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the COVID-19 pandemic. The abrupt episode of Corona pandemic has been
joined by explosion of deception about the illness. As COVID-19 epidemic
spread, virtual media outlets showed up as significant method for linking,
just as a method of looking for and sharing the data about the illness. This
examination targets estimating the mental impacts of phony news about
COVID-19 via web-based media clients in Pakistan. Study is quantitative in
nature. Survey method has been used to collect the data. The Direct Effects
Model of Mass Media Theory has been employed on this study. The results
of the study reveal that the element of anxiety, fear and stress are linked
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic represents a considerable challenge to global human being. The effects of
the COVID-19 pandemic depend on the actions of the individual citizens especially, how worthy the
information to which people are exposecl, unlike other challenges (e.g., 8101‘)611 warming). The sudden
eruption of Corona virus pandemic has been accompanied by an outburst of misinformation about
the disease. Unfortunately, misinformation about COVID-19 proliferated mainly on the social media
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(Frenkel, Alba & Zhong, 2020). The social media outlets appeared as vital means of communication
and socializing, along with a way of seeking and sharing information about the disease as COVIDI9
pandemic spreacl. This enabled explosion of unimpeclecl information and spread of misinformation.
The use of social media increased by 20-87% around world during this health crisis (Bruno Kessler
Foundation, 2020). Similarly, social media platforms are taken as important source of information.
The entire system is transformed as digitized and things are speedily shifting on the digital form in
this online media ecology (Ra{iq, Igbal & Afzal, 2024). Therefore, it has ease in usage like at any
time or anywhere. In the contemporary world, people usually rely on social media due to its quick
reach and response.

The fake news spreacl like a real virus because of its rapicl response of social media (Andrews, (2019).
Moreover, capacity and speed of information which is being transmitted on social media platforms
make it almost impossible to detect its reliability (Ra{iq, Kamran & Afzal, 2024). In fact, credibility
factor of news information on social media outlets is the biggest challenge right now. Thus, it is the
need of hour to highlight urgency of developing well~organized systems to spot fake news, that can
minimize harms of unverified news (Tacchini, Baﬂarin, Vedova, Moret & Alfaro, 9017). The surge of
fake news information is ]3eC01‘11i1‘18 worldwide concern. The fake news culture has been profouncllg
penetrated in our society, where social media consumers share the information without verifying its
authenticity. Due to vast range quick response of social media platforms i.e, Facebook and Twitter
make transmission of any kind of news whether it is fake or really easier. On the other hand, there is
no mechanism of checking and veri{ging the news circulation on social media (MCGonagle, ?017).
Despite the fact that fake news is not novel, still, it has become worrisome now since of popularity of
social media, that permits people for easy interface and diffusion of diverse ideas. It is quite obvious
that with the arrival of information technology, the interaction between nations and countries have

laecome l)orclerless.

Ang kind of information can easilg be dispersecl ina single click now (Zhou & Za{arani, ?018) The
corona virus infodemics are increasing at epiclemic rate. Infodemics engross the puyposeful spreacl of
misinformation and disinformation through the online media, mainly on social media platforms. It
has been observed that it can mislead from health experts’ efforts, injecting public fear, insecurity,
and mistrust, that could have serious personal and economic repercussions. The infodemics include
such topics on which misinformation and disinformation are revealed through Facebook posts and
tweets. It is commonly motorized by interested individuals, groups with underhanded political and
economic gains (Ra{iq, Igbal & Afzal, 2024). People make efforts to determine their doubts and
anxieties through social media to understand the situation better in times of crisis that often amplity
anxiety and uncertainty about existing events and information. Additionally, the individuals who
have been enforced to live alone during lockdown, became dependent on social media platforms to
access information regarding number of corona cases and death toll. Consequently, this had several
disadvantages for instance, increased stress, anxiety, tension, fear, as well as compulsive obsessions,
essentially for those with the mental disorders who are on psychotherapy medication (Hammad &

Alqarni, QOQI)
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Research Objectives
1. Toinvestigate whether or not the element of anxiety, fear and stress amongst users are linked
with fake news on social media.
2. Ifyes, to what extent the elements of anxiety, fear and stress are raised due to fake news about
Covid-19.
3. To examine if the psgchological effects of fake news are related with clemographics of social

media consumers.

