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Abstract 
This study explores how university-educated Nigerians living in two urban centres 
engaged with, and made choices about whether to share or not share, “fake news” on 
COVID-19 in 2020. The research adopted a qualitative approach by conducting focus 
group interviews with participants, all university graduates aged 25 or older, sampled 
from Lagos and Umuahia—two major metropolitan cities in Nigeria. Participants’ 
sense-making practices with regard to fake news on COVID-19 were varied. One 
core finding was that social media virality was typically seen as being synonymous 
with fake news due to the dramatic, exaggerated, and sometimes illogical nature 
of such information. Many participants demonstrated a high level of literacy in 
spotting fake news. Among those who said that they sometimes shared fake news on 
COVID-19, one motivation was to warn of the dangers of fake news by making it 
clear, while sharing, that the information was false. Other participants said that they 
shared news without being certain of its veracity, because of a general concern about 
the virus, and some participants shared news if it was at least partially true, provided 
that the news aimed to raise awareness of the dangers of COVID-19. However, some 
participants deliberately shared fake news on COVID-19 and did so because of a 
financial motivation. Those who sought to avoid sharing fake news on COVID-19 
did so to avoid causing harm. The study provides insights into the reception of, and 
practices in engaging with, health-related fake news within a university-educated 
Nigerian demographic. 
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1. Introduction 
Social media “fake news” has been a major source of concern in Nigeria ever since 
the 2015 general elections. During those elections, there was a growing population of 
internet users, with online and social media playing an active role in citizens’ vigorous 
political participation—and, at the same time, providing fertile ground for politicians 
to disseminate amplified, partisan, and distorted messages (Ogwezzy-Ndisika et 
al., 2023). The 2015 general elections in Nigeria were conducted at a time when 
the use of social media in electioneering and political participation was becoming 
steadily more popular, following the inaugural use of social media in the preceding 
elections of 2011 (Uzuegbunam, 2020). Concerns about social media fake news have 
since escalated to the extent that most of the ensuing political, social, and economic 
problems present in the country have to some extent been attributed to it (Adegoke 
& BBC, 2018; Anderson, 2019).

In addition to the threat that fake news poses to Nigeria’s peace, unity, security, and 
positive international reputation, it also poses particular challenges in relation to 
its healthcare system, which is hampered by problems of infrastructure, policy, and 
outdated health beliefs, all of which have contributed to disease outbreaks (Welcome, 
2011). Health-related fake news can delay or prevent effective care and, in some 
cases, threaten the lives of individuals, i.e., people misled by fabricated messages. 
Stated differently, the problem of health-related fake news becomes consequential 
when news consumers do not recognise a particular news item as fabricated and 
respond to it as true (Lara-Navarra et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2019). In the Nigerian 
context, research has found that individuals who rely on social media platforms as 
their main source of news tend to be more likely to believe fake news on health issues 
such as COVID-19 (Uwalaka, 2022). 
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The term “fake news” is somewhat contested in communication scholarship. Allcott 
and Gentzkow (2017) conceptualise fake news as being intentionally and verifiably 
false, and, at the same time, potentially deceptive to audiences. Gelfert (2018) argues 
that fake news should be seen as but one category of “false news”. Given that even 
reliable news sources can occasionally make mistakes, Gelfert (2018) believes that the 
definition of fake news as news that contains inaccurate information is inadequate, 
because a justifiable mistake about an irrelevant or incorrect detail does not necessarily 
render the entire report fake news. For Gelfert (2018), fake news is a deliberate 
attempt by the originators to deceive an audience, to manipulate public opinion, and 
to increase the circulation of false information. Accordingly, Gelfert (2018) defines 
fake news as the “deliberate presentation of […] false or misleading claims as news, 
where the claims are misleading by design” (pp. 85-86, italics in original). Lilleker 
(2018) is also of the view that fake news is news that is deliberately misleading. These 
definitions seem to equate fake news with “disinformation” (false information created 
and spread with the intention to mislead), but, in our analysis, fake news is more 
usefully understood as comprising both disinformation and “misinformation” (false 
information created and spread without an intention to mislead, or without concern 
as to whether the information is false or not).

Both terms, disinformation and misinformation, are widespread in the academic 
literature on manifestations of false information, or what is also sometimes referred 
to as “information disorder” (see Wardle, 2019). In our research and this article, 
we use the term “fake news” to refer to any kind of false information circulating 
in the various media channels, including social media, regardless of whether the 
false information’s creation, or distribution, is performed with the intent to mislead, 
i.e., all false information, including the intentionally misleading subset that is 
disinformation, can constitute fake news if disseminated via some sort of media 
platform. Our definition of fake news aligns with the definition used in the Madrid-
Morales et al. (2021) article on sharing of misinformation, in which it is stated that 
that the terms “misinformation” and “fake news” are used “interchangeably to refer 
to all the expressions and formats in which made-up and inaccurate information has 
been found to be common” (p. 1201, footnote). 

