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Research Note

Information control on YouTube during Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine

This research note investigates the aftermath of YouTube's global ban on Russian state-affiliated media
channels in the wake of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Using over 12 million YouTube
comments across 40 Russian-language channels, we analyzed the effectiveness of the ban and the shifts
in user activity before and after the platform’s intervention. We found that YouTube, in accordance with
its promise, effectively removed user activity across the banned channels. However, the ban did not
prevent users from seeking out ideologically similar content on other channels and, in turn, increased user
engagement on otherwise less visible pro-Kremlin channels.
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Research questions
e How effective was YouTube’s global ban on Russian state-affiliated channels in reducing
(commenting) activity on these channels?
e Towhat extent did users previously active on banned channels redirect their engagement to other
types of political content on YouTube?

Research note summary

e We collected over 12 million comments across a range of pro- and anti-Kremlin Russian-language
YouTube channels during Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.

e The analysis focuses on YouTube’s global ban on several Kremlin-affiliated YouTube channels and
the subsequent changes in commenting activity.

e Comment activity on banned channels dropped sharply to near zero immediately after the ban,
indicating that the ban was, in fact, successful in preventing exposure to these channels.

! A publication of the Shorenstein Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard University, John F. Kennedy School of
Government.
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e Users previously engaging with banned channels substantially increased engagement on other
(non-blocked) pro-Kremlin channels in the weeks following the ban.

e This suggests a potential “substitution effect” either through users actively seeking out alternative
outlets in the wake of the ban or through YouTube’s algorithmic recommendations.

e These findings have important implications for our understanding of information control as a
means of suppressing disinformation sources. Global bans can prevent users from accessing
certain content. However, we also show the challenges of such policies by empirically illustrating
how the bans can redirect at least some of the online engagement toward ideologically similar
alternatives.

Implications

The war between Russia and Ukraine takes place on physical battlefields as well as in the information
space. This became apparent during Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2014 and continues to be relevant
during the recent invasion on February 24, 2022. Since the beginning of the ongoing war, numerous
scholars across various fields have noted that the so-called “information war” plays an important political
and military role (Darczewska, 2014; Thornton, 2015). While the scholarly community, as well as the
general public, has largely focused on the production and dissemination of content, an important part of
the informational struggle also takes place through information control, both in Russia, Ukraine, and even
the EU (European Commission, 2022; Golovchenko, 2022).

This research note focuses on online user activity on YouTube, one of the world’s most popular social
media platforms. YouTube, among other large social media platforms, has long been criticized for allowing
hate speech and disinformation to foster without much action. These concerns intensified on the heels of
Russia’s military aggression and crackdowns on independent media (Milmo, 2022). Simultaneously,
YouTube also plays a valuable role in disseminating information and regime-critical opinions in autocracies
like Russia (Gainous et al., 2018; Reuter & Szakonyi, 2015). YouTube’s double-edged sword nature makes
it an important platform in the struggle for “truth” about the war.

Pro-Kremlin disinformation about the war in Ukraine and the Kremlin’s strategic information control
have also been met with great concern in the West. Russian state-controlled media, such as Sputnik and
RT (formerly Russia Today), are widely recognized among researchers, fact-checkers, and the broader
public as active perpetrators in the dissemination of disinformation (for an overview of the websites’
reach, see Kling et al., 2022) (BBC, 2019; Elliot, 2019; Golovchenko, 2020; Thornton, 2015). On March 2,
2022, the European Union responded by banning access to these channels to limit “the Kremlin’s
disinformation and information manipulation assets” (European Commission, 2022). On March 11,
YouTube took a further step by announcing a block of Russian state media as a whole across the platform,
based on its policy against content that “denies, minimizes or trivializes well-documented violent events”
(Reuters, 2022). This global ban is the focus of our research note.

