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Abstract: COVID-19-related online fake news poses a threat to Indian public health. In response,
this study seeks to understand the five important features of COVID-19-related social media fake
news by analyzing 125 Indian fake news. The analysis produces five major findings based on five
research questions. First, the seven themes of fake news are health, religiopolitical, political, crime,
entertainment, religious, and miscellaneous. Health-related fake news (67.2%) is on the top of the
list that includes medicine, medical and healthcare facilities, viral infection, and doctor-patient
issues. Second, the seven types of fake news contents are text, photo, audio, video, text and photo,
text and video, and text and photo and video. More fake news takes the form of text and video
(47.2%). Third, online media produces more fake news (94.4%) than mainstream media (5.6%). More
interestingly, four social media platforms: Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube, produce
most of the fake news. Fourth, relatively more fake news has international connections (54.4%) as
the COVID-19 pandemic is a global phenomenon. Fifth, most of the COVID-19-related fake news is
negative (63.2%) which could be a real threat to public health. These results may contribute to the
academic understanding of social media fake news during the present and future health-crisis period.
This paper concludes by stating some limitations regarding the data source and results, as well as
provides a few suggestions for further research.
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1. Introduction

Fake news challenges human communication, producing tension, misunderstanding,
and disbelief. In this age of digital communication and social networking, it gets a new
momentum worldwide. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the world is in grief with half a
million dead; the healthcare systems across the globe are in disarray. In such a situation,
online fake news poses a new threat to public health communication as more people now
depend on the internet to get health-related information (Mayhew 2020). Meanwhile,
the World Health Organization (WHO) states that the pandemic is accompanied by an
“infodemic” (i.e., information epidemic). While true information helps to mitigate the
pandemic-led crisis, false information may intensify it. For instance, a single medicine-
related fake news claimed at least 800 lives and 5800 more had to admit to hospitals
(Coleman 2020). In the scholarly arena, COVID-19-related research surge, and fake news
become one of the most important topics of discussion. More studies dealing with COVID-
19-related online fake news focus on specific either geographical areas (Casero-Ripolles
2020), or language patterns (Rovetta and Bhagavathula 2020), or cross-platform analysis
(Cinelli et al. 2020), or information sharing behavior (Rodríguez et al. 2020). Although
social media fake news is commonplace in all regions, research endeavors focus only on a
few of them. For example, South Asian countries produce ample online fake news but get
less attention from the researchers (Al-Zaman 2019). Taking such limitations into account,
this study deals with Indian COVID-19-related fake news.

India has been suffering from fake news for the last few years. Fake news not only
produces discontent among people but also claims lives, often inviting communal violence
and public lynching (Arun 2019; Farooq 2018; Mukherjee 2020). During the COVID-19
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pandemic, like elsewhere in the world, fake news threats India’s public health undeniably.
For example, fake news is driving towards healthcare denial of religious minorities (Menon
2020). Considering these reasons, the present study of fake news in the Indian context has
significance and importance.

Although fake news propagation has been a living crisis in India, the responsible
authorities fail to take proper measures to curb the problem. For instance, effective fake
news prevention initiatives, such as bills, laws, and punishments, are more frequent in
many countries like Canada, China, the USA, France (for the complete list, see Funke
and Flamini 2019), whereas, the Indian the government often shuts down the internet
(95 times in 2019) to control the problem (Nazmi 2019). Moreover, the country’s burgeoning
media-illiterate netizens contribute to this problem to some extent (Raj and Goswami 2020).
Recently, a few other issues, such as healthcare, medication, disease, religion, and politics,
participate in the country’s ongoing COVID-19 fake news crisis that demands a better
understanding (Kadam and Atre 2020). As a response, this study attempts to answer
five research questions based on five basic but important variables of fake news: themes,
content types, sources, coverages, and aims. Before that, based on previous literature, the
concept of “fake news” is redefined in the following section.

2. Conceptualizing Fake News

While fake news is an old phenomenon, it becomes a buzzword after the 2016 US
election (Quandt et al. 2019). Fake news is widely accepted as false information, although
politicians often use it to discredit investigative journalistic reports (Tandoc et al. 2018).
Despite its presence in scholarly discourses, defining fake news needs to answer at least
three questions. First, how should we define “fake”, “news”, and “fake news”? Should
“news” be defined as information from a broader perspective or as a journalistic report from
a narrower perspective? Which meaning of fake should be used: false or misleading? Second,
how should we define the truth value of fake news? Should fake news necessarily be false?
Or could it be only misleading with true information? Third, how should we correlate
fake news with rumor, misinformation, and disinformation, and to what extent? Scholars
hardly come to a consensus for an acceptable definition of fake news and end up defining
it in many ways (Higdon 2020). For example, Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) stated that fake
news is “intentionally and verifiably false” that could mislead people. In contrast, Jaster
and Lanius (2018) argued that fake news may not necessarily be false and it can mislead
people even presenting true information. On the other hand, Muigai (2019) defined fake
news as false or fabricated information that misleads people, and it can be both deliberate
and accidental. Tandoc et al. (2018) analyzed 34 scholarly articles on fake news published
between 2003 to 2017 and found its six definitions.

