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INTRODUCTION

Traditional media consumption as well as trust in news have continuously dropped in Austria in the past decade. The loss of
audiences and revenue due to digital rivals, led to lay-offs, restructuring and even the closure of media outlets. The long-established
and ongoing system of public subsidies for media along with the public sector’s generous advertising spending does not only play

an important role in the viability of some news organisations but also raise concerns about their impartiality.

With the internet becoming the prime place for news sourcing, the spread of (intentional) false content has also accelerated. This
became particularly evident during the pandemic, when content questioning the effectiveness of the vaccines as well as the

governmental measures led to the emergence of a critical movement from across society.

Nowadays, mis- and disinformation as well as manipulative content on almost any topic of societal relevance can be found online,
in social media feeds and messenger groups, on (news) websites, blogs, traditional and alternative media, and often the initial

creator or source of its components can hardly be identified.



EMBLEMATIC CASES

Several cases of disinformation have permeated Austria’s public opinion to this day.

One of the most prevalent and manifest narratives tells the story of “migrants/ refugees coming to Austria to abuse the social
welfare system” and being “better treated than Austria’s own population”, thus depriving them from funds and services. A

widespread comparison of benefits for an asylum-seeking family and the average income of a worker’s family (content labelled as

false) claimed that asylum seekers are financially far better off than Austrian workers and suggested, that they can “lean back in
the social hammock”. The content has been widely shared on social media, and picked up by print media and politicians alike,
leading to debates over the welfare system and reinforcing the perception of “them” as “social parasites”. The excessive presence
of hate against refugees online even led to an amendment of the Austrian Criminal Code on incitement to hatred, which explicitly

acknowledges refugees as a protected target group against incitement to hatred, including in media, since 2016.

The restrictive governmental measures aimed at preventing the spread of Covid-19, participation and movement limits for non-
vaccinated persons and an almost imposed legal obligation to get vaccinated led to the formation of large protest groups in Austria.
Well attended weekly marches, which also took place in smaller districts in the federal states, united “anti-vaxxers” and helped to
form a critical movement, comprising ordinary citizens, eco-alternative environmentalists, esoterics, conspiracy theorists, and the
right in all its spectrums. Even a new party evolved from the movement, MfG, which entered several local and regional governments
in 2021/22. To date, the ideologies of this protest group still live on and include a strong belief in the non-effectiveness of the

vaccines, and that the government was taking advantage of the pandemic to suppress people’s freedom and fundamental rights.

For some, the theories went as far as believing that the vaccines would make people sick, that they would be “chipped” with the
vaccination and thus become “remote-controlled”. Some are convinced that the pandemic has even been invented by the
government to distract attention from the alleged dangers of 5G. Also, rendered versions of the “great reset™-theory emerged in
this context. As suspected actors behind all of this, i.e. Bill Gates was named, and related theories have further brought a slumbering
antisemitism back to the surface. Since some personnel in the health care sector joined the “anti-vaxxers”, the sector remains

divided. In Upper Austria, the doctor Lisa-Maria Kellermayr committed suicide in 2022 for being the target of online hate speech

and death threats by colleagues and activists for her belief in the pandemic and continuous delivery of the vaccine. Working


https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=1303425713740269&set=a.314147769334740
https://www.derstandard.at/story/2000137920418/lisa-maria-kellermayr-19852022

conditions “like those we have experienced over the last few months” are not acceptable to anyone, the doctor wrote on Twitter at
the end of June. According to people close to her, she did not feel sufficiently protected by the police and authorities against the
attacks.

One and a half years later, the suicide of a scientist, best-selling author and well-known critic of the Covid vaccination prompted

fans to stylize him as counterpart. His fans heroized him in multiple comments and posts as a ‘victim of the media, pharma industry

and vaccination-supporters’, and held them accountable for hateful campaigns against him.

In the run-up to the elections for the European Parliament and the Parliamentary Elections 2024, parts of the Covid-sceptics rallied
again, offline and online, and continued to accuse health authorities and the government of severe mistakes in their handling of the

pandemic, and attributed death-cases to “medical maltreatment, toxic masks and harmful vaccinations”.

