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Deception as Process and Content: Mapping Research 
on Deception Published in SJR’s Top-Ranked 
Communication Studies Journals*

Abstract: This paper reviews the recent literature in the field of communication sciences 
in terms of analyzing the research on deception, misinformation, and information misuse. 
A scoping review of the literature presented here focuses on deception studies published 
in top SJR journals in the years 2020–2022. Two research approaches can be distinguished 
in this field: analyzing the process or analyzing the content. For the most part, researchers 
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analyze deception from the perspective of the communication process, there are far fewer 
studies on the content of deceptive messages. Original papers comprise the majority of 
studies on deception in the communications field, and, among them, dominate the research 
on social media. In recent years, research on instant messaging services such as WhatsApp 
has been increasingly popular, but there has been a lack of studies on Telegram, which is 
growing in importance for communication processes. This work contributes to the literature 
on deception by introducing a  novel literature sampling method and investigating two 
dimensions of deception analysis, of which one is far more represented in communication 
studies.

Keywords: communication studies, deception, fake news, misinformation, disinforma-
tion, information misuse, Scimago Journal and Country Rank, SJR

Introduction

In the 21st century, social attention focuses intensively on disinformation and related issues. 
Although fake news has been present in the media space since the very beginning of the 
existence of mass media (Burkhardt, 2017; Tucher, 2022), the events of recent years have 
brought renewed interest in this problem, both among researchers and in the general 
discourse. The reasons for this can be found in several issues. First of all, the Web 2.0 era has 
caused changes in the information and communication space, primarily introducing new, 
non-professional sources of media content. In this context, the discussion is increasingly 
focused not only on disinformation in the form of individual false messages in the media 
but also on the disinformation society or the era of so-called post-truth (Vasu et al., 2018; 
Yerlikaya & Aslan, 2020). This emphasizes that we live in times when both the availability 
of truth, its attractiveness, and the demand for it are decreasing. Secondly, in 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic made disinformation processes particularly visible, and the issue of 
fake news attracted the attention not only of researchers and observers of social life but also 
of governments and public institutions. It has begun to be noticed that fake news has visible 
social effects and can influence not only our views and decisions but also significantly hinder 
the implementation of many important public tasks, such as public health management 
or climate change, in the political and public discourses and media. Thirdly, the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in 2021 showed that misleading and deceptive information is an effective 
tool of information or hybrid warfare (Splitsboel, 2017), generating high public involvement 
and triggering mass public emotions.

Considering the above reasons, it can be noted that the problem of information 
misuse and media mistrust, as its consequence, has been one of the most concerning 
issues in communication studies lately (Kaiser et al., 2022; Walther et al., 2022; Flew, 2021; 
Clementson, 2019). In the face of “the rise of misinformation society” (Pickard, 2019, 
p. 119), communication research focuses on the causes and consequences of deception 
production, spread, and reception via all media types. Systematic reviews, such as this one, 
provide space for summaries of the research conducted so far in order to indicate trends 
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and point out underrepresented fields. In this study, we would like to present a synthesis of 
the latest (2020–2022) research approaches on misinformation, fake news, disinformation, 
and misperception in the field of communication. Our goal was to map the issues that are 
of interest to researchers in the field of communication sciences. We wanted to verify that, 
as of 2020, the topics in this area were mainly concerned with COVID-19. Undoubtedly, the 
pandemic has been of great interest to communication scholars, but we wanted to find out 
what issues besides the pandemic are currently represented and which are underrepresented. 
We did the systematic literature review according to criteria different from those used so 
far. In our sample, we focused on articles published in top SJR journals because we were 
particularly concerned with analyzing the studies within the most impactful journals.

We use the term “deception”, introduced by Chadwick and Stenyer (2022), as a bridging 
concept to cover concepts of misinformation, disinformation, and misperceptions. In this 
article, whenever we refer to deception, we mean either mis – or disinformation, fake news, 
or other forms of information misuse. However, the term “deception” is operational for the 
article to provide concise language (instead of mentioning all forms of information misuse 
each time).

This systematic literature review meets the criteria of the scoping review, also known as 
mapping. According to Paré et al. (2014), scoping reviews aim to indicate the potential size 
and nature of the literature on a given topic. This article meets this assumption by indicating 
the size of the literature on deception among SJR’s top-ranked journals and by diving into 
the content of this literature to map its nature. Therefore, no summary of previous reviews 
is provided in the article.

