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Abstract
This in-progress, quantitative content analysis 
examined 236 fact-check articles that evaluated 
false prevention and treatment advice shared online 
during the Covid infodemic. After downloading all 
relevant articles from 7 fact-check sites between 
3/13/20 and 2/25/22, 24 student coders completed a 
code sheet for each article. Facebook was flagged 
for a disproportionately high number of 
misinformation posts, as compared with three other 
social media platforms. The fewest appeared on 
Instagram. Authoritative source types – including 
doctors, scientists, CDC, and WHO – were 
frequently cited in flagged posts. Misinformation 
posts attributed false information to credible 
sources, to improve credibility and virality. Others 
appealed to partisan beliefs by citing Trump, other 
politicians, and TV/radio personalities almost five 
times as frequently as the top official Covid source 
Anthony Fauci. Viral posts often promoted 
inexpensive and readily available remedies such as 
water, bleach, lemon juice, salt, baking soda, orange 
peels, etc. Although these posts provided bad 
advice, none were attempting to profit by selling 
bogus cures.

RQ1: Which social media platforms 
were flagged the most often for 
sharing misinformation about Covid 
prevention and treatment?

RQ2: What sources were attributed 
in flagged posts? 

RQ3: What Covid remedies and 
treatments were recommended in 
flagged posts? 

Research 
Questions



The COVID-19 
“Infodemic”

• The truth can be difficult to determine, especially in a rapidly 
evolving situation such as a pandemic.

• The infodemic exploited existing weaknesses in public 
understanding of science, policy, public health, and media –
exacerbated by partisan politics, commercial interests, rumors, 
and selective news reporting. 

• “Infodemiology” is an emerging scientific field that examines 
determinants and distribution of health misinformation during 
a pandemic.

• COVID social media content ranges from raw, tentative, and 
problematic misinformation (fake news and rumors) – to 
highly refined and trustworthy information. 

• Fact-checking (infoveillance) involves filtering, analyzing, 
correcting, and transforming public knowledge. Corrective 
messages, especially coherent and credible rebuttals, can 
influence whether people believe misinformation. 

• Unfiltered COVID misinformation has led to the sidelining 
and suppression of science in favor of political and commercial 
interests – as well as public confusion, societal disruptions, and 
deadly health consequences.

• Quantitative content analysis was 
used to analyze all fact-check 
articles that had evaluated the 
truth of online posts about Covid 
treatment or prevention. 

• 24 student coders completed a 
code sheet for each fact check.

• This study is in progress, through 
completion of 2022 data 
collection.

• So far, 236 fact-check articles 
have been analyzed from seven 
fact-check websites: Politifact, 
Snopes, FactCheck, LeadStories, 
AFP, Health Feedback, and 
SciCheck. 

• Time period: Relevant fact-
check articles were pulled from 
March 13, 2020 (the day Covid 
was declared a national 
emergency) through Feb. 25, 
2022 (last day that CDC 
recommended masking).

Methods



Selected Frequencies
• Fact-checked posts rated 5.06 on a 6-point 

scale (1=Mostly True through 6=False)
• 53.6% of posts were publicly 

flagged/hidden.
• 76.3% of flagged posts appeared on social 

media, while the rest were blog posts, 
news stories, White House speeches, TV 
segments, press conferences, medical 
studies, opinion pieces, etc.

• 58.8% of posts included an image or video
• 58.3% of all posts were classified as 

clickbait
• 51.9% contained Covid advice, and 28.8% 

of all posts recommended a remedy
• 70.5% of all posts did not mention risk

Platform
% of flagged 

posts Metrics Max number

Facebook 53.70%
Likes 23,000

Shares 46,000

Twitter 12.30% Likes 400,000

Retweets 103,500

Instagram 7.70% Likes 73,544

YouTube 7.60%
Likes 26,000

Views 1.4 million

Flagged posts



Misinformation 
Virality

Across all 236 fact-check articles that 
evaluated a COVID treatment or 
prevention post that had received over 
1,000 likes:
• 71% of Facebook posts were rated 

Mostly False or False (vs. only 7% 
rated Mostly or Partly True) 

• 56% of tweets were rated Mostly 
False or False (vs. none rated Mostly 
or Partly True) 

• 100% of Instagram images were 
rated Mostly False or False 

• 100% of YouTube videos were rated 
Mostly False or False 

Also: 
• 56% of tweets that were retweeted 

1,000 or more times were rated 
Mostly False or False (none rated 
Mostly or Partly True)

• 100% of YouTube videos viewed 
over 1,000 times were rated Mostly 
False or False

Conclusions
RQ1: Social media platforms
• Facebook shared a disproportionately high 

number of flagged posts, compared with the 
other three social media platforms. 

• The fewest appeared on Instagram.

RQ2: “Info” sources
• Authoritative source types –doctors, scientists, 

CDC, WHO, etc. – frequently were cited in 
flagged posts. 

• Many posts were attributing false info to credible 
sources, to improve their credibility and virality. 

RQ3: Bogus remedies
• Viral misinformation posts often promoted 

inexpensive and readily available remedies such 
as water, bleach, lemon juice, salt, baking soda, 
orange peels, etc. 

• Some posts also tried to appeal to partisan beliefs 
by citing Trump, other politicians, and TV/radio 
personalities almost five times as frequently as 
the top official Covid source Anthony Fauci. 

• Although the posts provided bad advice, they 
were not trying to profit by selling bogus cures.
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