In the present study, for a more convenient definition, I choose to address news as any
information that has a narrative body, that has a context, and that has substantial value
among the public. Similarly, the term fake refers to pseudo or camouflaged—appears to be
real/original and could be true or false. Taking the previous definitions into account, I
would state that fake news intentionally or unintentionally misleads people by misrepre-
senting true information or presenting false information. Fake news is closely associated
with rumor, misinformation, and disinformation. Rumor is unverified information that is
either true or false but misleads people (Allport and Postman 1946). Misinformation is the
unintentional false information that usually emerges from knowledge gaps. Disinformation
is the intentional production and dissemination of false information to deceive people
(Floridi 2011). Though these three concepts are different from each other, they individually
share some common areas with fake news. Thus, fake news is frequently addressed as (a)
rumor (e.g., Meel and Vishwakarma 2020) for sharing similar features including ambiguity,
uncertainty, and the topic of interest, (b) misinformation (e.g., Wardle 2017) as it may
unintentionally mislead people, and (c) disinformation (e.g., Tandoc et al. 2020) as it may
be produced and disseminated intentionally to achieve a particular goal. Muigai (2019)
stated that misinformation and disinformation are two other terms of fake news. Therefore,
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rumor, misinformation, and disinformation literature would also be relevant in this study.
In recent years, fake news coupling with social media has become a novel crisis. Moreover,
social media turns the previous passive audiences of the traditional media system into
active information-producers. Thus, a paradigm shift takes place in information ecology
that is intensifying the fake-news-problem to a greater extent. Fake news usually springs
up in ambiguous and threatening situations and when information is scarce and people feel
a psychological need for understanding or security (Allport and Postman 1946; Difonzo
and Bordia 2006). When uncertainty and ambiguity are reduced to a certain degree and
reliable information is provided, fake news disappears. As the COVID-19 pandemic creates
a global crisis with uncertainty, ambiguity, and information scarcity, the prevalence of fake
news in social media is expected.

3. COVID-19-Related Online Fake News

The COVID-19 pandemic experiences a surge in social media fake news. It primarily
disrupts public health communication and incites mass anxiety. Meanwhile, as a prompt
response, a few studies have already appeared in the scholarly arena that deal with social
media fake news. Some researchers investigated fake news propagation from behavioral,
cultural, and sociolinguistic perspectives. Using Google Trends, for example, Rovetta
and Bhagavathula (2020) analyzed the attitudes of erroneous online information and
its consumption from January to March 2020. The result shows that the top scientific
and COVID-19-related terms are “novel coronavirus,” “China coronavirus,” “COVID-
19,” “2019-nCOV,” and “SARS-COV-2”, along with top-five searched key terms: “face
masks,” “amuchina” (disinfectant), “symptoms of the novel coronavirus,” “health bulletin,”
and “vaccines for coronavirus.” Interestingly, they found that fake news spreads racist
information as well. Laato et al. (2020) developed and tested a research model to explore
why social media users share COVID-19 fake news. Their results show that “a person’s
trust in online information and perceived information overload are strong predictors of
unverified information sharing” (Laato et al. 2020, p. 1). Pennycook et al. (2020) in their
two studies with over 1,600 respondents investigated why people believe and spread
COVID-19 fake news. Their finding shows that many people simply fail to determine the
truth value of the news and share it. Erku et al. (2020) discussed three tendencies parallel
to the pandemic: the growth of fake medicines, fake news, and fake prescriptions. These
studies suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic deepens the fake news problem and vice
versa.

Some studies show the opposite findings that assert the ongoing fake news pandemic
may gradually fade away with time. For example, Casero-Ripolles (2020) in the secondary
data analysis found that people are actively consuming information that rises from 60%
during pre-COVID-19-era to 92% during the pandemic. The study also shows that people’s
fake news detection capacity increased by 12% during the pandemic. It is because the
information consumption rate is positively correlated with fake news detection capacity. A
few researches compare different social media platforms. For example, Cinelli et al. (2020)
analyzed data from five social media platforms: Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Reddit, and
Gab, to explore the patterns of COVID-19 information diffusion. The result shows that
all platforms have different volumes of fake news and Gab is more susceptible to it. The
spreading pattern of COVID-19 information is similar irrespective of platforms, according
to the study. Note that Gab is a popular social media platform of far-right political activists
and supporters. In another study, Rodríguez et al. (2020) argued that social media users
share fake news more than evidence-based news. Well-distributed fake news in social
media, according to them, leads to contradictory and poor decision-making. Like Cinelli
et al. (2020), this study also analyzed cross-platform data. They retrieved, classified, and
compared 1,923 COVID-19-related fake and/or unverified posts from Twitter and Sina
Weibo. The result shows that Twitter is more fake-news-prone than Sina Weibo.