Since the invasion started, narratives of odd behaviour of Ukrainians circulated online. Amongst the most prevalent is that Ukrainian
politicians are living the high life, that the war is kind of ‘staged’, that Ukraine is making up the attacks itself. A video circulated
online in which a woman soldier is getting her make-up done, as if she'd get ready for a movie shot. The false claim that Ukraine’s
president had purchased expensive real estate abroad, amongst them the “Kehlsteinhaus”, which was built to serve as
representation house for the NSDAP, spread i.a. via Telegram and was prominently picked up by some German language tabloids
In the course of intelligence investigations, a Russian disinformation campaign targeting Austria has been detected by authorities
in 2024/25.



https://www.derstandard.de/story/2000143871001/biologe-und-corona-impfkritiker-clemens-arvay-gestorben
https://www.derstandard.at/story/3000000262567/marsalek-spione-fuehrten-anti-ukrainische-einflussoperation-in-wien-durch

NARRATIVES

This section illustrates the most recurrent narratives in the Austria disinformation landscape.

Mostly male asylum seekers and refugees from Syria and Afghanistan are regularly depicted in news-articles, political statements,
blog-posts and other content spread online as ‘dangerous Moslems, who are notorious misogynists and violent criminals, unwilling
to work, respect societal rules and to adapt to European values’. The human rights NGO SOS Mitmensch concluded in its sixth report

on anti-Muslim Racism, that primarily the FPO, but also representatives of other political parties spread narratives fuelling anti-

Muslim resentment. In fall 2024, APA-Faktencheck issued their findings, ‘statements about migrant crime are misleading’, after

an in-depth investigation into criminal statistics and police data, following a widely spread article that claimed "300 women per

year are raped by migrants'.

. Hatred against Muslims and their presence in Austria was specifically launched with the narrative of an official ban of
St. Nicholas Day in Viennese Kindergartens (Press Release of the Freedom Party in 2006), accompanied by a campaign
of their spin-off “SOS Abendland” (SOS Occident, 2007). The initiative issued flyers against the ban on the streets and
proclaimed on their website: “We won't let (them) take off our values/traditions/festivities ... . Although the false
narrative has been countered by officials, stating that no such ban has been ordered and that it’s up to the individual
facility to decide on such festivities, the narrative lives on and even made it into the manifesto of the Norwegian
attacker Anders Breivik. In 2017, it peaked with making the cover pages of 16 local issues of the district newspaper in

Lower Austria, quoting the mayors’ stances against the alleged ban of St. Nicholas.

. The Austrian Press Council issued a letter to the editor that the headlines would violate point 2.1 (demand for diligence
and accuracy in research and reproduction), and that the covers were “cheap propaganda” and “incitement to hatred”,
thus violating point 7.1 (refrain from slander and defamation). Despite various attempts to get the story straight, the
narrative was used by the governing OVP (in Coalition with FPO) to make their case ‘for a need to integrate’, and to

announce that the celebration of St. Nicholas would enter the educational ranks of Lower Austria.

. People of Muslim faith are also under special scrutiny as the alleged ‘reason’ for the rise in antisemitism, especially

since this rise coincided with the arrival of a larger number of refugees from Syria and Afghanistan in 2015/16. This
‘type’ of antisemitism has been labelled as ‘imported antisemitism’, and has also been used to bolster political calls for
more restrictive migration policies and a halt to asylum. The term ‘imported antisemitism’ also found its way into

Austrias national strategy against antisemitism of 2021, which is set to be revised and continued. In a parliamentary


https://www.sosmitmensch.at/dl/kmuNJKJkNKmJqx4KJK/SOS_Mitmensch_Bericht2023_AntimuslimischerRassismus_pdf
https://www.sosmitmensch.at/dl/kmuNJKJkNKmJqx4KJK/SOS_Mitmensch_Bericht2023_AntimuslimischerRassismus_pdf
https://apa.at/faktencheck/aussagen-ueber-migrantenkriminalitaet-irrefuehrend/
https://noe.orf.at/stories/3283810/
https://www.derstandard.at/story/3000000211441/noch-nie-dagewesene-explosion-antisemitischer-vorfaelle-in-oesterreich
https://www.ots.at/presseaussendung/OTS_20250313_OTS0165/verfassungsausschuss-neue-bundesregierung-will-nationale-strategie-gegen-antisemitismus-fortfuehren-und-weiterentwickeln

communication in March 2025, FPQ parliamentarian Harald Stefan said, that ‘the “hatred of Jews” is imported. The
members of the Jewish community know exactly who they should be afraid of on the streets, namely young immigrants.
There is an influx of people into society who reject and hate Jews. This is where you have to start as a matter of

priority.”

