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Abstract
Purpose As the new coronavirus disease propagated around the world, the rapid spread of news caused uncertainty in the
population. False news has taken over social media, becoming part of life for many people. Thus, this study aimed to evaluate,
through a systematic review, the impact of social media on the dissemination of infodemic knowing and its impacts on health.
Methods A systematic search was performed in the MedLine, Virtual Health Library (VHL), and Scielo databases from January
1, 2020, to May 11, 2021. Studies that addressed the impact of fake news on patients and healthcare professionals around the
world were included. It was possible to methodologically assess the quality of the selected studies using the Loney and
Newcastle–Ottawa Scales.
Results Fourteen studies were eligible for inclusion, consisting of six cross-sectional and eight descriptive observational studies.
Through questionnaires, five studies included measures of anxiety or psychological distress caused by misinformation; another
seven assessed feeling fear, uncertainty, and panic, in addition to attacks on health professionals and people of Asian origin.
Conclusion By analyzing the phenomenon of fake news in health, it was possible to observe that infodemic knowledge can cause
psychological disorders and panic, fear, depression, and fatigue.
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Introduction

Coronavirus 2019 disease (COVID-19), caused by the SARS-
CoV-2 virus, led to the emergence of a pandemic, with a shift
in economics, disruption in education, and various rules on
home confinement (Munster et al. 2020). In this context of
uncertainty, there was a need for new information about the
virus, clinical manifestations, transmission, and prevention of
the disease (Eysenbach 2020).

The rapid implementation of these measures, together with
the number of significant deaths caused by the virus, ended up
causing uncertainty in the population (Tangcharoensathien
et al. 2020). In association with the generalized panic and
the constant concern that COVID-19 caused, this culminated
in the appearance of physical and psychological disorders, in
addition to reduced immunity in the general population (Lima
et al. 2020).

Previous studies indicate that the emergence of the pan-
demic and measures of social confinement caused the number
of patients and health professionals with anxiety, sleep disor-
ders and depression to increase; in addition, suicide rates were
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also considered high (Choi et al. 2020; Okechukwu et al.
2020). However, the use of social media and search queries
to obtain information about the course of the disease is con-
stantly expanding, and includes Twitter, Facebook and
Instagram, Google Trends, Bing, Yahoo, and other more pop-
ular sources such as blogs, forums, or Wikipedia (Depoux
et al. 2020).

Thus, information overload accompanied by fabricated and
fraudulent news, also called fake news (FN), has emerged in
the twentieth century to designate the fake news produced and
published by mass communication vehicles such as social
media, dominating traditional and social platforms, becoming
increasingly part of many people’s daily lives. FNs multiply
rapidly and act as narratives that omit or add information to
facts (Naeem et al. 2020).

The potential effect of FN stems from conspiracy theories,
such as a biological weapon produced in China, water with
lemon or coconut oil that could kill the virus, or drugs, which
even if approved for other indications, could have potential
effectiveness in prevention or treatment of COVID-19.
Therefore, the impact of this massive dissemination of
disease-related information is known as “infodemic knowl-
edge” (Hua and Shaw 2020). Other worrisome examples of
infodemic knowledge include cases of hydroxychloroquine
overdose in Nigeria, drug shortages, changing treatment of
patients with rheumatic and autoimmune diseases, and panic
over supplies and fuel (CNN 2020; Tentolouris et al. 2021).

The World Health Organization (WHO 2020) has worked
closely to track and respond to the most prevalent myths and
rumors that can potentially harm public health. In this context,
the objective of the study was to evaluate, through a system-
atic review, the impact of the media and the media during the
pandemic caused by the new coronavirus, and to determine
how the spread of infodemic impacts people’s health.

Methods

This is a systematic literature review that aimed to use explicit
and systematic methods to avoid the chance of risk of bias
(Donato and Donato 2019). Therefore, the study followed a
design according to the guidelines of Preferred Report items
for Systematic Reviews (PROSPERO) and PRISMA Meta-
analyses (PRISMA 2021) and the search procedures were
filed in the database and registered in PROSPERO:
CRD42021256508 (PROSPERO 2021).