Some researches offer a few solutions to the COVID-19-related fake news crisis. Erku
et al. (2020) inferred that pharmacists are the key player in health communication. There-



Journal. Media 2021, 2 103

fore, to reduce medication-related fake news, reliable information from the pharmacists
should be distributed to the public and other health professionals. Naeem and Bhatti
(2020) suggested preparing COVID-19-related myth busters, fact-checkers, and credible
information sources to reduce online fake news. They further suggest compiling and
circulate necessary reliable information for the public, students, and faculties to recognize
fake news. Political and legislative connections to fake news are also analyzed in several
studies. Alvarez-Risco et al. (2020) observed that Peru’s strict law (i.e., imprisonment)
against fake news was a success. While Peru became more successful to control the fake-
news-problem due to the government’s stringent step, Dominican Republic struggled with
dysfunctional governance (Tapia 2020). Having a weak healthcare infrastructure along
with public distrust, the government was losing its battle against the proliferating fake
news epidemic. In another study, Gradon (2020) addressed the fake news problem from
the perspective of Crime Science. It provides some preventive strategies to reduce fake
news propagation and proliferation: counter-narrative and use of AI as countermeasures
are two of them. Although social media itself is a well-known producer of fake news,
Orso et al. (2020) emphasized its positive use to diffuse necessary medical information.
They also suggest filtering social media communication to reduce the pervasiveness of
fake news: Laato et al. (2020) offered a similar solution to this problem. In another study,
Pennycook et al. (2020) tested an intervention intended to increase the truthfulness of the
content people share on social media. They identify that sharing behavior improves after
nudging the users to think about news accuracy. They further believe that accuracy nudges
could be an immediate fake news prevention technique.

The discussed studies are useful to understand the different aspects of COVID-19
online fake news and possible strategies to control the crisis. At this point, the main
concepts/variables of this research should be positioned on the existing literature to
identify the knowledge gaps and to better explain the research inquiries. For example, the
theme identification of COVID-19 fake news would help to understand the public’s topical
interest. Along with theme analysis, the following sections also focus on three relevant
concepts: contents, sources, and aims of fake news.

4. Themes and Typologies of Fake News

Fake news typologies and theme analysis are common in previous literature. I found
at least ten typologies that discuss the types of fake news from different perspectives.
Tandoc et al. (2018) identified six types of fake news: news satire, news parody, fabrication,
manipulation, propaganda, and advertising. Each of them can be defined in terms of factic-
ity and intention. That means some of them have a higher level of facticity and deceptive
intentions and some have a lower level of facticity and deceptive intentions. Three similar
typologies are also popular among communication scholars. According to Wardle (2017),
fake news has seven types: satire or parody, misleading content, imposter content, fabri-
cated content, false connection, false connection, false context, and manipulated content.
Studying the 2016 US election, Allcott and Gentzkow (2017) identified seven close cousins
of fake news: “unintentional reporting mistakes, fake news that does not originate from a
particular news article, conspiracy theories, a satire that is unlikely to be misconstrued as
factual false statements by politicians, and reports that are slanted or misleading but not
outright false.” Mezaris and Teyssou (2019) identified five types of fake news: satire, poor
journalism, propaganda, advertising, and false news. Notice that these typologies share
some common types (e.g., satire and false news) to define the types of fake news and are
more concerned about the claims than the topics of fake news rather than themes.

Two studies propose fake news typologies that make connections among fake news,
rumor, misinformation, and disinformation. According to Haque (2019), fake news has
four types: disinformation, misinformation, hoax, and rumor. Ouedraogo (2020) divided
COVID-19-related social media fake news into six types: maliciously false news, neutral
false news, satire news, disinformation, misinformation, and rumor. This study is more
relevant to the present one but has the same problem as the previous typologies, that is, it
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is less concerned about the thematic issues of fake news. However, both typologies suggest
that fake news is closely related to rumor, misinformation, or disinformation (for more
insights, see Duffy et al. 2019).

A few studies present thematic typologies of fake news that are more relevant to this
study. Based on media ecology analysis, Higdon (2020) explored four prominent themes
of fake news: nationalism, hate, celebrity gossip, and fear. However, this study did not
take social media and COVID-19-related fake news into account. In another study, Wu
and Liu (2018) identified four themes of social media fake news messages: science and
technology, business, entertainment, and medical. This study has three limitations: it is
confined in the computer science discipline, it does not offer a detail of the categories, and
it does not consider COVID-19 fake news. By a content analysis of 225 COVID-19-related
fake news, Brennen et al. (2020) explored nine themes: public authority action or policy
(39%), community spread (24%), general medical advice and virus characteristics (24%),
prominent actors (23%), conspiracy theories (17%), virus transmission (16%), explanation
of virus origin (12%), public preparedness (6%), and vaccine development and availability
(5%). However, this study considers only medical-related fake news, avoiding other
relevant topics, such as politics, religion, and entertainment, that can also contribute to fake
news production related to COVID-19. Two more relevant studies dealt with Indian fake
news. Al-Zaman (2021) presented a typology of fake news: health, religion, politics, crime,
entertainment, and miscellaneous. In a similar study, Kanozia et al. (2021) identified a few
more themes of fake news: economy, education, sports, international, and historical. In
another study conducted in Bangladesh explored seven themes of fake news, emphasizing
religiopolitical fake news as a separate category (Al-Zaman et al. 2020). Overall, the
previous studies have at least one of the three following limitations: (a) their findings are
not COVID-19-related; (b) their findings are not related to social media; (c) their findings
are not inclusive enough to consider diverse fake news themes.