Using publicly available data from YouTube’s API, this research note assesses the effectiveness and
implications of YouTube’s ban in reducing engagement with Russian state-affiliated media. We restricted
our analysis to Russian-language YouTube channels, as these target not only domestic audiences but also
Russian speakers abroad, including the Russian diaspora and large Russian-speaking populations in several
post-Soviet states (Cheskin & Kachuyevski, 2018). Prior research has demonstrated that state-owned
Russian-language media contributed to polarization during parliamentary elections in Ukraine,
underscoring the scope of Russian-language political content disseminated by Kremlin-affiliated outlets
(Rozenas & Pesakhin, 2018).

We operationalize engagement as the number of comments for each video (for a discussion of the
relation between comments and engagement, see Byun et al., 2023). Commenting serves as an important



Golovchenko, Pedersen,; Raaschou-Pedersen; Rogers 3

proxy for online activity because a high comment count also implies a high number of views. However,
engagement through comments is also an important resource in its own right that can be used to gain
even more visibility. While YouTube does not disclose the details of its algorithm, the platform has
indicated that video visibility—for example, in search results—is also influenced by engagement (YouTube,
n.d.). Our results suggest that YouTube’s ban against Russian state media almost eliminated online
engagement with their videos. However, we also observed a sudden and discontinuous increase in
commenting engagement on non-banned pro-Kremlin channels. We corroborated this further by showing
that users who were active on blocked pro-Kremlin channels before the ban responded to the policy by
increasing their activity on these non-blocked pro-Kremlin channels. The findings have two important
implications.

Firstly, we can confirm independently that YouTube did follow through with its effort to limit Russian
disinformation. While there is a debate in the literature on the effectiveness of information control
policies (GlaRel & Paula, 2020; Gohdes, 2020; Hobbs & Roberts, 2018; Jansen & Martin, 2015; Roberts,
2020; Shadmehr & Bernhardt, 2015), our findings partly support that such policies can limit “undesirable”
information (Chen & Yang, 2019; King et al., 2013; Stockmann, 2013; Stern & Hassid, 2012). This is also in
line with Santos Okholm et al. (2024), who found that the geo-blocking of the Russian RT and Sputnik
within the EU’s territory added friction and reduced the sharing of these outlets on Facebook.

Secondly, the findings also highlight the limits of online bans as a means of fighting disinformation.
We show empirically that some of the activity may have moved to channels known for spreading
disinformation about Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The sudden increase in commenting engagement
among non-blocked pro-Kremlin channels supports the notion of a “substitution effect,” a pattern where
at least some of the engagement from the blocked channels shifted to non-banned parts of the pro-
Kremlin media ecology on YouTube. This could be driven either by users’ direct effort to search for non-
blocked alternatives that may offer similar content or indirectly by YouTube’s suggestion algorithms that
introduce new pro-Kremlin content to users based on their viewing history. Substitution of banned or
blocked information has previously been documented across different contexts, including in authoritarian
regimes’ moderation of online communities and deplatforming studies investigating migration to
alternative platforms (Buntain et al., 2023; Chandrasekharan et al., 2017; Horta Ribeiro et al., 2023;
Roberts, 2018; Rogers, 2020). This research note focuses on within-platform migration and substitution
of content. While it is not possible to isolate the main mechanism behind this within the scope of this
study, our findings emphasize the challenges of online bans. While the initial bans can be effective, they
may not be sufficient to fully curb disinformation efforts on a broader scale.

It is outside of the scope of this research note to estimate the final net effect of the ban on the pro-
Kremlin environment on YouTube as a whole. Theoretically, one can expect that a portion of the audience
of the banned channels did not find their way to the non-banned alternatives. In this case, the online
activity for pro-Kremlin YouTube content would be reduced overall. It is therefore likely that the ban
succeeded in disrupting the pro-Kremlin YouTube media environment, despite the substitution effect
captured in this research note. We encourage future research to empirically test whether this is the case.
Additionally, further research is encouraged to investigate whether the ban prompted pro-Kremlin
audiences to migrate to other platforms in search of the banned pro-Kremlin content.