Our study was conducted in order to answer the following research questions pertaining 
to articles about information misuse published in SJR’s top-ranked journals in the years 
2020–2022:

–	 What is the overtime distribution of articles, and in which scientific journals are 
they published?

–	 How many research and review articles are published?
–	 What is the accessibility of those articles?
–	 What are the main findings of the review articles?
–	 What are the most common areas of study and research approaches used in the 

research articles?
The analysis related to the final research question led us to the observation that some 

studies are focused on content (static subject of research) while others put emphasis on 
process (dynamic subject of research). As a result of this observation, we have developed 
a new analytical framework for reviewing research articles: the Process/Content (P/C) 
framework, which we introduce in this article.

Although our research questions are descriptive, we also provide possible explanations, 
and we discuss our results in relation to previous studies synthesized in the article.
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Materials and Methods

Like most of the review studies, our approach was based on a search of key terms, yet, unlike 
most of the reviews, we have focused on specific, purposefully selected journals – ranked 
best in Scimago Journal and Country Rank under the “communication” category within 
the years 2020–2022. Rather than the big picture of deception studies, this paper presents 
an overview of studies published in the top-ranked journals to provide more in-depth 
characteristics of what’s considered the top-ranked research.

Our systematic review, focused on deception issue studies published in top SJR journals, 
followed a specific sample selection process. The detection of the top-ranked journals in 
three years was conducted in accordance with a specific procedure. For each year (2020, 
2021, 2022), we have downloaded the SJR ranking of top journals within the category 
“communication” according to “citable docs” criteria. For each ranking, we have separated 
the first 50 journals. Those three lists were then merged into one, excluding journals that 
have not appeared in the top 50 in all three years’ ranking. As a result, we have created a list 
of 36 journals that were placed in the top 50 each year in the 2020–2022 span.

After the selection of journals, we applied further exclusion criteria for the sampling 
process. All 36 journals offered articles in English, and one (Comunicar) also in Spanish, so 
there was no need to apply language criteria of exclusion. Another criterion was the article 
type. Following Melchior and Oliveira (2021), we have included only full-length articles, yet, 
unlike Melchior & Oliveira, we also included review articles. Overall, the included articles 
formed a set of 6592 items, which were then manually reviewed by authors in search of 
chosen terms in their titles, abstracts, and keywords. The searched terms were infodemic, 
infodemia, misinformation, disinformation, and fake news. The term infodemic, although 
coined in 2003 (Rothkopf, 2003), recently gained popularity due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Infodemic (Moretti et al., 2022; Brito & Miranda, 2021; Pascual-Ferrá et al., 2021) or 
infodemia (Popiołek et al., 2021) have been used by academics discussing COVID-related 
deception. The terms misinformation, disinformation, and fake news were applied in 
this study as they were previously successfully used in the review articles (Damstra et al., 
2021; Kapantai et al., 2021; Melchior & Oliveira, 2021; Valverde-Berrocoso et al., 2022).

Although in the article we use the term deception, it was not used in the sampling process, 
as it is a very wide term, which includes (as a bridging concept) all five key terms we used. Five 
key terms were searched directly in articles, so there was no issue of duplicated results.

The keywords searching process was conducted on journals’ websites and covered 36 
journals, 150 volumes, 662 issues (within which 8 were special issues or had special sections 
devoted to anti-science beliefs, mis/disinformation, or news-making in Russia), and 6592 
articles, from which 312 articles were included for further study, as they mentioned searched 
terms in their titles, abstracts or keywords.

The selected 312 articles were divided according to type. At first, we separated and 
qualitatively analyzed the review articles. This step was necessary to ensure that our research 
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would not depart from other reviews in this scope. We have summarized review articles 
before further analysis in order to use the reviewed authors’ findings and provide coherence 
and connection within reviewing studies on deception in communication.

Other articles have undergone mixed-methods, two-step reviews using NVivo 14 
software. Step one was a quantitative summary of articles, using their titles, abstracts, 
and keywords, following the method applied by Melchior and Oliveira (2021). The word 
frequency analysis was performed using stemmed words, so each result represents a wider 
perspective on a specific field, not just the given term itself.