5. Content Types of Fake News

Analysis of fake news content types helps to understand how true news is different
from fake news. Researchers propose at least three parameters to determine this difference:
writing style, the number of linguistic elements, and expressions (as cited in Zhou and
Zafarani 2020). Only a few previous studies are concerned with fake news content, focused
on form analysis, theme analysis, style analysis, and message analysis. For example, a
thematic analysis of Khan et al. (2019) suggested that fake news has five types of content:
clickbait, satire and parody, propaganda, sloppy news, and biased or partisan news. This
typology firstly echoes the fake news typology of Tandoc et al. (2018) and secondly defines
fake news from a more journalistic perspective. Although Guacho et al. (2018) talked about
three fake news contents: text, image, and video, their study only focuses on the textual
analysis of fake news articles. Similarly, Wheaton (2018) stated about the text, image, and
video, focusing only on textual analysis. A few more studies analyze different types of fake
news contents, such as text (e.g., Guacho et al. 2018; Wheaton 2018), image (e.g., Carlson
2009), video (e.g., Mezaris and Teyssou 2019), text and image (e.g., Zhou and Zafarani
2020). However, Parikh and Atrey (2018) presented probably the most comprehensive
typology of fake news content analyzing different news stories. They categorized fake
news data into four types: (a) text data from the linguistic aspect (i.e., article, written post,
blog); (b) multimedia data indicating multiple forms of media (i.e., image, video, audio,
and graphics); (c) hyperlinks that connect different sources, such as a web page, snapshot,
sound clip; (d) audio as a standalone category, such as the podcasts. This study has a few
limitations. First, the types overlap. If audio can be a standalone type, then why not video
and image? Second, a hyperlink may not be a major content type of fake news as it depends
on other types. Third, this typology is somewhat affected by redundancy. Multimedia
itself can define several forms of media content. Important to note that online fake news
can take more than one form at a specific time and previous studies hardly acknowledged
this uniqueness. For example, Al-Zaman (2021) and Kanozia et al. (2021) emphasized
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the combined content types, such as photo with text, video with text, and produced a
comprehensive typology of fake news contents: text, photo, video, audio, text and photo,
text and video, photo and video, text and photo % video. Notice that the first four are
primary content types and the others are combined content types. However, the previous
studies fail to present the findings related to COVID-19 social media fake news.

6. Sources of Fake News

Scholars show less interest in identifying a typology of fake news sources. Kapferer
(1992) discussed eight primary sources of fake news: confidential information, fantasies,
troubling facts, urban legends, testimony, experts’ opinions, misunderstandings, and
manipulation. On the other hand, Jo (2002), taking only media sources into account,
identified two main sources of internet rumors: the internet itself and traditional mass
media. The internet includes different online news sources, whereas traditional media
indicates television, newspaper, and radio. The study also shows that online rumors
increase with time, while mainstream rumors decrease. Muigai (2019) found that fake news
mostly originates from and spreads through online media rather than mainstream media.
Shin et al. (2018) identified two main sources of social media fake news by analyzing
their Twitter dataset: traditional and non-traditional media. The study shows that more
fake news is from non-traditional sources. According to their definition, non-traditional
media includes websites, social media, and other internet sources. Kanozia et al. (2021)
addressed four major social media platforms as the main sources of fake news in India. On
the other hand, Al-Zaman (2021) identified that most of the fake news in India has two
primary sources: mainstream media and online media. The previous studies on source
identification of social media fake news have two problems: they either do not consider
the social media fake news problem and/or their context is different from the pandemic
period. It is important to mention that social media has now become a more effective tool
to (re)produce and (re)distribute information. Moreover, virality brings success to fake
news and social media facilitates this process (Tandoc et al. 2018).

7. Aims of Fake News

The terms “aim” and “intention” were used a few previous studies to denote tenden-
cies and claims of fake news. Dowd and Davidhizar (1997) categorized rumor’s intentions
as wish, fear or bogey, wedge-driving or aggressive, and anticipatory. Wish rumor look
for prospects and can attract the audiences’ attention with its fanciful and/or irrational
representation of future benefits and/or hopes. Dread rumors usually stir up fear, have
longer life spans, have more prevalence, and have higher persuasive value compared to
wish rumors. Fueled by stereotypes and hatred, wedge-driving rumors attempt to polarize
societies, whereas anticipatory rumors expect some specific outcomes in the future that are
more-or-less like wish rumors. Surveying consumers to understand marketplace rumors,
Kamins et al. (1997) explored two types of aims: positive and negative. In that survey, the
consumers reported that they were exposed to and transmitted more negative rumors than
positive rumors. The survey findings were tested in two experiments afterward to validate
the results. According to Knapp (1944), a positive rumor usually predicts wishful or posi-
tive outcomes and a negative rumor describes undesirable or harmful outcomes. Bordia
et al. (2006) also found similar aims in their study on health-related rumors. Negative
rumors (n = 479; 93.92%) were more prevalent than positive rumors (n = 31; 6.08%) in their
sample. Another study shows almost similar results, i.e., negative fake news (91%) is more
commonplace in social media than positive fake news (9%) (Avaaz 2019). Rosnow et al.
(1986) classified fake news as positive and negative based on their consequences. Some
more studies have similar findings (e.g., Ji et al. 2020). However, like the theme-, content-,
and source-related literature, these studies also do not take COVID-19 online fake news
into account to analyze the aims.
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Considering the gaps in the previous literature and the importance of understanding
social media fake news related to COVID-19, this study tries to answer the following
research questions:

RQ1: What are the popular COVID-19-related themes of social media fake news?
RQ2: What are the different content types of COVID-19-related social media fake news?
RQ3: What are the prevalent sources of COVID-19-related social media fake news?
RQ4: What are the aims of COVID-19-related social media fake news?
RQ5: What are the coverage patterns of COVID-19-related social media fake news?

