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ABSTRACT

Background: Within weeks of the emergence of the novel coronavirus COVID-19 in China, misleading rumors and conspiracy
theories about the origin circulated the globe paired with fear-mongering, racism, and mass purchase of face masks, all closely
linked to the new “infomedia” ecosystems of the 21st century marked by social media. The impact of media reporting and public
sentiments may have a strong influence on the public and private sectors in making decisions on discontinuing certain services
including airline services, disproportionate to the true public health need. Analyses of discussions on social media with regards
to the epidemic situation geographically and over time can result in real-time maps. Such real-time maps could be used as a
source of information on where to intervene with key communication campaigns.

Aim: Aim of the study is to analyze the role of social media in COVID-19.

Materials and Methods: A cross-sectional survey was initiated in Coimbatore and Chennai districts of Tamil Nadu about knowl-
edge, awareness, and perception in the role of social media.

Results and Discussion: Nearly 100 people responded. The survey data has been collected and with the help of SPSS soft-
ware, data has been analyzed and plotted as a graph.

Conclusion: At the end of the study, people were somehow aware of the current status of COVID-19 and they have gained
knowledge of the control and prevention of COVID-19 through social media.
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INTRODUCTION

washing, accessing health care), awareness about the disease
and its symptoms, and the impact of important decisions tak-

Social media should be harnessed to support the public e quring the outbreak (e.g. quarantine measures, develop-

health response. For example, in China during the massive
community-wide quarantine it is important to use social me-
dia wisely as they provide an opportunity to communicate
in quarantine, provide reassurance and practical advice in
order to pre-empt rumors and panic'. Digital technologies
can overcome the social distancing constraints during mass
quarantine > and provide mental health support resources
and solidarity with those persons in a lock-down situation®.
A well-planned analysis of global online conversations could
provide an assessment of the spread and possible changes
in public attitudes and behaviours* (e.g. self-isolating, hand-

ment of new vaccines, internationally coordinated respons-
es) on public perceptions and attitudes®. In a contemporary
discussion on the effects of media, one researcher’ stated that
in some countries, social media impacted the buying crisis,
when many people tried to buy toilet paper and other items
because of the spreading fear of COVID-19 on social media
8 According to the newspaper the, social media is responsible
for much of the panic surrounding COVID-19,’ internation-
ally leading to a situation where social media companies tried
to eradicate posts about COVID-19 from their platforms.!®
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Even before the detection of the first case of COVID-19 in
India, pandemic panic hit India, which led to stock out of
masks and sanitizers from the market ''. Further, fake news
about the transmission of the virus through petting animals,
eating non-veg, etc created a panic among the public '>. Un-
fortunately, logos and website links of national and interna-
tional health agencies, news channels, and leading newspa-
pers are being misused in such fake news!'.

According to a study, in just 24 hours, there were 19 mil-
lion mentions of COVID-19 across social media and news
sites worldwide'*. WHO claimed that social media compa-
nies were fueling misinformation on COVID-19 worldwide,
some social media companies tried to remove false infor-
mation from their platforms'. In India, the government has
asked top social media companies like Facebook, YouTube,
TikTok, ShareChat, and Twitter to stop publishing misinfor-
mation, as it misleads and creates panic among people's. In
addition, it is noted that publishing inaccurate information
on social media networks about the spread of diseases will
have a negative impact on public health and people’s men-
tal health!'”. New media has become an important source of
health information and a platform for discussing personal ex-
periences, opinions, and concerns regarding health, illnesses,
and treatment'®. COVID-19 is a viral disease causing res-
piratory infections. The mode of entry to humans is through
eyes, ears, nose, and mouth.

Previous work in this area includes the EBODAC project
(Ebola vaccine Deployment, Acceptance, and Compliance
initiative) in 2014 '. This included the development of coun-
try-level communication and engagement strategies to deal
with problems that arose around quarantine measures®. Prior
to the outbreak of COVID-19, people already relied on social
media to gather information and news. Since the outbreak in
December 20192, people in many countries have relied on
social media to obtain information about the virus?. Internet
use is strongly associated with behaviors related to health
information; users write about their health on various social
media platforms ». According to Kemp there were 29.82
million internet users and 21 million social media users in
Iraq in January 2020%.

