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The claim that the COVID-19 pandemic has affected everyone seems obvious. 

However, beyond the health sector and the already well-known economic 

consequences, the coronavirus has brought another new pandemic along with it, which 

is also very dangerous. A pandemic in which fear and manipulation are the main viruses 

and truthfulness is the vaccine. The World Health Organization1 calls it “infodemic”, 

referring to the abundance of false news or hoaxes that cause disinformation in 

society. 

This situation of proliferation of fake news is not new, but it has increased as a 

result of the irruption of the COVID-192 and today is conditioned by the prominence 

of new technologies. The new digital ecosystem offers multiple possibilities: news 

with only a click, full accessibility from any mobile device, citizen participation, 

global connectivity... The advantages that technology provides to society today are 

innumerable. However, they are also a double-edged sword. 

The same accessibility and mass dissemination capacity becomes in turn a 

vehicle for information that is not always truthful or verified, while in free 

participation a reason has also been found to create chaos and confusion, as well as 

to agitate and manipulate through hoaxes and fake news. Therefore, both for Europe 

and Ibero-America (it is worth remembering that it is a global problem, involving the 

global society), disinformation  represents a major drawback. And it should be treated 

as such from the institutions and public spheres. 

 
1 WHO (2 February 2020). Rolling updates on coronavirus disease (Covid-19). 
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200202-sitrep-13-ncov-
v3.pdf 
2 Salaverría, R., Buslón, N., López-Pan, F., León, B., López-Goñi, I., & Erviti, M.C. 
(2020). Desinformación en tiempos de pandemia: tipología de los bulos sobre la Covid-19. El profesional 
de la información, 29 (3), e290315. https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2020.may.15 
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From classic propaganda to social media and the coronavirus: the historical 

challenge of fake news in Europe 

The Ethical Journal Network (EJN) defines them as “information deliberately 

fabricated and published with the intention to deceive and mislead others into 

believing falsehoods or doubting verifiable facts”3. In other words, they are fake news 

designed to achieve a certain political or economic benefit. 

Fake news represent a historical phenomenon traditionally used as a 

propaganda tool (with a mainly political intention4), which can lead to confusion and 

the modification of the perception of reality by citizens. However, their proliferation 

has increased with the emergence of new technologies. 

Currently, the main trigger are the social media and instant messaging 

platforms. These have opened a new stage in the way of understanding fake news and 

disinformation in the context of international society. The way in which the main 

political, economic and social issues5 affecting Europe and Ibero-America are debated 

and reflected on has been evolving. First it was think tanks, universities or the mass 

media, and today it is the digital sphere. The presence of fake news is not a new 

phenomenon, but the breadth with which they can be reproduced on social media6 is. 

 
3Ethical Journal Network. (2020)  
https://cor.europa.eu/en/events/Documents/Europcom/T.%20Law_Session%2014.pdf   
4 Badillo, A. (2019). La sociedad de la desinformación: propaganda, «fake news» y la nueva geopolítica 
de la información. Real Instituto Elcano.  
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/rielcano_es/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elc
ano/elcano_es/zonas_es/lengua+y+cultura/dt8-2019-badillo-sociedad-de-desinformacion-
propaganda-fake-news-y-nueva-geopolitica-de-informacion 
5 Gil de Zúñiga, H. (2015). Toward a European public sphere? The promise and perils of modern 
democracy in the age of digital and social media. International Journal of Communication, 9 (1), 3152-
3160. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/4783 
6 Fernández-García, N. (2017). Fake news: una oportunidad para la alfabetización mediática. Revista 
Nueva Sociedad, 269, 66-77. ISSN: 0251-3552. 
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Brian Mcnair7 places the peak of fake news in the context of the “rise of 

populism and nationalism” and in the “discrediting of the elites and the media”. Some 

very notorious cases such as the victory of Donald Trump in the 2016 US elections, 

Brexit in the UK, the “no” of the referendum for peace in Colombia or the irruption 

of the Five Star Movement in Italy represent examples of very polarised campaigns in 

which disinformation influenced the result. 