8. Research Methods

Data source: In this study, I analyzed COVID-19-related social media fake news in
India following a quantitative content analysis method. The fake news data were col-
lected from Alternative News (http://altnews.in accessed on 1 May 2020), an Indian
fact-checking website. It works as a wing of the Pravda Media Foundation, a non-profit
organization, and run by professional journalists and media specialists. The International
Fact-Checking Network (IFCN), a part of Poynter Institute, certifies it by analyzing six
relevant aspects: organization, nonpartisanship and fairness, transparency of sources,
transparency of funding and organization, transparency of methodology, and open and
honest correction policy. The website is also listed in the database of The Reporters’ Lab at
Duke University managed by Bill Adair and Mark Stencel. Bill Adair is also the founder
of PolitiFact (http://politifact.com accessed on 1 May 2020), a Pulitzer-winner nonprofit
fact-checking website. To further verify the website’s credibility as a data source, I studied
its operational, strategic, and ethical policies. It has three clearly-stated editorial policies: (a)
no political affiliations; (b) evidence-based fact-checking; (c) a detailed explanation of how
a claim is debunked. Moreover, it maintains the five following methodologies to debunk
a claim. First, selection of a claim to debunk. It debunks claims from multiple sources,
such as mainstream media, social media, politicians’ claims, and popular public discourses.
Case selection depends on three criteria: how viral is the claim (extent, reach, and spread),
what is the source of the claim (broadcaster, sharer, and discussants), and what is the nature
of the claim (provocative, considerable influence and impact). Second, researching the
claim. It uses at least seven techniques to verify the information, including analyzing the
primary sources, contacting responsible authorities and experts, and using tools like InVid.
Third, the evaluation of the claims. Based on comprehensive research, the editorial board
decides the truth value of the information. When the information for fact-check is dubious
or not conclusive, the fact-checkers decide not to provide a judgment, rather they mention
it in the article. Fourth, writing the fact-check. After a decision is made, they prepare a
user-friendly but detailed article on the information. The articles also include the sources
of evidence so that readers can verify the information by themselves. Fifth, updating the
articles. They always keep their eyes for the relevant information to update the most novel
evidence. Based on complaints and/or reliable evidence, they acknowledge their errors
and correct them promptly. Previous studies also used this fact-checking website as a
source of their research data (Al-Zaman 2021; Kanozia et al. 2021).

The website has been debunking Indian fake news from April 2016 onward. Until
April 2020, it debunked approximately 2028 fake news. Every article on this website
debunks a single fake news, including a few specific information: the statement/claim of
the fake news accompanied by a detailed context, the sources of the information along
with links, screenshots, or contents (upon availability), and a decision explained in detail
backed up by evidence. This website was used as the data source in this research due to
three reasons: (a) the comprehensiveness, rich fake news list, and reputation of the website
make it a good source for research data; (b) social media platforms often remove flagged
and/or distorted information if it violates the platforms’ policies so that many pieces of
fake news cannot be found by searching the platforms (Mosseri 2017); (c) a few studies
used fact-checking websites as data sources because these websites’ structured data require
less effort to clean and prepare for the final analysis (Brennen et al. 2020; Avaaz 2019).

http://altnews.in
http://politifact.com
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At first, the articles published on this website between 29 January to 11 April 2020 were
studied. (This timeline has relevance with the COVID-19 situation in India. The country’s
first COVID-19 case was detected on 30 January 2020 and on 11 April 2020, the number
of cases increased to 7529 with 242 dead, according to the Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare (MoHFW) of the Government of India.) The website debunked 125 social media
fake news directly linked to the pandemic during this period. The four fake-news-prone
social media platforms are Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp. Figure 1 shows
that COVID-19 fake news were uneven throughout the time.
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1 27-Mar-20 9 7.2 26 10-Apr-20 2 1.6 
2 23-Mar-20 8 6.4 27 29-Jan-20 1 0.8 
3 24-Mar-20 7 5.6 28 30-Jan-20 1 0.8 
4 26-Mar-20 7 5.6 29 1-Feb-20 1 0.8 
5 18-Mar-20 6 4.8 30 2-Feb-20 1 0.8 
6 2-Apr-20 6 4.8 31 4-Feb-20 1 0.8 
7 25-Mar-20 5 4.0 32 5-Feb-20 1 0.8 
8 4-Apr-20 5 4.0 33 6-Feb-20 1 0.8 
9 5-Apr-20 5 4.0 34 8-Feb-20 1 0.8 

10 20-Mar-20 4 3.2 35 10-Feb-20 1 0.8 

Figure 1. Timeline of fake news.

The number of fake news increased slightly after 27 February but dropped after 10
March. It increased again after 16 March and fluctuates constantly before reaching its
peak on 27 March (n = 9; 7.2%). Again, the number dropped starkly the next day, on 28
March (n = 1; 0.8%) (see Table 1). Before another heavy fluctuation, the number reached the
third-highest on 2 April (n = 6; 4.8%). However, the curve shows a decline in daily cases
from 9 April onward.