Research Questions
1. RQI: Whether or not the element of anxiety, fear and stress amongst users are linked with
fake news on social media?
2. RQ2:1f yes, to what extent the elements of anxiety, fear and stress are raised due to the fake
news about Covid-19?
3. RQS: Whether the psychological effects of fake news are related with the demographics of
social media consumers or not?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Fake News & COVID-19

The study explored that the rapid increase of false news is rising in the age of COVID-19 epidemic.
A few research studies have been conducted to establish the relationship between social media and
fake news in this era of the COVID-19 pandemic. The more people make use of the social media to
obtain corona virus updates, the more there is a threat perception regarding the virus. However, the
consequences of fake news and misinformation on social media about deadly virus can be harmful
and threaten to the mental health of social media users (Hou, Dy, J iang, Zhou, Lin, Assessment 5
Commission, QOQO). The power of social media has the unmatched dominance in all over the world.
Thus, allowing spread of misinformation that is frequently presented as realities ]og feartul citizens,
looking for a sense of the security. However, there has been seen an increase in online fake news
information, since the COVID-19 emerged, proposing preventive cures and tips on how to cope with
deadly virus. The fake information regarding the cure of Corona virus has remained talk of the town
during the pandemic.

The viral pieces of information contained different organic treatments with the help of weeds etc.
and many other prevention measurements were exposed. Even, in the early days of pandemic, when
scientists were making vaccination while people were spreacling false information on social media
about the treatment (Penngcook, McPhetres, Zhang 5" Rand, QOQO). Similarlg, spell of fake news
information on the pandemic has made many to believe that they could get cured by using salted
water, drinking bleach, and eating oregano. The results also revealed that many people believed
the Chinese government had produced virus to gain political and economic interest in the world.
On the other hand, other speculations were also there to understand that US government formed
virus to destabilize Chinese government. This fake news information escalated not only in creating
hatred on the Chinese race but also put the health of people at risk. It also damaged the efforts of
government in executing precautionary measures as well (Lampos, Moura, Yom, Cox, McKendry &~

Edelstein, 2020).
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Psychological Effects & COVID-19

The sudden outbreak of the Corona virus pandemic established a global public health crisis around
the 810]3e. People faced problems and difficulties to continue their normal life tasks, as the COVID-
19 fears, uncertainty, and stress were too much to cope virtually. The Corona virus pandemic health
crisis affected marital life of couples. Females faced many challenges amidst health emergency. The
continuing epidemic affected hospital staff and life quality of health experts. Most of the countries
in the world-imposed lockdowns and confined regional social gatherings with the initial outbreak
of COVID-19, which resultantly triggered mental stress. Though, overthrowing measures affected
individuals’ routine life worldwide. [nsecurity in global health crisis led to fear and mental health
issues because of the heightened sense of life threat (NeJ haddadgar Ziapour & Zakkipou, 2020).
Likewise, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic virus resulted as the deadliest global health calamity
in the present times.

The COVID-19 epidemic outbreak triggered the massive challenges and crisis management issues.
Which includes the economic crisis, environmental effects and health emergency worldwide (Rafiq,
Afzal & Kamran, 2022). The misinformation about COVID-10's severity, symptoms, and transmission
can heighten anxiety and fear. Users constantly exposed to alarming fake news may experience
increased stress and worry about their health and safety. The lethal virus has the interrupted social
interactions, congregations, economic activities, international relations, and global markets. Thus,
the countries like the third world, which make up a huge fraction of their population, are labor and
the low-wage countries. The COVID-19 epidemic has left adverse effects on them. Furthermore, the

closure of cities across country has resulted to anxiety levels, depression, hunger, unemployment,

and other mental health pyo]olems (Arshacl, Baloch & Ahmed, (2090; Ra{iq, Kamran, Z.ia, Munir &~
Afzal, 2024).

