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Abstract 

This study developed a predictive model that established the user motivational factors 
that predict COVID-19 fake news sharing on social media. The partial least squares 
structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) was used for the analysis. Data were drawn 
from 152 Facebook and WhatsApp users in Nigeria to examine the research model 
formulated using the uses and gratification theory (UGT). We found that altruism, instant 
news sharing, socialisation and self-promotion predicted fake news sharing related to 
COVID-19 pandemic among social media users in Nigeria. Specifically, altruism was 
strongest predictor to fake news sharing behaviour related to COVID-19, followed by 
instant news sharing and socialisation. On the contrary, entertainment had no 
association with fake news sharing on COVID-19. We suggest intervention strategies 
which nudge people to be sceptical of the information they come across on social media. 
We also recommend healthcare providers and the Nigerian government to provide 
relevant information on this current pandemic. That is, correct information should be 
shared widely to the public domain through various conventional and online media. This 
will lessen the spread of fake news on the concocted cure and prevention tips found 
online. The salient contributions of this study are as follows: First, it brings to the fore 
that the desire for self-promotion is associated with fake news sharing on social media; 
second, it shifts the focus of studies on fake news from detection methods to sharing 
behaviour, which fuels the uncontrollable spread of falsehood; third, it expands the 
existing literature on misinformation sharing by demonstrating the user motivation that 
leads to fake news sharing using the UGT. 
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Introduction 

Fake News not a new concept, "fake news" refers to intentionally and verifiably false 
stories that are largely disseminated through social media networks. It can be very 
persuasive and therefore it is necessary to develop strategies to identify and critically 
assess news you read on social media. A recent (March 2018) article in Science evaluated 
the dissemination of "fake news" on Twitter between 2006-2017. "False news reached 
more people than the truth; the top 1% of false news cascades diffused to between 1000 
and 100,000 people, whereas the truth rarely diffused to more than 1000 people. 
Falsehood also diffused faster than the truth." Think before you share! 

COVID 19- At the end of 2019, a novel coronavirus was identified as the cause of a 
cluster of pneumonia cases in Wuhan, a city in the Hubei Province of China. It rapidly 
spread, resulting in an epidemic throughout China, followed by an increasing number of 
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cases in other countries throughout the world. In February 2020, the World Health 
Organization designated the disease COVID-19, which stands for coronavirus disease 
2019. The virus that causes COVID-19 is designated severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2); previously, it was referred to as 2019-nCoV. 
Understanding of COVID-19 is evolving. Interim guidance has been issued by the World 
Health Organization and by the United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

 

Effect of fake news on COVID 

Recently, a new coronavirus disease (COVID-19) has emerged as a respiratory infection 
with significant concern for global public health hazards. Initially, it spread from animal 
to the human; however, the paradigm has shifted towards human-to-human transmission 
via droplets, contacts and through fomites. As of 15 October 2020, the COVID-19 has 
affected about 38,862,209 globally, 1,098,577 deaths and 29,187,119 recovered (World 
Health Organization [WHO], 2020). It has been shown that as the novel coronavirus 
(COVID-19) pandemic evolves worldwide, conspiracy theories and related 
disinformation have gone viral online. Misinformation about COVID-19 flourished 
through social media even though the ability to communicate and share information with 
others can have positive impacts on well-being during disrupting times. This 
misinformation comes in many forms ranging from conspiracy theories about the virus 
being created as a biological weapon in China to claim that coconut oil kills the virus . 
This misinformation may cause people to turn to unproductive and possibly detrimental 
medications as well as participate in risky behaviour and unconsciously spread the virus 
the more. With the increasing amount of misinformation, it is becoming increasingly 
problematic to distinguish fake news from accurate news. It is, therefore, important to 
understand why people share false information related to COVID-19 and to develop 
interventions to increase the quality of information that people share online. 

