offers the possibility to focus on mechanisms 
regardless of the media they are applied to – and in fact, concerns censoring both access to 
and sharing of information.  It focuses on how mechanisms affect citizens, and a single 
mechanism can be understood as belonging to each of the categories. It also allows for 
exploring a variety of censorship actors, including states and non-state actors such as platform 
companies. 
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3.2 Propaganda: Additive practices for persuasion 
or confusion 

Propaganda consists of “manipulating or misleading a target population by affecting its beliefs, 
attitudes, or preferences to obtain behaviour compliant with the political goals of the 
propagandist” (Benkler et al. 2018, 29). It has traditionally been seen to push information, not 
suppress it. Propaganda can involve pushing disinformation – that is, intentionally false or 
misleading information (Benkler et al. 2018, 32; Wardle and Derakhshan 2017, 5). Propaganda 
is often deployed in combination with censorship, to maximize its effect (Geddes and Zaller 
1989, 319). 

Recently, research has enriched the study of propaganda by identifying a different type: “hard 
propaganda”, understood as egregious, obvious propaganda, that is used by a regime to signal 
its strength to citizens (Huang 2015), showing that while such propaganda can deter protests 
in the short run, it also lowers regime legitimacy in the eyes of citizens (Huang 2018; Lutscher 
and Donnay 2024). Hard propaganda may fail to persuade its audience of its messages, induce 
scepticism, leading to a form of backlash (Rosenfeld and Wallace 2024).  

By contrast, propaganda that tries to legitimize regime action can also be effective, particularly 
when the regime manages to set the agenda – that is, to shift political discussions from issues 
where it underperformed to issues it owns (Aytaç 2021). This strategy relies on distraction to 
other political issues (Boussalis et al. 2023), or even to non-political content (Morozov 2012, 
70–72). This type of distraction leads a population to pay less attention to another subject, 
thereby suppressing information around it, as highlighted in work focusing on Chinese 
techniques to control online media (King et al. 2017). The distraction will then lead people to 
lose the capacity to develop a politically informed opinion (Benkler et al. 2018, 35). Propaganda 
can also disorientate – making it impossible for audiences to tell truth from non-truth. The aim 
is not necessarily to convince people, but to leave them in a state of confusion and passivity. 
It is important to note that propaganda has become cheaper with the Internet – as regimes can 
leverage social media to spread pre-packaged information much more cheaply, for example 
by using bots, or paying users to spread content (M. E. Roberts 2018, 88–92).  

Thus, censorship and propaganda go hand in hand, and enable states to control the flow of 
information to ensure they contain threats to their survival (Converse 1985). It is important to 
note that both terms are pejorative – meaning that they are seen as inherently bad, and 
attribute bad intentions to the censor or the propagandist, even as, in some cases, these tools 
can be legitimately used (Wanless and Pamment 2019; Meserve and Pemstein 2019). 

3.3 Sharp power and authoritarian image 
management  

Most definitions of censorship and propaganda consider the control of information by states 
domestically, that is, within state borders. Other concepts need to be mobilized when 
considering censorship and propaganda in a transnational context. Indeed, states face threats 
to their survival from inside, but also from the outside – and this is particularly the case for 
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authoritarian regimes (Greitens 2016, 19). Controlling the flow of information on the 
international stage is at the heart of the concept of soft power: the ability for a state to leverage 
its cultural clout to influence other countries (Nye 1990, 168), which does not involve coercion 
such as propaganda or censorship (Nye 2019, 18). The concept of “sharp power”, however, 
developed in conversation with the soft power literature, encompasses state actions that 
“involve efforts at censorship, or the use of manipulation to sap the integrity of independent 
institutions” (Walker 2018, 11). The limit between soft and sharp power can however be 
porous, for example in the case of state-funded (dis)information channel Russia Today, which 
was originally launched to promote a positive image of Russia but became a tool for 
manipulating public opinion abroad with the aim of influencing domestic politics of other states 
(Elswah and Howard 2020). 