Furthermore, the findings are limited to engagement through non-deleted comments; it does not
reveal to what extent an immediate decline in viewership followed the YouTube ban. The latter was not
possible because the data was collected after the ban, and YouTube’s API only provided access to the
latest view count rather than historical changes. The exact date or nature of the ban was not publicly
announced by YouTube in advance, to the best of our knowledge. The advantage of commenting data is
that each individual comment is time-stamped, enabling post-hoc historical studies of bans. The analysis
does not geolocate the commenting activity for both pragmatic and ethical reasons. It is possible that the
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commenting activity on Russian state media channels declined mainly among Russian-speaking audiences
outside the Russian Federation but only to a lesser degree within the country, or vice versa.

Despite these limitations, our findings serve as a reminder that similar social media policies should not
view state-affiliated channels in isolation but instead consider them as part of a broader ecology that
promotes similar propaganda and disinformation narratives, regardless of the actual funding or formal
state affiliation. Going beyond the case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, it is theoretically possible that bans
in other contexts could redirect engagement to non-banned substitutes that are even more prone to
spreading disinformation. If policymakers or social media firms choose to combat disinformation through
similar bans, it is important that such measures are sufficiently broad in scope from the outset and also
encompass more fringe sources, in order to minimize the risk of users substituting harmful content with
even more extreme versions of the blocked sources. Perhaps more importantly, one should always
consider the additional risk of harmful substitution when making the decision. Perhaps more importantly,
one should always consider the additional risk of harmful substitution when making such decisions. This
requires not only empirical analysis but also, ideally, data access for independent analysts who can
critically examine both the intended and unintended consequences of these interventions. Additionally,
this study is agnostic on the appropriateness of removing social media content based on accuracy
assessments; rather, we are interested in focusing on the effects of doing so.

Findings

Finding 1: YouTube’s ban on Russian state-affiliated media successfully reduced activity on the blocked
channels.

First, we examined the effects of YouTube’s ban on Russian state-affiliated media. Figure 1 shows the
change in the daily number of comments on the videos from the respective channels. We demonstrated
activity among regime-critical outlets, as well as the relatively apolitical Russian-speaking entertainment
channels, as a baseline. There was a sharp and strong decline in comment engagement for Russian state-
affiliated media (bottom left) on the day after YouTube announced its global ban policy. This includes a
decline in major, mainstream Kremlin-affiliated media outlets like Rossiya 24 and relatively popular yet
more niche outlets like the ultra-conservative Tsargrad and Zvezda, run by the Russian Ministry of Defense
(see Appendix B for the complete list of channels). In contrast, we observe no sharp and discontinuous
drop in other channels. The latter supports the interpretation that the drastic decline was likely the result
of YouTube's targeted ban rather than a broader decline in the Russian-speaking YouTube environment.
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Figure 1. Change in the number of comments for banned pro-Kremlin media and entertainment channels. February 24 and
March 4, 2022, are marked with grey and red lines, respectively.

Looking at the trends in commenting activity within the 40 days prior to the ban, Figure 1 shows a notable
increase at the onset of the full-scale invasion, peaking at 250,000 daily comments. This is followed by a
slight drop in commenting activity coinciding with the implementation of heightened censorship
measures, before comments level out.2 Comparing the commenting activity among blocked channels in
the 10 days preceding the ban and the first 10 days after the ban (March 12—22), the daily number of
comments drops from 12,517 to 23. While commenting activity drops down to 0.18% for the blocked pro-
Kremlin channels, it does not disappear completely. A few comments were made on the blocked channels
during the period after the ban. Appendix C shows an overview of the post-ban activity of the blocked
channels. A deeper investigation of why this activity continued is outside the scope of this Research Note.
However, it is an important factor to keep in mind, as this could indicate that the ban was not fully
implemented everywhere (at least not at once). Nevertheless, the findings indicate that engagement
among the banned pro-Kremlin channels was severely reduced following the ban.