Generally, existing investigations on the rationale for sharing fake news on social media 
found reasons such as high trust in online sources, social media fatigue, fear of missing 
out and information overload. On the other hand, studies on news sharing have found 
socialisation, information sharing, status seeking and information seeking to be factors 
that prompt news sharing behaviour on social media . Also, social media users reported 
being motivated by several motivators, including a desire for entertainment, wishing to 
remain updated and wanting to learn about friends’ social activities. Recent study has also 
pointed out that social network sites are often used for self-promotion and exhibitionism 
purposes. Despite these outcomes, studies that focused on understanding fake news 
sharing during this pandemic are just emergin suggesting that more studies are required. 
We, therefore, contend that understanding the reasons and associated behaviours that 
induce people to share falsehood could be essential for various governments, public 
health officials as well as the media to design effective information campaigns and other 
pragmatic interventions. The first step to developing interventions to curb misinformation 
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regarding COVID-19 is to comprehend why people personally disseminate fake news 
through social media. 

It has been found that false information regarding health issues constitutes a probable 
threat to public health. However, the motivations for sharing such false information has 
been less well developed . Thus, the explosive growth of fake news sharing, particularly 
during pandemic requires extensive research to comprehend the nature and reasons 
behind fake news proliferation via social media. Presently limited knowledge is known 
about predictors of fake news proliferation. Moreover, studies focusing on fake news are 
limited, but the literature is growing. 

It is yet to be known why individuals disseminate fake news content during this COVID-
19 outbreak. Prior evidence has shown that misinformation on health issues is not new. 
However, the advent of social media, which permit people to share information without 
restriction, has intensified the proliferation of false content in the health ecosystem. 
Unlike previous literature that studied news sharing using university students as a sample, 
we focused on general social media users (Lee & Ma, 2012). It has also been shown that 
most of the studies on fake news have been in the UK and US. Therefore, researchers 
have been encouraged to investigate another context. To respond to this call, we selected 
Nigeria, a developing country which is less well studied to provide another view of 
understanding the global problem of fake news proliferation. Another reason for selecting 
Nigeria stems from the fact that fake news in Nigeria is discouraging medical advice, 
offering false medications, stirring panic and being used for political point scoring. 
Report shows that as of May 14, 2020, the country had about 4,971 cases of COVID-19, 
and 164 deaths were recorded. Therefore, to comprehend the predictors of fake news 
sharing on social media, we developed a comprehensive model drawing from the Uses 
and Gratification perspective. We extended this theory by adding an “altruism” 
component. The novelty of this study is that it extends the literature on news sharing to 
test fake news propagation during COVID-19 pandemic. We argue that the gratifications 
obtained from prior news sharing studies could be extended to examine fake news sharing 
because of the intrinsic participatory nature of social media. Moreover, the limited 
literature on fake news sharing prompted this research to explore and extend to test fake 
news sharing using established news sharing determinants in prior studies. 

 

Studies of fake news sharing related to COVID-19 

Recent research disclosed that people shared misinformation related to the Ebola virus 
with the aim of proffering solution as well as warning others (Apuke and Omar, 2020). 
Since the sharing of information has become easy on social media, people turn to this 
platform to update family members, acquaintances and others on essential issues that 
potentially affect their lives. The more people share news, the more likely they share fake 
news if they are not vigilant of the content. According to Pulido et al. (2020), an obvious 
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act of false information dissemination has been reported in the field of health. The spread 
of falsified health news could jeopardise the safety of people, suggesting that people 
could be lured into taking some false precautionary measure that leads to severe health 
damage 

Altruism and fake news sharing 

Altruism entails giving someone something without expecting any favour in return. 
Altruistic behaviour occurs when individuals share with others without thinking of any 
reward. Relating this to news sharing, altruism could be described as the act of 
disseminating news and information without expecting a reward for such an act . An 
altruistic person constantly has the mind to serve others. This indicates that when people 
seek information and news, an altruistic person is always eager to share such news to help 
without expecting any recompense in the future. The altruistic behaviour has been well 
tested and documented in knowledge, information and news sharing studies. For instance, 
Ma and Chan (2014) revealed that altruism is positively associated with the voluntary 
gathering and dissemination of information, suggesting that users of social media would 
assist without expecting remuneration. 