The initial quantitative summary (step 1) was followed by a qualitative review (step 2). All 
articles have been manually top-down coded. According to their methodological approaches 
and the nature of deception studied. For the methodological analysis, we have applied the 
following coding decisions:

–	 Nonempirical: Theoretical discussions lack a method section or explicitly state 
their nonempirical nature, with conclusions based on theoretical considerations 
and critical analysis. 

–	 Qualitative: Authors indicate the use of qualitative methods or specify methods 
with qualitative characteristics. 

–	 Quantitative: Authors indicate the use of quantitative methods or specify methods 
that are distinctly quantitative.

–	 Mixed: Authors indicate the use of mixed methods or specify methods that 
encompass both qualitative and quantitative approaches.

For the analysis of deception framing, we have introduced a new framework: codes 
divided articles into three groups, and the axis of division was the dynamic of deception 
researched, whether it was static (content), dynamic (process), or both.

The analytic process of qualitative summary was conducted as follows:
Initial reading of articles → re-reading of articles and top-down coding → summarizing.

Overall results

Overtime distribution
Articles meeting our inclusion criteria were published in 27 out of 36 studied journals. 
Table 1 presents the distribution of the analyzed articles by journal and according to year of 
publication. There is a slight increase in the number of publications over time, which could 
be caused by the pandemic and the infodemic related to it. Six journals have published over 
half of the analyzed articles, with a leading position of Social Media & Society: 49 articles 
(15,71%). The journals that published most of the articles could be divided into two groups: 
dedicated to contemporary challenges of society (Social Media and Society, New Media and 
Society, Information, Communication and Society) and dedicated to journalism (Journalism 
Studies, Journalism, Digital Journalism).
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Due to the fact that journals vary in the number of articles they publish, we also 
checked how many deception-related original articles were published in relation to the total 
number of original articles published by a given journal. These results show that the average 
percentage of original articles regarding deception per journal was 5.86, with a median of 
5.07%. Journals most interested in this topic were “Digital Journalism” (14.08%), “Political 
Communication” (12.73%), “Social Media and Society” (11.81%) and “Comunicar” (10%). 
This variable reflects the overall high interest in deception, not only within journals focused 
on journalism and communication but also on political issues.

Table 1. Over time distribution of analyzed articles

Journal name 2020 2021 2022 total per 
journal

% within 
journal

Annals of the International Communication 
Association

1 0 1 2 3.57%

Big Data and Society 2 7 1 10 5.00%
Communication Research 4 0 5 9 6.21%
Communication Theory 0 3 2 5 5.38%
Comunicar 1 3 8 12 10.00%
Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking 0 2 1 3 1.24%
Digital Journalism 7 6 17 30 14.08%
European Journal of Communication 2 2 2 6 6.67%
Group Processes and Intergroup Relations 0 5 0 5 1.97%
Human Communication Research 2 1 1 4 6.56%
Information, Communication & Society 6 5 8 19 4.92%
International Journal of Press/Politics 7 1 2 10 9.43%
Internet Research 1 0 4 5 1.94%
Journal of Communication 2 1 6 9 8.26%
Journalism 5 7 9 21 5.02%
Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 5 2 1 8 6.25%
Journalism Studies 6 6 6 18 5.07%
Mass Communication and Society 5 3 2 10 9.26%
Media Psychology 0 0 2 2 1.85%
Media, Culture and Society 4 4 2 10 3.50%
Mobile Media and Communication 0 1 0 1 1.35%
New Media and Society 7 7 8 22 5.38%
Political Communication 9 2 3 14 12.73%
Public Opinion Quarterly 2 1 2 5 3.68%
Public Relations Review 2 7 1 10 3.65%
Social Media and Society 15 19 15 49 11.81%
Telematics and Informatics 0 5 8 13 3.57%
total per year 95 100 117 312

Source: own study.
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Research and review articles distribution
Within the studied SJR’s top-ranked journals, we have found nine review articles that meet 
our criteria. Table 2 presents the distribution of research and review articles, including their 
accessibility. The accessibility was assessed based on the original source access options (on 
each article’s site on the journal website).

Table 2. Accessibility of analyzed articles

research articles review articles overall
restricted access 163 6 169
free & open access 139 4 143
overall 302 10 312

Source: own study.