These findings confirm that YouTube successfully limited the online activity tied to the Russian state-
affiliated channels in the sample. Arguably, these are also the most influential Kremlin-affiliated channels.
Therefore, while we cannot comment on the effectiveness of the ban on channels outside of this sample,
we can reaffirm that the ban did halt the activity on some of the largest spreaders of state-sponsored pro-
Kremlin content.

Finding 2: YouTube’s global ban was potentially accompanied by a “substitution effect” where some
commenting engagement from the blocked pro-Kremlin channels moved to other non-blocked pro-Kremlin
channels.

Our findings suggest that YouTube’s ban on the major pro-Kremlin channels likely increased commenting
engagement for other pro-Kremlin channels. As shown in Figure 1, the increase is sudden and sharp
around the cut-off date (March 12). The daily engagement with the channels almost doubles after the ban
compared to before: Increasing from 1,199 during the period before the invasion (Jan 31-Feb 10) to 2,513
during the first ten days after the ban.

2 A further deep dive into the potential implication of the censorship laws implemented during this time is outside the scope of this
paper but is addressed in a separate working paper being finalized by the authors of this research note.
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In contrast, although we observe a slight increase in commenting activity among regime-critical
channels, there is little indication that this is caused by the ban. Unlike the jump for the non-banned pro-
Kremlin channels, the change appears to occur days before the ban.

The sudden increase among non-blocked pro-Kremlin outlets suggests that some users commonly
engaging with Kremlin-associated channels have migrated to non-blocked pro-Kremlin alternatives. As
mentioned earlier, this pattern aligns with a “substitution effect,” where users either directly search for
replacement channels that still disseminate pro-Kremlin disinformation or are indirectly nudged to these
sources by social media algorithms.

To further corroborate this pattern, we examine the activity of users who have posted at least one
comment on the blocked Pro-Kremlin channels before the ban within the examined period. As shown in
Figure 2, the number of comments by these users more than doubled on non-blocked pro-Kremlin
channels. While they also become slightly more active on regime-critical channels, there is a much larger
influx of comments on pro-Kremlin channels where daily comment engagement nearly doubles and
appears to be driven by users migrating from the blocked channels. It is worth noting, however, that the
commenting activity on both non-blocked pro-Kremlin channels and regime-critical anti-Kremlin channels
declines approximately 2—3 weeks after the ban. The drop is likely driven by a reduction in video uploads

in the data set (see Figure D3 in the Appendix).
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Figure 2. Substitution activity among pre-block followers of pro-Kremlin channels, weekly aggregation.
Methods

Data

The data consists of 12,315,588 YouTube comments tied to 13,950 videos from 40 channels in the 40 days
preceding and following March 12, 2022, the day YouTube fully implemented its ban on Russian state
media globally. YouTube announced the ban on March 11. Although we do not know precisely when
YouTube intended to enforce the ban, we treated the following day (March 12) as the day of
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implementation for pragmatic reasons. We restricted the sample to Russian-language channels;
accordingly, we operated on the assumption that those engaging with the channel content were also
predominantly Russian speakers.

The data was collected in late spring 2022 (after the ban was put in place) using the following
procedures. First, we identified 10 pro-Kremlin media outlets banned by YouTube,® 10 non-banned pro-
Kremlin channels, and 10 regime-critical channels. The selection followed systematic inclusion criteria
(subscriber counts above 100,000, Russian-language audience content, and established reputations for
pro-Kremlin or regime-critical content; see Appendix A for details). We additionally included the 10 most
popular entertainment channels in Russia, based on whatstat.ru and br-analytics.ru, as a non-political
baseline. It should also be noted that at the time of data collection, the content of the banned channels
was no longer accessible through YouTube’s front end. However, their channel front pages (i.e.,
youtube.com/@username) and associated metadata were still retrievable via the YouTube Data API. We
identified the relevant channel user IDs through manual searches and, in turn, collected video and
comment metadata from the blocked channels. This information was available during our data collection
period but has since become inaccessible through the API.