Coding technique: Two trained coders coded the collected data. As a quantitative
content analysis, this paper used a deductive and fixed coding approach, which means the
codes were pre-determined, derived from the previous studies, and the data were collected
according to the codes. For RQ1, we derived seven codes for fake news themes from the
two previous studies: health, political, religiopolitical, religious, crime, entertainment,
and miscellaneous (Al-Zaman 2021; Al-Zaman et al. 2020). In this study, health- and
crime-related fake news mainly dealt with medicine, medical and healthcare facilities,
viral infection, doctor-patient issues, and quarantine; entertainment fake news was linked
to celebrities and popular culture. Important to note that political, religiopolitical, and
religious fake news are three different categories. Political fake news was related to
institutional politics, political issues, and political figures. If political fake news was
somehow found connected to religion, it was considered as religiopolitical fake news.
Such fake news chiefly dealt with religious policy, communalism, and mass mobilization.
Religious fake news seems less harmful that deals with spirituality, practices, and divinity.
For example, “Chinese people are embracing Islam to stay safe from Coronavirus” was a
religious fake news, “Muslim fruit seller is licking fruits to spread Coronavirus among the
Hindus” was a religiopolitical fake news, and “18 nations including the USA and the UK
want Modi to lead a COVID-19 task force” was a political fake news. The miscellaneous
fake news included the fake news that did not fit in the other six categories. For RQ2, we
derived seven codes from the previous literature for the types of fake news content: text,
photo, audio, video, text and photo, text and video, and text and photo and video (Al-
Zaman 2021; Guacho et al. 2018; Kanozia et al. 2021; Parikh and Atrey 2018; Wheaton 2018),
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because we found that a fake news story could take more than one form at a time. For RQ3,
we derived two codes for the primary sources of fake news: online media and mainstream
media(Al-Zaman 2021). We used two categories from the previous studies: positive and
negative, adding “unknown” as a third category for RQ4 (Avaaz 2019; Bordia et al. 2006;
Kamins et al. 1997; Knapp 1944). A new category was introduced as the aims of some
fake news were unclear. It is to mention that unlike a few previous experimental studies,
aim detection in this study was more subjective, depending on the coders’ understanding
of the claims of fake news, descriptions, and/or impacts. In this regard, Knapp’s (1944)
definition (i.e., positive rumor usually predicts wishful or positive outcomes while negative
rumor describes undesirable or harmful outcomes) guided the coding to some extent. Only
for RQ5, we set two codes: national and international. National fake news only deals
with national phenomena, whereas international fake news includes fake news that is
internationally circulated, having any international connection with other countries, or
refer something that is foreign/international. The coders at first examined 48% (n = 60)
of the selected sample and found the coding reliable: the additional coding issues were
resolved based on discussions and mutual consent.

Table 1. Frequency distributions of fake news.

Serial Date Frequency Percent Serial Date Frequency Percent

1 27-Mar-20 9 7.2 26 10-Apr-20 2 1.6
2 23-Mar-20 8 6.4 27 29-Jan-20 1 0.8
3 24-Mar-20 7 5.6 28 30-Jan-20 1 0.8
4 26-Mar-20 7 5.6 29 1-Feb-20 1 0.8
5 18-Mar-20 6 4.8 30 2-Feb-20 1 0.8
6 2-Apr-20 6 4.8 31 4-Feb-20 1 0.8
7 25-Mar-20 5 4.0 32 5-Feb-20 1 0.8
8 4-Apr-20 5 4.0 33 6-Feb-20 1 0.8
9 5-Apr-20 5 4.0 34 8-Feb-20 1 0.8
10 20-Mar-20 4 3.2 35 10-Feb-20 1 0.8
11 22-Mar-20 4 3.2 36 11-Feb-20 1 0.8
12 6-Apr-20 4 3.2 37 15-Feb-20 1 0.8
13 7-Feb-20 3 2.4 38 16-Feb-20 1 0.8
14 14-Mar-20 3 2.4 39 22-Feb-20 1 0.8
15 1-Apr-20 3 2.4 40 24-Feb-20 1 0.8
16 9-Apr-20 3 2.4 41 27-Feb-20 1 0.8
17 3-Feb-20 2 1.6 42 13-Mar-20 1 0.8
18 4-Mar-20 2 1.6 43 15-Mar-20 1 0.8
19 10-Mar-20 2 1.6 44 16-Mar-20 1 0.8
20 17-Mar-20 2 1.6 45 28-Mar-20 1 0.8
21 19-Mar-20 2 1.6 46 30-Mar-20 1 0.8
22 21-Mar-20 2 1.6 47 31-Mar-20 1 0.8
23 29-Mar-20 2 1.6 48 3-Apr-20 1 0.8
24 7-Apr-20 2 1.6 49 11-Apr-20 1 0.8
25 8-Apr-20 2 1.6 Total 125 100

Note. The website identifies 125 fake news in a time span of 84 days.

9. Results

For RQ1, social media fake news related to COVID-19 has seven dominant themes:
health, religiopolitical, political, crime, entertainment, religious, and miscellaneous. Health-
related fake news has the highest frequencies (n = 84; 67.2%), followed by religiopolitical
fake news (n = 21; 16.8%) with a huge gap in-between (Table 2). These two themes comprise
84% of the total fake news. Only 2 (1.6%) miscellaneous fake news is found that is the
lowest on the list.
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Table 2. Themes of fake news.