Review articles

Summary of review articles
As mentioned earlier, within SJR’s top-ranked journals in the years 2020–2022, we have 
found ten review articles that mentioned fake news, infodemic(mia), or mis-/disinformation 
in their titles, abstracts, or keywords. Four of them were available in open/free access, and 
yearly distribution was 3 in 2020, 3 in 2021, and 4 in 2022. Table 3 presents a summary 
of review articles included in our study, taking into account their accessibility and listing 
them in chronological order. Not all authors mentioned the way they gathered data for their 
reviews. Those who described their methodological approaches were searching for articles 
in databases, and three of them also used Google Scholar. 

The summary of the review articles’ methodology reveals the atypicality of our study, 
which was based on a manual review of all journals in search of articles published in regular 
or special issues, instead of an automated keyword search conducted in databases. Only 
Wang et al. (2021) based their article sampling on specific journals instead of databases, 
yet their study covered only articles’ titles and abstracts, while we also searched all articles’ 
keywords. Those, however, are not always available on the official sites of journals (which 
were searched by Wang et al.) – sometimes, they are only available in the articles’ files.

Overall, the summary of review articles regarding information misuse published in 
SJR’s top-ranked journals in the years 2020–2022 reveals that the following issues have 
been addressed so far: mainstream media and social media disinformation, media diversity, 
public relations, media literacy, and fact-checking.
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Research articles

Articles’ methods
We have recognized four groups of methods applied in the studied articles: mixed, qualitative, 
and quantitative (Melchior & Oliveira, 2021), as well as nonempirical. Figure 1 presents 
results in time and according to the articles’ accessibility, and Table 4 presents overall results 
according to research methods and accessibility. 

Figure 1. Studied articles’ methods according to time and accessibility

Source: own study.

Table 4. Overall distribution of articles according to research methods and accessibility

  restricted access open/free access total

articles % articles %

mixed 16 38,10% 26 61,90% 42

nonempirical 18 58,06% 13 41,94% 31

qualitative 41 57,75% 30 42,25% 71

quantitative 88 55,70% 70 44,30% 158

Source: own study.

Over half of the research articles applied quantitative methods (52.32%), and the use 
of those methods was increasing in time, from 39 in 2020 to 68 in 2022. Among empirical 
studies, mixed methods articles were the least common. These results are in opposition 
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to the results by Melchior and Oliveira (2021), who reviewed articles about health-related 
fake news on social media platforms. In their review, solely quantitative articles were the 
least common, while most often, a mixed approach was applied. The possible explanation 
of these results could be the fact that quantitative research could be less time-consuming 
(which is particularly important in a rapidly changing media environment) and has a greater 
repeatability (which could be significant for top-ranked journals).

Our method analysis, according to research accessibility, reveals that only mixed-
methods studies are more often available without charge (61.90%) than in restricted access 
(38.10%).

Word frequency
We performed a word frequency analysis of articles’ titles, abstracts, and keywords altogether. 
We have prepared an exclusion list with the most common words used in the research 
process description, such as “results”, “suggest”, “base”, and “explore”, as well as personal 
and possessive pronouns. Following Melchior and Oliveira (2021), we have also excluded 
the most common words, such as “fake”, “media”, “news”, “disinformation”, “social”, etc., as 
they would dominate visual representation. As a result, the word cloud reveals the most 
common areas of studies on deception represented by in-vivo terms, with articles’ authors’ 
own words. Figure 2 presents the word cloud with the 50 most frequent words.

Figure 2. Distribution of terms based on the frequency of their use in the studied articles’ abstracts, 
titles, and keywords
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The word cloud reveals three major areas of researchers’ interest: politics, COVID-19, 
and sharing. Politics was mentioned in titles, abstracts, or keywords of 119 articles, sharing 
in 62 articles, and COVID-19 in 61. The results also highlight the leading role of platforms, 
journalists, facts, and the community in deception-related communication studies, as 
well as trust, relations, and corrective actions or behavior. The three main results of word 
frequency analysis are heterogeneous in their form: two are nouns, but one is a gerund. 
The interpretation of those results led us to the question of whether there are two major 
trends in communication research: one concentrated on content and one concentrated on 
processes.