Searching strategy

Search strategies were developed from the identification of
relevant articles using the Medical Subjects Headings
(MeSH) in a combination of Boolean AND. The search by

string and keyword was calculated as follows: “Covid-19”OR
“SARS-CoV-2” AND “fake news” AND “health” OR
“Covid-19” AND “fake news” OR “misinformation” AND
“health”. The strategy was performed using MedLine,
Virtual Health Library (VHL), and Scielo databases. Search
results were revised to prevent duplicate studies. The articles
obtained were analyzed for relevance and step-by-step, as il-
lustrated in Fig. 1. The report items for systematic review
illustrate the PRISMA (PRISMA 2021) process used to report
the results.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The search terms were oriented according to the Population,
Intervention, Comparison, Results and Study Design (PICOS)
approach, methodology used to select the studies included in
the systematic search (Methley et al. 2014), as shown in
Table 1. Cross-sectional studies, of cohorts or clinicians that
addressed the impact of fake news on patients and health
professionals around the world, were used. On the other hand,
studies that did not refer to the proposed theme, review arti-
cles, or were letters and opinions were excluded. In addition,
only full articles written in English, Portuguese (Brazil), and
Spanish, published between January 1, 2020, and May 11,
2021, were reviewed.

Assessment of risk of bias in included studies

Internal quality was performed based on selected study designs
using two scales to independently assess the risk of bias;
Newcastle–Ottawa for cohort studies and Loney scale for
cross-sectional studies. In case of disagreement between two
researchers, the assessment was performed by a third experi-
enced researcher (Santos et al. 2019). The assessment of the risk
of bias between studies was assessed as shown in Tables 2 and 3.

Data extraction

After collecting data from the articles, they were extracted and
tabulated according to the information cited later:

1. Author.
2. Type of study.
3. Class FN.
4. Source of FNs.
5. Impact of FNs on health.
6. Age of participants.
7. Country of origin.
8. Number of patients.
9. Education.

J Public Health (Berl.): From Theory to Practice



Results

Study selection

The search strategy identified 1644 publications through
the MedLine database, the Virtual Health Library (VHL),

and Scielo databases. Of these studies found, 24 were
removed for being duplicative and 1606 for being within
the exclusion criteria. Based on this, 14 studies met the
inclusion criteria and were suitable to be considered in the
present review, as shown in Fig. 1.
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(n =1.620)

Full-text articles assessed 
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(n =1.620)

Records excluded

(n =1.606)

- editorial or review = 92

- out of scope = 1.420

- additional duplicate = 2

- for reasons did not discuss 

health problems caused by 

fake news = 92
Studies included in 

qualitative synthesis

(n =14)

Studies included in 

quantitative synthesis 

(meta-analysis)

(n = 14)

Fig. 1 Search strategy flowchart

Table 1 Approach to study
selection (PICO) following
systematic search

Description Abbreviation Question components

Population P Lay population or health professionals, population with different levels of
education and in different countries

Intervention I Use of an online questionnaire to analyze the impacts of FNs on health

Comparison C Not applied

Outcomes O Social media platforms contribute to the spread of FN

Type of
study

S Clinical trials; cohort studies; cross-sectional studies

Database searched in May 2021
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Study characteristics

Of all the studies included, six were cross-sectional (Ruiz-
Frutos et al. 2020; Islam et al. 2020; Talwar et al. 2020;
Sallam et al. 2020; Duplaga 2020; Secosan et al. 2020) and
eight were descriptive observational studies (Radwan et al.
2020; Sun et al. 2020; Ahmad and Murad 2020; Almomani
and Al-Qur’an 2020; Roozenbeek et al. 2020; Montesi 2020;
Schmidt et al. 2020; Fernández-Torres et al. 2021). The sam-
ple size of the fourteen selected articles was a total of 571,729
participants, 1467 false new items, and 2508 reports. Most
participants were over 18 years of age. The studies were con-
ducted in 14 different countries, including Palestine (n = 1),

Spain (n = 4), India (n = 1), Bangladesh (n = 1), Iraq (n = 1),
Mexico (n = 1), United States of America (n = 1), United
Kingdom (n = 1), Ireland (n= 1), Jordan (n = 2), China n =
1), South Africa (n = 1), Poland (n = 1) and Romania (n =
1), each study being able to evaluate more than one country.
Other characteristics of the study and the results of the primary
study are summarized in Table 4.