For Choy and Chong (2018), fake news has lexical features that are different from 
those of factual reports. For example, as they explain, biased information has been 
associated with specific linguistic cues, including active verbs, implicative verbs (verbs 
such as “manage to” and “bother to”, which suggest that the “truth value” of a clause 
is conditional), and subjective intensifiers (such as “extremely” and “utterly”). Choy 
and Chong point to “clickbait”—a type of deceptive online content that uses special 
lexical elements like emotional language, action words, suspenseful language, and 
the overuse of numerals. The authors argue that since fake news has unique lexical 
features, these features can be used to detect its presence in online news content. The 
authors also argue that deceivers (creators of fake news) tend to tell less complex 
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stories. When compared to the stories of truth tellers, deceivers’ messages show lower 
cognitive complexity. Thus, these deceptive messages have lower average sentence 
length and lower average word length (Choy & Chong, 2018). The messages also 
tend to make frequent use of motion verbs such as “walk”, “move”, and “go”, as these 
provide simpler and more concrete descriptions than words that focus on evaluations 
and judgments (such as “think” and “believe”). With respect to the affective dimension 
of fake news, Choy and Chong (2018) contend that those who fabricate fake news do 
so with a view to appealing to the audience’s emotions.

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has reignited global interest in the 
discourse around health-related fake news, further deepening investigation into its 
implications for public health. Commenting on how online fake news has worsened 
the spread of COVID-19, the Director-General of the World Health Organisation 
(WHO), Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, noted that the world is faced with both 
a pandemic and an “infodemic”—a deluge of all manner of information, including 
both factual and inaccurate information, in offline and online spaces, during a disease 
outbreak or health crisis. Online fake news on COVID-19 has had serious impacts 
in parts of the world. For instance, it was responsible for deaths in Iran in March 
2020, when 2,100 Iranians ingested methanol (a toxic industrial form of alcohol) 
after exposure to social media messages that suggested alcohol consumption could 
prevent infection by the virus (Soltaninejad, 2020). 

In this study, we specifically explored the reception of, and motivations for sharing 
(or not sharing) fake news on COVID-19 in Nigeria. Here, “reception” refers to 
how information is interpreted and made sense of by its recipients. We draw from 
reception studies and thereby view “reception” as the participants’ reactions to fake 
news (Sandikci, 1998; Wagner & Boczkowski, 2019). “Motivations”, in this study, 
refer to the reasons or determinant factors behind recipients’ decisions to share or 
not to share fake news. 

Research aims and questions 
This study sought to make a scholarly contribution in the areas of both social media 
reception and health communication. The aim was to empirically assess how selected 
cohorts of university-educated Nigerians in urban locations responded to COVID-
related social media fake news, and the extent to which they shared such news. The 
study was grounded in two core questions:

•	 How do university-educated Nigerians receive and interpret fake news on 
COVID-19 issues?

•	 What are their motivations for sharing (or not sharing) fake news on 
COVID-19 issues?
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2. Reception of, and motivations for sharing, fake news
The reception of, and motivations for sharing, fake news have both drawn significant 
research attention. In their Nigerian research on the role of misinformation in 
undermining the containment of Ebola, Allgaier  and  Svalastog (2015) highlight 
instances where the audience received false information on the virus as true. The 
authors cite accounts of people dying and being admitted to hospitals in Nigeria 
as a result of audience adoption of incorrect information about dangerous methods 
of combating Ebola. Also looking at factors influencing the sharing of health-
related misinformation, Aquino et al. (2017) identify anti-vaxxers as major sources 
or propagators of misinformation. These authors find that discussions among this 
category of audience tend to revolve around rhetorical as well as personal arguments 
that induce negative emotions such as anger, fear, and sadness. 

Chua and Banerjee (2017) examine the role played by epistemic belief in affecting 
people’s decisions regarding whether or not to spread health-related rumours online, 
and the authors discover that people who are “epistemologically naïve” are more 
likely than “epistemologically robust” people to share health-related misinformation 
online. For Chua and Banerjee (2017), epistemologically naïve people are those who 
believe that knowledge is relatively rigid and easily attainable. Conversely, as noted 
by Chua and Banerjee (2017), people who believe that knowledge is largely fuzzy 
and requires significant effort to obtain are epistemologically robust. The foregoing 
would suggest that epistemologically naïve people are more likely to receive (and 
share) fake news uncritically, while the epistemologically robust will more easily 
identify (and not share) fake news.