Word frequency: Media type
Additionally, we have provided a top-down quantitative text search. For the best accuracy 
of the quantitative analysis, we have separated each article’s title, abstract, and keywords 
in order to find articles focused on given issues, not only loosely mentioning them. The 
quantitative analyses were conducted according to three criteria: 1) type of media, 2) social 
media platform, and 3) type of deception. All the results were manually and qualitatively 
verified. Further in the text, we present search results, omitting search terms not present 
in the sample (with search result 0). The merged results for the type of media search are 
as follows:

–	 Social media – 151 articles
–	 Press – 16 articles
–	 TV/Television – 12 articles
–	 Newspaper(s) – 9 articles
–	 News site/News website – 1 article 

The results reveal great differences in the use of given types of media as the research 
field. Almost half of the research articles (48.4%) point to social media as their scope of 
interest.

Word frequency: Social media platforms
As social media became the scope of interest for almost half of the studied articles, we 
searched further for specific platforms. The results cover Twitter instead of “X”, as the 
platform rebranded in 2023, and the studied articles were published in the years 2020–2022. 
The following social media platforms were mentioned in the research material:

–	 Platform		  number of articles
–	 Twitter			   39
–	 Facebook			  32
–	 WhatsApp		  9
–	 Instagram		  6
–	 Reddit			   4
–	 YouTube			   3
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–	 Telegram			  2
–	 Weibo			   2
–	 WeChat			   2

Results reveal the great popularity of Twitter, followed by Facebook. In our sample of 
review articles, this issue was also addressed by Melchior and Oliveira (2022), Wu et al. 
(2022), and Wang et al. (2021). In all three studies, Twitter also resulted as the most often 
studied platform, and only in the study by Melchior and Oliveira (2022), Facebook was not 
the second most often analyzed social media platform (YouTube was).

A conceptual framework for deception review
Previous review studies were focused on the detection of deception, its antecedents, and 
consequences, which were summarized in the input-process-output framework (Wu et 
al., 2022). In this study, we introduce a new process/content (P/C) conceptual framework 
for deception analysis, which focuses on the aims of the studied articles. While the IPO 
framework is focused on the production, spread, and consequences of deception, the P/C 
framework is not focused on the phrases of deception’s “life cycle”. The framework divides 
studies according to the criterion of the actual subject of the study. Some of the studies on the 
issue of deception deal with processes like miscommunication, misperception, inaccuracy 
sharing, etc., in a broad sense, while others analyzes deceitful content itself. Some studies 
consider both process and content.

The P/C framework, depicted in Figure 3, pays attention to how deception is framed 
in a given study – whether it is studied in a dynamic dimension (as a process) or in a static 
one (content). 

This framework refers more to the articles’ objectives than the materials or methods, yet 
the latter might be helpful. Social network analysis is, for sure, a tool for process evaluation, 
while sentiment analysis aims directly at content. Yet, it has to be underlined that this 
framework applies to deception as a study subject, not the article’s methodology. The main 
questions to be asked when applying the framework are:

(1)	Does the study focus on deceptive content, or is the content just a starting point?
(2)	Is the deceptive content included in the study’s aim?
(3)	Do the conclusions and research questions concern deceptive content and/or 

process, including deception?
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Figure 3. Visualization of the P/C framework. Example areas do not exhaust the possibilities, but are 
selected on the basis of the analyzed literature

Following Creswell’s (2009) framework for methodology assessment, we have included 
notations based on uppercase and lowercase, where uppercase represents main scopes and 
lowercase represents supportive scopes. Below, we provide a few examples of P/C framework 
applications:

Example 1: The article is focused on legislation, and the authors study legal acts, so their 
study is focused on specific content, which is not deceptive. Yet, if authors study the 
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legal consequences of deception, deception is captured in such a study as a PROCESS, 
even though the study, in general, was focused on some content.

Example 2: The article grasps mechanisms of algorithmic moderation, so the authors 
research specific processes. Yet, if authors study what kind of deceitful content escapes 
the algorithmic moderation, in such a study, deception is captured as a CONTENT, even 
though the study, in general, was focused on some process.

Example 3: Deceitful content is used during an experiment as a  tool to evaluate 
participants’ self-efficacy. Only participants’ responses are studied. In such cases, 
deception is captured as a PROCESS by the article’s aims.

Example 4: Deceitful content is used during an experiment, but the authors measure not 
only participants’ responses but also the influence of the given fake information type. In 
such cases, deception is framed most importantly as PROCESS but also as content.

Example 5: Deceitful content is studied in order to measure the most frequent themes 
and means of expression, as well as their popularity over time. In such cases, deception 
is framed as CONTENT/process.