The neighbouring concept of “authoritarian image management” (Dukalskis 2021, 4–5), 
describes efforts targeted at foreign audiences to enhance the legitimacy of authoritarian 
regimes and ensure their survival. Such efforts can be promotional or obstructive, and diffuse 
(aiming at foreign citizens generally) or specific, i.e. targeted at specific types of individuals 
abroad (Dukalskis 2021, 40). The concept does exclude some forms of soft power – those that 
are not directly related to state politics, for example promoting tourism (Dukalskis 2021, 7–8), 
thereby risking to miss cases where content is produced to create diversion. It only considers 
activities conducted by state authorities and their proxies abroad or targeting foreigners. 

Authoritarian image management thus covers many aspects of censorship and propaganda 
applied in a transnational setting, particularly by including cases of transnational repression – 
when a regime represses its citizens after they have emigrated, for example by threatening 
family members, withholding passports, by organizing assassinations of opponents abroad, or 
by leveraging digital tools (Moss 2016; Michaelsen 2018). But transnational repression is 
restricted to activities by states or their agents targeting that state’s diaspora (Dukalskis et al. 
2022), particularly, but not only, human rights activists and journalists in exile (Schenkkan 
2025).  

The concept of authoritarian image management was developed to analyse the practices of 
authoritarian regimes, neglecting to focus on democracies. Transnational repression studies 
had the same point of departure, but has later come to argue that democratic states can also 
be perpetrators of transnational repression. Specifically, democratic states can facilitate 
authoritarian practices by creating new norms that enable transnational repression (for 
example, the war on terror) (Schenkkan 2025, 40) or by collaborating with perpetrating states. 
However, transnational repression focuses on those practices that target diaspora members. 
Authoritarian image management focuses most directly on how states control the flow of 
information beyond their borders – something akin to Foreign Information Manipulation and 
Interference and foreign influence operations. However, it differs from FIMI in that it 
presupposes that only authoritarian states engage in the behaviour, and it narrowly focuses 
on the central authorities managing how they are perceived. By contrast, the concept of FIMI 
is broader, as it includes activities that support state survival beyond simply projecting a 
positive image, and as it opens for less centrally coordinated activities (EEAS 2021; Hénin 
2023).  
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3.4 Transnational and practical: Defining 
information suppression 

As discussed above, scholarship has grappled with the questions on how states ensure their 
survival via censorship, propaganda, and repression, deployed domestically and 
transnationally. Most of the actions considered by this scholarship can be organized under 
different concepts: for example, the physical repression of journalists or activists does 
constitute a form of censorship, but it can also be used for propaganda purposes. Adopting the 
approach of studying authoritarian and illiberal practices makes it possible to overcome 
limitations stemming from the normative focus on authoritarian regimes, while also considering 
practices beyond those strictly deployed by states within territorial borders or towards their 
citizens (Glasius 2018), such as the suppressing practices of platform companies or regime 
loyal individuals or groups of activists, digital vigilantes and volunteers. This approach 
considers that actors disrupt accountability processes in a system by disabling access to 
information and disabling voice – which constitute authoritarian practices, and that they might 
do so by infringing on individuals’ autonomy and dignity – defined as illiberal practices (Glasius 
2018, 531). An underlying assumption is that by disrupting accountability processes, actors 
hope to ensure the system’s survival. Information is central in these accountability processes 
(O’Donnell 1998; Glasius 2018).  

