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INTRODUCTION

Among many events of 2020, the 44-day war in
Karabakh was one of the most significant. The
decades-long conflict between Azerbaijan and
Armenia entered a new phase in late September
with the escalation of hostilities into a full-scale war.
Given the regional geopolitics, ongoing strategic
rivalries, and the protracted diplomatic background
of the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute, the renewed
hostilities attracted high levels of attention from
international media. Social media and other
cyber-mediated channels rapidly became a conti-
nuation of the battleground, especially after the
tensions escalated in September 2020. Moreover,
the confrontation between Azerbaijani and Armeni-
an information actors, both enjoying others' support
internationally, has had many facets.

The recent war in Karabakh is significant and
exemplary in terms of the dynamics of modern conf-
licts and the information environment. In particular,
the bidirectional relationships between various

aspects of modern wars, such as skillful war plan-
ning, political-military concept building, battlefield
military effectiveness, and strategic communication
practices exceed the limited and isolated achieve-
ments in each of these domains in determining the
winners of wars. Besides, the general coverage and
representation of the war, as well as the dynamics
of influence on social media, would most probably
provide significant lessons-learned, not only for the
belligerents or regional countries but also for others
who have to operate in the modern information envi-
ronment.

This short paper includes an exploratory case study
of the representation and impact of the Karabakh
War online. It will start with an overview of the news
environment and the war coverage by international
and regional news media, focusing on the
often-neglected exploration of the narratives
presented in Russian sources. Furthermore, it will
also present the statistical and qualitative observati-
ons acquired from social media data analyses.
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News Coverage

Following the tensions and gradual escalation in the
preceding months, the conflict between Azerbaijan
and Armenia over the dispute in Karabakh turned
into a full-scale war on September 27, 2020. Apart
from many important conflict events and phases of
the war, the Russian-brokered peace deal on
November 9, 2020, was particularly significant in
terms of its impact on the level of engagements on
social media and the coverage of international news
media. Overall, to explore content and representati-
on trends, we acquired and processed news data
from three different sources. Also, we used each
source in various settings to diversify our data exp-
loration process.

First, we used the Media Cloud 'to explore the gene-
ral patterns of coverage in the international media,
checking the news sources in various countries,
ranging from the European countries to the US,
Russia, and regional countries in or around the Cau-
casus.
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Second, we also used the Media Cloud tool to acqu-
ire data from additional sources, with particular
attention to Russian outlets. In the end, we were
able to collect more than 20,000 different URLs,
which were further cleaned through relevancy
checks.

Secondly, we used tools and data provided by the
GDELT Project (Global Database of Events, Langu-
age, and Tone)’, which enabled us to start an additi-
onal layer of data collection utilizing the internatio-
nal, comprehensive, and multilingual coverage of
the tool. This time, we collected data from as many
sources as possible, focusing on the news content
mentioning the Azerbaijan-Armenia conflict, the war
in Karabakh, the Karabakh dispute, and other rele-
vant terms or events. Thirdly and finally, we also
used a news collector algorithm we built during
recent research projects to cross-examine the cove-
rage and relevance of the material we collected
from other sources.
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Figure 1: The daily number of news content about the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia, as acquired
from the Media Cloud. The dataset focuses on the full coverage of Russian sources while also including other
international outlets.

000

5000

3000

Count

2000
1000
Jul 10 Jul 20 Jul 30 Ang9 Augl19  Aug29 Sep 8 Sep 18 Sep 28 Oct 8 Oct 18 Oet 28 Nov 7 Nov 17 Nov 27 Dec 7
Darte [2020]

Figure 2: The daily number of news content about the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia, as acquired
from the GDELT databases. The dataset includes content from a comprehensive list of sources globally.

1 “Media Cloud is a consortium research project across multiple institutions, including the University of Massachusetts Amherst, Northeastern University, and the Berkman Klein Center for
Internet & Society at Harvard University.” https://mediacloud.org/about

2 Global Database of Events, Language, and Tone, https://www.gdeltproject.org/about.html



Figures 1 and 2 show the news coverage trend lines
about the Karabakh conflict, the recent war, and
relevant political, diplomatic, and military events.
Two charts represent similar trends and coverage
patterns, as the number of pertinent news content
mentioning the given topics increases rapidly on
September 27, 2020. A small peak of media attenti-
on occurred in July, following border clashes and
confrontational official statements.