In 2023, the Austrian Press council’s senate 3 issued a ruling regarding an article titled ‘A man named Omar’ in the

right-wing periodical Zur Zeit, in which the author questions the appointment of its new Head of the Directorate for
State Security and Intelligence, whose father migrated from Oman and as such, alleges the author, must be a Muslim.
“But could it be that as a Muslim - subconsciously - have a different feeling towards fellow believers who have slipped
into criminality than an autochthonous Austrian?” The senate concluded that ‘the article is likely to increase mistrust of
Muslims and stir up resentment, as the author conveys the impression that people of Muslim origin are generally less
suitable to head a security authority in Austria’, and recognized this as a ‘violation of point 7.2 of the Code of Ethics,

according to which any discrimination on ethnic or religious grounds is inadmissible’.

Although societal acceptance of the refugees from Ukraine was higher, the narrative of ‘high welfare incomes’ and
‘unchecked special benefits’ resurfaced by the end of 2022 after it had become clear, that a return to war-torn Ukraine
would not be possible in the foreseeable future. In March 2025, the alternative news portal Jouwatch published that
larger families of ‘fake Ukrainians’ would arrive just to ‘exploit the Austrian welfare system’, ‘without even knowing the

Ukrainian language'.

In an article titled “Explosive study: ‘Sudden and unexpected’ - 74 percent of deaths caused by the vaccine”, the
alternative News portal Exxpress reinforces existing doubts and fears about the COVID-vaccines that prevail in parts of
Austrian society. The article quotes ,the largest autopsy study on coronavirus vaccinations ... following successful peer
review after it was previously censored and withdrawn.” According to the article, ‘physicians recognized in 74 percent of
the examined cases a match between known injury and death mechanisms of the mRNA vaccines and the results of the

autopsy reports’. Media watch-blog Kobuk debunked the claim, noting that the study had been rejected several times by

renowned scientific journals like The Lancet, because ‘the study’s conclusions are not supported by the study
methodology’. Kobuk further revealed that authors of the questionable article held shares in a company producing

alternative medicine products, promising “protection from vaccinations”.

In February 2025, the moderator of the alternative news channel AUF1 announced a significant spike in ‘turbo-cancer’

cases allegedly caused by the vaccines, quoting a medical doctor, but without disclosing that he had lost his medical


https://www.ots.at/presseaussendung/OTS_20250313_OTS0165/verfassungsausschuss-neue-bundesregierung-will-nationale-strategie-gegen-antisemitismus-fortfuehren-und-weiterentwickeln
https://www.presserat.at/rte/upload/entscheidungen_2023/entscheidung_2023_267_03.11.2023.pdf
https://journalistenwatch.com/2025/03/09/sie-koennen-die-sprache-nicht-fake-ukrainer-nehmen-das-oesterreichische-sozialsystem-aus/
https://kobuk.at/2024/12/ploetzlich-und-unerwartet-exxpress-faellt-mit-falschinformationen-zu-impftoten-auf/

license. Monitoring by Kobuk revealed that only four news shows between October 28™ and December 20™ 2024 did

not feature a story about COVID or the vaccine.

o Columns in the weekly boulevard magazine Die Ganze Woche also became matter of factchecking on content related to
the pandemic: A columnist published, that she saw Austria “on the way to a government dictatorship”, and drew
parallels with Engelbert DollfuB3, who shut down parliament in 1933. The given reason was allegedly the state crisis
security law. Another time she claimed, that a “world dictatorship” was looming and an “attack on democracy and
human rights” was taking place because the World Health Organization (WHO) was working on a pandemic treaty that

would “unhinge the sovereignty of its members”. Fact-checkers from the weekly Profil dismantled these claims as false

and asked the publisher to ensure factual reporting in his outlet. In turn, the columnist sued the fact-checkers for
alleged defamation and damage of credit. The court reasoned that the assessment of the factcheckers was right and

found that calling these texts “conspiracy myths” was “not excessive and based on a sufficient factual substrate”.