The potential risks of misinformation

The results included varied in our review. It was possible to
identify that misinformation could trigger varied disturbances
to an individual’s perception of FNs. In five papers, the

Table 2 Methodological quality
of cross-sectional studies (Loney
Scale)

References Are the study methods
valid?

What is the interpretation
of the results?

How likely are
the results?

Final score

Criteria 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Ruíz-Frutos et al. 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8

Najmul-Islam et al. 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 7

Talwar et al. 0 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 6

Sallam et al. 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8

Duplaga 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8

Secosan et al. 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 6

Questions in header relate to different criteria of quality as measured by the Loney Scale:

1 – Is the study design and sampling appropriate to answer the research question? 2 – Is the sample base adequate?
3 – Is the sample size adequate? 4 – Are adequate and standardized objective criteria used to measure motor
development? 5 –Was EDM applied in an unbiased way? 6 – Is the response rate adequate? 7 –Were the EDM
results presented in a detailed way? 8 – Are participants and context described in detail and can they be gener-
alized to other situations?

Numbers alongside each reference relate to quality of response questions above: 1 = adequate, 2 = inadequate

Table 3 Methodological quality on the Newcastle–Ottawa Scale (NOS)

Study NOS-items scores

Criteria Selection Selection Selection Selection Comparability Results Results Results Final score
1 2 3 4 1a 1 2 3

Radwan et al. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Sun et al. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Ahmad et al. 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 6

Almomani 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Roozenbeek et al. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Montesi 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 6

Schmidt et al. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Fernandéz-Torres et al. 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 7

Questions in header relate to different criteria of quality as measured by the NOS:

Selection 1: representativeness of the exposed cohort; Selection 2: selection of the unexposed cohort; Selection 3: exposure determination; Selection 4:
demonstration that the result of interest was not present at baseline; Comparability 1a and 1b: comparability of cohorts based on design or analysis;
Results 1: result evaluation; Results 2: follow-up of cohorts; Results 3: adequacy of cohort follow-up

J Public Health (Berl.): From Theory to Practice



Ta
bl
e
4

C
ha
ra
ct
er
is
tic
s
of

st
ud
y
sa
m
pl
es

an
d
ri
sk

fa
ct
or
s
as
so
ci
at
ed

w
ith

fa
ke

ne
w
s

M
ai
n
au
th
or

Fa
ke

ne
w
s
cl
as
si
fi
ca
tio

n
M
et
ho
do
lo
gy

ap
pl
ie
d

Fa
ke

ne
w
s
so
ur
ce

Fa
ke

ne
w
s
im

pa
ct

Sc
ho
ol
in
g

C
ou
nt
ry

A
ge

R
uí
z-
F
ru
to
s
et
al
.

20
20

R
ou
te
s
of

or
ig
in

an
d
tr
an
sm

is
si
on
,t
he

m
ag
ni
tu
de

of
im

pa
ct
on

co
un
tr
ie
s

O
nl
in
e
re
se
ar
ch

(Q
ua
ltr
ic
s)

S
oc
ia
lm

ed
ia

P
sy
ch
ic
su
ff
er
in
g
an
d
an
xi
et
y

–
Sp

ai
n

18
up

to
42

N
aj
m
ul
-I
sl
am

et
al
.2
02
0

–
O
nl
in
e
re
se
ar
ch

(W
eb
ro
po
l

so
ft
w
ar
e)

F
ac
eb
oo
k
an
d

Y
ou
tu
be

Fa
tig

ue
–

B
an
gl
ad
es
h

18
up

to
35

T
al
w
ar

et
al
.

20
20

–
–

So
ci
al
m
ed
ia

F
ea
r
an
d
pa
ni
c

–
In
di
a

18
up

to
23

S
al
la
m

et
al
.