Person
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Since Figure 2 shows the number of objects acqui-
red from many countries and different languages,
the total daily numbers on it are higher than Figure
1. Additional peaks in Figure 1 and 2 mostly relate to
battlefield events, the peace deal (November 9-10),
statements from belligerent, regional, and global
actors, civilian casualties, and a few significant
conflict-related claims on the roles played by Turkey
and Russia.
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Figure 3: The person names mentioned in the collected articles. We used the Media Cloud topic mapper tool
and an in-house named entity detector algorithm and cross-checked the figures' accuracy. A random sample

of items was used to calculate the given numbers.

In addition to exploring content production rates
and the categories of narratives presented in the
collected datasets, names of influential persons as
mentioned in the collected articles were checked.
As the initial data collection, two different algorithms
were used to cross-check computations' overall
accuracy.

Figure 3 represents a cleaned and manually chec-
ked version of the Media Cloud topic mapper tool's
list. As the chart shows, Azerbaijan's President
llham Aliyev is the most frequently mentioned public
figure in the coverage, followed by Armenia's Prime
Minister Pashinyan. Russian Federation's Vladimir

Putin and Turkey's Tayyip Erdogan are the third and
fourth most mentioned persons. As the list indicates,
most of the people mentioned by news outlets were
official figures from various countries.

Figure 4 shows a similarly acquired list of organizati-
ons mentioned in the collected dataset. To avoid
potential mistakes, we combine all mentions of
defense ministries into one category, making the
‘Defense Ministry" the most mentioned organization
by international news outlets. Others include the
OSCE Minsk Group, the UN Security Council and
General Assembly, the European Union, NATO, and
the Kremlin.
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Figure 4: The organization names mentioned in the collected articles. We used the Media Cloud topic
mapper tool and an in-house named entity detector algorithm and cross-checked the figures' accuracy. A
random sample of items was used to calculate the given numbers.

Following the initial exploratory analyses, we condu-
ct a qualitative categorization of themes and narrati-
ves in the influential articles we collected in all data
collection processes. The influence of any article is
indicated by the social media engagement rates,
links from and to other articles, and the frequency of
similar narratives or stories that would indicate a
wider circulation or even an ongoing campaign to
boost a specific narrative. Interestingly, we found
many articles from Russian sources that represent

various approaches to Turkey's roles in the ongoing
hostilities or its strategic competition with the Krem-
lin. For example, the images in Figure 5 show a
news piece and interview claiming that Russia
would have to "retaliate" against Turkey's support for
Azerbaijan and force Ankara to "ask for forgiveness'
from the Russian president Putin. Turkey's roles in
the recent conflict and open diplomatic support for
Azerbaijan ignited different reactions in the Russian
information landscape.
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BbIHYX/AaeT POCCMIO NPUHIMATb OTBETHbIE Mepbl. Takoe
MHeHWe Bbickasan noautonor Esrennii CataHOBCKMIA.

Mo ero cnosam, Typuma OTKPLITO NOAAEPXMBAET
AsepbaiiaxaH. bonee Toro, no AaHHsIM CMW, Typeukas
CTOPOHa ABNAETCA MHULMATOPOM BOOPYXEHHOTO KOHOAMKTA.

SpaoraH BBA3A/CA B KOHGANKT U3-
33 $eBpaNbCKON HEYAAUHOW
onepaumm 8 Uanunbe, ckazan
CaraHoeckui

CaTaHOBCKMIA CunTaeT, uto npesuaeHT Typuum Peaxen
3PAOraH BBA3ANCA B KOHPANKT HE TONBKO C LB NOAYUUTE
KOHTPO/Ib 33 PETUOHOM, HO Y 13-33 GEBPANLCKON HEYAAUHOM
onepauwu 8 Nannbe. Toraa emy NpUWAOCL NPOCUTL
MOAAEPXKM y POCCMIACKOTO Anaepa Baaaumupa MyTuHa.
CaTaHOBCKMI YTBEPXAAET, UTO SPAOraHy B CKOPOM BpeMeHN
CHOBA NPMAETCA NPOCUTL NpoleHNna y MyTuHa.

