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INTRODUCTION

The World Health Organization (WHO) described the SARS-
CoV-2 virus (initially known as 2019-nCoV) outbreak as a 
severe global threat 12. This kind of global pandemic pro-
vokes different sets of reactions from people depending on 
cultural orientations. Media communication may display ei-
ther accurate or effective information to inform the public. 
At the same time, it can also misinform and further add to 
unnecessary public panic and lead to undesirable responses 
3. One of the causes of this panic is that the information from 
the experts was not disseminated enough to reach the com-
munity at the appropriate time 4. Social media platforms con-
tribute direct access to an unprecedented load of content and 
may intensify rumors and questionable information. Taking 
into account users’ preferences and attitudes, algorithms me-
diate and facilitate content promotion and hence spreading of 
information 5. This shift of paradigm profoundly influences 
the construction of social perceptions 6 and the framing of 

narratives; it affects policy-making, political communica-
tion, also the evolution of public debate 7,8 particularly when 
issues are controversial 9. 

Social media platforms are extensively used by people to 
forward information in different situations 10. At the time of 
a crisis, rich situational information is generated by social 
media users 11. Both the impact of the disease along with the 
lack of information allowed medical misinformation to rap-
idly surface and spread on different social media platforms. 
Previous studies have shown a similar trend during recent 
public health emergencies, mainly the Ebola and Zika out-
breaks 12. Misinformation can be described as a “claim of 
fact that is currently false due to lack of scientific evidence” 
13. This makes it ideal to disseminate through social media 
and become amplified by the information silos and echo 
chambers of personally tailored content, especially during 
times of public tension like the current COVID-19 epidemic 
14.
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Several studies were done by the students in our department 
but this study is the first of its kind 15-22. The aim of the pre-
sent study is to analyze the influence of social media among 
the general public during the pandemic. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

An online survey of 100 people was conducted to analyze 
the effect of the general public with regard to COVID-19. 
The approval for conducting the survey was obtained from 
the esteemed institutional research department via SRB. 
Self-administered questionnaires (set of 13) were circulated. 
The questions were framed based on the source used by the 
participants for news updates related to COVID-19, aware-
ness about authentic websites to verify the information, and 
the effect of misinformation related to COVID-19. The par-
ticipants were advised to read the questions thoroughly and 
then begin to answer the questions. The data were validated 
and verified. Feedback and corrections from the participants 
were taken into account. 

Questionnaire:
1.	 What is your gender?
2.	 Which media source do you use for new updates?
3.	 Is the news source you refer, reliable?
4.	 Do you know any authentic websites that are avail-

able, to verify news regarding COVID-19 ?
5.	 Are you aware of any govt websites to verify informa-

tion?
6.	 Do you cross-check the news you come across?
7.	 Are you aware that many fake news are spread through 

WhatsApp and Facebook?
8.	 Do you get frustrated with a lot of news regarding 

COVID-19?
9.	 Do you experience stress and depression on the spread 

of misinformation regarding COVID-19?
10.	 Do you get mentally disturbed by misinformation re-

lated to COVID-19 on social media?
11.	 Do you read only the headline (or) read the entire arti-

cle?
12.	 Do you know that the headlines are displayed mostly 

for attraction rather than providing the information?
13.	 Do you think that people spreading fake news have to 

be punished?
The data collection was done through Google forms https://
docs.google.com/forms/u/0/ and data manipulation through 
MS Excel. The data obtained were plotted in the form of a 
bar graph.

Statistical Analysis
The results were converted to a spreadsheet and then con-
verted to SPSS software and were statistically analyzed, cor-
relation was done using Chi-square test. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

On analyzing the data, 41% of the participants were male and 
59% of the participants were female (Figure 1). 53% of the 
participants used WhatsApp, 20% of the participants used 
Facebook, 11% of the participants used T.V, 5% of the par-
ticipants used Twitter and 11% of the participants used other 
sources for news updates (Figure 2). 85% of the participants 
agreed that the news sources they referred to were reliable 
(Figure 3). 46% of the participants knew authentic websites 
that are available to verify news regarding COVID-19 while 
54% were unaware (Figure 4). 44% were aware of govern-
ment websites to verify information regarding COVID-19 
(Figure 5). 78% of the participants accepted that they cross-
check the news related to COVID-19 (Figure 6). 88% were 
aware that most of the fake news was spread through social 
media (Figure 7). 77% of the participants felt frustrated with a 
lot of news regarding COVID-19 (Figure 8). The majority of 
the participants i.e. 83% felt that the news projected through 
broadcast media such as television and other platforms af-
fects the news in print media (Figure 9). 48% of participants 
revealed that they get mentally disturbed due to misinforma-
tion related to COVID-19 on social media (Figure 10). 79% 
admitted that they read only headlines while 21% read the 
entire article (Figure 11). 85% of the participants knew that 
the headlines are displayed mostly for attraction rather than 
providing information (Figure 12). 88% agreed that people 
spreading fake news have to be punished (Figure 13).