Role of Social-Media in Health Crisis

In the advent of Corona virus panclemic, people are using social media plat{oyms more than usual
routine to pursue health information. The use of social media has become a comfortable relief in the
health calamity and global crisis amidst COVID-19 epidemic. According to US Census Bureau, more
than 42% of people and recognizecl symptoms of clepression and 11igher anxiety in December 2020.
Which was recorded 11% higher than the previous year. Similarly, the survey findings of Hazarika
disclosed similar results of corona virus pandemic mental stress worldwide. Thus, it was an adequate
suggestion to convince Government to launch nationwide remote mental health (Saqi]a et al, 2020).
In the view of above context, after enabling lockdowns and restrictions on social distancing, the
telephonic service collected 43,000 people data and found that 9% of people had symptoms of
anxiety, 4% had clepression, and more than 12% of individuals stated stress related to the health
crisis. Thus, certainly, social media platforms have provided an easy access to get the health related
information. Which authorized people to evaluate health-related risks and mitigate global health
apprehensions. Tgpicallg, social media users share health information available through local and
international sources in response to a worldwide public health crisis. Social media tools have been
adopting by the health professionals and governments to contain and manage health crisis (Hu &

Zhang, c.2090)
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Social Media, Social Support, & Health Information

The content of social provision to the public seeking health information is being delivered through
social media platforms. Social media platforms offer a significant benefit of online information to
people suffering from health anxiety. The description of social support perception and sensibleness
that how social networks care for and value of people in a network. It clarifies how social networks
implant individuals into social responsibilities and communication networks. The most common one
is how the social network is helptul (Dai & Menhas, 2020). Also, concept of social support mentions
to the perception of available relief, help, and degree to which individual is integrated into social
o]aligation. Foundations of social support are coworkers, friends, family members, and organizations.
[t includes shu{ﬂing of available resources among people who perceive it as envisioned. Likewise,
many clinicians are attracted through effects of social support related imperious factors, scholars,
scientists, and scholars globally. This study also reviewed the role of social support on mental health

(Yang etal, 9017).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a quantitative approach, utilizing a research survey method to achieve objectives.
A structured questionnaire with closed-ended questions serves as a primary data collection tool,
ensuring consistency and ease of analysis. The study population consists of social media users from
Lahore, representing a diverse demographic, with a sample size of 330 participants, including male,
female, and transgender individuals. Sample is selected using simple random sampling technigue to
ensure each member of population has equal chance of inclusion, l:)LJ enhancing representativeness
of the {inclings. Survegs are a well-established research method for cletennining pu]:)lic perception
and attitudes. In this study, questionnaire is meticulously designed to cover various aspects relevant
to research objectives.

[t is distributed among the selected respondents, who are requested to provide their responses to the
specified questions. The structured nature of the questionnaire ensures that data collected is both
comprehensive and comparable across different respondent groups. To analyze the collected data,
SPSS version 21 is employed. This powertul statistical software enables the researchers to perform a
wide range of analyses, from basic descriptive statistics to more complex inferential tests. By using
SPSS, study ensures that data is rigorously examined, facilitating accurate and reliable conclusions.
The use of this software also allows for the identification of patterns and relationships within the
data, providing deeper insights into the public perception of social media usage among different
gender groups in Lahore.

RESULTS OF STUDY

The results of current study as outcomes of the statistical procedures have been presented in this
section to better understand main findings. Demographic information of respondents includes age,
gender, qualification & income. The age wise distribution of the social media users is following. Age
groups are divided into four main groups. 23 (6.6%) respondents are from age group 16-20, 148
(423%) respondents are from age group 20-24,95 (27.1%) from 24-28, while 84 (24%) respondents are
from age group 28-32. All demographic tabulations are self-explanatory representing information
leading information.
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Tablel Age wise Distribution (11:350)

SN Age groups Frequencg Percentage
1 16-20 23 6.6%
2 20-24 148 425%
3 24-28 9 211%
4 28-32 84 24%
Total 350 100%
Table 2 Gender wise Distribution of Responclents (n=350)
SN Gender Frequency Percentage
1 Male 110 314%
2 Female 240 68.6%
Total 350 1005
Table 3 Qualification wise Distribution of Responclents (11:350)
SN Qualification Frequency Percentage
1 Graduation 204 58.5%
2 Masters 82 254%
3 MPhil. 60 171%
4 PLD 4 11%
Total 350 100%