In dialogue with interdisciplinary conceptualizations of censorship, propaganda, authoritarian 
image management and transnational repression, we proposed the concept of information 
suppression to make it possible to consider transnational practices geared towards the stifling 
of information and their effects in the contexts where they are deployed. In our definition, 
information suppression is a set of practices deployed to silence information with the purpose 
of muting dissenting voices or narratives outside a country’s borders, and it covers a blind spot 
in current theorizations of foreign information manipulation and interference. By simply 
focusing on disinformation, this field has not managed to capture other critical means that 
states deploy to strengthen a regime’s grip on power. In our initial definition, information 
suppression has two key characteristics: it is both intentional and transnational. By intentional, 
we meant that it results from a strategy deployed by a regime to serve its interests. However, 
this does not mean that information suppression is always coordinated or coerced from above. 
Rather, regime policies can also foster actions by private organizations and individuals that 
lead to information suppression. With transnational, we meant to highlight the link between 
domestic and global tactics of information suppression, with various social groups acting as 
both agents and targets.6 Here transnational does not simply refer to the repressive practices 
reaching a target across borders (often from an authoritarian regime into a democratic context), 
put also points to more complex chains of agency spanning grey areas between national 
jurisdictions and larger technological ecosystems operating at a supranational scale. Following 
our initial definition, which we developed from a detailed review of relevant literature across 

 
6 these features are also highlighted in European External Action Services’ definition of FIMI. See EEAS 
(2023) ‘1st EEAS Report on Foreign Information Manipulation and Interference Threats’ 
www.eeas.europa.eu 

http://www.eeas.europa.eu/
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fields, we identified and analyzed practices of information suppression across different national 
case studies, with the aim of updating our definition based on this empirical work.   

4. Information Suppression practices 
To identify information suppression, we centre our investigations on information, rather than 
on specific types of efforts deployed by states or their agents. This means that we focus on the 
information space, which is affected by suppression, in order to be able to identify suppression 
practices. To do so, we consider suppression at three different levels: production, 
dissemination, and salience of information. We understand the level of production as including 
all aspects linked to the production of information or knowledge, such as collecting evidence, 
conducting interviews, being able to travel, film or record. Typical producers of information are 
journalists as well as activists (for example human rights defenders) and academics (who 
produce knowledge). The dissemination level includes aspects related to sharing information 
(via publication in the media, including online, as well as through policy reports, scientific 
articles, and via more informal modes of sharing between individuals). Typical actors in 
information dissemination are journalists and activists, as well as publishers, communicators, 
or individuals who share information with others. Salience of information describes the extent 
to which information is visible. Typically, the salience of information can be manipulated by the 
public, by organized individuals who claim to be part of the public but who coordinate and act 
inauthentically, or by platforms who can make certain narrative more visible than others. The 
production, dissemination and salience of information all involve a transnational aspect for 
information to reach (or not) across borders, underlining the link between domestic and foreign 
suppression efforts. Looking into each level makes it possible to adopt a more holistic 
perspective, considering which combination of tactics are used at which level. It also makes it 
possible to understand how information suppression impacts the production, dissemination, 
and salience of future information. 

4.1 Suppression of information production 
Actors suppress the production of information by targeting either individuals or professionals 
within the media and academic sphere, or human rights defenders. At this stage, suppression 
of information includes techniques linked to evidence censorship (Shao et al. 2024). Making 
data unavailable to journalists, academics, or civil society, refusing to collect data, and / or 
hindering independent data collection efforts constitute friction-based tactics (M. E. Roberts 
2018, 65–71).  

Taking on a transnational lens, these types of suppression activities can take various forms, 
starting with restricting access to the country to outsiders. Visas and research permits can be 
extremely difficult to obtain, with long and complicated processes, for example in Rwanda 
(Jessee 2012; Thomson 2009, 110–11). Other examples include the heavy restrictions and 
constant surveillance foreign correspondents might face, unable to circulate freely, or to select 
interviewees in North Korea (Seo 2018) and across various authoritarian states in Southeast 
Asia (Morgenbesser and Weiss 2018). Such restrictions on access to a country do affect the 
kind of information that can circulate about it beyond its borders.  
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The production of information can also be suppressed by limiting access to specific types of 
data, or by manipulating data. For example, there are doubts concerning the validity of GDP 
data from China (Wallace 2016), or concerning official statistics on poverty in Rwanda (Ansoms 
et al. 2017) and several other African states (Jerven 2016). Access to archives – an important 
source material for scholars, journalists, and civil society – can also be denied (Greitens and 
Truex 2020, 355–56). Here again, the systems of visa and research permit can be used to 
restrict the type of data – both qualitative and quantitative – that can be collected and limit the 
production of information.  

