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THE IMPACT OF DISINFORMATION DURING
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC: THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE USED
FOR SPREADING FAKE NEWS

1. INTRODUCTION. — As claimed by several scholars, among others by Edwards ez /. (2021), the mag-
nitude of disinformation and its effects is causing significant concern. One of the major challenges of the
current information ecosystem is the rapid spread of fake news through digital media (Tandoc ez a/., 2019;
Fletcher ez al., 2018). This statement opens the debate on the fact that information spreading on social media
can be easily manipulated and distorted creating ad-hoc disinformation effects. The seriousness of the prob-
lem has been evident during the pandemic of Covid-19. Indeed, a specific term was created referring to the
massive amount of information about the pandemic: infodemic. The results of the infodemic, as stated by
several authors (Carey ez al., 2022), has been that disinformation about Covid-19 contributed to seriously
confuse and scare people about the virus and related measures to fight its spread. Confusion and uncertainty
are also connected to the language and terminology used to report about the topic. As reported by Vargas
(2021) “one of the most relevant form of expressing emotion is the use of a language, this is mostly associated
with sentiment and perception (Berry ez al., 1997; Lindquist, 2017)”. As demonstrated in the scientific lit-
erature, disinformation spread is strongly associated with the use of emotional language. In particular, several
studies put the attention on the use of words and terminologies related to strong emotions such as anger and
mistrust (Osmundsen ez al., 2021; Weeks and Garrett, 2019). According to scholars, this is one of the reasons
why disinformation spreads faster and wider than trusted information (Vosoughi ez a/., 2018).

2. METHODOLOGY. — As reported by Ortony ez al. (2015) writing can determine how others perceive
feelings. As stated by Vargas (2021) “Because writing and individual words carry a certain level of emotion,
researchers have attempted to characterize the sentiment of an individual through word analysis (Ortony ez
al., 1990; Taboada ez al., 2011)”. Assessing emotion or sentiment from a piece of writing comprises a research
area known as sentiment analysis (Cambria ez /., 2013; Liu, 2012; Nazir ez al., 2020). Research studies in
this area focus on methods that extract sentiments automatically from a text. Using algorithms, researchers
have driven the investigations toward two fields: lexicon analysis and machine learning. Thanks to several
studies applying sentiment analysis it is possible to state that the spread of false and misleading information
about Covid-19 on social media has intensified (Brennen ez 4/., 2020). “This potentially stokes public anxiety,
which might further escalate into collective panic or other negative collective behaviors that health organiza-
tions want to avoid” (Charquero-Ballester ez a/., 2021). Also Medford ez al. (2020) state that sentiment analy-
sis applied to fake news on Covid-19 spreading on Twitter show that within the range of negative sentiments,
the most expressed was fear. Another study, Li ez al. (2020) pre-published their findings about sentiments
in Twitter and Weibo communication about Covid-19. They distinguish six main emotions: sadness, anger,
disgust, worry, happiness, and surprise. In this case the most intense sentiment was worry, followed by sad-
ness and anger. So, what we learned from literature review is that the use of emotional languages most prob-
ably allows disinformation to spread faster by causing fear and worry to the readers. However, the current
paper intends to address another point which cannot be observed through sentiment analysis and automated
analysis, namely, how such a negative emotional language has had an impact on people? Or, in another way
round, what is the impact of disinformation about Covid-19 on people? Has the pandemic changed the way
in which citizens consume information? To reply to these questions, a semi-structured questionnaire was
distributed. A questionnaire was selected as a preferred method due to the following reasons: first, because
methods implying face-to-face contacts (e.g. focus groups or interviews) were not possible due to social dis-
tancing rules applied during the pandemic. Second, the questionnaire was preferred to phone interviews or
other tools, considering that during the emergency people were spending their time in isolation using digital
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devices and internet connection. The survey was conducted using an online system for data collection, mak-
ing the survey available for any device capable of surfing the Internet. In line with the GDPR provisions,
no private or sensible data was collected and the survey was structured to be fully anonymous. The survey
contained 26 questions, most of them were structured as multiple choice or Likert scale. Out of the 26, four
questions allowed to reply with open comments. The survey was designed for people living in Italy or using
Italian information channels. For this reason, it was conducted in Italian. The survey was launched on March

31* and closed on April 16®2020.