HOBOCTb U3 CIOXETA

O6ocTpeHue KoHPIMKTa
B HaropHom Kapa6axe

OH ysepeH, uTo KpemAb pelmnTeNbHO OTBETUT AHKape 3a ee «BecnpeLieieHTHY0» HarnoCTb.
«Mpe3naeHT, MuHucTepcTso 060poHsI, CoseT 6e30MacHOCTH ¥ HauanbHUK MeHepanbHOTo
wraba NOAroTOBAT AOCTOMHBIN OTBET SpAoraHy», — otmeTun EsreHuin CataHoBCKuMi B 3¢upe
paavo «Bectn FM».

BoopyxeHHbIi KoHOAMKT ApmeHum 1 Asepbaiiaxana 8 HaropHom Kapabaxe oboctpunca
8 cenTabpe 37oro roga. Mmposoe coobecTso BbICKa3blBanoch O HE06X0AMMOCTI NPEeKPaTUTL
OrOHb B HEMPU3HAHHO pecnyb/mKe, 0AHaKO 0BCTPebl TepPUTOPUM NPOAOAXKAIOTCA.

The Kremlin is preparing Ankara to answer
for "arrogance” in Karabakh. Erdogan will
have to apologize to Putin

a Farida Jafarova

- eighteen +

The appearance of Turkish troops in Nagorno-Karabakh is
forcing Russia to retaliate. This opinion was expressed by
political scientist Yevgeny Satanovsky.

According to him, Turkey openly supports Azerbaijan.
Moreover, according to media reports, the Turkish side is the
initiator of the armed conflict. Satanovsky believes that
Turkish President Recep Erdogan got involved in the conflict
not only in order to gain control over the region, but also

Erdogan got involved in the conflict
over the February failed operation
in Idlib, Satanovsky said

because of the February unsuccessful operation in Idlib. Then
he had to ask for support from Russian leader Vladimir Putin.
NEWS FROM THE PLOT . ; :

Satanovsky claims that Erdogan will soon have to ask Putin

for forgiveness again.

Aggravation of the
conflict in Nagorno-
Karabakh
He is confident that the Kremlin will decisively answer Ankara
for its "unprecedented" impudence. “The President, the
Ministry of Defense, the Security Council and the Chief of the General Staff will prepare a
worthy response to Erdogan,” Yevgeny Satanovsky said on the air of Vesti FM radio.

The armed conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan in Nagorno-Karabakh escalated in
September this year. The international community spoke about the need to cease fire in the
unrecognized republic, but shelling of the territory continues.
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Figure 5: An aggressive news piece by the Russian outlet Ura.ru, pushing the narrative that Moscow would
retaliate to Turkey's support to Azerbaijan® The image on the right shows the Google translation of the original

article, published in Russian.

Similarly, Figure 6 includes another example from a
Russian outlet, using threatening language towards
Turkey in reaction to Ankara's open support to Azer-
baijan. The article features the same figure, or
'expert" as the previous one, pursuing a punitive
approach to deal with Turkey's challenging regional

policies and strategic output. In particular, the artic-
le mentions other Turkish-Russian geopolitical
flashpoints and argues that if Turkey ever makes a
decision and convinces Baku to establish a forward
military base near the Caspian Sea, that base would
be a military target for both Russia and Iran.
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Satanovsky threatened Turkey with a strike
from the Martians

e

The policy of the Turkish leadership in the Transcaucasus and in the Middle East fits into a completely
understandable expansion strategy, but Erdogan should remember about the red lines from Russia.

Share with your friends!

nNagy

Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan “thinks big, acts decisively, and his strategy is all right; said Yevgeny
SEEEI’\OVSKY, president of the Institute for the Middle East, WiShlﬂg that the Russian authorities would
someday come up with a similar plan.

In the meantime, Russia’s strategy looks outwardly exclusively as a desire “to trade with everyone, including
national interests, although not as openly and stupidly as in the 90s; Satanovsky wrote on Telegram .

Figure 6: An article by the Russian outlet infox.ru also pushing the narrative that Moscow would retaliate to
Turkey's support to Azerbaijan.! The image on the right shows the Google translation of the original article,

published in Russian.®

Figure 7 shows another example, this time publis-
hed by Ria Novosti. The article presents a detailed
analysis of Turkey's increasing strategic influence in
the Caucasus, Ankara's support for Azerbaijan's
quest to regain the control of its occupied territory,
and argues that it poses a significant threat to Russi-
a's strategic interests. The article very interestingly
mentions the terms such as neo-Ottomanism and
Pan-Turkism to refer to Turkey's widening influence

in its neighborhood, with the military, political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and long-term dimensions. As the
following sections of this paper will show, Pan-Tur-
kism and neo-Ottomanism terms are frequently
weaponized on social media and other online plat-
forms against the Turkish Republic, especially in
recent conflict events geopolitical tensions. Both
terms are observed often in Armenian and Russian
sources and used by social media accounts from
both origins.