And all of them are conditioned by a common denominator. The impact of social 

media has changed the rules of the game. The concepts of true or false have been 

affected, while the immediacy and speed of dissemination that characterise this type 

of platforms have caused rumours8 to have reached unsuspected limits in digital 

formats, even functioning as a basis for some informative genres. 

The role of fake news during the COVID-19 pandemic 

The impact of false or unverified news is accentuated by the constant 

bombardment of news about the European economic crisis, the latent fear in society, 

and the difficulty of listening to encouraging messages that encourage one to imagine 

a more hopeful future. Likewise, these fake news arise motivated by emotionality, 

chaos and manipulation. 

In the case of Spain, for example, the “infodemic” left a detection of more 

than 200 disinformation actions related to the COVID-19 only during the first month 

of the state of alarm, between March and April 2020. Among the most prominent 

hoaxes were the dissemination of false copies of the BOE, health measures presented 

as effective for the fight against the virus but without scientific or institutional 

 
7 McNair, B. (2018). Fake News: Falsehood, Fabrication and Fantasy in Journalism. London: Routledge. 
ISBN: 978-1-138306790 
8 Ufarte Ruiz, M. J. (2015). El rumor como base de la noticia en los medios digitales. En: Guardarrama 
Rico, A., Suárez-Villegas, J.C. y González Jiménez, M. M. (2015). Desafíos éticos de la comunicación en 
la era digital: III Congreso Internacional de Ética de la Comunicación, libro de actas, pp. 105-117. 
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support, theories and information on the possible origin of the pandemic or false 

announcements of positive results in COVID-19 in public figures. 

These examples also apply to other European countries. In Germany, Austria 

and Switzerland the hoax on the marketing of chlorine dioxide as a drug against 

coronavirus was disproved, as were false statements by the President of the European 

Central Bank, Christine Lagarde, who allegedly claimed that “the elderly live too long 

and pose a risk to the economy”. Both claims were subsequently denied. 

Despite the fact that social networks (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, Tik Tok...) 

and private messaging platforms (WhatsApp, Telegram, Snapchat...) offer greater 

utility and improve the participation and freedom of expression of users, at the same 

time they also pose an ethical challenge to institutions (national and international) 

and the media themselves due to the proliferation of fake news. These digital 

platforms have great advantages, but also the risk of improper use of their 

functionalities, which may cause harm to society and irreparable damage, especially 

to the image of public figures who are the subject of such false information. 

Twitter plays an essential role in the dissemination of health information, with 

figures exceeding 15 million coronavirus-related publications during the month of 

January 20209 alone. It is a platform that generates a large volume of interactions and 

a large flow of information (although it is not always verified). 

In the case of private messaging platforms, Telegram or WhatsApp are also 

presented as ideal environments for fake news traffic because they are more closed 

(encrypted) and private platforms than social networks. Their increased computer 

security makes it even more difficult to trace and detect false information through 

these applications, to the point that they are even used as a tool for coordination, 

 
9 Pérez-Dasilva, J. A., Meso-Ayerdi, K. & Mendiguren-Galdospín,  T.  (2020). Fake  news  y  coronavirus: 
detección de los principales actores y tendencias a través del análisis de las conversaciones en Twitter. 
El profesional de la información,  29 (3), e290308. https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2020.may.08     
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propaganda and organisation in certain activist movements10 in Europe (gilets jaunes 

in France, the independence movement in Catalonia...). 

Given this scenario of lack of control of disinformation, there is an urgent need 

to take measures from public institutions and the media in a collective and unified 

manner. In the context of the pandemic, the networks themselves have already 

intervened with initiatives and actions to combat fake news. For instance, Twitter 

launched its Birdwatch program11 to identify tweets that may contain potentially false 

information. For its part, Telegram created a channel called Coronavirus Info12 that 

collected the addresses of the websites of the ministries of health of different 

countries, in order to facilitate direct consultations with official sources. 