Chakrabarti et al.’s (2018) study in five cities in Kenya and Nigeria identified two 
main categories of motivations for sharing fake news. First, individuals share fake 
news due to their desire to be seen as “in the know” socially, with such sharing viewed 
as a path to gaining social currency. Second, a sense of civic duty leads some users 
of social media to share warnings of, and to inform others of news received on, an 
imminent danger—irrespective of whether the sharer thinks the news is reliable or 
not. Chakrabarti et al. (2018) found an assumption among sharers that it is preferable 
to tell people widely just in case the information could benefit them, on the grounds 
that if the information about a supposed imminent danger turns out to be false, no 
substantial harm will be caused. However, if the information turns out to be accurate, 
it can have significant practical advantages for many. 

The aforementioned study by Madrid-Morales et al. (2021) looked at motivations 
for sharing misinformation online among university students in six African countries. 
The study found two key motivations among this demographic. First, participants 
share out of a sense of civic duty, where they feel they have to warn others of inherent 
dangers. Second, they share misinformation for the fun of it, in order to elicit laughter 
or humour. Another study, by Wasserman and Madrid-Morales (2019), establishes a 
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link between lack of trust in the news media and the sharing of fake news. In a survey 
of 1,847 Kenyans, Nigerians, and South Africans, a significant relationship was found 
between high levels of perceived exposure to misinformation and low levels of media 
trust. This corresponds with similar findings elsewhere (see Chadwick and Vaccari 
(2019) in the British context) that suggest that the widespread sharing of false news 
may signify a growing cynicism towards the accuracy of news in general. In their 
study conducted in Chicago, Philadelphia, and Miami, Wagner and Boczkowski 
(2019) found that a general mistrust and scepticism regarding the veracity of the 
news ecosystem as a whole is linked to the consumption and sharing of fake news. 

In parts of Africa, cultural influences, including the long-standing importance of 
informal sources of information such as gossip, rumour, and satire (Madrid-Morales 
et al., 2021; Nyamnjoh, 2005) can often play a role in the tendency for social media 
users sharing fake news. In addition to these cultural influences in the African 
context, the long history of untrustworthy news media on the continent, and of 
muzzled media environments controlled by the state or socioeconomic elites, has 
given rise to strong alternative channels of information on which fake news can 
thrive (Wasserman & Madrid-Morales, 2019). A study by Tully (2021) of how 
Kenyans experience misinformation found that the participants’ consumption and 
sharing of misinformation is determined by their personal interest in a particular 
topic, the extent to which it trends within their social networks, and the perceived 
importance of the information. 

The motivations for sharing information, including false information on social media, 
can also be psychological or emotional. Drawing from data from cross-sectional 
surveys in the US, Petersen et al. (2023) argue that psychological motivations 
underpin the sharing of hostile political rumours, a form of false news, as participants 
in their study felt a personal burden to challenge the political system as a whole 
and to mobilise receivers of such messaging against a particular political setting. 
Dafonte-Gómez’s (2018) study finds that some sharing practices are motivated by 
affective connections and emotions because of the heightened emotion they feel 
while interacting with viral news on social media.

Furthermore, other scholars have found that the social identity of the audience is 
a factor that can influence their sharing of information on social media. Bigman et 
al. (2019), in their online survey of 150 college students of black, white, and “other” 
races/ethnicities in the US, found that race influences how young social media users 
selectively expose themselves to news on social media. Black students, more so than 
the students of other races/ethnicities, reported seeing and posting race-related 
content on social media. Bigman et al. (2019) also found an orientation towards 
civic participation or civic purpose as a motivation for sharing information on social 
media. 
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Other studies have found that the main motivation for fake news production and 
dissemination is commercial (Hirst, 2017; Marwick & Lewis, 2017), with creation 
and dissemination of misinformation used to boost traffic to an online site and 
increase advertising revenue (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). This phenomenon was 
witnessed during the 2016 US elections when a group of teenagers in Macedonia 
created fake news for economic gain. Sharing pro‐Trump content, even when it 
contained falsehoods, generated online traffic that helped them to make money 
through advertisements (Marwick & Lewis, 2017).

While the above review shows that there have been numerous studies of audiences’ 
reception of, and motivations for sharing, fake news, few studies in African settings 
have focused on how people in certain narrow demographics receive, and decide 
whether to share, such information. This study fills this research gap, in the Nigerian 
context, with a focus on the consumption and sharing behaviours of university-
educated individuals in two urban settings. 