Consistent with this view, studies have shown that disseminating of news on social media 
platforms is carried out to contribute to the social cohesion. Furthermore, individuals 
engaging in such activities are motivated by the emotive influence and significance the 
news may exert on the recipient . Recent research found that people have the habit of 
sharing information to help others without considering if it is factual or not, as far it 
carries some precautionary measures on specific issues . Consequently, the link between 
altruism and fake news sharing behaviour can be expected. It is argued that those with 
higher altruistic attitude may have more tendency to share misinformation on COVID-19 
while trying to share information that could help others. 

Entertainment and fake news sharing 

The entertainment gratification is attained when individuals use social media to pass time, 
engage in the act that is entertaining to them, as well as escape from their everyday lives. 
It is the utilisation of social media to amuse oneself as well as ease emotional tension and 
anxiety . Relating this view to sharing, previous study revealed that individuals share on 
Facebook for entertainment, relaxation and enjoyment  study established a positive 
connection between entertainment and Facebook usage. The same study found that 
individuals use Facebook like button to express their view on some issues. Conversely, 
prior research found that using social media to entertain oneself is not associated with 
news sharing online, suggesting that people do not gain pleasure from such an act . 

Nevertheless, there is evidence to show that individuals find it entertaining to disseminate 
information in the online community because they wish to exchange information with 
others in a social relationship. This supports finding, which shows that social media users 
disseminate information to kill time, entertain themselves as well as for fun. It has also 
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been revealed that social media users engage with social media as a hobby, which in turn 
helps them find useful information that is subsequently shared with other online 
members. Though there are no studies that have shown entertainment gratifications to be 
related to fake news sharing on pandemic or epidemic, we argue that in the light of the 
mandatory self-isolation worldwide, it is anticipated that the tendency for using social 
media for entertainment will increase, many people will be online to monitor the situation 
of the virus as well as try to be the first to disseminate this information, and this could 
lead individuals to post unverified information. 

Pass time and fake news sharing 

Pass time has been established to be a significant predictor of general social media use . It 
is defined as the use of social media platforms to ease tedium and occupy time . The 
connection between pass time and misinformation sharing has been established in the 
literature . This indicates that as people make use of social media to pass the time, their 
tendency to properly verify a message before forwarding is less likely to occur. On the 
other hand, found no link between pass time and news sharing. revealed that apart from 
socialisation, pass time gratification was the most significant predictor of news sharing 
behaviour. We, therefore, contend that as social media users are engaging in passing time 
with social media during this total lockdown caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, there is 
less tendency to verify information on COVID-19 before sharing and this may lead to 
sharing fake news.  

Information seeking and fake news sharing 

In this study, information seeking is designated as the level to which news circulated in 
social media can offer individuals essential and up-to-date information. accentuated that 
as the cases of the COVID-19 increase around the world, there has been a flurry of 
misleading or false news stories emerging, as well. This indicates that a great deal of 
individual search for information regarding how to cope with the virus, which could turn 
out to be untrue. Information seeking has been linked with using social media for news 
dissemination. It has been established that individuals wish “to be in the know” result to 
the reception and propagation of fake news on social media . Supporting this view, it has 
been shown that news content on social media is circulated among users that demonstrate 
similar interest . Once such content is shared, people could retrieve them quickly at a 
subsequent time and when the need arises. 