Additionally, threats and intimidation – fear-based tactics (M. E. Roberts 2018) – can be 
leveraged to influence the activities of public figures, journalists, activists, and academics, even 
when they are located beyond borders. For example, the need to secure access can lead 
actors to select topics of investigation that are more palatable for the regime – as is shown by 
the type of coverage the Associated Press in North Korea is able to provide, focusing mostly 
on soft issues (Seo 2018). Many aspects of suppressing the production of information include 
limiting access to the domestic territory to external actors. We do consider this as part of 
information suppression, and not only domestic censorship, because the aim is to suppress 
the production of critical information destined for a foreign audience. This is seen for example 
in the Ethiopian government’s blockage of both internet and international media access to 
Tigray region during the war there in 2020-22 (Chala and Workneh 2025).  

4.2 Suppression of information dissemination 
Domestically, censorship as friction can target the dissemination of information, for example 
by subtractive practices such as closing down traditional and online news outlets, shutting 
down internet, or targeting private businesses by regulating/restricting digital technology 
companies. The media and individuals are diverted away from censored information, making 
certain social media posts, news articles or books difficult to obtain. In a transnational context, 
exercising surveillance or threatening those who produce information can also lead to the 
suppression of information at the dissemination stage. Researchers and journalists might be 
threatened with repercussions if they publish findings that do not fit with a specific narrative 
(Jessee 2013), leading to information not being disseminated.  

Suppression of dissemination can also take the shape of Strategic Lawsuits Against Public 
Participation (SLAPPs), launched by states or their agents to disrupt the dissemination of 
critical reporting by journalists or civil society organizations, leveraging legislation of another 
country to do so (Chubb and Roberts Lyer 2024). On a similar note, some regimes have proven 
that they are adept in using foreign media houses’ own safeguard systems to stop the diffusion 
of material that present competing narratives (Reyntjens 2015), and influencing how 
academics are able to disseminate their findings (Guichaoua 2020).  

4.3 Information salience 
After information is produced and disseminated, what can be controlled is the salience of 
information. Techniques affecting information salience include burying information, diluting 
narratives, or promoting social norms on what should be talked about and not. The former is 
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akin to flooding (M. E. Roberts 2018), that is, creating distractions that heighten the relative 
costs of accessing competing (sensitive) information, or the coordinated production of 
information by an authority with the intent of competing with or distracting from information the 
authority would rather citizens not access. Flooding may not only involve complete burial of 
information, but rather a dilution of certain narratives, mildening its impact, as seen in the 
Ethiopian government’s attempts of undermining the international community’s understanding 
of the Tigray war (2020-22) (Tesfaye and Pohjonen 2025). Scholarship has shown how 
producing competing narratives can work – for example in the case of promoting a positive 
image of Rwanda in the United States (Dukalskis 2021, 148–51) or in the United Kingdom 
(Booth 2010) by using local (American or British) PR firms. These additive practices – where 
new content is produced – also constitute an example of information suppression, as they are 
used to bury other information. Providing pre-packaged information to the media is another 
example, as presented by Brazis and Dukalskis (2019, 569) in a study where they find that 
news outlets in cities where there is a Confucius Institute7 are more positive in their reporting 
on China. 

Influencing the salience of information can also take the shape of coordinated attacks against 
critical coverage. This is a strategy often deployed online, where the individuals behind news 
reports, civil society efforts, or academic publications can be personally targeted and attacked, 
either by real individuals, or by relying on automated publications of content produced using 
artificial intelligence-based tools (Wack et al. 2024). This type of campaign aims at undermining 
and subtracting critical information by attacking the legitimacy or trustworthiness of those who 
produce information. The suppression of salience becomes even more important as 
technologies like Large Language Models – which are increasingly used to power products like 
search engines, chatbots, smart assistants, and so on – reproduce the biases intrinsic to their 
training data, which can be fine-tuned to privilege certain narratives or obfuscate sensitive 
outputs (Qiu, Zhou & Ferrara, 2026).  
 