3 https://ura.news/news/1052452620
4 https://ura.news/news/1052452620v

5  https://;www.infox.ru/news/251/245029-satanovskij-prigrozil-turcii-udarom-marsian
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&Q RUAJHOBOCTY

B3anu B KonbLuo. YeM onacHo
BnusiHMe Typuumn Ha KaBkase

08:00 07102020 (06HoBnEHO: 16:40 0710.2020) @ 30729

Yuratb riarue ™ fugekc Hosoctn | B Google Hosoctu

MOCKBA, 7 0KT — PUA HOBOCTU, AHTOH J/IUCULbIH. Mpe3naeHT
Asepbafigxara Mnbxam Anves 3aABWA, YTO K YpPeryAnposaHuio Kapabaxckoro
KOHGAMKTa HeoBX0AMMO NpuUB/eYb AHKapy — Kak BaXHOM0 UrpoKa B pervoxe
LedcTBUTENBHO, TYPEUKUE NOANTVKK, BUSHECMEHbI U BOEHHbIE aKTUBHO
pa3ssuBany css3v ¢ baky. He o6owwnm BHUMaHuem 1 Mpy3uio. B Tom, kak Typums
yKpennsana BNvaHWe Ha Kaekase, paséupanoce PUA HosocTi.

MNpumep noBepus U ApYK6bI

Y AHKapbl ¢ Baky 4aBHO 0c06ble OTHOLWEHWUSA. BOEHHOE COTPYAHUYECTBO

< —
& RUAHOBOCTY

Took in the ring. Why is
Turkey's influence in the
Caucasus dangerous?

08:00 07.10.2020 (updated: 16:40 0710.2020) 30729

to / Presidency Prass Service

Readria.ruat ™ fugexc Hosoctn | B Google Hoeoctu

MOSCOW, October 7 - RIA Novosti, Anton Lisitsyn. Azerbaijani President
Ilham Aliyev said that Ankara should be involved in the settlement of the
Karabakh conflict as an important player in the region. Indeed, Turkish
politicians, businessmen and the military have actively developed ties with
Baku. They did not ignore Georgia either. RIA Novosti examined how Turkey
strengthened its influence in the Caucasus.

An example of trust and friendship

Ankara has had a special relationship with Baku for a long time. Military
cooperation began as soon as the Azerbaijan SSR turned into a separate state,
back in 1992. Then the parties signed an agreement on the training of combat
personnel. As noted by Turkish experts, this step was already aimed at
weakening "Russia’s hegemony in international relations.” This was followed by

Figure 7: An article by Ria Novosti also pushing the narrative that Turkey's support for Azerbaijan and increa-
sing strategic footprint in the Caucasus is a threat for Russia’ The image on the right shows the Google trans-

lation of the original article, published in Russian.”

In sum, adding to the overall representation of the
conflict in the Caucasus, the shown examples
represent an often-neglected branch of the online
information environment regarding Russian spea-
king online communities. Other narratives are also
present, including the ones having a softer tone
towards Ankara's policies towards the region,

claiming that the power structure and strategic
strongholds still overwhelmingly favor Moscow, and
the alarmist assessments of Ankara's increasing
presence are not accurate. Another prominent
theme of relevant debates in Russian sources rela-
tes to popular sentiment and trust towards Russia,
especially in Armenia.

6  https://ura.news/news/1052452620v

7 https://ria.ru/20201007 /turkey-caucasus-1578482919.html



Social Media

We collected data from multiple social media plat-
forms to conduct this case study, focusing on com-
munities, behaviors, languages, content promoti-
ons, narratives, and conversational networks across
the platforms. In particular, we started with collec-
ting the streams of Twitter data using its API (Appli-
cation Programming Interface) and gradually
moved to other platforms to observe similarities and
differences, platform-agnostic features, and, most
importantly, cross-platform propagation of informati

100K

Tweet Connt
n
=
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on relating to the war in Karabakh. Besides, we
focused on potential signs of influence operations,
coordinated activities, communication patterns, and
whether we can observe pathological network
formations such as echo-chambers and polarized
communities. The following subsections will
demonstrate that fragmentation, cross-platform
connections, coordinated activities, propaganda,
and a multi-actor confrontation are prominent featu-
res within the networks we observed.
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Figure 8: Trends of relevant activities on Twitter. The blue line represents the original tweets, while the green
line represents the number of retweets from July 1 to December 15, 2020.