20
20

T
he

or
ig
in

of
th
e
di
se
as
e
is
re
la
te
d
to

bi
ol
og
ic
al
w
ar
fa
re
,g
lo
ba
l

co
ns
pi
ra
cy
,5
G
ne
tw
or
ks

in
th
e

sp
re
ad

of
th
e
di
se
as
e

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

Fa
ce
bo
ok
,

W
ha
ts
A
pp
,

Y
ou
T
ub
e
&

T
w
itt
er

A
nx
ie
ty

73
.6
%

gr
ad
ua
te
d

Jo
rd
an

O
ve
r
18

D
up
la
ga

20
20

M
an
-m

ad
e
ge
ne
tic

m
an
ip
ul
at
io
n

P
ol
is
h

pr
og
ra
m
m
e

of in
te
rv
ie
w
er

qu
al
ity

co
nt
ro
l

–
Pa
ni
c

48
%

hi
gh

sc
ho
ol
,1
0.
7%

gr
ad
ua
te
d

Po
lo
ni
a

O
ve
r
18

S
ec
os
an

et
al
.

F
oo
d
an
d
be
ve
ra
ge
s
as

na
tu
ra
ld

ru
gs
,

hy
gi
en
e
pr
ac
tic
es
,a
nd

m
ed
ic
in
es

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

–
A
nx
ie
ty
/s
tr
es
s/
de
pr
es
si
on
/

in
so
m
ni
a

10
0%

gr
ad
ua
te
d

R
om

an
ia

O
ve
r
18

R
ad
w
an

et
al
.

F
ak
e
ne
w
s
ab
ou
tt
he

C
O
V
ID

-1
9

ou
tb
re
ak

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

Fa
ce
bo
ok

&
W
ha
ts
A
pp

Pa
ni
c/
de
pr
es
si
on
/s
tr
es
s/
an
ge
r/

an
xi
et
y

H
ig
h
sc
ho
ol

Pa
le
st
in
e

O
ve
r
11

S
un

et
al
.2
02
0

R
in
si
ng

th
e
m
ou
th

w
ith

br
in
e
ca
n

pr
ev
en
tC

O
V
ID

-1
9

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

(W
eC

ha
t

so
ft
w
ar
e)

So
ci
al
m
ed
ia

A
nx
ie
ty

45
.8
6%

ha
d
hi
gh
er

ed
uc
at
io
n,

20
.5
0%

hi
gh

sc
ho
ol
/te
ch
ni
ca
l

ed
uc
at
io
n,
7.
01
%

po
st
gr
ad
ua
te

ed
uc
at
io
n

C
hi
ne

*O
ve
r

46

A
hm

ad
an
d

M
ur
ad

20
20

G
en
er
al
iz
ed

in
fo
rm

at
io
n
ab
ou
t

C
O
V
ID

-1
9

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

(S
P
S
S)

Fa
ce
bo
ok

F
ea
r
an
d
pa
ni
c

–
Ir
aq
iK

ur
di
st
an

O
ve
r
18

A
lm

om
an
ia
nd

A
l-
Q
ur
’a
n

20
20

A
lc
oh
ol

co
ns
um

pt
io
n
/u

si
ng

ul
tr
av
io
le
tl
ig
ht

/u
si
ng

na
sa
ls
pr
ay

/
ga
rl
ic
or

ch
lo
ri
ne

on
th
e
sk
in

O
nl
in
e
qu
er
y

(S
P
S
S)

So
ci
al
m
ed
ia

F
ea
r
an
d
pa
ni
c

–
Jo
rd
an

18
up

to
60

R
oo
ze
nb
ee
k
et
al
.

