
P 1 / 5 
 

 
 
 
 
POLICY BRIEF : THE IMPACT OF MISINFORMATION AND FAKE 
NEWS ON PUBLIC HEALTH DURING COVID-19  
 
Executive Summary 
 
The effects of misinformation among the general population and decision-making bodies in 
relation to public health are not a new phenomenon, though the challenge has grown 
exponentially in parallel with the internet age and the democratization and globalization of 
information. The global spread of misinformation during COVID-19 pandemic has had far-
reaching effects on both the compliance of the public to infection prevention recommendations 
and national responses implemented by countries. 
 
Statement of the Issue 
 
Misinformation about COVID-19 hurts public health and hinders appropriate national responses. 
Often the focus has been on the general public listening to fringe medical professionals or non-
experts, but this is not the only phenomenon. Governments have been affected as well, and their 
response to the pandemic can be hindered by misinformation. Furthermore, when governments 
use of support misinformation, it can affect their perceived legitimacy, both domestically and 
internationally.  
 
Background 
 
Fear of both disease and the medical establishment’s recommendations on how to avoid it is a 
very human and universal response. An abundance of misinformation and fake news has always 
been present, especially during public health emergencies, where both individuals and 
governments feel overwhelmed.  From the slaughtering of Jews that were claimed for spreading 
the Black Plague 1 to the anti-vaccine cartoons of the early 1800s2, to today’s COVID-19 
“infodemic”3, history is filled with examples. The current anti-mask sentiment has its roots in the 
1918 Spanish Flu pandemic, when local governments and the Red Cross were mandating the 
wearing of masks.4 By 1919 this movement had developed into the San Francisco Anti-Mask 
League, which included doctors and at least one city official, lending it an air of legitimacy.5  
 
The misinformation around COVID-19 is especially problematic because of its scope, reach, and 
nature.  A new disease coupled with the widespread platforms of the internet, a fully 
interconnected and globalized world the sheer variety of misinformation concerning virtually 
every aspect of the disease. From its origin, its severity, transmission, or prevention, potential 
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cures, to the veracity of reported data; there is a literal tsunami of misinformation surrounding 
the pandemic. This not only erodes trust in the established governing and medical bodies, but 
makes it difficult for non- experts to know what to believe and for experts to know how to address 
the issue.  
 
Currently, we are seeing large, sometimes violent, protests around the world against 
confinement, wearing masks and social distancing.6,7 There are a number of  unverified cures that 
are pandered by snake oil salesmen both on local and national levels.6,8–10 The US Food and Drug 
Administration currently has a list of over 100 ineffective and fraudulently marketed products 
against which it has issued warnings, though of these are only the tip of the iceberg.11,12 Many 
people believe that 5G networks spread COVID, and that Bill Gates wants to microchip everyone 
when they create a vaccine. 
 
Information Pertinent to the Issue 
 
On a grassroots and individual level, there is a major issue with the amount of power and 
attention fringe opinions are getting. Quack doctors and fake documentaries such as “Plandemic” 
are getting unprecedented attention from the public, who have become hungry for an unlikely 
hero.13,14 Social media outlets such as Facebook and YouTube have essentially evolved into echo 
chambers, where users can get their world view mirrored back to them endlessly, regardless of 
veracity.  
 
On a national level, the debate around misinformation has become highly politicized in many 
countries, and is no longer only about public health. Presidents such as Donald Trump, Jair 
Bolsonaro, and Andry Rajoelina have all touted unproven cures to the public, and Russia has 
targeted the US directly with a misinformation campaign centered around misleading American 
readers. 15–19 
 
Other regions have enacted policies that are not all evidence based, for example, France, Spain, 
and China, have been spraying disinfectants outdoors to kill the virus, when experts deem this 
totally unnecessary, useless damaging to the environment and dangerous for people who 
breathe them in.20–23 
 
Regarding laws and policies, it is very difficult to address this plethora of misinformation, because 
it is coming from so many sources and is so widespread. A global study published by the American 
Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene identified 2,311 reports of rumors, stigma, and 
conspiracy theories in 25 languages from 87 countries. The false information was related (in 
descending order) to illness, transmission and mortality, control measures, treatment and cure, 
cause of disease /origin, and violence (as well as many miscellaneous cases). Of the 2,276 reports 
for which text ratings were available, 82% of claims were false.24  
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Responses and Policy options 
 
The cost of this infodemic, and the changes in behavior that is causes at individual and community 
levels are probably almost impossible to calculate. One study by a cybersecurity firm estimated 
the cost of online fake news (before the pandemic) to be at around $78 billion.25 There have been 
numerous initiatives to try to tackle the issue, but the quantity of misinformation is staggering. 
Notable the World Health Organization created a “Mythbusters” series designed to appeal to and 
educate laypeople about COVID-19.26 Social media giants have been removing posts, though 
these actions are slow and often happen far too late. 27 Governments do have laws about how to 
tackle misinformation but generally potential prosecution is limited to actors who “further 
unlawful objectives” such as violence or terrorism, and the COVID-19 disinformation falls into a 
grey area, even if it is meant to sew chaos. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Governments and health agencies must track misinformation as it happens, and engage local 
communities and other stakeholders to help fight it.24 Governments should make selling fake or 
unproven cures punishable if they are dangerous, fine people breaking confinement orders, and 
be transparent about their own policies and mistakes. The general public has a hard time 
understanding that governments are also subject to a learning curve in a pandemic, and it is vital 
that this be communicated for legitimacy. Individuals need to be taught basic scientific literacy, 
how to fact check, and how to follow an argument logically. This should be integrated at all levels 
of education and fields, not just at the university level.  
 
The medical community needs to learn more about how to communicate with target audiences, 
and make sure that practitioners take the time to listen to the people believing fake news, and 
sympathize with their worries. This infodemic is worsened by a deep mistrust in organized 
medicine, and the community can only fight against such a problem by actually engaging 
positively with their target audiences.  More must be done to address the deep rift between 
scientists, policy makers, and the public. Government policies should include listening to expert 
groups, and working to make infection prevention measures less about politics and more about 
health. Social scientists, anthropologists, psychologists, and behavior change experts should all 
be consulted for any high-level policy making. International organizations need to continue 
working across sectors to try to address the issue of misinformation about the pandemic in the 
most comprehensive way possible. 
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