Similar to the news dataset, data from Twitter spans
from July 1 to December 15, 2020. Figure 8 shows
the trend lines and volume of activity we collected
from the platform within the given time frame. The
charts are split into original tweets and retweets as
two categories. The relationship between the
volume of tweets and retweets may often indicate
coordinated or inauthentic activities on the platform.
Intuitively, we observed that the activity levels star-
ted peaking on September 27, when the war broke
out, across the social media platforms. However,

the volume of tweets and retweets peaked mostly on
November 8, 9, and 10. Therefore, it can be assu-
med that Twitter activity reacted to the peace deal
and the preceding announcement by Azerbaijan
regarding capturing Shusha from Armenian forces.
Besides, a clear peak of activity is also observable
in early December, indicating increased conversati-
ons concerning the Victory Parade conducted in
Baku, with Turkish President Erdogan's presence.
Other important dates of activity mostly relate to the
conflict events in the battlefields and coordinated
campaigns on the platform.
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Figure 9: Number of tweets and retweets in most occurring languages in the Twitter dataset. Blue bars repre-
sent the original tweets, while green bars represent the retweets for each top language.

Figure 9 shows the top six languages in terms of
their frequency in original tweets and retweets.
Accordingly, English was the most frequently used
language, reaching almost a million original tweets
and more than four million retweets. The second
place in the chart is more interesting, as Turkish
original tweets reach almost 600 thousand while
retweets exceed 3.1 million. Remarkably, the ratio of

retweets against original tweets is higher in the
Turkish category. Although it is still in the usual
range, this increased ratio would indicate more
partisan and more inauthentic activity levels. The
third most frequent language was Russian, followed
by French, Indian, and Spanish. English, Russian,
French, and Spanish were widely used by Azerbai-
jani and Armenian social media accounts in the
given timeframe.
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Figure 10: Language-specific trend lines showing the daily volumes of original tweets and retweets from July
1to December 15, 2020. Colors represent each most used language in the dataset.



More interestingly, language-specific peaks deter-
mine the overall view of the trendline that was shown
in the previous figures. In particular, Figure 10
shows the trend lines and daily volumes of activity
on Twitter in each top language. As clearly shown,
the activity peaks in early November primarily ema-
nate from Turkish tweets, while English tweets
mostly dominated the previous phase of the active
war. As the following subsections also indicate,
English was used by many different communities.
Besides, November 8-10 and early December were
when Turkish-speaking accounts mostly presented
a congratulatory tone with regards to the announce-
ment of a victory by Azerbaijan. Still, in English, Rus-
sian, Armenian, Azerbaijani, and Turkish posts, we
observed significant levels of inauthentic activity,
coordinated with highly active political accounts,
troll accounts, and automated bot accounts.

Cyber Governance and Digital Democracy ~ 2021/01/EN

The following sets of figures will demonstrate con-
versational networks and associated behavior/acti-
vity trends in the given events. In particular, to con-
duct the subsequent analysis, we divided the Twit-
ter dataset into week-specific sections. Starting
from September 25, 2020, we analyzed seven con-
secutive weeks while also adding another week for
early December activities. For all eight datasets, we
visualized "networks of user mentions," "networks of
shared URLs (including tweets)," "hourly frequency
of tweets that include mentions of selected users,"
and "hourly frequency of tweets and retweets that
include selected URLs." Community detection algo-
rithms were used to detect clusters of accounts and
shared mentions, while centrality measures were
checked to see influential or most frequently mentio-
ned accounts.
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All in all, this approach allowed us to observe
network structures of the ongoing "conversations'
and the potential presence of consistent or suspici-
ous peaks of activity in relation to mentioned users
or shared URLs. In general, user mentions are used
for various purposes. The first prominent objective is
to boost the visibility and influence of specific
accounts. In the network charts, the sizes of nodes
represent the number of mentions they receive from
other accounts. Mostly, the most prominent nodes,
aka the most mentioned accounts, receive consis-
tent support from others. Second, mentions can be
used to influence targeted people, groups, or insti-
tutions. For example, several public figures were
frequently mentioned, along with other known
people, for affecting their political decision making.
US congressmen and congresswomen were among
the examples of such public figures.