20
20

W
uh
an
’s
L
ab
or
at
or
y,
sy
nt
he
tic

vi
ru
s

O
nl
in
e
qe
se
ar
ch

S
oc
ia
lm

ed
ia

P
ot
en
tia
lr
is
k
to

pu
bl
ic

he
al
th
/h
es
ita
tio

n
ab
ou
t

va
cc
in
at
io
n

–
M
ex
ic
o,
U
S
A
,U

K
,

S
pa
in

e
Ir
el
an
d

O
ve
r
18

M
on
te
si
20
20

A
va
cc
in
e
th
at
co
nt
ro
ls
pe
op
le
/s
m
ok
er
s

ar
e
le
ss

vu
ln
er
ab
le
to

C
O
V
ID

-1
9/
ho
m
e
re
m
ed
ie
s
br
in
g
a

cu
re

O
nl
in
e
qe
se
ar
ch

(S
ite

M
al
di
ta
.e
s)

So
ci
al
m
ed
ia

D
oe
s
no
tp

os
e
a
da
ng
er

to
pe
op
le
’s
he
al
th

an
d
sa
fe
ty

–
Sp

ai
n

–

S
ch
m
id
te
ta
l.

20
20

W
uh
an
’s
L
ab
or
at
or
y,
sy
nt
he
tic

vi
ru
s,

an
d
5G

C
on
sp
ir
ac
y

T
el
ep
ho
ni
c

in
te
rv
ie
w

So
ci
al
m
ed
ia

F
ea
r/
co
nf
us
io
n/
pa
ni
c

–
Pr
ov
in
ce
s
of

G
au
te
ng
,

K
w
aZ

ul
u-
N
at
al
an
d

W
es
te
rn

C
ap
e
of

S
ou
th

A
fr
ic
a

O
ve
r
18

J Public Health (Berl.): From Theory to Practice



population was observed to be more prone to fearful situations
(Talwar et al. 2020; Ahmad and Murad 2020; Almomani and
Al-Qur’an 2020; Schmidt et al. 2020; Fernández-Torres et al.
2021). Consequently, two studies found that a proportion of
these patients who reported being afraid because of the influ-
ence of FNs reported being confused as to the veracity of this
transmitted information (Schmidt et al. 2020; Fernández-
Torres et al. 2021). Our review also found that this situation
of fear and confusion can lead to the onset of panic (Talwar
et al. 2020; Radwan et al. 2020; Duplaga 2020; Ahmad and
Murad 2020; Almomani and Al-Qur’an 2020; Schmidt et al.
2020). In which, the set between the perceptual aspects to
these FN can lead to milder symptoms such as fatigue
(Islam et al. 2020), stress (Secosan et al. 2020; Radwan et al.
2020), insomnia (Secosan et al. 2020), and anger (Radwan
et al. 2020). The literature also informs us that in addition to
milder symptoms inherent to a state of confusion with regard
to perceived misinformation conveyed, there is a likelihood of
more complex symptomatologies as was reported in five stud-
ies with an increase in the number of patients with anxiety
(Ruiz-Frutos et al. 2020; Sallam et al. 2020; Secosan et al.
2020; Radwan et al. 2020; Sun et al. 2020). Patients have also
reported being affected by depression processes inherent to
these FNs (Secosan et al. 2020; Radwan et al. 2020).

Susceptibility to spreading fake news according to
education and age of the population

To understand the behavior of rumor spreading among the
population, our findings reveal that the age of the patients
who participated in the study varied mainly between 18 and
60 years, which could infer that a good portion of individuals
in different age groups could be susceptible to FN spread
through social media. However, in a single study, it was found
that people over the age of 76 were more susceptible to being
influenced by fake news as well as spreading this information
(Sun et al. 2020). Another important finding in the literature
indicates that susceptibility to interacting with FN is indepen-
dent of the individual educational level of each study subject,
where in four studies it was observed that the patients involved
were in secondary school (Duplaga 2020; Radwan et al. 2020;
Sun et al. 2020), five studies addressed the susceptibility of
undergraduate patients to FN (Sallam et al. 2020; Duplaga
2020; Secosan et al. 2020; Sun et al. 2020; Fernández-
Torres et al. 2021), and in two studies graduate patients were
observed (Sun et al. 2020; Fernández-Torres et al. 2021).