Example 6: Deceitful content is studied in order to measure the most frequent themes 
and means of expression, as well as how the specific type of content correlates with 
sharing patterns in the media ecosystem. In such cases, deception is framed as 
CONTENT/PROCESS.

Using the P/C framework, we have analyzed all research articles from the sample. This 
led us to the conclusion that keyword-based sampling is not the perfect way to acquire 
deception-related articles for review. The 100 (33.11%) articles did not meet the conditions 
of the P/C framework, as their aims and scope were not focused on deception at all. In those 
articles, deception was treated as a background for the studied phenomenon, either its cause 
or a possible consequence. For those articles, the P/C framework was not applicable. For 
example, Schulz et al. (2020) stated that their study “aims to investigate the relationships 
between citizens’ populist attitudes, perceptions of public opinion, and perceptions of 
mainstream news media”. Another example is the article by Anderson (2021), which aims 
to:

“uncover the intellectual, economic, and methodological structures that have led to 
the recent emergence of a particular notion of digital communication on social media 
platforms, one that emphasizes the power of (false) media messages to cause irrational 
political behavior and combines an individual-level understanding of media effects 
with a networked notion of society and information diffusion”.
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This article is focused on platforms and their effects rather than on deception. The 
searched keyword appears in Buerger’s (2021) abstract: 

“Drawing on data collected through ethnographic observation and interviews, the 
article explores two primary research questions: (1) how do the external counterspeech 
actions of group members work to counter hatred (and, sometimes, misinformation)? 
and (2) how do the internal practices of the group keep members engaged?”

Yet, the article focuses on online hate speech, not on misinformation. However, it is worth 
mentioning that while the number of articles loosely treating deception was decreasing in 
time (36 in 2020, 36 in 2021, 28 in 2022), those focused strictly on deception were increasing 
(56 in 2020, 61 in 2021, and 85 in 2022).

The remaining 202 articles, which met the criteria of the P/C framework, focused on 
deception in the following way:

–	 PROCESS – 137 articles (82 in restricted access);
–	 PROCESS/content – 14 articles (10 in restricted access);
–	 PROCESS/CONTENT – 32 articles (13 in restricted access);
–	 process/CONTENT – 11 articles (6 in restricted access);
–	 CONTENT – 8 articles (2 in restricted access).

Discussion 
Our scoping literature review reveals some key characteristics of deception-related research 
published in SJR’s top journals. Firstly, there are only 36 journals that scored top 50 in 
the years 2020, 2021, and 2022 in the Scimago Journal Rank. Among these 36 journals, 
only 27 published full-length original articles, including the terms infodemic, infodemia, 
misinformation, disinformation, and fake news in their titles, abstracts, and keywords. 
The overall number of articles mentioning inclusion criteria was 312.

Secondly, among these 312 articles, ten review articles were published, of which most 
sampled studies using databases. Issues addressed in those reviews were mainstream and social 
media disinformation, media diversity, public relations, media literacy, and fact-checking.

Thirdly, research articles comprise the majority of studies on deception in the 
communications field and, among them, dominate the research on social media. The 
dominance of research papers is typical in scientific circulation, even though the number 
of review papers indexed in databases has been increasing dramatically in recent years 
(Kraus et al., 2022). Here, it is worth noting two factors that, in addition, may have been 
important in determining the predominance of research papers over review articles. First 
is of a practical nature – preparation of review articles is time-consuming and requires 
access to publications that are not always available free of charge, so there is also a need 
for funding. The second reason could be the global circumstances: there was an immediate 
need to counteract COVID-related disinformation, which mobilized authors for research 
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within that scope. As the pandemic was just declared, there were very few COVID-specific 
communication studies to review.

Fourthly, over half of the articles (54.17%) were published in restricted access. This 
seems interesting because, with the relatively high level of interest in this problem, the 
availability of scientific studies in this area seems crucial not only to understanding but 
especially to countering the problem. While there is a discussion about science’s growing 
difficulties for non-specialists to understand (Hayes, 1992), the financial barriers in science 
are also one of the most significant issues that affect both non-specialists and researchers 
(Vuong, 2017). The open science movement is perceived as a way to counteract questionable 
research practices, replication crises, and fraud (Spellman et al., 2018). Our study covers the 
top-ranked journals, and these results show the inaccessibility of high-quality research on 
deception. Again, there are specific journals with open-access policies, which significantly 
improve the accessibility results of our study. Social Media and Society (49 articles), 
Comunicar (12 articles), and Big Data and Society (10 articles) – those three journals are 
responsible for 51.08% of all free-of-charge articles in our study.