Both network structures and activity levels indicate
several important characteristics. First, the networks
are fragmented along several lines. The first distinc-
tion between Twitter clusters relates to their behavi-
oral patterns, as some groups use mentions to
boost other specific accounts' influence.
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This mentioning behavior occurs consistently. Some
other groups of accounts are mentioned, on the
other hand, for "being influenced," or even silenced
or dismissed, depending on the case. Besides,
clustering also occurs for each language.

Interestingly, some accounts received bursts of
high numbers of mentions, apparently due to coor-
dinated activities, including bots, trolls, and cybor-
gs. Lastly, we can confidently confirm that large
numbers of accounts exist in all clusters and langu-
ages to conduct such inauthentic activities. By
simply checking the number of links from mentio-
ning accounts to mentioned accounts, a.k.a
out-degrees, we observed many accounts that
mention others in automated manners.

Next, networks of shared URLs (links to other web
pages) are analyzed for community detection,
presence of suspicious activities, narratives being
promoted, and the potential signs of impact being
desired to achieve due to the given activities. Figure
12 shows the network visualizations and hourly
activity charts of selected URLs for each week, as
mentioned above.
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Figure 12: Networks of URL shares/mentions on Twitter, and hourly frequencies of counts for selected sets
of URLs. Blue areas represent hourly URL shares, while orange lines represent the retweets of content contai-
ning those URLs.



Network analysis of shared URLs reveals several
important features in terms of the evolution of Twitter
activities during Karabakh's war. First, clustering in
the network structures is more apparent than the
mentioned-user networks, as each group tends to
promote distinct categories of content or groups of
narratives. Second, URL networks also reveal a few
specific narratives emphasized by each group of
highly active users. For example, with the help of
certain other communities, pro-Armenian groups
frequently co-mention several easily identifiable
types of content. The narrative about the alleged
transportation of Syrian mercenaries to the South
Caucasus is combined with politically motivated
and emotionally charged previous narratives to
attract international support. Besides, pro-Armenian
groups are distinctively able to combine many types
of links and many sources of information, including
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funding/donation  promotions, celebrities, and
cross-platform activities. They also used emergent
crisis events elsewhere, such as a violent attack in
Austria, to spread narratives and propaganda rela-
ting to the war in Karabakh.

On the other hand, pro-Azerbaijani sources seem to
focus on a smaller number of content types and
narratives. Overall, the Azerbaijani side's major
success is to boost the representation of battlefield
achievements across online social networks.
Nevertheless, both Turkish and Azerbaijani clusters
lack the extensive coordination to conduct overarc-
hing cross-platform operations, matching activities
in Armenian or Russian clusters. All in all, URL
networks reveal confrontation dynamics, master
narratives, indicators of specific campaigns, and
artifacts being used to push those narratives.

Most Frequent Tactics and Techniques

As the URL network analysis on the Twitter dataset
indicates, cross-platform dynamics of the social
media activities during the war in Karabakh was
significant for getting a comprehensive picture of
the online information environment, actors, objecti-
ves, narratives, and behavioral patterns. Twitter
conversations included many links to other social
media platforms. Some of these links were promo-
ted by inauthentic and coordinated groups of
accounts. Therefore, adding to Twitter, data from

other platforms were also used to explore relevant
social media activities' characteristics. Furthermore,
links between these platforms were checked expli-
citly. Overall, there are significant commonalities in
narratives being promoted by social media clusters
across social media. On the other hand, observing
Telegram enabled us to collect more data from
various platforms and web sites that include regio-
nal perspectives that are harder to pick from the
noise in other platforms.
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Figure 13: The figure shows messages from a prominent cross-platform social media account. It has frequ-
ently promoted anti-Turkish, anti-Azerbaijani, pro-Russian, and pro-Armenian narratives and claims. For
instance, the chart shows a few of them, including a claim that Turkish special forces would attack Armenia

militarily.

A prominent feature of the Karabakh's social media
representation was cross-platform activities that
were used for propaganda, disinformation, and
promotion of distinctive narratives. We observed

high transitivity levels between Telegram, VK,
Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. You-
Tube receives many in-links to videos from other

platforms.