3. Research design
This study adopted a qualitative approach, using focus groups with 60 individuals 
(all of whom were university graduates) aged 25 and above living in Umuahia and 
Lagos—two metropolitan cities in the south-eastern and south-western parts of 
Nigeria, respectively. The decision to focus on these two cities was based on their 
socioeconomic significance. Umuahia is one of the major commercial hubs of 
Nigeria’s South East Region, and Lagos is the largest hub for the corporate and 
entrepreneurial sector in Nigeria. Both cities are thus strategically positioned and 
have residents drawn from various parts of the country. 

Focus group discussion was chosen as an appropriate data collection method because 
it suits research that seeks to explore complex issues and to collect in-depth data 
at minimal cost (Brennen, 2012; Carey, 1994). A total of ten focus groups were 
conducted—five in each city—between August and October 2020. Each consisted of 
six participants. The study participants were gathered through a snowball technique 
where initial reliable contacts generated further contacts. Seven of the 10 focus groups 
had a 50:50 gender ratio (three males and three females) and the gender ratios of the 
other three groups were 40:60 for the males and females, respectively. 

Each focus group lasted for approximately 90 minutes, and explored participants’ 
reception of, and motivations for sharing (or not sharing), fake news on COVID-19 
issues (see Appendix for the focus group discussion protocol). The focus group 
discussions explored questions such as: how media users would define fake news on 
COVID-19; how they identified false stories on COVID-19 when they saw them; 
the forms of media they saw as most likely to carry false or accurate information on 
COVID-19; and their views on how the media reported the pandemic. 
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Participants were also asked what their reactions would be if they saw certain 
instances of fake news on their social media timelines; whether they would share such 
stories; and their motivations for sharing or not sharing. To elicit detailed responses, 
participants in each focus group were presented with four stimuli. The stimuli were 
screenshots of online news headlines and lead paragraphs on COVID-19 identified 
as fake by Africa Check, an independent fact-checking organisation, headquartered 
in Johannesburg (Cox, 2013). The participants were not informed beforehand that 
the stimuli had been confirmed as fake news by Africa Check. This was to allow 
them to make sense of the stimuli on their own. The four stimuli are presented in 
the Appendix. Stimulus 1 showed a fake news item where former Nigerian president, 
Olusegun Obasanjo was quoted as saying that there was no COVID-19 in Nigeria 
(Africa Check, 2020a). Stimulus 2 showed a fake news item where the Sultan of 
Sokoto argued that the first case of COVID-19 in Nigeria (an Italian national) was 
faked by an actor (Africa Check, 2020b). Stimulus 3 showed a fake news item where 
garlic was presented as a cure for COVID-19 (Africa Check, 2020c). In Stimulus 4, 
a false record of COVID-19 cases in Nigeria was presented (Africa Check, 2020d).

The researcher who organised the focus groups (Ononiwu), or a research assistant 
trained for this purpose, mediated and audio-recorded each discussion session. 
Participants were given consent forms and information sheets before each of the focus 
group meetings commenced, and they were given the opportunity to ask questions 
about their involvement in the study. Before participants agreed to participate, 
and signed the consent forms, they were informed about the study’s objective and 
significance, as well as the methodology and how the qualitative data would be used. 

The qualitative data from the 10 focus groups was transcribed word-for-word and 
analysed thematically. Before the thematic coding, we listened to each audio recording 
and double-checked the transcripts for accuracy. We also took note of the responses’ 
frequency, context, and specificity. Within each focus group, this method allowed for 
the identification of patterns, themes, and contradictions. In addition, quotations 
that best reflected the primary topics were chosen as part of the data analysis below. 
Two academic colleagues read the data independently and recognised themes that 
were similar to the ones we identified, ensuring the study’s validity. We limited access 
to the data and provided secure data storage to guarantee confidentiality.
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In addition to taking part in a focus group discussion, each participant was requested 
to indicate their gender, age, highest educational qualification, and occupation (as 
summarised in Table 1).

Table 1: Participants’ demographic information

Variables Frequency %

Gender
Female 37 61.7%
Male 23 38.3%
Total 60 100%

Age bracket

25-30 years 21 35%
31-39 years 18 30%
40-49 years 11 18.3%
50-55 years 10 16.7%

Total 60 100%

Highest educational 
qualification

First degree 48 80%

Postgraduate 
qualification

12 20%

Total 60 100%

Occupation

Civil servants 12 20%
Businesspeople 

Teachers 
Others

Journalists
Bankers

11
10
8
8
6

18.3%
16%

13.3%
13.3%
10%

Postgraduate 
students

5 8.3%

Total 60 100%



The African Journal of Information and Communication (AJIC)     10

Uzuegbunam and Ononiwu

4. Findings and analysis
In this section, the results of the analysis of the qualitative data are discussed under 
two broad themes: 

•	 reception of fake news on COVID-19; and
•	 motivations for sharing, or not sharing, fake news on COVID-19.