Overall, considering information suppression efforts based on the level of the information cycle 
at which they occur can be combined with Roberts’ typology of censorship (2018) to facilitate 
identification efforts as shown in the examples above and summarized in figure 2.  Tactics 
targeting one part of the information cycle can affect other parts, what we call recursive 
suppression. Efforts to suppress the dissemination of information or its salience are for 
example likely to also lead to the suppression of future information production. Similarly, 
intervening in the production of information leads to the suppression of dissemination and 
salience. It would also make sense that suppression efforts evolve over time, once information 
production has been suppressed in large parts, states can focus on the few remaining efforts 
to disseminate competing or sensitive information by simply targeting its salience stage in a 
more automated and cost-effective way. 
 

 
7 Confucius Institutes are funded by China in universities abroad to facilitate language education and 
cultural exchanges.  
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Figure 1 Information suppression practices and the information cycle 

 
 

4.4 The importance of context in identifying 
information suppression 

Practices suppressing information include a wide range of activities operating at different 
levels, making it difficult for external observers to identify them in a systematic manner, and for 
analysts to evaluate their effect on public opinion in targeted countries. We argue that 
methodological pluralism, combined with in-depth contextual knowledge, are needed to identify 
the tactics deployed to suppress information.  

For example, efforts at suppressing the production of information have been identified through 
autoethnographic reflection about visa and administrative processes (Jessee 2012; Thomson 
2009, 110–11), the combination of statistical analyses and in-depth in-country fieldwork used 
to demonstrate manipulation of official figures (Ansoms et al. 2017), and interviews of 
individuals targeted by threats.  By contrast, some of the efforts deployed to suppress the 
dissemination of information can be more easily observed as they happen, as is the case for 
the closure of websites or media outlets, which can be quantified after they have happened 
(Lutscher 2023). Other tactics, such as the use of SLAPPs or the misuse of institutional 
safeguards to limit dissemination, can be identified using qualitative methods such as 
interviews and document analysis, but methods can be combined to more systematically map 
out how legal frameworks open up possibilities for these types of abuses (Schumann 2025). 
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Practices influencing the salience of information have to some extent been more documented, 
if one considers the blooming field of disinformation and misinformation studies to cover this 
ground. However, many of these studies focus on cases of flooding without identifying what 
information might have been buried by such efforts or might have gained more salience 
because of them. Exceptions come from case studies deploying quantitative tools to analyse 
campaigns aimed at specific critical reporting efforts (Wack et al. 2024) which are, again, 
prompted by contextual knowledge of where to look for information suppression. 

Contextual knowledge is also needed to identify certain forms of information suppression that 
are deeply embedded in social pressure and norms, or in cultural practices and expectations 
about maintaining harmony among citizens or community members. A shared understanding 
about what should be talked about and not can make citizens both within the regime and in the 
diaspora actively disengage with certain information even if it is not actively censored, 
multiplying the effects of information suppression. In the digital domain, digital vigilantes and 
volunteers, not always acting as direct agents of the state, can be important actors in 
suppressing information through flooding, as is the case for China’s “50-cent party” of paid 
commentators (Han 2015). This is equally important in the offline domain, which should be 
seen as contiguous to the online domain: virtual suppression and in-person suppression are 
often entangled and difficult to separate, with online intimidation leading to self-censorship in 
the public space, and in-person suppression leading to online self-censorship. This underlines 
the need to explore the intersection between online and offline arenas of information 
suppression.  

As we have shown, information suppression practices are diverse and target a wide range of 
information (and knowledge) producers, including journalists, activists, members of diasporas, 
academics, and lay citizens in the targeted country. Comparative work is needed to be able to 
connect these practices together and identify them as part of a broader strategy of information 
suppression. 