3. Resurrs. — We collected a total of 1611 respondents, 63% are women, 37% men. Looking at the
geographical distribution, 40% of the participants were from Southern Italy and the islands, 33% from the
Centre of Italy and 27% from the North of Italy. In terms of age, replies collected span from minors of 18
to more than 80 but most of the respondents are in the ages between 36 and 65. We asked the respondents
to select which was the main source of information they used during the Covid-19 emergency. Most of the
preferences were given to official sources (38%) and broadcasters (31%), followed by social media (20%)
and, finally, newspapers (11%). In addition, we asked to assess what were the most reliable information
channels used during the Covid-19 emergency. In this case, 72% state that the most reliable sources of in-
formation were provided by the scientific community and by official broadcasting of the Italian government
and the National Civil Protection Agency. To better understand how the information sent out by Italian
public institutions was perceived, we asked about the importance of the role of the institutions (for exam-
ple: Prime Minister, Government, Civil Protection Agency) in communicating directly to citizens what was
happening and in providing information on how to deal with the Covid-19 emergency. Out of the 1611
respondents, more than 81% agreed that information from institutions was very relevant or important. In
order to understand if respondents relied also on information that was not necessarily coming from official
sources, we asked to assess the reliability of the information received via WhatsApp' and Facebook. In rela-
tion to WhatsApp, out of the total of the respondents, 76% selected the lowest values of the likert scale “lit-
tle” or “nothing”; 12% selected “a lot” and “enough” and 12% stated that they do not receive information
via WhatsApp. The 12% showing more reliability on the information via WhatsApp was then asked if the
information via WhatsApp influenced their behaviours. Out of the total, 5% selected “a lot”, 44% “enough”,
37% “little” and 14% “nothing”. We then asked to the 49% replying that the information influenced “a lot”
or “enough” how they have been influenced. The majority of people replied that they were scared and alarmed
by the received information. We also asked to assess the reliability of information on Facebook. 23% selected
“alot” and “enough”. This shows a small increase on the reliability of Facebook compared to WhatsApp. We
asked, then, if the current emergency changed how respondents dealt with information. 50% replied no,
49% replied yes and 1% did not reply. Then, we asked to the ones that stated that the emergency had changed
their attitudes, in which way it had changed. Results show that 89% stated that they became more aware
about the importance of verified information due to the emergency. Only 11% stated that they were still
confused and exposed to the perils of disinformation.

4. Concrusions. — According to literature review on disinformation it is possible to say that fake news
scared people by causing anxiety and fear also due to the emotional language and contents used. However, ac-
cording to our case study, the reaction to the spread of disinformation was to increase the attention in looking
for verified information as well as changing usual practices in accessing information. In particular, 49% of the
respondents stated that they had changed their relationship with the information during Covid-19 putting
more attention in understanding if the source was trusted and verified or not. It is also interesting to notice
that institutional sources of information and the information shared by the scientific community have been
selected as preferred sources of information. On the other hand, information shared via social media such
as WhatsApp and Facebook is considered, by most of the respondents, as not trustable. This led also Italian
media to adapt their service, as also noticed by Reuters “Because of the severity of the Covid-19 pandemic,
Italian media increased the space given to the news, and both television and online news outlets have seen a
significant increase in audience reach” (Digital News Report, 2021). Most of the respondents agreed on the
need for more information from the scientific community and from institutions but they also claimed for a

! We decided to insert this question as in Italy it is very frequent to receive information on Covid-19 directly on this application.
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better control of the platforms on circulating unverified information. This suggests that even if respondents
assigned high importance to trusted information, they also asked for better regulating the information shared
via social media and digital platforms. To conclude, our assumption is that the use of a specific terminology
associated with strong and negative emotions scare people. Results show that the emergency increased the
awareness about the importance of verified information. However, the qualitative analysis suggests a couple
of relevant elements. First, even if disinformation is shared and reaches thousands of people on social media,
the real impacts on people are low because most of the social media users do not believe in that kind of in-
formation. This implies a small impact on their choices in real life. Second, by applying a qualitative analysis
there emerged a facet that is difficult to understand from social media analysis. This is the level of trust of
official sources of information. Results show that people inform themselves on the pandemic using, above
all, official channels used by authoritative institutions and through broadcasters. Social media, even if they
appear among the channels used to be informed, are not the primary source of information on the pandemic.
Such results seem to confirm what has been observed by the Osservatorio MSA-Covid-19 of CNR-IRPPS?
which also appraises the high level of trust for authoritative sources such as the national governments, the
civil protection agency and the scientific community. Taking into account all collected data, results show how
people, in difficult times and when talking about health issues, are more aware about the importance of cor-
rect and trustable information and less inclined to believe to non-verified information. The analysis suggests
also that participants are careful about the challenges presented by the digital platforms. However, we can
conclude that information from public institutions, relying on trustful and verified information, is the most
important channel of communication and information for the respondents and they would also like to be
more informed through these channels, above all during exceptional events such as a pandemic.
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SUMMARY: As claimed by several scholars, the magnitude of disinformation and its effects is causing concern.
One of the major challenges of the current information ecosystem is the spread of fake news through digital media. The
problem has been evident during the pandemic of Covid-19. Disinformation about Covid-19 contributed to confuse
and scare people about the virus also due to the emotional language used. The current paper intends to address the
following questions: how has such a negative emotional language impacted people? Has the pandemic changed the way
in which citizens consume information? The paper investigates those questions through a quali-quantitative analysis
based on a semi-structured questionnaire circulated in Italy during the Covid-19 crisis.

RIASSUNTO: Limpatto della disinformazione durante la pandemia di Covid-19: il ruolo del linguaggio
utilizzato per diffondere fake news. Come affermato da diversi studiosi, il tema della disinformazione sta destando
notevole preoccupazione. Una delle sfide dell’ecosistema dell’informazione ¢ la rapida diffusione di notizie false attra-
verso i media digitali. La gravitd del problema ¢ emersa anche durante la pandemia di Covid-19. La disinformazione sul
Covid-19 ha contribuito a spaventare le persone anche a causa del linguaggio emotivo utilizzato per diffondere le notizie
false. Il paper affronta le seguenti domande: in che modo il linguaggio emotivo negativo ha un impatto sulle persone? La
pandemia ha cambiato il modo in cui i cittadini consumano le informazioni? Il paper indaga queste domande attraverso
un’analisi quali-quantitativa basata su un questionario semistrutturato diffuso in Italia durante la pandemia di Covid-19.
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