Media plays a major role in creating awareness of cancers and
uterine tumors 232, Previous studies used the internet to collect
data related to diseases and widely used preventive measures
such as the frequency of handwashing, hand sanitizer, and an-
tiseptic topics ¥’. The WHO pronounced that they are pres-
ently battling a universal plague as well as a web-based media
infodemic, with some media guaranteeing that the coronavirus
is the principal genuine web-based media infodemic on the
grounds that it has quickened data and deception worldwide
and is filling frenzy and dread among people

The aim of the study is to analyze the role of social media
in conveying the truth and facts of the status of COVID-19

to the general public or it misleads and panics the current
situation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A cross-sectional survey online-based on a questionnaire
was conducted among the general public residing in Coim-
batore and Chennai districts of Tamil Nadu between April to
May 2020. A set of 15 questions were circulated among the
public based on knowledge, awareness, perception, and role
of social media. A structured questionnaire was prepared by
using Google forms (https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1F
AlpQLSdiTe39xniZcCo6zYjHjIKVIGK1zeP5ZTgpvp6jlGyb-
kc8qPWg/viewform) and it was validated with subject ex-
perts. Nearly 100 people responded to the survey. The people
who use gadgets were included in the study. The people who
are not interested and people who don’t use mobile phones
or WhatsApp were excluded. The sampling method used is
simple random sampling. The data has been collected with
the help of SPSS software and analyzed. The statistical tests
used are descriptive analysis and mean variable. The results
are plotted as a pie chart.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION

This survey has been conducted to assess the awareness level
about the negative and positive roles of social media in the
pandemic condition of COVID-19. This study was conduct-
ed to the people of the age group 16 to 35.

Figure 1 represents the different media that are used by the
people. 56.9% of people use all of the social media like Ins-
tagram, WhatsApp, and Facebook. 5.9% of the respondents
use Instagram; 8.8% of the respondents use WhatsApp; 6.9%
of the respondents use Facebook; 6.9% of the respondents
use newspaper; 9.8% of the respondents use Google.

In the year 1918, flu pandemic critical information regard-
ing the virus was primarily shared via postal workers, boy
scouts, and teachers®®. In the current scenario due to devel-
opment in technology news can be shared and conveyed
through different portals.

Figure 2 states that out of the 100 respondents, 25.5% of the
respondents say that it conveys only the true facts; 49% of
the respondents say that it does not convey the true facts; and
25.5% of the respondents say that it sometimes may convey
true facts.

An article says that social media does not always convey the
true facts. With primary motives of influencing opinions and
earning money; the wide impact of false information makes
it one of the modern dangers to society, according to the
World Economic Forum .
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Figure 3 states that 24.5% of the respondents felt that social
media panic the public by describing the death rates. 50%
of the respondents felt that social media does not panic the
public by describing the death rates; and 25.5% of the re-
spondents felt that social media may panic the public by de-
scribing the death rates *. In similar to this study, an article
says that social media panicked the public by describing the
death rates during the outbreak of SARS In 2002 3'.

Figure 4 states that 52% of the respondents say that social
media provides all the information placed by the government
during lockdown; 48 % of the respondents say that social
media does not provide all the information placed by the
government during the lockdown. There is another support-
ing article stating that social media provides some necessary
information to the people during the pandemic - swine flu
2009

Figure 5 states that 52% of the respondents say that social
media may give information about the status update of
COVID-19 in other countries. 25.5% of the respondents say
that social media does not give information about the sta-
tus update of COVID-19 in other countries. 18.6% of the
respondents say that social media gives information about
the status updates of COVID-19 in other countries and 7.9%
of the respondents say that social media never gives informa-
tion about the status update of COVID-19 in other countries.
An article says that there were no social media during the
pandemic - polio in 1952 and gives no information about the
status update of polio in other countries too**.

Figure 6 states that X-axis represents the age and the Y-axis
represents the true facts conveyed by social media. In the
15-20 age group, 10.78% says Yes (green), 5.88% says No
(red), 11.76% says maybe (blue). In age group of 20-30 years
5.88% says Yes (green), 14.71% says No (red), 3.92% says
maybe (blue). In the age group of 30-40 years 7.84% says
Yes (green), 26.47% says No (red), 9.80% say maybe (blue).
In the age group of 40 years and above 0.96 says Yes (green),
1.96 says No (red).

Figure 7 states that X-axis represents the age and the Y-axis
represents the opinion of people about the death rates. In
the 15-20 age group 11.75% says Yes (green), 4.90% says
No (red), 11.76% says maybe (blue). In age group of 20-30
years, 5.88% says yes (green), 15.69% says No (red), 2.94%
says maybe (blue). In the age group of 30-40 years 6.86%
says Yes (green), 26.47% says No (red), 10.78% say maybe
(blue). In the age group of 40 years and above 2.94% says
No (red).