The study presents that 23% of the Male and 31% of the 
Female used WhatsApp, 7% of the Male and 12% of the Fe-
male used Facebook, 3% of the Male and 8% of the Female 
used T.V and 3% of the males and 8% of the females used 
other sources for news updates related to COVID-19 (Figure 
14). 16% of the males and 30% of the females were aware 
of authentic websites to verify news related to COVID-19 
(Figure 15). 36% of the males and 50% of the females were 
aware that fake news was spread mostly through social me-
dia (Figure 16). 28% of the males and 49% of the females 
were frustrated due to a lot of news updates related to COV-
ID-19 (Figure 17).

On observing the result 53% of the participants used What-
sApp, 20% of the participants used Facebook, 11% of the 
participants used T.V, 5% of the participants used Twitter and 
11% of the participants used other sources for news updates 
related to COVID-19. In a study conducted by Toan Luu Duc 
Huynh (2020) among 391 participants 24.55% referred to 
the newspaper, magazine, and television; 62.4% from social 
media such as Facebook and Zalo4; and the rest from other 
sources 23. 85% of the participants felt that the news sources 
they referred were reliable while 15% did not. In a similar 
study conducted by Toan Luu Duc Huynh (2020) 11% of 
the respondents did not search for information on COVID-19 
constantly, while the majority of the respondents, 80% ac-
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cepted that they searched at least twice a day 23. 46% of the 
participants were aware of authentic websites that are avail-
able to verify news regarding COVID-19, while 54% were 
unaware. In a study by Pennycook et al. false headlines were 
considered to be false by authoritative sources such as fact-
checking sites like snopes.com and factcheck.org, health ex-
perts such as mayoclinic.com, and credible science websites 
such as www.livescience.com. The true headlines appeared 
from reliable mainstream media sources 24. Previous stud-
ies on why people share and spread misinformation or fake 
news on social media have reported several explanations, of 
which high trust in online sources is pertinent 25. People form 
different decisions about information when driven by fear 
and anxiety 26. As an example, there is evidence that seeking 
information during pandemics is more common among those 
experiencing worry or fear 27. Similarly, previous studies 
show that when in a state of fear or distress, peoples’ usage 
patterns and perceptions of social media vary significantly to 
the extent they can become overloaded and fatigued 28. 

86% of the participants were aware that much fake news 
was spread through social media while 14% were unaware. 
Whether people forward the fake news articles in social 
media is determined by the relevance, shock value, and be-
lievability of the information rather than its source 29. Fur-
thermore, lack of experience about online environments and 
resulting trust in online information, also laziness in veri-
fying the information source and lack of skills to do it, are 
reasons that cause people to share misinformation 30. 48% 
of the participants felt mentally disturbed by misinformation 
related to COVID-19 on social media while 52% did not. So-
cial media may promote (mis)information overload 31, which 
in turn may result in mental health problems. The mental 
disturbance may in turn affect the sleep cycle 32. WHO indi-
cated that identifying the underlying drivers of fear, anxiety, 
and stigma that fuel misinformation and rumor, especially 
via social media 33. Previous studies revealed that indirect 
exposure to mass trauma through the media can enhance the 
initial rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symp-
toms 34. Stress may in turn result in the release of certain 
hormones that can affect the regular functioning of our body 
35,36,37. Stress can hence cause severe heart problems 38, as 
well as affect the individuals with respiratory disorders 39,40.  
A previous study also indicated that social media exposure 
may directly be associated with developing risk perceptions 
during the MERS outbreak in South Korea 41. 85% of the 
participants were aware that the headlines are displayed 
mostly for attraction rather than provide the information, 
while 15% were unaware. Lack of information and misinfor-
mation, often fueled by exaggerated popular media headlines 
and foci, have been reported to reinforce health-related fears 
and phobias 42.