Fifthly, almost half of the research articles (48.4%) point to social media as their scope 
of interest. These results coincide with Tsfati et al. (2022), who revealed limited scholarly 
attention directed toward mainstream media. It may be caused by the overall character of 
given media types – social media are usually associated with greater users’ control over 
content (Del Vicario et al., 2016), while media agencies are obligated to follow a set of 
rules regarding press policy and responsibility. Since the corporations behind social media 
platforms determine themselves as “technology companies”, not “content creators” (Bogost, 
2016; Kreft, 2019), it naturally makes social media a space where misinformation is easier 
to input or to spread organically. Additionally, the research conducted by Vosoughi, Roy 
and Aral (2018) proves that false news reaches a greater audience and spreads faster than 
accurate news, making it an easily visible and attractive space for deception research in the 
area of communication. On the other hand, the news media also use social media as sources 
on an everyday basis (Paulussen & Harder, 2014), which creates the risk of misinformation 
getting into the news media. This raises the question: does the small number of studies 
indicate that this problem does not exist, or is research in the news media underrepresented 
for some other reason? Undoubtedly, this area is worth exploring.

In the area of social media analyses, it is also interesting to know which platforms 
are most frequently analyzed. Our research shows that Facebook and Twitter dominate, 
which seems to be a natural consequence of the popularity of these platforms. Twitter is 
recognized as one of the most popular online information sources, and studies using its 
API are popular in general, not only in communication studies (Dongo et al., 2021). It is 
interesting, however, that while research on WhatsApp is relatively popular (9 articles), 
there is an underrepresentation of research on Telegram (2 articles).

Lastly, our results also suggest that deception framed solely as content is studied very 
rarely, compared to studies focused solely on the processual dimension of information 
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misuse. Studies focused on both process and content are also not so common, which may 
be caused by their time-consuming character and the need for the application of different 
methodologies. Examining content for deception is the domain of fact-checkers rather than 
researchers. The latter relies mostly on content that has already been adequately verified for 
veracity. However, studies of deception content appear to be underrepresented. The question 
that arises here is what this may be due to. The field of research seems to be relatively broad, 
as it is possible to study in this context not only the veracity and falsity of individual messages 
but also to conduct, for example, sentiment analysis, analysis of deceptive narratives, or 
deceptive language. It would be useful to look at whether this type of research is conducted 
more often in other disciplines, such as political science or linguistics.

Conclusion

In conclusion, in recent years, research on deceptive communication in SJR’s top-ranked 
journals has been developing rapidly, and the vast majority of research work has focused 
on information distortion processes in various dimensions. Studies on communication 
in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic, deceptive communication in relation to politics, 
and the process of spreading false/deceptive information continue to dominate. The most 
popular media studied are social media platforms, of which X (Twitter) and Facebook are 
the most common subjects of analysis. SJR’s top-ranked journals publish mostly quantitative 
studies on deception, access to which is severely limited. Research on deception in terms 
of process is often undertaken, whereas research on deceptive content appears to be 
underrepresented.

Limitations and further research

Systematic literature reviews are always challenging due to the extensive research material 
and various aspects that require examination. Despite all efforts to ensure research reli-
ability, this study has its limitations. As our goal was to focus on SJR’s top-ranked journals, 
the sampling process was limited by our inclusion criteria, such as the arbitrarily applied 
number of 50 top journals, the requirement for a top 50 position each year, and the chosen 
search terms and form were limited to original articles. Our qualitative analyses were based 
on manual coding, so human errors in coding are possible. The P/C framework developed 
in this study may, therefore, be its greatest advantage and limitation at the same time. 
We were able to read and assess every article’s aims and scopes, but at the same time, this 
framework is built upon only 302 articles, and it was not applicable to one-third of them. We 
encourage future authors to use and further develop this framework, as it shows research 
on deception from a different angle. Future research could also apply the P/C framework in 
reviews dedicated to deception in the current Russo-Ukrainian war in political and public 
discourse and media (with emphasis on Telegram).
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