This unprecedented movement has, on the one hand, opened the debate on 

whether networks should be the ones to decide what is true and what is not, although 

in turn it also represents an important gesture in the fight against disinformation. 

Europe and Ibero-America at the head of global fact-checking 

Prior to this positioning that the social media platforms themselves have taken 

in the fight against fake news, there were already numerous initiatives and projects 

aimed at the verification of information circulating in the digital environment. The 

media that is expressly dedicated to checking, debunking and news verification mainly 

stands out. They are the so-called fact-checkers media. 

In terms of fact-checking or verification journalism, Europe and Ibero-America 

are at the top because they are the continents where a greater concentration of this 

 
10 Da Empoli, G. (2020). Los ingenieros del caos. Oberon, Madrid. 
11 Sanz, J. L. (2021). Twitter lanza "Birdwatch" para combatir la desinformación en su plataforma. El 
País. https://cincodias.elpais.com/cincodias/2021/01/26/lifestyle/1611644865_002735.html 
12 Telegram. (2020). Coronavirus News and Verified Channels. 
https://telegram.org/blog/coronavirus?ln=r    
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type of media has been detected13. In the form of micro-media (entrepreneurship 

projects in verification) or sections belonging to the media, the creation of these 

projects has grown exponentially during the decade from 2010-2020. In Europe the 

following stand out among others: Maldita.es (Spain), Newtral (Spain), Demagog 

(Poland), Correctiv (Germany) Franceinfo (France), Pagella Politica (Italy), 

Observador (Portugal), Poligrafo (Potugal), 15min.lt (Lithuania), 

Factcheck.Vlaanderen (Netherlands), TjekDet (Denmark) or Vistinomer (Greece). And 

in Latin America: Chequeado (Argentina), Agência Lupa (Brazil), Aos Fatos (Brazil), 

Convoca (Peru), Ojo Público (Peru), ColombiaCheck (Colombia) or Verificado 

(Uruguay) are some of the initiatives that have the greatest impact. Many of them 

operate under the umbrella of the International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN)14, a 

verification network that belongs to the Poynter Institute, which brings together more 

than a hundred international fact-checkers, and that was founded in 2020 with the 

objective of fighting against disinformation during the pandemic. 

The important role of public institutions 

It would, therefore, be advisable for the various European and Ibero-American 

public institutions to offer greater support to this type of projects that combat fake 

news. The European Union launched its own campaign against disinformation in the 

last decade with the launch of initiatives such as EUvdisinfo (aimed at tackling 

disinformation campaigns against the EU) or 1de2.3u (app to distinguish fake news), 

the funding of projects such as WeVerify or SocialTruth and the dissemination of 

recommendations and practices to make European society literate in the context of 

the “infodemic” caused by COVID-19. 

Like the EU, in Spain the institutions have also developed actions to combat the 

spread of fake news. In the context of the health crisis by COVID-19, the National 

 
13 Duke Reporters LAB. (2020). Fact-checking Count Tops 300 for the First Time. 
https://reporterslab.org/category/fact-checking/  
14 IFCN. (2021). https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/ 
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Police15 presented the first guide to avoid being manipulated by fake news. Another 

example is the #ContagiaVerdad16 campaign in social networks, created by the Madrid 

Medical Association (ICOMEM) due to the increase in false health information. 

The proposal in the European Union against disinformation is firm and more 

actions are increasingly being taken. However, the immense proliferation of fake news 

left by the pandemic may require a further step in the strategy to deal with this 

phenomenon. This is a challenge that requires a joint and collective solution. Thus, 

support for the media that practice fact-checking or news verification through 

institutional support or public funding is essential. Some media already receive 

financial support from EU bodies, although it needs to be extended and strengthened 

if possible. This is mainly due to the fact that the survival of most of these projects is 

dependent on donations and financial support from public agencies. In addition, it 

should borne in mind that the work of the fact-checkers media is basic, since they are 

on the “front lines of battle” against fake news. 