CONCLUSION 

Misinformation spread rapidly through social media plat-
forms and brings about mental health problems among 
the general public. The government must take legal action 
against those spreading misinformation. Thus it will reduce 
community panic and aid in receiving precise information 
through media communication.
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Figure 1: The bar chart depicting the percentage distribution 
of gender among the participants. X-axis represents gender 
and Y-axis denotes the percentage of respondents. 21% of the 
participants were male (blue) and 79% of the participants were 
female (red). 
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Figure 2: The bar chart represents the percentage distribu-
tion of the response regarding the media source used by the 
participants for news updates related to COVID-19. X-axis rep-
resents responses and Y-axis represents the percentage of re-
sponses. 53% of the participants used WhatsApp (blue), 20% 
of the participants used Facebook (red), 11% of the partici-
pants used T.V (other), 5% of the participants used Twitter (yel-
low) and 11% of the participants used other sources (orange).
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Figure 3: The bar chart represents the percentage distribution 
regarding the reliability of news sources by the participants. X-
axis denotes the reliability of the news sources and Y-axis de-
notes the percentage of respondents. 79% of the participants 
agreed that the news source they referred were reliable (blue) 
while 21% of the participants did not agree (red).
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Figure 4: The bar chart represents the percentage distribu-
tion regarding awareness of authentic websites among the 
participants to verify news regarding COVID-19. X-axis de-
notes awareness about authentic websites and Y-axis denotes 
the percentage of respondents. 46% of the participants were 
aware (blue) of authentic websites while 54% of the partici-
pants were unaware (red).
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Figure 5: The bar chart represents the percentage awareness 
of government websites among the participants to verify news 
regarding COVID-19. X-axis denotes awareness about govern-
ment websites and Y-axis denotes the percentage of respond-
ents. 44% of the participants were aware of the government 
website (blue) while 56% of the participants were unaware (red).
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Figure 6: The bar chart represents the response regarding the 
cross verifying the news related to COVID-19. X-axis denotes 
responses and Y-axis denotes the percentage of respondents. 
78% of the participants cross-checked the news related to COV-
ID-19 (blue) 22% of the participants did not cross-check (red).
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Figure 7: The bar chart represents the percentage distribu-
tion of responses regarding the spread of fake news is mostly 
through social media. X-axis denotes awareness about the 
spread of fake news through social media and Y-axis denotes 
the percentage of respondents. 86% of the participants were 
aware that fake news spread mostly through social media 
(blue) while 14% were unaware (red).
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Figure 8: The bar chart represents the percentage distribution 
of response regarding the frustration undergone by the partici-
pants due to continuous news updates regarding COVID-19. 
X-axis denotes responses and Y-axis denotes the percentage 
of respondents. 77% of the participants agreed that they get 
frustrated with a lot of news related to COVID-19 (blue) and 
23% of the participants did not (red).
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Figure 9: The bar chart represents the percentage distribution 
of response regarding the participants experiencing stress and 
depression on the spread of misinformation regarding COV-
ID-19. X-axis denotes responses and Y-axis denotes the per-
centage of respondents. 83% of the participants agreed that the 
news presented in broadcast media affects the news in print 
media (blue) while 17% of the participants did not agree (red).
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Figure 10: The bar chart represents the response regarding 
the mental disturbance experienced by the participants due 
to the spread of misinformation related to COVID-19 on social 
media. X-axis denotes responses and Y-axis denotes the per-
centage of respondents. 48% of the participants admitted that 
they get mentally disturbed due to the spread of misinforma-
tion related to COVID-19 on social media (blue) and 52% of 
the participants did not get mentally disturbed (red).
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Figure 11: The bar chart represents the percentage distri-
bution of response to the question of whether they read the 
headlines alone or the entire article read regarding COV-
ID-19. X-axis denotes responses and Y-axis denotes the per-
centage of respondents. 79% of the participants read only the 
headlines (blue) while 21% of the participants read the entire 
article (red).
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Figure 12: The bar chart represents the percentage distribu-
tion of awareness regarding the headlines displayed mostly 
for attraction rather than providing the information. X-axis 
denotes awareness about headlines displayed for attraction 
rather than providing information and Y-axis denotes the per-
centage of respondents. 85% of the participants accepted that 
the headlines are displayed mostly for attraction rather than 
providing the information (blue) while 15% of the participants 
were unaware (red).
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Figure 13: The bar chart represents the percentage distribu-
tion of response regarding the people spreading fake news 
that must be punished. X-axis denotes responses and Y-axis 
denotes the percentage of respondents. 88% of the partici-
pants agreed that people spreading fake news have to be pun-
ished (blue) while 12% of the participants did not agree (red).
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Figure 14: The Bar graph showing the association between 
gender and the news source used by the participants for news 
updates related to COVID-19. X-axis gender and the Y-axis 
represent the number of respondents. The response ‘What-
sApp’ is denoted by blue color and ‘Facebook’ is denoted by 
red color, ‘other’ is denoted by green color, ‘Twitter’ is denot-
ed by yellow color. A higher number of females responded to 
WhatsApp when compared to other media sources than males. 
Chi-square test was done. p= 0.059 (p>0.05) and it was found 
to be statistically not significant.
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Figure 15: The Bar graph showing the association between 
gender and the awareness of authentic websites among the 
participants to verify news related to COVID-19. X-axis repre-
sents gender and Y-axis represents the number of respond-
ents. The response ‘yes’ is denoted by blue color and ‘no’ is 
denoted by red color. Females were more aware than males. 
Chi-square test was done. p= 0.243 (p>0.05) and it was found 
to be statistically not significant.
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Figure 16: The Bar graph showing the association between 
gender and the awareness among the participants about the 
spread of fake news mostly through social media. X-axis rep-
resents gender and Y-axis represents the number of respond-
ents. The response ‘yes’ is denoted by blue color and ‘no’ is 
denoted by red color. Females were more aware than males. 
However, Chi-square test p= 0.665 (p>0.05) and it was found 
to be statistically not significant.
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Figure 17: The Bar graph showing the association between 
gender and the frustration experienced due to numerous news 
updates related to COVID-19. X-axis represents gender and 
Y-axis represents the percentage of responses. The response 
‘yes’ is denoted by blue color and ‘no’ is denoted by red color. 
Females were more frustrated than males, Chi-square test 
was done. p= 0.085 (p>0.05) and it was found to be statisti-
cally not significant.