Table 4 Income wise Distribution of Respondents (11:350)

SN  Income Frequencg Percentage
1 25000-50000 190 54.3%
2 50000-75000 65 18%
5} 75000-100000 56 16%
4 100000-125000 41 117%
Total 350 100%
Table 5 Facebook Account (n=550)
SN Facebook Account Frequency Percentage
1 Yes 350 100%
Total 350 100%
Table 6 Facebook Consumption (11:350)
SN Facebook Consumption Frequencq Percentage
1 Less than one hour 118 337%
2 One hour 99 28.3%
3 Two hours 26 4%
4 More than two hours 107 30.6%
Total 350 100%
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Table 7 Twitter Account (n:550)

SN Twitter Account Frequencg Percentage

1 Yes 350 100%
Total 350 100%

Table 8 Twitter Consumption (112350)

SN Twitter Consumption Frequency Percentage

1 Less than one hour 190 54.3%

2 One hour 68 194%

3 Two hours 59 16.9%

4 More than two hours 33 94%
Total 350 100%

Independent Samples t-test

The data is analyzed through independent sample t-test. The means and standard deviations of four
variables of psychological effects regarding Facebook usage and twitter usage have also been
measured. Similarly, the significant values of all four variables relevant to Facebook and Twitter
has been found out. The gender wise mean and standard deviations of the four variables associated
with Facebook.

Table 9 Gender Wise Means and Standard Deviations of Facebook

SN Variable Gender Number Mean SD
1 Psg chological effects (anxietg, fear Male 110 351 89577
and stress) Female 240 356 75692
2 Panic Male 110 370 08005
Female 240 254 06269
%) Insecurity Male 110 509 00899
Female 240 244 06826
4 Health disbelief Male 110 281 81274
Female 240 595 806526

Table 10 Gender Wise Means and Standard Deviations of Twitter

SN Variable Gender Number Mean SD
1 Psychological effects (anxietg, fear Male 110 4.00 10522
and stress) Female 240 295 07058
Q Panic Male 110 258 09015
Female 240 300 06535
3 Insecurity Male 110 115 10827
Female 240 284 07422
4 Health disbelief Male 110 201 11416
Female 240 285 07215
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Independent Samples t-test

The data is analyzed through independent samples t-test, which is also known as Levene's Test. The
psychological effects i.e, anxiety, fear and stress of fake news about COVID-19 shared on Facebook
significant value of 037 which is insignificant. It shows that the fake news about COVID-19 shared
on Facebook responses of having psgchologicallg effects on Facebook users. Likewise, panic created
through fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook has significant value of D40 that is insignificant.
[t depicts insignificant that fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook created panic in them. While
the element of insecurity, has significant value of 306 which is insignificant. The significant value
clearly shows the insignificant responses of Facebook users. The health disbelief created through
fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook has significant value of 523 that is insignificant. It depicts
insignificant results of Facebook users on health disbeliefs created over fake news about COVID-19
on Facebook.

Independent Samples t-test

The data is analyzed through independent sample t-test. The means and standard deviations of four
variables of psychological effects regarding Facebook usage and twitter usage have also been
measured. Similarly, the significant values of all four variables relevant to Facebook and Twitter
has been found out. The gender wise mean and standard deviations of the four variables associated
with Facebook.

Table 11 Gender Wise Means and Standard Deviations of Facebook

SN Variable Gender Number Mean SD
1 Psg chological effects (anxietg, fear Male 110 251 89577
and stress) Female 240 356 75692
Q Panic Male 110 370 098005
Female 240 254 06269
5] Insecurity Male 110 569 00899
Female 240 544 06826
4 Health disbelief Male 110 581 81274
Female 240 295 86526
Table 12 Gender Wise Means and Standard Deviations of Twitter
SN Variable Gender Number Mean SD
1 Psqchological effects (anxietg, fear Male 110 4.00 10522
and stress) Female 240 395 07058
Q Panic Male 110 258 00015
Female 240 2500 06535
3 Insecurity Male 110 115 10827
Female 240 284 07422
4 Health disbelief Male 110 201 11416
Female 240 285 07215