! Onua Ynuepuna

u 27 Oct, 12:30 (65 days ago)

Cpaua Poccueit Apuaxa paBHocunsHa caayn JoHbacca u Kpbima
Typums Kak 6bina Tak u octaetca cTpaHon HATO 1 OHa BeeT C HamMu BOWHY He
TonbKko B Cupuu: AHkapa noctaenaet Kuesy «baiipaktapbl» - ANA ataku Ha
[HP u NTHP, KypupyeT TeppopUCTUYECKUE rPYNNUPOBKM, KOTOPLIE NNaHUpYoT
TepakTbl B PocCM, NOAAEPKUBAET NPEAATENbCKUI KPLIMCKO-TATapCKMi
MUIKINC - UneHbl 3TOV OpraHM3aL Goponncs NpoTUB Bo3epalleHus KpsiMa B
Poccuio 1 3aTem Gexany Ha YkpauHy, 0Tkyaa 0 CUX NOP BEAYT MOAPLIBHYIO
paboTy Ha nonyocTpoge.

Ecnu Mul ceroaHs oaaaum CTenaHakepT, 3aBTpa npourpaem [loHeuK 1
NyraHck. Pycckuit Hapoa Ham 3Toro He NpocTUT. CyBOPOB U YILAKOB He NPOCTAT
- T0, KaK Mbl pa3bpackiBaeMCcA HaLMMi GPATCKUMUA U COIO3HBIMM PETOHaMMU B
yrony Typkam

Julia Chicherina @ x
m 27 Oct, 12:30 (65 days ago)
The surrender of Artsakh by Russia is tantamount to the surrender of Donbass
and Crimea
Turkey, as it was and remains a NATO country, and it is waging a war with us
not only in Syria: Ankara supplies Kiev with Bayraktar for attacks on the DPR
and LPR, oversees terrorist groups that plan terrorist attacks in Russia
supports the treacherous Crimean Tatar midglis - members of this organization
fought against the return of Crimea to Russia and then fled to Ukraine, from
where they are still conducting subversive work on the peninsula
If we give up Stepanakert today, tomorrow we will lose Donetsk and Lugansk
The Russian people will not forgive us for this. Suvorov and Ushakov will not be
forgiven for how we scatter our fraternal and allied regions to please the Turks.

4] v £ [v]

Figure 14: Telegram was one of the most active platforms during the war in Karabakh.?
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Figure 15: The image shows a snapshot of a YouTube video featuring Russian mercenaries and their conver-
sation on recent battlefield experiences. One of the topics is Turkey's Bayraktar TB-2 UAVs and their impact
on the battlefield.

NeoRTAL
T

Guess what's on Turkey's mind

Look at the map carefully or just Google Pan-Turkism

THEIR PLAN IS
PAN-TURKISM

TURKEY

ARMENIA IS MERELY IN THE WAY

TURKEY TRANSPORTS
JIHADIST TERRORISTS
MINGLED WITI

CIVILIAN PASSENGERS ON

TERRORISM HAS A NEW FACE
TURKISH AIRLINES

STOP TURKEY
STOP TERRORISM

Figure 16: Images are frequently used in the influence operations online. During the recent war in Karabakh
and related geopolitical events, many images were disseminated to spread falsehoods targeting Turkey and
its relations with NATO allies.



Other prominent techniques of influence during the
war in Karabakh include boosting existing false
narratives, utilizing bilateral or geopolitical tensions

s "attack vectors," hijacking conversations during
important conflict events in other places, and
producing and disseminating well-curated groups
of imagery to achieve higher impact and influence.
Figure 16 shows a group of images produced and
spread to attack Turkey in different information
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environments. For example, following a recent
violent attack in Austria, coordinated Twitter
accounts were used to blame Turkey for suppor-
ting terrorism. Similarly, similar accounts across
platforms used terms such as pan-Turkism and
neo-Ottomanism frequently in relevant campaig-
ns. As mentioned before, pan-Turkism is a frequ-
ent term specifically used in Russian and Armeni-
an media.

THE BREAKOUT SCALE

CATEGORY THREE
multiple platforms,
multiple breakouts

CATEGORY ONE
one platform, no breakout

CATEGORY TWO
one platform, breakout OR
many platforms, no
breakout

OOOOOO

FIVE CATEGORY SIX
celebmy ampllflcahon policy response OR
call for violence

cross-medium breakout

Figure 17: "The Breakout Scale" of an influence campaign serves as a model to assess the overall impact of
a hostile influence campaign. The model was depicted in a recent report published by the Brookings Institute.”