 

5.  Information suppression: An updated 
definition 

After our initial conceptualisation of information suppression as FIMI, the ARM team conducted 
in-depth case studies of information suppression practices of four authoritarian regimes, China, 
Ethiopia, Russia and Rwanda, and their diasporas in Europe. Based on both online sources 
and qualitative interviews, we identified the tactics and techniques of information suppression, 
presented in country case working papers and policy briefs and synthesised in a catalogue of 
Tactics and Techniques.8  

 
8 See arm-project.eu for all these publications 
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Through the case studies, we were able to critically evaluate whether our initial 
conceptualisation of information suppression was still holding water or if it should be re-
conceptualised.  

• Our case studies reinforced our initial hunch that offline dynamics and social and 
cultural norms are key for how information suppression strategies are accepted, 
internalised and practised.  

• While our initial definition emphasised intentionality as a key aspect of information 
suppression, we find that intentionality is extremely difficult to demonstrate, and 
does not account for information suppression that results from cultural norms or 
internalised practices. This is important as we also see that information suppression 
evolves over time, to focus less on the production of critical information and more on the 
salience of the little critical information that remains.  

• In fact, information suppression can also be understood as the result of illiberal 
practices including in non-authoritarian contexts, and sometimes even as the intent 
is not necessarily to hide information or limit accountability.  

• In the digital domain, we found that direct censorship is only one part of suppressing 
information. Flooding and other forms of distraction are equally important tactics 
and techniques, underlining the importance of studying information salience.  

• A new key insight was the role played by international platform companies as 
enablers of information suppression strategies.  

• Finally, while transnational repression was found in all the four case studies, we also 
identified that non-coercive transnational campaigns with the aim of legitimation 
more than repression were crucial in the regimes’ attempts of information control 
across borders.  

 

Seen together, we argue that our initial conceptualisation still holds water, but the original 
emphasis on deliberate state action, coordination and coercion should be modified. While 
information suppression from authoritarian actors, be it regimes or private companies, should 
be seen as deliberate actions to sustain authoritarian power, the intermediation and 
reception of information suppression should also be understood as a result of non-coerced 
norm   internalisation and self-censorship. We therefore define information suppression as  

a set of actions to silence information with the purpose of muting dissenting voices or 
narratives outside a country’s borders. It is transnational, highlighting the link between 

domestic and global tactics of information suppression, with various social groups acting as 
both agents and targets. Information suppression can also be the result of illiberal practices, 

targeting the autonomy and dignity of individuals.  

Being aware of the dangers of conceptual stretching and the possible policy implications of a 
widening of the concept on fundamental rights and freedoms, we therefore propose a carefully 
crafted set of responses to information suppression with the aim of expanding, and not limiting 
the freedom of expression. These responses are lined up in the conclusions and 
recommendations below.  
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 
Coming back to the different FIMI countermeasures that the EU has initiated, described in the 
outset of this working paper - the EEAS’ FIMI threat reports, the Digital Services Act, and the 
Democracy Shield - we have already identified the need to step up the work against information 
suppression in addition to disinformation. It is not only manipulative information that is pushed, 
but also information that is hidden, buried or (self-)censored that should be addressed to 
protect democracy. The EU policy initiatives are on the right track in the fight against FIMI in 
terms of focusing on societal resilience and trust-building through media literacy. The DSA’s 
attempt of also making platform companies accountable is an important step in realising how 
not only states, but also digital infrastructure and tech companies can be key enablers of FIMI.  

In the review of EU’s anti-FIMI initiatives, we have however noted the risks of ‘FIMI’isation’ of 
new types of behaviour. In the fight against foreign threats, not only illegal, but also undesirable 
information risks being blocked or diaspora groups labelled as security threats, ultimately 
undermining the fundamental rights that the fight against FIMI is supposed to protect. Policies 
against FIMI therefore needs to balance the concern for protecting European 
governments from threat actors and the need to protect European citizens from undue 
limits on freedom of expression.  

