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Abstract. In December 2019, Wuhan, China, reported an outbreak of nSARS-
CoV2 that caused viral pneumonia, COVID-19. Li Wenliang, a Chinese
ophthalmologist, first communicated on Chinese social media about the existence
and spread of the unknown viral pneumonia in Wuhan, China. By the end of
March 2020, the virus had spread worldwide. However, non-scientific information
related to the viral outbreak, disease, and mortality spread even faster on social
media. This study performed literature searches among different databases, i.e.,
PubMed, PubMed Central, and Web of Science, to understand the pitfall of social
media during the COVID-19 pandemic and the impact of non-scientific
information on public health. Social media not only shared information regarding
the outbreak of nSARS-CoV2 and COVID-19 disease but also misinformation
regarding epidemiology, government policies, prevention, cure, and vaccination.
Thus, strict regulation is required to control the spread of misleading information.
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1. Introduction

The outbreak of beta coronavirus in Wuhan, China, in December 2019, resulted in a
global pandemic named COVID-19, affecting more than 150 million people with more
than 3 million deaths so far and the world is still fighting to find a cure. COVID-19
vaccines received mixed responses resulting in vaccine hesitancy with social media
playing a critical role in spreading information (generally fabricated) towards safety
and efficacy.

Last year, several regions reported multiple waves of infection, and India being the
worst hit. Platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, WhatsApp, Instagram, and Twitter,
are the most widely used, and never before in human history, the sharing of
information was so easily possible [1]. However, these social media platforms have
shown a dual effect on human life. On the one hand, they have spread awareness and
shared correct information, enabling many populations to adopt recommended
precautions against the current infection pandemic [2]. On the other hand, there is the
dark side of social media as well, and in the present pandemic, it has created a panic
situation in every aspect of COVID-19 related to cause, spread, treatment, and vaccine.

It is essential to understand that more than 3 billion social media users worldwide
remain active in sharing information, particularly non-scientific knowledge [3]. In India
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alone, nearly 375 million social media users represent a mass population who indulge
in sharing information. More than 75% of social media users in India and the rest of the
world rely on information shared on WhatsApp and other social media platforms [4].
This review focuses on the effects of social media on sharing information on nSARS-
CoV2 spread and COVID-19. It also highlights how false, fabricated, and manipulated
information shared on different social media platforms affected lives during the
pandemic.

2. Methodology

To address the pitfall of social media during the COVID-19 pandemic, various
databases such as PubMed, PubMed Central, Web of Science, and Scientific blogs
were searched for studies reporting a negative role of social media in the present
COVID-19 pandemic. Different keywords such as “Pitfall”, “Impact of Social Media”,
“Pros and Cons of Social Media”, and “Scientific relevance of Social Media’, in
context with COVID-19 pandemic, were used. We selected articles associated with
information on COVID-19 and social media as sharing platforms in each search. These
articles were examined for social media issues on the COVID-19 pandemic and how it
affected human lives.

3. Results

We found that 18 most relevant articles highlighted the negative impact of social media
in sharing rumors on the cause/source of infection, disease, etiology and symptoms,
preventive measures (restrictions and lockdown), guidelines for appropriate covid
behavior, treatment, and vaccination.

3.1. Social Media versus the nSARS-CoV2 spread, restrictions, and containment

In early 2020, most of the countries across the globe were in a strict lockdown to
contain the spread of the virus. In many instances, social media platforms were
reported with misleading information and manipulated content. Brennen et al.
demonstrated social media as a potential enemy in the current pandemic by sharing
information via different types, sources, and claims of misinformation in COVID-19
[5]. It is evident that information on the global internet travel even faster than a virus
and affects millions of individuals mentally, creating a panic situation. In fact, in 2020,
The Lancet published an editorial “COVID- 19; fighting panic with information” [6].
The regulations associated with social media for sharing information are fragile, and in
most cases, users do not abide by such regulations. The repeated and bulk amount of
misleading/manipulated information creates a devastating consequence in the public
domain, as seen in the current COVID- 19 pandemic [2]. The low low-quality research
work often promoted via these social media platforms becomes an example of self-
validation of shared information [7].
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3.2. Social media versus COVID-19 management

The most challenging aspect of the current pandemic is the lack of treatment and an
authentic source of information. In such a panic situation, a large percentage of the
population relies on self-medication and seeks information on the internet. Gottlieb and
Dyer demonstrated that more than 1.5 million Twitter users targeted malicious and
manipulative behavior to the large population seeking self-medication in the COVID-
19 pandemic [7]. Malik et al. reported that social media offered non-authenticated
remedies for self-medication during COVID-19 [8]. Various social media pages are
filled with overwhelming information (non-authenticated scientifically) on herbal and
traditional medicine [9]. More than benefits, these remedies remain associated with
negative, harmful health impacts. Devastating consequences are reported in many
developing countries, such as India, where a prescription is not mandatory to buy
several therapeutics such as chloroquine and hydroxychloroquine [10]. The use of
alternative medicine to cure disease is known since ancient times, and during COVID-
19, various herbs are being used on a large scale. Here, social media platforms are the
promoter for such uses. In addition, the lack of medicine and treatment has caused a
large percentage of the population to find an appropriate treatment remedy not only in
India but also in the rest of the world as well [11]. Several life-saving therapeutics in
the case of COVID-19 are not available adequately; however, social media provides
details of suppliers and sellers who are extremely unethical. There are reports that
Remdesivir, a potential therapeutic for chronic COVID-19, is available for sale without
prescription [12]. As we are in the middle of the pandemic, the details of life support
devices such as oxygen cylinders and ventilators are readily available on social media
[1]. However, in most of these social media reports, the information is either false or
manipulated [13]. Additionally, there is a growing debate on the safety and efficacy of
vaccines across the globe among the scientific community. There is even a new trend in
social media that debates whether to take vaccines or not without any scientific basis
[14].

4. Discussion and Conclusions

COVID-19 is the second most and worst pandemic in human history after the Spanish
Flu in 1919. This pandemic is not over yet and is still affecting millions of lives daily
[15,16]. The lack of therapeutics, life support care, and facilities has forced people to
opt for alternative approaches to fight against the disease [17]. Here, social media
becomes a key ally but largely an enemy as it offers non-scientific information about
the diagnosis, precautions, and treatments of COVID-19 [18]. COVID-19 is not only a
pandemic but also represents an unprecedented setting for the spread of
misleading/manipulated information [19]. Though the first report on COVID-19 was
shared on social media (Chinese social media), the role of social media has since then
changed completely [15]. Different social media pages such as Facebook, YouTube,
WhatsApp, Instagram, and Twitter share overwhelming information on COVID-19.

In most cases, such information is non-scientific and misleading, affecting the
mental and physical health of many populations [20]. Social media is a vital tool for
sharing information across the globe, but in the case of COVID-19, a large percentage
of such information remains misleading and manipulated [21]. Most social media
platforms have regulations related to information sharing, but these regulations are
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fragile, and users find an opportunity to violate such regulations. Therefore, there is an
urgent need to find a measure to control the spread of misleading/manipulated
information to help us fight against COVID-19.
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