. With a peak in the winter of 2024/25, many social and traditional media circulated concerns about wind power in
Carinthia, specifically after the federal state had adopted the Carinthian Energy Transition Act in summer. Allegedly,
critics claimed it would allow the “entire province to become a wind power zone”, including nature preservation areas.
Although this false interpretation was refuted by (legal) experts and a broad political coalition of parties, social partners
and civil society, the FPO Carinthia initiated a referendum against wind power, stating that there was no need for
additional green energy, and emphasizing the downsides of wind turbines, like they would disfigure the landscape and
pose a threat to human health and wildlife. On January 12, 2025, the majority of respondents voted in favour of a ban on
wind power. Although the result is not legally binding, it led to a review of the laws’ implementation by the Carinthian

government. Several media outlets issued articles and fact-checks on the misleading narratives opposing wind power

and the Carinthian Energy Transition Act.

The introduction of an EU-directive in 2021 and complementary regulations regarding the use of insects as food ingredients led to
surges in disgusted and EU-critical social media posts and comments online. Some users claimed, that - with the help of the EU -
the food industry could just ‘smuggle-in’ these new ingredients, so that consumers would no longer know what they eat. Several

quality media and factchecking-initiatives like Correctiv and APA-Faktencheck issued articles to clarify the facts on these

provisions straight.


https://kobuk.at/2025/03/auf1-covid-falschmeldungen-am-laufenden-band/
https://www.profil.at/faktiv/propaganda-fuer-pensionisten-wie-die-ganze-woche-desinformiert/402489503
https://www.profil.at/faktiv/infraschall-amazonasholz-vogelmord-drei-fake-news-ueber-windkraft/402759547
https://www.profil.at/faktiv/nein-windparks-duerfen-in-kaerntner-nationalparks-nicht-gebaut-werden/402997031
https://faktencheck.afp.com/doc.afp.com.36TJ8PE
https://correctiv.org/faktencheck/2025/02/13/eu-zulassung-mehlwurmpulver-ist-schon-seit-jahren-in-lebensmitteln-erlaubt/

Since Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995, polarized views on the Union have prevailed, with continued below average approval
rates, fuelled at large by anti-EU campaigns of the FPO like in their campaign for the EU-parliament in 2024, calling to ‘Stop the
EU madness’. The Eurobarometer of 2023 revealed a historic low, with only 42% of respondents showing a positive attitude towards
EU-membership.



https://www.derstandard.at/story/3000000198595/die-steigende-eu-skepsis-zeigt-ein-versagen-aller-parteien
https://www.derstandard.at/story/3000000198595/die-steigende-eu-skepsis-zeigt-ein-versagen-aller-parteien

COMMUNITY

The main actors countering disinformation in Austria are listed hereafter:

APA Faktencheck: The fact-checking team of Austria’s cooperative news agency researches common and socially
relevant content, claims and allegations on an independent basis. The verification process is published transparently
along with the findings. APA Faktencheck is a certified member of the International Fact Checking Network (IFCN).

Profil Faktiv: The fact-checking initiative of the weekly political magazine Profil emerged in 2021 and compares claims
and allegations made by politicians and other public figures with reputable sources, like official statements, data and

documents from authorities, statistics and studies, and publishes assessments “hased on verifiable facts”.

Gadmo: The German-Austrian Digital Media Observatory (GADMO), launched in November 2022, is part of the European
Digital Media Observatory (EDMO), covering Germany and Austria. The news agencies APA, DPA and AFP Faktencheck,

as well as the Berlin-based fact-checking initiative Correctiv along with university and research institutions in both

countries conduct content verification and regularly publish fact-checks and analyses.

Kobuk: Kobuk is a media watch blog exposing mistakes, false reports and structural problems in journalistic mass
media.