In addition, three defined lines are proposed to be followed by institutions in 

Europe and Ibero-America to fight disinformation. First, it is necessary to find a middle 

ground between the thin line of respect for freedom of expression (a constant source 

of debate in social media) and the brake on the flow of fake news and hoaxes 

circulating in the digital sphere. This is an ethical dilemma and should therefore also 

be addressed from a deontological point of view. 

Subsequently, in order to tackle the phenomenon of disinformation at its root, 

it is essential to appeal to social awareness for greater citizen responsibility. This is a 

laborious and complex task, but it is crucial when tackling this challenge. To this end, 

literacy work on social networks and digital spaces can be a good starting point, both 

 
15 Ministry of the Interior. (2020). La Policía Nacional presenta la primera guía para evitar ser 
manipulados por las fake news. http://www.interior.gob.es/prensa/noticias/-
/asset_publisher/GHU8Ap6ztgsg/content/id/11676535 
16 ICOMEM. (2020). #ContagiaVerdad.  
https://www.icomem.es/adjuntos/adjunto_2541.1582572539.jpg 
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today and especially thinking of future generations that will be characterised by the 

use and innate familiarity with social networks and any type of technology. To this 

day, users usually show disappointment and find it tedious to contrast sources and 

verify the news received. As a result, they fall into the comfort offered by social media 

and directly share the information without questioning its authenticity and 

provenance. Thus, in the future, it is essential to apply a greater focus on education 

aimed at knowing how to manage and distinguish the type of information on the 

Internet. 

In addition, the creation of guides and good practice manuals is also presented 

as an alternative in this social and digital literacy work. In this sense, the European 

Union has long been working and preparing a Code of Practices17, created in 2018, 

which is a (important) first stone in the consensus between institutions, platforms and 

social networks and advertising industries. Technology companies such as Facebook, 

Google, Twitter, Microsoft or TikTok signed this code between 2018 and 2020, and the 

European Union committed to improve and strengthen it in 2021 in order to broaden 

participation. 

And, lastly, it is essential never to lose sight of the fact that disinformation 

must be treated and classified as what it really is: a major problem, which must be 

on the agenda at the same level as other primary issues such as the economy, 

nationalism, immigration or globalisation. Already in the context of the pandemic, it 

has been demonstrated that its consequences can be disastrous and the harm done 

may be infinite. 

Campaigns based on the issuance of hoaxes and the spread of fake news are 

very effective. They spread at a speed that had not been appreciated before the 

appearance of social media and can create opinion and emotional states difficult to 

 
17 European Commission. (2021). Code of Practices on Disinformation. https://digital-
strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/code-practice-disinformation 
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restore, since the main reason for such campaigns lies in the mobilisation and appeal 

to emotions. The subsequent vulnerability and distrust that remain to the system and 

the media are irreparable. 

Any action to address disinformation is an important step forward. However, 

the key to finding the most effective solution lies in unity. A challenge of this 

dimension does not exclusively require a struggle on the part of each institution 

through independent initiatives, but a collective and responsible effort that involves 

all actors acting together and working in the same direction. Mutual support and 

awareness between the European Union and its agencies, international institutions, 

governments, messaging and social media platforms, media and the citizens 

themselves. 

The World Health Organization18 has stressed the importance of adequate 

information for society in order not to fuel confusion. Governments and institutions 

should ensure the promotion of actions against disinformation in line with the checks 

and verification carried out by the fact-checkers media in the social media. On the 

other hand, it is essential that citizens themselves also respond and become aware of 

this problem. The COVID-19 pandemic has been a test that presents disinformation as 

a major world challenge. As such, it requires everyone’s involvement and effort. 

 

 
18 Ghebreyesus, J. A. & Ng, A. (18 febrero 2020). Desinformación frente a medicina: hagamos frente a 
la “infodemia”. El País.  
https://elpais.com/sociedad/2020/02/18/actualidad/1582053544_191857.html 
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