In the second step, we used the YouTube API to collect historic metadata from all channels, which
included the video IDs and posting time of all videos uploaded by the 40 channels between January 24
and April 24. We then used the video metadata to collect all the public comment data on these videos,
including the comment text, author IDs, and comment timestamps.* The data collection took place from
April 6 to May 25, 2022, and the full list of channels is available in Appendix B. The data only includes
comments that had not been deleted at the time of data collection. It should be noted that YouTube’s
own moderation mechanisms may already have removed some comments prior to collection, which could
affect the completeness of the dataset. This does present a considerable limitation to our analysis, as the
drop in comments observed in the initial days following the ban could have been driven by this. While this
impacts our interpretation of the ban’s timing and immediate effectiveness, it was unlikely to impact the
findings related to channel migration by commentators.

Investigating change in time

Our analysis of commenting activity is descriptive. For our investigation of the effectiveness of YouTube’s
own ban, we focused on the comprehensive global ban implemented after March 11. The exact time of
the ban, however, was unknown to the public. The sudden decrease to near-zero in activity on banned
pro-Kremlin channels right after the exogenous ban does warrant a causal interpretation. However, we
do not attempt to estimate or claim any causal effects regarding the potential “substitution” or movement
to non-banned channels. In this setting, we visualize the commenting activity using a disrupted time series
setup, allowing for different slopes before and after the implementation of the ban. To get a
comprehensive overview of the development in commenting activity across channel types, the number of
comments is grouped by the day each comment was posted and channel type—i.e., regime-critical, pro-
Kremlin (banned and non-banned), and entertainment.

3 There is one exception in our data: The channel Tsargrad (mapsrpazn-t8) was blocked in July of 2020 for breaking YouTube
guidelines, meaning that the block of this channel had no connection to the invasion in 2022.

4 The analysis of comment content is outside the scope of this research note; however, the authors address this in a separate working
paper.
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Appendix A: Sampling strategy
Inclusion criteria
e Channels that had at least 100,000 subscribers as of April 12 and were widely known in the target
audience
¢ Russian speaking channels, both within and outside the Russian Federation

e Channels that mainly targeted a Russian or Russian speaking audience

We sought to identify channels that fit into the following categories: 1) pro-Kremlin, 2) regime-critical, and
3) non-politically oriented (entertainment) channels.

Criteria for selection of pro-Kremlin YouTube channels

Pro-Kremlin content is defined as content that either promotes the Kremlin or disseminates worldviews
closely aligned with the Kremlin’s policies.

e Channels that produce political or news-oriented content
e Channels are known for producing pro-Kremlin content amongst experts and the wider audience

Criteria for selection of regime-critical YouTube channels

Regime-critical content is defined as content that either promotes Russian opposition outside of the
political system or spreads worldviews that are critical towards the current political regime in Russia.

e Channels that produce political or news-oriented content
e Channels known for producing pro-opposition content (i.e., non-systemic opposition inside the
Russian Federation)
Criteria for selection of non-politically oriented channels

e Channels where the main content is not political or news-oriented (e.g., entertainment)

Top 10 popular non-politically oriented channels inside the Russian Federation according to whatstat.ru
and br-analytics.ru prior to the invasion.
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Appendix B: Channels

Table B1 is the list of channels in our data. The column “Channel id” is the YouTube-specific ID of the
individual channels.

Table B1. Channels in sample.