EU’s main action points against FIMI are summed up in FIMI Toolbox (Friedman and Boucher 
2025): focusing on situational awareness (monitoring and detection, collection of evidence, 
investigation and information sharing), resilience building (strategic communication, capacity 
building), disruption and regulation (laws and policies aiming at preventing and deterring), and 
diplomatic responses (international cooperation and/or sanctions on media service providers).  

Specifically, on information suppression – there is a need to add to the FIMI Toolbox 
awareness creation and coordination on information suppression across institutions, 
agencies and policy domains. While disinformation is a well-understood concept within FIMI, 
much remains to comprehend what information suppression is. This lack of understanding can 
create colliding policies, one action killing the other – ignoring for example the unintended 
consequences of regulations on freedom of expression or on alienation or further 
marginalisation of diaspora groups. Related to this, there is also a need to spread information 
about transnational repression – preventing diasporas from being targets and pressurised 
to become agents of FIMI (Antis and Michaelsen 2026). Addressing FIMI and transnational 
repression together enables EU to both combat hybrid threats from outside and to protect 
citizens from democratic vulnerabilities. The European Centre for Democratic Resilience can 
be one important arena for such awareness creation and policy coordination at the European 
level.   

Being vocal and reactive about Western FIMI operations – from for example the USA or 
Israel - is a way of increasing the trustworthiness and credibility of EU as principled, consistent 
and actor-agnostic in their fight against FIMI and transnational repression. The emerging and 
possibly malign foreign influence from these two actors should not be silenced, but instead 
confronted and publicly debated.  

One way of creating concrete and balanced policies is to focus on the three spheres where 
information suppression takes place, in the production, dissemination and salience of 
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information, and among diaspora groups in Europe. While much of the efforts should 
concentrate on Europe, some policies should also target the governments in which the 
information suppression operations are originating from, for example through development aid 
tailormade for the information field.    

To secure free information production, the independence of key media and civil society 
institutions should be supported. This includes:   

• Providing legal and technical support to civil society and media organisations, including 
those working on fact-checking and digital literacy, both in Europe and in the countries 
where FIMI operations are originating from.   

• Providing protection for journalists, offering asylum pathways, legal aid, and capacity 
building programs for exiled journalists, while condemning harassment and violence 
targeting media professionals.   

• Strengthening academic and civil society collaboration, funding academic and civil 
society initiatives that promote independent research and reporting, while advocating 
against laws restricting CSO operations.  
 

To secure free information dissemination, initiatives that contribute to transparent circulation 
of online and offline information should be supported. This includes:   

• Pushing for clear rules for platform moderation and transparency in the decisions made.  

• Tying European aid, especially technology-related development support, to 
transparency about the government’s use of technology and AI.  

• Addressing online harassment: partner with both European and overseas stakeholders 
to combat digital harassment, ensuring the safety of journalists and activists in online 
spaces.   

 

To ensure that the management of information salience is not undermining freedom of 
information and expression, initiatives that hinder digital manipulation should be supported. 
This includes:    

• Pressing major social media platforms to add additional resources and language 
capacity in smaller languages for their content moderation mechanism, to prevent the 
misuse of platform reporting mechanisms for political purposes and to honour 
transparency commitments.  

• Tightening international export controls for different surveillance tools.  

        
To protect diasporas from being co-opted as agents or becoming victims of information 
suppression in Europe, initiatives should acknowledge the fears that tie diaspora to 
authoritarian states. This includes:   

• EU policy-makers should invest in understanding the country context so that 
EU/European countries do not take positions that are seen as paternalistic, 
undermining the trust from diasporas from these countries.  

• Building expertise beyond Russia and China:  there is a need for more Africa, Latin 
America and Middle East expertise in Europe, to continually assess and understand 
their foreign policies and engagement with their large diaspora.   
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• Diversifying sources of information: as conflicts in fragile contexts are complex, 
polarised, and highly contested, there is a need to consult diverse constituencies before 
taking a position on such conflicts.  

• Consulting diasporas in decision making regarding countries, to have a more nuanced 
perspective and avoid taking positions that sideline and alienate the diaspora. 
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