Reception of fake news on COVID-19
Participants in eight of the 10 focus groups claimed that they knew news was likely 
to be fake when it was going viral on social media and it was dramatic, exaggerated, 
and illogical when juxtaposed with well-known events. In the words of a participant 
in one of the Lagos focus groups:

If it is circulating widely on social media, then it is likely to be fake news. 
Fake news on COVID-19 has elements that make it appealing and therefore 
likely to spread quickly. Fake news is sensational. It is also exaggerated. 
How can someone tell you that 1,000 persons are infected with the virus 
but when you look around, you cannot find anyone you know who has the 
virus? (male businessperson, age 44, Lagos).

According to another Lagos participant: 

We all know that the number of persons peddled online is far more than 
the actual number infected by the virus. COVID-19 does not affect us here 
as much as it affects people from other countries, especially in the West. 
The figures we see online are from fake news. Where is this 472 confirmed 
cases coming from [referring to Stimulus 4]? (male civil servant, age 41, 
Lagos).

Participants in six of the 10 focus groups (two in Lagos, four in Umuahia) saw social 
media as a natural home for fake news on COVID-19, saying that most COVID-19 
information that was disseminated virally on WhatsApp and Facebook was fake. In 
the words of one of the Umuahia participants:

News {items] on WhatsApp and Facebook are the major culprits. You 
can hardly see information on these platforms that is not fake. Credible 
news channels seldom use these platforms effectively. What people do is 
pick information from somewhere, modify it and spread [it] mostly on 
Facebook to attract more engagement for their social media pages (female 
teacher, age 33, Umuahia).
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According to one of the Lagos participants:

Fake news on COVID-19, as spread on social media, is designed to draw 
enormous public attention. This is why it spreads every quickly. It is like 
gossip, it is exciting. For instance, when it was alleged that cow urine could 
cure COVID-19, you can tell it is fake. Cow urine? Does it make common 
sense? Then look at this one that says garlic cures COVID-19 [referring to 
Stimulus 3]. It is unsubstantiated. People who post these things just want 
to cause a stir (male banker, age 30, Lagos).

The foregoing responses point to the widely held view among the respondents that 
there was a great deal of deliberateness in the development and posting of COVID-
related fake news—deliberateness that has also been identified by Gelfert (2018). 

Participants in six of the focus groups (four in Lagos, two in Umuahia) stated that 
fake news on COVID-19 was often identifiable through its use of information that 
was contrary to what had been presented by media entities that the participants 
described as credible, such as BBC and CNN, or contrary to information provided 
by health bodies such as the WHO:

Fake news on COVID-19 always presents what is different from what 
reputable organisations like WHO says (female businessperson, age 25, 
Lagos).

It presents information contrary to what the reliable news outlets are 
presenting. When I talk about reliable news outlets, I am talking about 
BBC and CNN (male civil servant, age 30, Umuahia).

If a particular news [item] is showing something different from what you 
saw somewhere, then there is something suspicious about it. This is quite 
different from when a news source tries to get another angle of the same 
story. What I mean here is that fake news is outrageously different from 
what other [more credible] sources are saying (male civil servant, age 38, 
Umuahia).

Health organisations such as the World Health Organisation and the 
NCDC [Nigeria Centre for Disease Control and Prevention] are giving 
us the factual figures. Credible news organisations are relying on NCDC 
for factual information, especially figures on the number of new cases and 
discharged people. However, fake news does not present these facts. You 
see all sorts of figures [from non-credible sources] (male postgraduate 
student, age 31, Lagos).
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Two of the focus group participants in Lagos identified the following additional 
elements that helped them to distinguish between fake and credible COVID-related 
news:

There are a lot of spelling and grammatical errors in fake news about the 
virus. Those that write this fake news are not professional journalists. Their 
intention is to create things that can spread quickly on social media, so they 
come up with all sorts of things […]. The news is usually scattered. […] 
There is little or no editing. This is quite different from what you would 
expect from an established media outlet (male postgraduate student, age 
29, Lagos). 

It is easy to spot. Fake news on COVID-19 is sometimes written 
haphazardly. You cannot trace it to any source. The writers are usually 
unknown. You know when you read the newspaper, you can see the name 
and contact address of the person that wrote a particular story. But this 
is not the case in fake news. You just see the story with no name, no by-
line. You cannot do that in ethical journalism. It is not our standard. Fake 
news also lacks accuracy. The content is really questionable. Look at this 
[referring to Stimulus 2]. I do not think the Sultan can say something 
like that. He cannot use words like “let me say the truth and die” (female 
journalist, age 54, Lagos).