Channel

Type

Channel id

rt-Ha-pycckom
uapbrpaa-ts?
poccua-24

ren-tv

Sputnik

ria-news

rossiya-1
HOBOCTU-NATOro-KaHana
3Be3aa

TenekaHan-360

meduza
afNiekcen-HaBasibHbIM
noboBb-cobonb
WUNbA-ALWNH
aleksandr-nevzorov
BAYAb

sasha-sotnik
OCTOPOXKHO:-COOYaK
pycnaH-ycayes
eKaTepuHa WynbmaH

a4

janna_sega

edisonpts

bulkin
slavikmust-[chaBMkmacT]
kuplinov--play
nala-mopuc

compot

windy31

eugenbro
aHaToONMMN-Wapui
mup-24
odu1UMaNbHbIN-KaHaN-MOMEHT-UCTUHbI
NPOHOBOCTM
TeneKaHan-«KpacHogap»
acneKTbl-
poccua—yKpanHa
CyTb-BeLlel
KNy6-naTpuoTt
HUKONal-CTapMKOB

Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Pro-Kremlin (blocked)
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Regime-Critical
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Entertainment
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin
Pro-Kremlin

UCFU30dGHNhZ-hkhOR10LhLw
UCoXgmHLTVFUy2rIMelL-1h2g
UC_IEcnNeHc_bwd92Ber-lew
UCsxd-Drk7iYG50Ly-LVNWaw
UCE8LgmM9zkuzOgaYhakwTdw\n
UCsd4tKHuWS5LRIFUwf109Zvg\n
UC2D0dmLHKble9aAChIcTLPg
UCGMB8ZTtduKII7X8RiGe6N8g
UCRds47MZ1Ng7KCLseg2TkWA
UCu_sa2ZIHKkr51XqUe7_VpQ
UC-30BJyAAObw1irWxu6IPkw
UC7Elc-kLydI-NAV4g204pDQ
UCI4hEQc8mkuK2eMsew_MwTw
UCoHH5raTevyl35tfb1YF6QA
UC8kI2B-UUv7A5u3A0UNHNMQ
UCMCgOm8GZkHp8zJ617_hluA
UCnAmkilpUXkVOY1A1lr-zE6w
UCvQXaJTjA3jRucTKN4CGiwg
UCDalW2zPRWhzQ9Hj7a0QP1w
UCL1rJOROIW9V1gFelNOZTZQ
UC2tsySbe9TNrl-xh2IximHA
UCi-zk_MW1t0Skdhm4ez_aFZw
UCrpt82vHWIWZSHtNQxncPrg
UCtWY35eYO7;I9LnCRIXBGRQ
UCZH4Vx5QPuHNmGC7ANVOBdA
UCdKuE7a2QZeHPhDntXVZ91w
UCvWxubhZYxVf_SVhXA-PHjA
UCOcWWruNMb95iCBEOzPnjRA
UCZUrS0zDszsXI_5ir_tl3cg
UCI-t7aBROT38EzLaNNXLLgA
UCVPYbobPRzz0SjinWekjUBw
UCXNCizpfwx4_ETssiXWPmqQ
UC3rZ3DKoeiccjl-e-lams_g
UChz5yySPvYK7NdxjnIFn64w
UChJBOrnPAj6GLB98e18zMAQ
UCgS19QtJ5NqQi_ErxYVolpA
UC5Z22ZmwAJhPLRIBUVkQIjMg
UCW2otexgulx10SySfmJfOkA
UCtfvKq1SlcpgmohAL3tfzUw
UCrFXMExIL2X016Pa_e200xw
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Figure C2. Commenting activity amongst blocked channels before and after the block. Note: As mentioned in the manuscript,

the channel uapbrpaa-T8 was restricted prior to the global ban and therefore did not fall under the same blocking policy. While

the channel was restricted at the time of data collection (and was included in the sample for this reason), the differential timing
and context of restrictions on this channel explain that commenting activity was not reduced here.
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Appendix D: Supplementary figures
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Figure D1. Substitution activity among pre-block followers of pro-Kremlin channels, daily aggregation.
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Figure D2. Upload activity by channel type.
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Figure D3. Upload activity by channel type, excluding blocked channels.