Content and propagation of fake news circulating on
social networking platforms

It was possible to verify in the selected articles that the social
network Facebook had the greatest participation in the select-
ed studies (Islam et al. 2020; Sallam et al. 2020; Fernández-T
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Torres et al. 2021), followed by Youtube in three studies
(Islam et al. 2020; Sallam et al. 2020; Fernández-Torres
et al. 2021) and WhatsApp in three more studies (Sallam
et al. 2020; Radwan et al. 2020; Fernández-Torres et al.
2021); Twitter appeared in only one study (Sallam et al.
2020). Among the main FNs, we had the disclosure that the
consumption of food, vitamins, and beverages improved the
clinical condition of the affected patient, in addition to reduc-
ing the contamination rate (Islam et al. 2020; Secosan et al.
2020). In other studies, the infection improved with the use of
mouthwashes and cutaneous substances (Sun et al. 2020;
Almomani and Al-Qur’an 2020). News related to viral spread,
such as the creation of the virus in the laboratory and the
spread of the virus by vectors such as mosquitoes, were also
addressed (Ahmad and Murad 2020; Roozenbeek et al. 2020;
Montesi 2020). Vaccines have also become targets of fake
news in studies (Montesi 2020).

Discussion

In the context of the pandemic, the media emerged to seek
information about the disease. However, many occurrences
were false news masquerading as reliable disease prevention
and control strategies, which created an overload of misinfor-
mation. In this process, there was interference in the behavior
and health of people, generating social unrest associated with
violence, distrust, social disturbances, and attacks on health
professionals (Moscadelli et al. 2020; Apuke and Omar 2021).

Overall, our review suggests that people of different nation-
alities were affected by sharing unverified information. In all
the studies included, totaling 1467 news and 2508 reports, the
results show that people trust the information they find on
social networks, and through these accounts ended up believ-
ing and being affected by this information. Only one author
pointed out that the news did not represent a danger to peo-
ple’s health and safety, being considered harmless. This fact
was explained by Aleinikov et al. (2020) pointing out that in
this delicate process, the important thing is to relate the per-
ception of risk found in social media and trust in the informa-
tion provided by institutions (Aleinikov et al. 2020).

These tools, while becoming increasingly popular, are also
increasingly exposed to unreliable information. As a result,
people feel anxious, depressed, or emotionally exhausted,
and these expressive health effects are directly associated with
the spread of this information (Lin et al. 2020). So much so,
that when analyzing our data, it was realized that this interac-
tion can come with both mild effects and more serious psy-
chological problems. This is also consistent with the literature,
according to Jiang (2021), who evaluated the possible psycho-
logical impact of social media on students during the pandem-
ic and found an increase in the anxiety levels of these students,

as well as a worsening in academic performance and physical
exhaustion (Jiang 2021).

The proliferation of false news has consequences for public
health because it fuels panic among people and discredits the
scientific community in the eyes of public opinion. For exam-
ple, a popular myth that consumption of pure alcohol—meth-
anol — could eliminate the virus in the contaminated body
killed approximately 800 people in Iran, while another 5876
people were hospitalized for methanol poisoning (Hassanian-
Moghaddam et al. 2020). As demonstrated in our evaluation,
Almomani and Al-Qur’an 2020 and Secosan et al. 2020, in
their reports also claim that the participants, in fact, believed
that alcohol consumption cured COVID-19 (Secosan et al.
2020; Almomani and Al-Qur’an 2020).

Based on the literature, even social media that play a sig-
nificant role in disseminating true news about COVID-19
have also been linked to illness, because as platforms that help
to spread public health messages to people, they also promote
opinionated reporting. and concerns about the disease (Galea
et al. 2020). In fact, the results pointed out in this review reveal
that 36% of the authors showed that exposure to infodemic
knowledge generated fear, panic, depression, stress, and anx-
iety in people interviewed through an online questionnaire.
This is corroborated by a cross-sectional study carried out by
Olagoke et al. (2020), that when evaluating 501 participants,
the anxiety and depression score was related to news exposure
in the traditional media, showing a prevalence of depressive
symptoms and a greater perceived vulnerability, causing great
psychological impact.