The data is analyzed through independent samples t-test, which is also known as Levene's Test. The
psychological effects i.e, anxiety, fear and stress of fake news about COVID-19 shared on Facebook
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significant value of 057 which is insignificant. [t shows that the fake news about COVID-19 shared
on Facebook responses of having psychologically effects on Facebook users. The panic created over
fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook has significant value of .340 which is also insignificant. It
depicts insignificant responses of respondents that fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook created
panic in them. While element of insecurity, has significant value of .3D0 which is insignificant. The
significant value clearly shows insignificant responses of Facebook users. Health disbelief created
through fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook has significant value of 523 which is insignificant.

[t depicts insignificant results of Facebook users on health disbeliefs created over fake news about

COVID-19 on Facebook.

Table 13 Independent Samples Test for Facebook

LTEV T-test Equality of Means

F SIG. T DF SIG.

Psychological Eqgual variances assumed 3655 057  -524 548 600
Equal variances not assumed ~-495 183074 625

Panic Equal variances assumed 915 340 1456 348 146
Equal variances not assumed 1451 200847 148

Insecurity Eqgual variances assumed 855 356 2024 348 044
Eqgual variances not assumed 2058 215152 045

Health Disbeliefs Equal variances assumed 408 25 682 548 496
Equal variances not assumed 098 224085 A86

The psychological effects i.e, anxiety, fear and stress of fake news about COVID-19 shared on the
Twitter significant value of 722 which is insignificant. It shows that the fake news about COVID-19
shared on Twitter has insignificant results of having the psychologically effects on Twitter users.
Similarly, the panic created through fake news about COVID-19 on Twitter has significant value of
607 which is also insignificant. It depicts the insignificant responses of respondents that fake news
about COVID-19 on Twitter created panic in them. While the element of insecurity, has significant
value of .303 which is also insignificant. In this connection, the significant value clearly presents
insignificant outcomes of Twitter users. The health disbelief created through the fake news about
COVID-19 on the Facebook has significant value of 480 which is also insignificant. It also depicts
the insignificant responses of Twitter users on health disbeliefs created through fake news about

COVID-19 on Twitter.

Table 14 Independent Samples Test for Twitter

Psycholo Equal variances assumed 127 122 ~111 548 912
gicaltwi Equal variances not assumed -111 209791 912
panictwi Equal variances assumed 265 607 998 548 219
tt Eqgual variances not assumed 1024 225215 207
Insecuret  Equal variances assumed 1066 503 718 548 4705
witt Eqgual variances not assumed 121 213965 A11
Disbelief Equal variances assumed 499 480 518 548 0605
twitt

Equal variances not assumed 505 108.987 014
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DISCUSSION

The basic purpose of the study was to explore the psychological effects of fake news about Covid-19
on social media i.e, Facebook and Twitter. The objectives of study were to investigate whether or not
element of anxiety, fear and stress amongst users were linked with fake news on social media. If yes,
to what extent the elements of anxiety, fear and stress are raised due to fake news about Covid-19.
Furthermore, to examine if psychological effects of fake news were related with demographics of
social media consumers. Results revealed that responses of Facebook users over psychological effects
i.e, anxiety, fear and stress of fake news about Covid-19 on the Facebook an insignificant approach.
Out of 350 male and female respondents of Facebook, 226 (646%) male and female respondents
agreed that they had to experience feeling of anxiety, fear and stress due to fake news circulation
on Facebook about Covid~19. Likewise, out of 300 male and female Facebook users 296 (759%)
male and female respondents agreed that, they had to face panic situation due to the fake news
circulation about Covid-19 on Facebook. The element of insecurity due to spread of the fake news
about Covid~19 on Facebook was also observed which disclosed that 214 (609%) male and female

agreed that they had to come across element of insecurity since of fake news spread on social media

about Covid-~19.