Overall, the trends and patterns of campaigns run
on social media during the war in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh and its representation in the international
news media indicate several problems in terms of
the potential impact of influence campaigns during
geopolitical crises and conflicts. Adopting the "bre-
akout scale" model depicted by Ben Nimmo, as
shown in Figure 17, we can confirm that multiple
platforms were used for common strategic

objectives during the recent war, leading to a
cross-platform unification of hostile influence
campaigns. Multiple actors frequently used
celebrity amplification, aiming at specific organi-
zations and public figures to achieve the maxi-
mum possible policy response and impact. Besi-
des, the majority of hostile influence campaigns
survive for long periods and play the long game.

9 Ben Nimmo, The Breakout Scale: Measuring the Impact of Influence Operations, September 2020, Brookings.



Conclusion

This paper demonstrated an overall view of the
online information environment as it evolved during
the recent war between Azerbaijan and Armenia in
Nagorno-Karabakh. To sum, social media and other
cyber-mediated channels quickly become a conti-
nuation of the battlefield. To track, analyze, unders-
tand, and predict the narratives and hostile informa-
tion maneuvers, vulnerabilities to and weaknesses
against information operations should be subject to
recurrent evaluations. Such drawbacks include
many factors, ranging from ineffective information
assessment capabilities to the overarching effects
of extreme political polarization.

The 44-day war between Azerbaijan and Armenia
and subsequent ceasefire arrangements in Nagor-
no-Karabakh received extensive media attention in
international, regional, and national contexts. The
level of relevant activity on social media platforms
was very high in tandem, especially after the war
started on September 27, 2020. The battlefield
events, course of the war, statements from official
sources, claims and footage of military strikes on
civilian-populated areas, the alleged use of foreign
mercenaries, the role of international organizations,
Karabakh's legal status, and the involvement of
regional actors such as Turkey, Russia, and Iran
were among the most frequent themes in the news.

Nevertheless, a closer look at regional sources and
languages reveals additional features. In particular,
the Russian news media and associated social
networks online disseminated a set of particularly
important narratives in the regional geopolitical con-
text. Most importantly, the narratives pushed by the
Russian sources have been tailored for each natio-
nal audience in the region, aiming to achieve influ-
ence in Turkey, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Europe, and
the domestic environment at the same time. For
example, in Turkish-speaking channels, the main
narratives were shaped around the Russian-Turkish
cooperation, anti-NATO sentiments, and threat
perception towards the West. Simultaneously, many
stories in Russian and Armenian sources focused
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on the Turkish expansion, "pan-Turkic" threats, and
Russia's roles as the single protector of Armenia.
We noted an apparent effort to regain public trust
and pro-Kremlin sentiments among the Armenian
population, particularly after the ceasefire deal.
Besides, on Russian social media channels and
news media, we observed a growing threat percep-
tion concerning Turkey's defense ties with Ukraine.
The strategic effectiveness of Turkish UAS in Nagor-
no-Karabakh worsened the negativity of such con-
tent.

Campaigns and multilateral confrontations on social
media marked the informational and cognitive
dimensions of the war. All major social media plat-
forms were used, including Twitter, Facebook,
Telegram, YouTube, VK (Vkontakte). We found that
the cross-platform operations were frequent and
widely used, although varying degrees of coordina-
tion and sophistication depended on the actors,
campaigns, and narratives. We observed high-le-
vels of activity among pro-Armenian networks in
cross-platform coordination to achieve maximum
potential policy impact in isolating Turkey and Azer-
baijan through various means. On the other hand,
the Azerbaijani side was particularly successful in
the scalable representation of battlefield achieve-
ments across information domains. The frequent
battlefield footage releases, mostly acquired via
unmanned aerial systems, contributed to Baku's
communication operations.

In this study, we also combined the analyses of
online communication networks with the analysis of
the online behavioral trends represented in menti-
ons and shares of web links. Furthermore, we also
adopted a recently published model to qualitatively
assess the desired and achieved impact of social
media campaigns. All in all, our exploratory study
indicates that cross-platform coordination,
online-offline dynamics of information, and the
potential political-military effects of the operations in
the information environment will remain significant
strategic considerations in the foreseeable future.
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