At the same time, some participants in one of the focus groups in Umuahia were of 
the view that it was not possible to draw a line between fake news and factual news 
on COVID-19:

Every news basically looks the same to me. There is no way to know which 
one is fake, unless there is some other thing you know behind what is 
presented in the news or on a personal level. It is a difficult one. News na 
news [“all news is the same”] (female businessperson, age 50, Umuahia).

I do not even know. I cannot tell which one is fake and which one is not. All 
sorts of things are just flying around (male civil servant, age 31, Umuahia).

You cannot tell the real one from the fake one. For me, everything is fake 
(female civil servant, age 40, Umuahia).

Distrust of the Nigerian news ecosystem
Participants in two focus groups (one in Lagos, one in Umuahia) spoke of a lack of 
trust in the Nigerian news ecosystem, whether on social media platforms or on the 
platforms of Nigerian media outlets. When asked which type of media was more 
likely to carry factual news about COVID, a participant in Lagos said:

I cannot really say as far as Nigeria is concerned because everything here 
is fake. If you really want something factual, you can rely on international 
media (female civil servant, age 40, Lagos).
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In the words of another participant:
There are a lot of manipulations everywhere. The Nigerian media is filled 
with manipulated stories with different motives and interests (female 
banker, age 30, Umuahia).

One participant pointed particularly at the government-owned media as the major 
source of fake news on COVID-19:

I think it is government-owned media. I do not really trust them. They are 
working for the government and come up with a lot of things to suit the 
government’s agenda (male banker, age 30, Umuahia).

According to another participant:
For me, I really don’t think any of this news [is] true. There is something 
manipulated in all of them. This is how I feel. I think even the ones coming 
from the government are manipulated for one purpose or the other. Some 
things are not said exactly the way they are by the government and other 
stakeholders (female banker, age 30, Lagos).

These sentiments resonate with the findings of other studies on general distrust of, 
and cynicism towards, all forms of news media (Chadwick & Vaccari, 2019; Madrid-
Morales et al., 2021; Wagner & Boczkowski, 2019; Wasserman & Madrid-Morales, 
2019), with such cynicism found, in some cases, to make people more likely to spread 
misinformation. 

COVID-19 denialism
The participants in one of the focus groups in Umuahia expressed doubts about the 
seriousness—and in some cases even the existence—of the virus:

Most of the news [items] in this country on COVID-19 are fake because 
they seem to present the virus as very serious. Personally, I do not feel the 
virus is very serious in this part of the world. We all know that it does not 
kill an African man. I think the government is just giving figures about cases 
of infection and death just to get money from international organisations 
(male civil servant, age 31, Umuahia).

I think most news on COVID-19 is fake because I know that the virus 
does not exist. In the first years of HIV, I saw HIV patients with my eyes. 
It is real when you see someone that has it. But for COVID-19, as far as 
Nigeria is concerned, it is all fake (female civil servant, age 40, Umuahia).
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Motivations for sharing, or not sharing, fake news on COVID-19
Desire to warn of the dangers of fake news
Participants in three of the focus groups (two in Umuahia, one in Lagos) spoke of 
sharing fake news but at the same time making people aware that it was fake, thus 
seeking to perform a public service. In the words of a Lagos participant:

Yes I would share with a caption explaining the dangers of fake news 
on COVID-19 and air my views about the situation from the point of 
knowledge about the facts (female dentist, age 50, Lagos).

An Umuahia participant who identified as a journalist explained his actions 
in this way:

I share fake news as background to my own factual information on the 
dangers of COVID-19 and how people can take precaution. Since I am 
really interested in making people aware of the possible dangers of the 
virus, then I have to attach something factual just like I said earlier. Sharing 
the fake news as it is cannot create awareness on the possible dangers of 
the virus without attaching some reliable information before sharing. For 
instance, when there was a fake news that chloroquine could cure the virus, 
I shared the news and added some facts as caption. I then concluded by 
encouraging people to present themselves to health facilities each time they 
noticed corona symptoms (male journalist, age 41, Umuahia).

These findings appear to add nuance to the findings of Chakrabarti et al. (2018) on 
sharing information based on a sense of civic duty. Chakrabarti et al. (2018) found 
that a sense of civic duty led some users of social media to share warnings of imminent 
danger regardless of their sense of the veracity (or not) of the warnings. However, in 
the present study, the participants who engaged in “fact addition” to make an item 
appropriate for sharing were practising a much more active, sophisticated, and ethical 
approach to civic duty. 