Mimikama: The international contact point and association educates about internet fraud, false news, computer

security, and serves as a monitoring centre for disinformation and social media analyses.

Medizin Transparent: An initiative based at the University for Continuing Education in Krems, it examines health myths

and claims from advertising, media and online sources. The free of charge service checks scientific studies for serious
evidence for health claims and publishes reliable (evidence-based) information in accessible language. The independent
fact-checking service is a project of Cochrane Austria at the University for Continuing Education Krems (Danube

University Krems).

BAIT: The initiative Digitaler Kompass established the TikTok channel BAIT and a team around it with the goal to win

young people about disinformation and encouraging to become educated and active reporters/content creators.

Ingrid Brodnig: The journalist and book author has specialized on digitalization, social media harms and so-called ‘fake
news'’. She is known for books such as “Lies on the internet” and “How to counter fake news, myths and conspiracy
theories”.


https://apa.at/service/faktencheck-2/
https://www.profil.at/faktiv
https://gadmo.eu/
https://edmo.eu/
https://edmo.eu/
https://faktencheck.afp.com/list
https://correctiv.org/faktencheck/
https://www.kobuk.at/
https://www.mimikama.org/
https://medizin-transparent.at/
https://www.digitalerkompass.at/bait/
https://www.brodnig.org/

Dossier: The independent investigative periodical Dossier has dedicated a special issue to ‘Propaganda — the battle for

truth”in April 2025, which delivers a comprehensive overview of the struggle for facts and truth.

Bundesstelle fur Sektenfragen: The state body for sectarian issues has published reports and a thematic focus study on

Covid-19 enforced conspiracy theories in Austria.

During the pandemic, many quality media outlets like the daily Der Standard, provided continuous information and
special editions on the latest scientific findings regarding the pandemic, the vaccines and also the many conspiracy
narratives around these topics. Some quality news-media like the public broadcaster ORF have enforced their fact-

checking capacities and/or have continued to issue fact-checks on the occasion of disputed events.

Jugendportal.at provides links to educational tools and materials on disinformation.


https://www.dossier.at/
https://crowdfunding.dossier.at/
https://crowdfunding.dossier.at/
https://bundesstelle-sektenfragen.at/
https://www.derstandard.at/
https://www.jugendportal.at/mitmachen/downloads

POLICY AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Apart from provisions regarding obligations for publishers and the protection of media freedom, some paragraphs of Austria’s
media law regulate circumstances, by which with the publication of defamatory content, credit impairment, mockery and slander
can be fined.

The once existing law against the spread of disinformation, 8264, has been eliminated from Austria’s criminal code for being
assessed as “dead law” by the end of 2015. Only very few cases had been brought to justice for violating 8264, and its
implementation has been criticized by legal experts and practitioners for unclarity as perpetrators could have only been

sentenced if they failed to produce an “effective counter statement”.

Other parts of the criminal code may be applied though. Especially §283 on incitement to hatred can be enforced if certain
criteria are being met (i.. a threshold number of audience reached) and the content is targeting protected groups). Other

applicable laws cover violations of privacy and copyright.

Most Austrian quality media and journalism associations abide by the ethical code of the Austria Press Council. The self-

regulatory initiative is also receiving and regularly reviewing complaints about published content to assess compliance with the
code. Accuracy and fact-checked content is amongst the requirements of the code, and no unfounded allegations should be
published without a proven attempt to hear the counterpart. In case published content turns out to be false, rectification is
required. Decisions of the Press Council are publicly accessible and published but do not entail any consequences for the

publisher nor legal proceedings.

Some lines including ‘disinformation’ can be found in the program of the government (2025-2029), which acknowledges the

importance of the fight against disinformation and deepfakes, especially when it comes to the protection of the integrity of

democratic processes and internal security.


https://www.presserat.at/
https://www.bundeskanzleramt.gv.at/bundeskanzleramt/die-bundesregierung/regierungsdokumente.html

WE HAVE MORE
EUROPEAN COUNTRY
FACTSHEETS. CURIOUS

TO DISCOVER THE
OTHERS?
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