A study has associated information seeking on social media with fake news sharing . This 
could be due to the million unsupervised messages found on social media that individuals 
continuously seek to consume. We, therefore, contend that as people’s movement is 
restricted due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and as the cases of the pandemic keep 
increasing individuals would seek for information on social networking sites without 
much consideration if the content is accurate or not as far as it contains some suitable way 
to combat the virus. 
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Information sharing and fake news 

Evidence has shown that the usage of social media platforms is accelerating the 
circulation of false content online . One possible reason for this could be because sharing 
news on social media has become easier as people can take part in the creation and 
dissemination of information . Information sharing stems from the need to offer 
information to others . Information-sharing behaviour has been well documented in prior 
studies  revealed that misinformation circulation is positively associated with the 
information dissemination gratification. The same research revealed that people circulate 
false stories for informational reasons than for entertainment. Drawing from this 
perspective, we contend that due to the already millions of information on COVID-19 on 
social media, sharing misinformation is likely to take place if individuals do not verify 
accordingly. We reasoned that at this time of the pandemic where everyone desires to be a 
reporter, the tendency of verifying messages before sharing is unlikely.  

Conclusion 

Fake news is travelling much faster than the coronavirus in India. Even before the country 
reported its first case on 30 January, India’s social media was rife with fake posts, wild 
rumours, conspiracy theories, doctored videos about the disease’s origin, its subsequent 
spread and possible remedies. Once the country started reporting more cases, a torrent of 
fake messages began populating all major social media platforms, particularly Facebook, 
WhatsApp, Twitter, TikTok and so on. According to a recent report by the fact checking 
website BOOM, COVID-19 related fake news which began climbing in the third week of 
March took a massive spike in early April, particularly after the Tablighi Jamaat incident 
in Delhi. Out of 178 fact checks the website conducted since the onset of COVID-19 in 
the country, as much as 35% of them were fake videos, 29% images and a similar 
percentage were doctored messages on range of issues such as fake diagnosis and 
treatment, falsified quotes by celebrities with their photos, false notifications and 
lockdown guidelines among other. Worryingly, after the Tablighi incident, a substantial 
portion of fake news was directed to target a particular minority group depicting them as 
the vector of the virus, thereby complicating the collective fight against a rapidly 
spreading global pandemic. 

To sum up, India has been simultaneously fighting two viruses; one real and the other 
being the fake one but equally lethal. Fake news and misinformation have created 
numerous hurdles for governments at all levels; central, state and local, in their fight 
against the pandemic. Authorities have found repeatedly engaged in issuing clarifications 
to keep people away from not falling prey to such rumours and fake news. Even one saw 
the reports of social media companies such as Google, Facebook and other intermediary 
platforms in mid-February deciding to create an Information Trust Alliance (ITA) to 
tackle fake content. But it has borne little fruit if the latest findings from BOOM are to be 
seen. 
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Social media platforms should go further in addressing coronavirus misinformation and 
disinformation by structurally altering how their websites function. For the sake of public 
health, social media platforms must change their product features designed to incentivize 
maximum engagement and amplify the most engaging posts over all others. Doing so will 
require fundamental changes to the user-facing products and to back-end algorithms that 
deliver content and make recommendations. Platforms must pair these changes with 
unprecedented transparency in order to enable independent researchers and civil society 
groups to appropriately study their effects. 

With an eye toward proactively reducing mis/disinformation around the coronavirus 
crisis, this report makes specific recommendations of product changes that increase 
friction—anything that inhibits user action within a digital interface—and provide greater 
context. These principles are discussed in detail below, and suggestions are listed for 
convenience in the Appendix. Examples of changes recommended include: 

Virality circuit breakers. Platforms should detect, label, suspend algorithmic 
amplification, and prioritize rapid review and fact-checking of trending coronavirus 
content that displays reliable misinformation markers, which can be drawn from the 
existing body of coronavirus mis/disinformation. 

Scan-and-suggest features. Platforms should develop privacy-sensitive features to scan 
draft posts, detect drafts discussing the coronavirus, and suggest quality information to 
users or provide them cues about being thoughtful or aware of trending 
mis/disinformation prior to publication. 

Subject matter context additions. Social media platforms should embed quality 
information and relevant fact checks around posts on coronavirus topics. Providing in-
post context by default can help equip users with the information they need to interpret 
the post content for themselves. 
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