While, the fake news about Covid-19 on Facebook spread health disbeliefs amongst Facebook
users also had signi{icant {indings. Out of the 390 male and female Facebook users, 262 (748%)
respondents agreed that fake news about Corona virus on Facebook spread the health disbeliefs
among Facebook users. On the other hand, results exposed that out of 300 male and female Twitter
users, 79 (22%) agreed that they had to face psychological effects i.e, anxiety, fear and stress of
fake news about Covid~19 on Twitter. Likewise, it also disclosed the insigni{icant responses. Out of
350 male and female Twitter users, 119 (34%) Twitter users, had to face panic situation due to fake
news circulation about Covid-19 on Twitter. Prevalence of fake news can erode trust in legitimate
news sources and public health authorities. This mistrust can hinder the dissemination of accurate
information & compliance with health guidelines. Out of 330 male and female twitter respondents,
114 (325 %) twitter respondents faced element of insecurity due to spread of fake news about Covid-
19 on twitter. While, fake news about Covid-19 on Twitter spread health disbeliefs amongst Twitter
users revealed insignificant results. Out of 300 male and female twitter users, 124 (35.5%) male and
female respondents of twitter agreed that fake news related to Covid-19 spread health disbeliefs
among Twitter users.

CONCLUSION

This research study aimed to explore Fake News about COVID-19 and their Psychological Effects
on Social Media Users in Pakistan. The study was guantitative in nature. The data was collected
through online survey in which 390 male and female social media users i.e, Facebook and Twitter
participated. The RQL: “Whether or not the element of anxiety, fear and stress amongst users are
linked with fake news on social media”? was addressed in following way. The element of anxiety,
fear and stress were found linked with social media users (Face])ook). Male and female Facebook
users revealed that they had to come across the feelings of anxiety, fear and stress due to fake news
circulation on Facebook regarding COVID-19. These psychological effects, i.e, anxiety, fear and
stress were closely associated with the Facebook users. To measure psychological effects for these
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three elements, respondents were asked guestions for each variable separately. On the other hand,
male and female Twitter users revealed that the psychological effects i.e, anxiety, fear and stress
were not associated with Twitter. The Twitter respondents showed insignificant results and mostly
disagreed with it. The RQ2: “If yes, to what extent the elements of anxiety, fear and stress are raised
due to fake news about Covid-19"? was addressed in the following way. In the period of COVID-19
pandemic, when everybody was feeling scary and alert, one had to come across with misinformation
or fake news about pandemic. This news might be relevant to deadly virus, it spread, death cases, or
either its cure.

So, male and female Facebook users had to face the element of anxiety, fear and stress. The results of
the respondents showed the behavior of Facebook users that they had to face element of anxiety,
fear and stress due to fake news about COVID-19 on Facebook during the pandemic and still
facing. On the other hand, Male and female Twitter users also responded insignificantly that during
the era of COVID-19, due to spread of fake news and disinformation about the COVID-19, they
had not gone through with such psychological traumas. The RQJ: “Whether psychological effects
of fake news are related with c]emographics of social media consumers or not'? was addressed in
the following way. The demographics revealed the identity of respondents which had a correlation
with the psychological effects on respondents. In this study, it was observed that people from the
age group 20-24 and in gender, the females had been found qguite active in using social media
platforms. Similarly, the consumption of the Facebook had also been observed higher amongst the
consumers as compare to Twitter. The more actively you got news content whether it fake or true, it
left an impact on the consumer. So, in the spectrum of theoretical framework, psychological effects
of fake news about COVID-19 were related with the demographics of social media i.e, Facebook
and Twitter consumers.

Recommendations

1. There should be a gatekeeping mechanism to verify the authenticity of news shared on social
media platforms.

2. The fake news culture on social media for sake of increasing traffic is badly affecting its users,
which really need to be stopped.

3. Government officials like PTA should keep an eye on the social media plat{orms working in
Pakistan to check the fake news about COVID-19 on social media.

4. Social Media authorities also need to pay heed to stop this prevailing issue, particularly in
the age of pandemic when people become more vulnerable.

5. Social Media platforms can perform a great job during the pandemic if used with authentic
information for the betterment of masses.
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