Figure 8 states that the X-axis represents the age and the Y-
axis represents the opinion of people about the information
placed by the government. In the 15-20 age group, 13.73%
says no (blue), 14.71 % says yes (red). In the age group of 20-
30 years, 11.76% says no (blue), 12.75% says yes (red). In

the age group of 30-40 years, 20.5% says no (blue), 23.53%
says yes (red). In the age group of above 40 years, 1.96%
says no (blue), 0.98% says yes (red).

@ Instagram (5.9%)

@ WhatsApp(8.6%)

@ Facebook {6.9%)

@ Newspaper (6.9%)

@ Google (9.8%)

@ Twitter

@ All of the above (56.9%)

Figure 1: The pie chart showing responses to the question
‘which of the following media is mostly preferred by you’,
where the pink represents all of the above (56.9%), dark blue
represents Instagram (5.9), red represents WhatsApp (8.8%),
orange represents Facebook (6.9%), green represents news-
paper (6.9%), violet represents Google (9.8%), and light blue
represents twitter(4.8%).

[ Attimes {25.49)
@ No (43.02)
[ Vves (25.49)

Figure 2: The pie chart showing responses to the question ‘do
you think social media conveys only true facts’, where the red
represents No (49%), blue represents at times (25.5%), and
green represents Yes (25.5%).

[ Maybe (25.49%)
1 No (50.00%)
[ Yes (24.51%)

Figure 3: The pie chart showing responses to the question
‘does social media panics people by describing the death
rates’, where the red represents No (50%), blue represents
maybe (24.5%), and green represents Yes (25.5%).
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B No (48.04%)
[ Ves (51.96%)

Figure 4: The pie chart showing responses to the question
‘Are you aware of all the information and order placed by the
government during this lockdown’, where the blue represents
No (48%), and red represents Yes (52%)

.y @ Yes(18.6%)

@ No(25.5%)
N @ Maybe(52%)
@ Never

Figure 5: The pie chart showing responses to the question
‘does social media gives an update of COVID-19 of other
countries’, where the red represents No (25.5%), blue rep-
resents Yes (18.6%), orange represents maybe (52%), and
green represents never (3.9%).
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Figure 6: Bar chart representing the association between age
and opinion of people about the true facts conveyed by social
media. X-axis represents the age and Y-axis represents the
number of responses. Blue color indicates at times, red color
indicates No, green color indicates Yes. The majority of people
(26.47%) in the age group between 30 to 40 years are aware
that social media not only conveys true facts. The Chi-square
test was done to analyze the association between variables.
Pearson Chi-square value is 14.274, p-value is 0.027 (<0.5).
Hence there is no statistical significance.
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Figure 7: Bar chart representing the association between age
and opinion of people about the information of death rates
that panics people. X-axis represents the age and Y-axis rep-
resents the opinion of people about the information on death
rates that panic people. Blue color indicates maybe, red color
indicates no, green color indicates yes. The majority of people
(26.4%) in the age group of 30 to 40 years are against the
statement that social media panics the people by describing
the death rates. The Chi-square test was done to analyze the
association between the variables. Pearson Chi-square value
is 20.622, p-value is 0.002 (<0.05). Hence, it is statistically sig-
nificant.
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Figure 8: Bar chart representing the association between age
and awareness of people about the information placed by the
government. X-axis represents the age and the Y-axis repre-
sents the awareness of people about the information placed by
the government. Blue color indicates no, red yes. People of the
age group between 30-40 (23.53%) years are more aware of
the information given by the government. The Chi-square test
was done to analyze the association between the variables.
Pearson Chi-square value is 0.452, p-value is 0.929 (>0.05).
Hence, there is no statistical significance.

The time in which the respondent completed the question-
naires may have influenced their perception level. This study
is based on a small geographical area with a limited sample
size where it can extend throughout the country. Also, it was
conducted in a short duration period and accordingly col-
lected responses were fewer.
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CONCLUSION

From the study, it is shown that the majority of people have
gained knowledge and awareness on COVID-19, through
social media. Social media is a common platform shared by
all communities of people. They convey the orders and in-
formation placed by the government during quarantine and
people have realized to some extent about the happenings
in the country. People are advised not to randomly believe
all the information. Social media should focus on the truths
and facts to keep the people updated and should not panic
the public by spreading fake news. People have to analyze
whether the gathered information through social media is
true or false by various other sources in order to get the cor-
rect information.
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