Concern, or desire to generate awareness
Another stated motivation for sharing was general concern about the virus. For 
example, one Umuahia participant stated that she shared or retweeted news on 
COVID-19, without being concerned whether the news was fake or not, because of 
her concern about the virus:

I think I share some of these items because the situation worries me. The 
daily increase in the number of cases and deaths really makes me worried. 
Generally, I am interested in what is going on, so I just share. Besides, like I 
said before, every news basically looks the same to me, so I share whatever 
that is of interest to me (female businessperson, age 50, Umuahia). 
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For another participant, in one of the Lagos focus groups, it was acceptable to share 
any COVID-19 news that seemed to be somewhat accurate, and not necessarily 
fully accurate, because, he felt, even partially accurate information could be helpful in 
generating awareness of the need to take precautions:

I may share if I feel it is true to an extent. At least for people to know what 
is going on and know how to take care of themselves. It is better people just 
take precaution so if the news is about taking precaution generally, even if it 
is not 100%, I may consider sharing (male model, age 36, Lagos).

This quotation and the one preceding it both resonate quite directly with 
the findings of Chakrabarti et al. (2018) on many individuals’ tendency to 
share danger warnings with no, or limited, concern about the veracity of the 
warnings.

Commercial gain
Two participants in one of the Lagos focus groups, both bloggers, said that they 
intentionally shared fake news when they felt it could result in commercial gain. 
This echoes the findings on the commercial motivation for disseminating fake 
news as outlined in Hirst (2017) and Marwick and Lewis (2017). Referring to the 
four stimulus fake news items (see Appendix) presented during the focus group 
discussion, one of the two participants who shared fake news, and who identified the 
four stimulus items as all being fake, said:

I aggressively share such stories to get readership for my blog. People will 
find it interesting so I share. I would share to get traffic for my blog and 
social media account. That’s one of the things I do for a living, so I have to 
sustain my blogs (female entrepreneur/blogger, age 25, Lagos).

While referring to Stimulus 1, which he identified as fake news, the other 
Lagos participant who mentioned a commercial motivation stated as follows:

I am blogger. I focus on anything that can bring engagement. I want 
more, views, comments, shares, and likes. I want more subscriptions, and 
you know that people are attracted to things that look odd. The more 
engagement I have, the more money I get. People want things that are 
catchy and interesting (male blogger, age 25, Lagos). 

Unwilling to share, due to health risks
Several participants were determined not to share fake news on COVID-19. This 
sentiment was reflected in these words from one of the Lagos participants who 
identified as a journalist:

I won’t share once I feel it is fake. Anything that is not true is not likely to 
be of health benefit to anybody. COVID-19 is a serious health issue that 
we cannot afford to joke with (male journalist, age 41, Lagos).
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5. Conclusions
This study explored how university-educated Nigerians in two urban centres 
responded to COVID-related social media fake news, and the extent to which they 
shared such news. Participants’ sense-making practices with regard to fake news on 
COVID-19 were relatively varied. However, the majority of the participants shared 
similar impressions and perspectives on the features and spread of false information 
about the viral disease. Social media virality was widely viewed as synonymous with 
fake news, due to the dramatic, exaggerated, and sometimes illogical nature of such 
information, especially when placed alongside other well-known factual events. 
Perhaps due to their level of education, many participants demonstrated a notable 
level of literacy in identifying fake news. This seems to suggest that university-
educated Nigerians, much like the university students in six African countries in the 
study conducted by Madrid-Morales et al. (2021), demonstrate some behaviours that 
point to their competence in dealing with false information or questionable content. 

Many participants identified social media as being a natural and frequent carrier of 
fake news, while at the same time many also had low levels of trust in the information 
provided by the legacy Nigerian news media, especially government-owned platforms. 
This finding resonates with other studies that have found widespread distrust of the 
entire media ecosystem.

The motivations for sharing or not sharing fake news on COVID-19 were wide-
ranging and quite nuanced. Motivations for sharing news known to be potentially 
fake, or at least partially fake, included a sense of concern about the pandemic and/
or a desire to create awareness of the dangers of the virus. Two respondents, both 
bloggers, said that they shared news that they knew was fake when they felt that the 
sharing would result in commercial gain. Other respondents spoke of sharing news 
known to be fake but adding information pointing to the fact that it was fake, so as to 
warn people about the dangers of fake news. It may be concluded that the individuals 
who felt compelled to share fake news about COVID-19 (either for commercial gain 
or in order to warn people of the dangers) were acting with a level of intentionality 
similar to that shown by people who create the fake news in the first place. Finally, 
some participants refused to share COVID-19 news under any circumstances. 
For this group of individuals, the belief that spreading false information about 
COVID-19 would have actual or potential negative effects on the public prevailed 
over any potential motivation for sharing. 