Rank Themes Frequency Percent Cumulative
Percent

1 Health 84 67.2 67.2
2 Religiopolitical 21 16.8 84.0
3 Political 9 7.2 91.2
4 Crime 3 2.4 93.6
5 Entertainment 3 2.4 96.0
6 Religious 3 2.4 98.4
7 Miscellaneous 2 1.6 100.0

Total 125 100.0

For RQ2, fake news in social media has seven types of content: text, photo, audio,
video, text and photo, text and video, and text and photo and video. Text and video
(n = 59; 47.2%) is the most popular combination of fake news contents, followed by another
combination: text and photo (n = 40; 32%) (Table 3). Both combinations constitute 79.2%
of the total contents. Photo as a content type has the lowest (n = 1; 0.8%) instance on the
list. Three other main content types are also less popular: text (n = 14; 11.2%); audio (n = 6;
4.8%); and video (n = 3; 2.4%).

Table 3. Types of Contents.

Rank Content Types Frequency Percent Cumulative
Percent

1 Text and Video 59 47.2 47.2
2 Text and Photo 40 32.0 79.2
3 Text 14 11.2 90.4
4 Audio 6 4.8 95.2
5 Video 3 2.4 97.6
6 Text and Photo and Video 2 1.6 99.2
7 Photo 1 .8 100.0

Total 125 100.0

For RQ3, the two main sources of fake news in social media are online media and
mainstream media. Of the two types, online media (n = 118) alone is responsible for 94.4%
fake news, whereas mainstream media (n = 7) is responsible for only 5.6% of fake news
(Table 4).

Table 4. Sources of fake news.

Rank Source types Frequency Percent Cumulative
Percent

1 Online media 118 94.4 94.4
2 Mainstream media 7 5.6 100.0

Total 125 100.0

This uneven distribution suggests that online media is a far more effective fake news
source amid COVID-19 than mainstream media. In online media, four social media
platforms produce most of the fake news: Twitter (n = 35), Facebook (n = 30), WhatsApp
(n = 4), and YouTube (n = 3).

For RQ4, the aims of social media fake news related to COVID-19 are of three types:
negative; positive; and unknown. More fake news is found negative (n = 79; 63.2%),
whereas positive news is significantly lower (n = 28; 22.4%) (Table 5). The aims of 18 (14.4%)
fake news are undetected.



Journal. Media 2021, 2 110

Table 5. Aims of fake news.

Rank Aims Frequency Percent Cumulative
Percent

1 Negative 79 63.2 63.2
2 Positive 28 22.4 85.6
3 Unknown 18 14.4 100.0

Total 125 100.0

For RQ5, international fake news (n = 68; 54.4%) is relatively more popular than
national fake news (n = 57; 45.6%) (Table 6).

Table 6. Coverages of fake news.

Rank Coverages Frequency Percent Cumulative
Percent

1 International 68 54.4 54.4
2 National 57 45.6 100.0

Total 125 100.0

10. Discussion and Conclusions

Main Objectives and Key Findings: This study seeks to explore the themes, content types,
sources, coverages, and aims of COVID-19-related social media fake news from India. A
sample of 125 fake news was analyzed. I found that popular fake news fluctuates over
the period with a surge at the end of March 2020. Indian users shared and disseminated
more COVID-19 fake news when tension escalated, information became scarce, and the
demand for information was higher (Raj and Goswami 2020). It could be a reason for this
surge that is consistent with the findings of Difonzo and Bordia (2006) and Allport and
Postman (1946) that is rumors surge with tension and when an information vacuum is
created. Moreover, it seems fake news decreased slowly after 9 April. Two reasons for
this could be: (a) initiatives from the authorities and volunteers, such as the government
(MoHFW), social media companies (Facebook), and resource persons (doctors), to curb
fake news propagation (Dore 2020); (b) a better flow of accurate information against the
distorted information, along with the increased information consumption rate among
public (Bharti and Mondal 2020). Casero-Ripolles (2020) also explored that the increased
information consumption rate and fake news detection capacity have a positive correlation,
which means the more the users consume information, the less the prevalence of fake news
will be. However, with the repeated fluctuation over the period, this study cannot firmly
state that fake news will be decreasing gradually.

Of the seven fake news themes, health-related fake news is on the top that mainly in-
cludes topics such as fake medicine (e.g., “Alcohol, weed cure coronavirus infection”), fake
information regarding medical and healthcare facilities (e.g., “Medicine will be sprayed
in the air to kill coronavirus”), and lockdown rumors (e.g., “Muslims are being punished
in India for breaking lockdown”). It contradicts a finding of Brennen et al. (2020) that
found policy-related COVID-19 fake news is more prominent. Media reports that fake
prescriptions and medicines circulated in social media increased the sale of medical prod-
ucts, deceiving many Indians (ToI 2020). A similar finding shows that most health-related
COVID-19 fake news is related to vaccines and medical facilities (Erku et al. 2020). Often
the fake news is driven by economic benefit (Tandoc et al. 2018), which means Indian
health-related fake news could be intended to generate profit by increasing the sale of fake
medical products. It suggests why the sale of medical products increased in India during
the pandemic. Note that COVID-19 health-related fake news is not exclusive in India.
Rather, it is a common phenomenon around the world, emerged from the health-related
tensions and uncertainties. Religiopolitical fake news, such as “Muslim vendors are spread-
ing coronavirus in Surat”, is also prominent in India during the pandemic. Such fake news,
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emerging from communal intentions, mostly targets Muslim minorities to demean them.
Relevant and recent (religio)political incidents like the Delhi Riot, Citizenship Amendment
Act (CAA), National Register of Citizens (NRC) contributed to religiopolitical fake news
(Kanozia et al. 2021; Sutaria 2020). As a consequence of religiopolitical and religious fake
news and Indian media’s Islamophobic contents, Muslim patients were denied healthcare
services in many Indian hospitals (Vetticad 2020). Like India, COVID-19 religious fake news
is also common in other regions, such as the MENA region and Bangladesh (Alimardani
and Elswah 2020; Al-Zaman 2020).