Our results indicate that different age groups have suscep-
tibility to interact with the FN propagated by social media,
especially in the elderly population. These results were also
verified in a previous study by Guimarães et al. 2021, who
aimed to assess the population’s knowledge about COVID-19
and misinformation from an anonymous online survey and,
with this, some parameters such as gender, education, and age
were shown to be directly associated with a better perception
of health issues in the context of the pandemic (Guimarães
et al. 2021). The same was also seen by Hayat et al. 2020,
who explored the public’s understanding of the current situa-
tion of the COVID-19 from online forms and concluded that
participants with ages ranging from 16 to 29 years obtained
better scores than older participants (Hayat et al. 2020). Such a
fact is associated with the digital media literacy of individuals
primarily over the age of 60 who end up not reliably deter-
mining the trustworthiness of online news, thus needing to
develop literacy competencies that encompass the types of
skills needed to identify questionable content (Guess et al.
2019).

To understand the behavior of spreading rumors among the
elderly population, our results show that most respondents
(74.82%) negatively evaluated the dissemination of fake
news, while 2.52% did not care anyway. Among them, the
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correlation between the spread of rumors and anxiety was
negatively associated, as they influence the behavior and per-
ception of the elderly to understand what a fact is and what is
fake news. Research shows that individuals over 65 years
share up to seven times more unverified information when
compared to other age groups, often in order to feel useful,
active, and connected (Guess et al. 2019). Certainly, psycho-
logical interventions are mainly recommended to vulnerable
populations and health professionals (Van Der Linden et al.
2020).

Our results also showed that 36% of the authors reported
that, regardless of age, it was possible for participants to ex-
perience fatigue, anguish, and psychological distress, in addi-
tion to having a higher probability of developing anxiety-
related symptoms. This is contradicted in two previous studies
by Huang and Zhao (2020) and Wang et al. (2020); when
evaluating the psychological impact of the uncontrolled
spread of COVID-19, they realized that the manifestations
of anxiety and psychological outbreaks were more common
especially in the younger population who used social net-
works for a longer time (Huang and Zhao 2020; Wang et al.
2020). On the other hand, pandemic uncertainty and confine-
ment created considerable levels of stress in young people,
especially women, in Switzerland (Mohler-Kuo et al. 2021).
It was further shown that misinformation fueled by rumors
and conspiracy theories led to physical harassment and violent
attacks against healthcare professionals and people of Asian
origin in 28% of the results shown in this review. This finding
is in line with a study that shows that conspiracy theories are
not a new phenomenon, but they increase in times of crisis.
Thus, people who believe in this “conspiracy world” are less
likely to comply with social norms (Imhoff and Lamberty
2020).

The impact of denial and its association with fake news
presents itself as a social phenomenon through the production
of controversial theses to the scientific consensus (Duarte and
César 2020). Good examples of denial content can be the
emergence of the earthmoving movement, the global warming
farce, and anti-vaccination discourses (Vasconcelos-Silva and
Castiel 2020). With regard to the COVID-19 pandemic,
denialism takes on an expression never seen before, in which
the number of people who spread this news grows more and
more, and therefore results in an increase in the number of
deaths of the most vulnerable patients (Morel 2021).

Importantly, false information has been a genuine concern
among social-media platforms and governments, which have
implemented strategies to contain misinformation and fake
news during the pandemic. Of the social-media platforms, in
order to contain the advance of FNs, Facebook has imple-
mented a new feature to inform users when they engage with
unverified information (BBC 2020). Another way to counter-
act misinformation is to seek support and discuss actions that
authorities or public agencies could take to mitigate the spread

of conspiracy theories, and encourage users to flag inappro-
priate content to social-media companies (González-Padilla
and Tortolero-Blanco 2020).

Conclusion

Social-media platforms have contributed to the spread of false
news and conspiracy theories during the new coronavirus pan-
demic. When analyzing the phenomenon of fake news in
health, it is possible to observe that infodemic knowledge is
part of people’s lives around the world, causing distrust in
Governments, researchers, and health professionals, which
can directly impact people’s lives and health. When analyzing
the potential risks of misinformation, panic, depression, fear,
fatigue, and the risk of infection influence psychological dis-
tress and emotional overload. In the COVID-19 pandemic, the
disposition to spread incorrect information or rumors is direct-
ly related to the development of anxiety in populations of
different ages.
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