The findings from this study add nuance to understanding the actions of 
epistemologically robust people, as examined in the research by Chua and Banerjee 
(2017). As detailed earlier in this article, Chua and Banerjee (2017) studied the 
impact of epistemic belief on sharing, or not sharing, health rumours (i.e., potential 
misinformation), finding that epistemologically robust people were less likely than 
epistemologically naïve people to share online health rumours. However, findings 
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from the present study suggest that epistemologically robust people can display a 
wide range of behaviours in respect of fake news or potential fake news. For example, 
some of the participants who showed signs of being epistemologically robust—i.e., 
they understood that verifiable knowledge can be difficult to acquire—were willing 
to share potentially fake (or partially fake) news, because of their concern about the 
virus or because of a belief that sharing even unreliable information could help to 
make people more vigilant. 

This study was not without limitations. We focused on only two Nigerian cities, on 
only one news topic (COVID-19), and only on participants with university degrees, 
which means that the sense-making and sharing behaviour with regard to fake news 
of a significant proportion of Nigerians was not explored. Future research into the 
reception of, and motivations for sharing or not sharing, fake news in Nigeria could 
focus on different demographics, in different locales, and on different news topics.
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Appendix: Focus group discussion protocol

Date…………………………………………..
Location…………………………………………..
Team member………………………………………..
Note taker…………………………………………………
Observer……………………………………………….
Duration of discussion……………………………………..
Start…………………………………………………………
End………………………………………………………….

INTRODUCTIONS
First, I’d like to ask each of you to introduce yourself. A basic introduction should be enough. 
What is your name? Where are you from? What are you studying or doing for a living?

RECEPTION OF FAKE NEWS ON COVID-19
How do you know news on COVID-19 is fake when you see it?
How do you know news on COVID-19 is factual or true when you see it?
Which type of media is more likely to carry fake news on COVID-19?
Which type of media is more likely to carry factual news on COVID-19?
What can you say about how Nigerian media reported news on COVID-19 during 
COVID-19? 
Which news media do you really on for news on COVID-19?

STIMULI #1-4: Motivations for sharing fake news on COVID-19
Next, I’d like you to have a look at these social media posts [show each stimulus on a large 
screen or mobile device]. 

Stimulus 1

Source: Africa Check (2020a)
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Stimulus 2

Source: Africa Check (2020b)

Stimulus 3

 Source: Africa Check (2020c)
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Stimulus 4

Source: Africa Check (2020d)

Questions (for each stimulus)
What would be your first reaction if you saw this on your Twitter or Facebook timeline?
Has anybody you know, maybe a friend or a relative, ever shared with you content similar to 
this? What did you do?

Would you consider sharing this post? Why or why not?
Prompts for additional reasons [use if these reasons haven’t been mentioned]
Do you feel that putting this up on Facebook or Twitter would get you more likes or 
retweets? Why do you think this would be the case? [motivation: social currency / social 
media recognition]
Would you share these to make people aware of possible dangers? Even if you thought 
it wasn’t true? [motivation: civic duty]
Does anybody here feel that they have a moral obligation or that it is their right to share 
this kind of information? [motivation: obligation, right]

How many of you would check with a more established news source before sharing? How 
often do you do this? 
Do your friends or relatives share news on coronavirus? Do you ask them not to do it?
Can you recall sharing a story on COVID-19 that you later found out was not fully accurate?

 Why did you share it? 
Did something happen after you shared it? For example, did you eventually take it 
down or did you leave it? Why did you take it down / why did you leave it?
Did someone correct you, or ask you to take it down?
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Has anyone deliberately shared news that you knew was completely made up? If yes, why did 
you share it?

OPTIONAL
How much of a problem do you think misinformation and fake news on COVID-19 are?
What do you usually do when somebody shares news on COVID-19 that you know is made 
up? What is your reaction?
How often do you use fact-checking websites? Do you know any that are reliable?

WRAP-UP
[This last section is meant to provide a quick summary of the discussion, to make sure 
participants agree with the key takeaways identified by the discussion leader. These questions 
should help people raise additional points they were unable to make during the discussion.]

Possible questions:
Today you have covered the following topics [provide a 3-to-5-point summary of the 
discussion] Do you feel this is an adequate summary?
Have we missed anything? Would you like to add one last thing?

Thank you all for your time. As explained before we started, today’s discussion was aimed 
at gathering qualitative data for a study which explores the reception, and motivations for 
sharing, fake news on COVID-19. If somebody wants to know about the findings, please let 
me know and we’ll be happy to share them with you. 

With this we have come to the end of this focus group discussion. Thank you all for 
participating. 