Of the seven COVID-19-related fake news content types, primary contents seem less
popular than their combined categories, which means more fake news takes more than one
content type at a specific time. For example, more fake news takes the forms of text and
photo, followed by text and video: both are the combinations of three different primary
content types and have a four-fifth share of the total percentage. A recent survey found
that social media usage in India increased 75% during the pandemic, and the content
consumption pattern indicates the rise of text, photo, and video consumption (Keelery
2020). It supports the results of this study to some degree. This result suggests that visual
digital contents are more conducive for fake news. Previous studies also found the same
that visual-based fake news contents are consumed more in India than other contents
(Al-Zaman 2021; Kanozia et al. 2021). One reason of this could be that such contents are
easier to spread through instant messaging application (Farooq 2018). Studies also found
that WhatsApp, an instant messaging application, is highly popular in India, and a popular
tool for spreading fake news as well (Farooq 2018; Mukherjee 2020). Other studies explored
that Facebook and its instant messaging application Messenger are responsible for more
fake news in India than WhatsApp and Twitter (Kanozia et al. 2021).

The source identification of fake news in social media leads to an interesting finding.
Online media produce most of the fake news except a few from mainstream media, which
is similar to the findings of Shin et al. (2018), Jo (2002), and Muigai (2019). Moreover,
the four social media platforms: Twitter, Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube, contribute
remarkably to the fake news production and dissemination. Of them, Twitter produces
more fake news, perhaps due to its unique and quick information dissemination capacity
(as cited in Tandoc et al. 2018). It contradicts the findings of Mukherjee (2020) and Arun
(2019) who stated that WhatsApp is responsible for most of the fake news in India. On the
other hand, as stated earlier, Kanozia et al. (2021) explored Facebook as the leading social
media platform that spread most of the fake news. This result (i.e., online media produces
most of the fake news), supporting the finding of Rodríguez et al. (2020), also indicates
how important online media can be in terms of fake news production and how important
it is to monitor social media to reduce the propagation and proliferation of COVID-19 fake
news. Orso et al. (2020) and Laato et al. (2020) prescribed a similar solution to this problem,
i.e., filtering and monitoring social media news and communication.

Most COVID-19-related fake news is negative, which can have detrimental impacts on
the healthcare system and public health communication. Negative fake news conveys false
or misleading information regarding medication, medical facilities, and death, increasing
public anxiety. With a less-efficient healthcare system compared to many developed
countries, negative fake news could hinder proper healthcare in India. Notice that this
result supports the findings of multiple studies from various disciplines (Avaaz 2019;
Bordia et al. 2006; Kamins et al. 1997; Knapp 1944) that infers fake news is negative in
most cases, irrespective of topics and disciplines. Another finding of this study shows that
people are more interested in international than national fake news as more COVID-19-
related fake news has international connections, such as “Unrelated video viral as Italian
police arresting men during COVID-19 lockdown” [sic] or “Dead bodies in Mecca shared as
Corona-victims” [sic]. Such fake news has either international references, or national issues
having international connections, or international presence. COVID-19 caused a global
pandemic in this networked era; therefore, this result is expected. Many COVID-19-related
fake news in social media covers national and local issues as well.
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Strengths and Limitations: This study has a few limitations. First, the collected data are
from the Indian context that has exceptional political ambience, cultural exceptionalities,
technological penetration, communication patterns, and news consumption patterns, which
would be more relatable to Bangladesh and Pakistan, and which would be more different
from the countries like the USA and the UK (Al-Zaman 2019; Al-Zaman et al. 2020).
Moreover, the collected data are not cross-cultural that might cause a generalization-
problem. Second, the data are collected from a fact-checking website and such websites
often have a lack of resources to collect a vast array of data (Brennen et al. 2020). Therefore,
it may have impacts on the results as well. This study has strengths from a few aspects.
First, it utilized fact-checking websites for fake news data, which is a relatively novel
source of data. It would attract more researchers and inspire them to build a stronger
methodology. Second, important variables of COVID-19 fake news, such as themes, content
types, sources, were largely overlooked in academic scholarships. While many studies
dealt with Indian fake news (Al-Zaman 2021; Kanozia et al. 2021; Raj and Goswami 2020).
This study explored what themes of COVID-19-related fake news are popular in India
to what extent, what types of fake news content are more popular among social media
users. The source and aim analyses may suggest how to deal with communication media
to reduce the negative fake news production and dissemination. These results may also
be useful to comprehend the thematic importance of different online fake news and their
popularities among netizens.

Overall, this study would provide some novel insights to academics and policymakers
to understand COVID-19 fake news more in-depth and to control fake propagation to a
certain degree. Although this study produced some relevant results, a few knowledge-
gaps still exist: why COVID-19-related fake news in social media increases or decreases?
What are the consumption patterns of social media content in India during the COVID-19
pandemic, and why?
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