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Abstract

Background: Amidst the recent outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, there seems to be an avalanche of conspiracy
theories that abound on social media platforms, and this subject attracted a lot of research interest. This study aimed
to examine the "social media and the spread Covid-19 conspiracy theories in Nigeria" in light of the above.

Methods: The study adopted a qualitative design in order to explore the subject matter thoroughly. Thirty-five
participants were conveniently sampled, and interviews were conducted to retrieved data from the participants.

Results: Findings of this study revealed that there is a prevalence of conspiracy theories that have saturated social
media ever since the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. It was also found that ignorance, religious fanaticism, lack of
censorship, and insufficient counter information on social media platforms are some of the possible factors that aided
the spread of Covid-19 conspiracy theories among Nigerian social media users.

Conclusion: This study recommends, among other things, that there is a swift need to curtail the spread of conspiracy
theories through consistent dissemination of counter-information by both individuals and agencies like the National
Orientation Agency (NOA) and the Nigerian Centre for Disease and Control (NCDC).
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Background

'If you want the truth to go round the world, you must hire an
express train to pull it; but if you want a lie to go round the
world, it will fly; it is as light as a feather, and a breath will
carry it. It is well said in the old proverb, "a lie will go round
the world while the truth is pulling its boots on" [1]. From the
above assertion, it is apposite to infer that amidst the present
advancement in the area of information communication
technology, social media serve as that "breath" that carries lies
across the globe. In other words, evidence from extant studies
revealed that social media serves as an aircraft that carries lies
in the form of conspiracy theories and misinformation
worldwide. Varis P. [2] substantiates that social media platform
play an enormous role in spreading conspiracy theories and the
exposure they get. Faddoul M, et al. [3] corroborate that
conspiracy theories have continued to flourish on social media,
raising fear and anxiety that such content is fueling the spread
of disinformation. As such, Rampersad G, et al. [4] affirm that
social media serve as a medium for swift dissemination of
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misinformation and fake news. Since the beginning of the novel
coronavirus disease (Covid-19) epidemic, which started in
December 2019 in Wuhan, the capital of Hubei, China [5],
misinformation has been spreading uninhibited over traditional
and social media at a rapid pace [6]. According to Bamidele M.
[7], the world is currently under the siege of the Coronavirus
(COVID-19), a deadly disease that the World Health
Organization (WHO) has declared a pandemic.

Bamidele M. [7] added that the number of confirmed cases
of infections and deaths has left many in panic and served as the
catalyst to breed various forms of conspiracy theories and
myths. Ghalib and Take [8] corroborates that the Covid-19
outbreak has sparked what the World Health Organization
(WHO) called "infordemic" an overwhelming amount of
information on social media and website”. Apuke and Omar [9]
expressed worry over this overwhelming amount of information
on social media when they postulated that social misinformation
had stimulated the public regarding Covid-19.

According to extant studies [3,5], there is an avalanche of
rumors and conspiracy theories circulating the internet. In fact,
it has become tricky to differentiate between fake news from
factual reportage [10]. In light of the above, Lampos et al. [12]
argued that as the cases of Covid-19 worldwide increased, the
spread of misinformation concerning the virus increased.
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Social media platforms such as YouTube and Twitter provide
direct access to an unprecedented amount of content and may
amplify rumors and questionable information [13]. Therefore,
suffice it to infer that individual online, knowingly, and
unknowingly, spread information at an alarming rate, which
could be dangerous or misleading [14]. Simply put, social
media has become a channel for rapidly increasing rumors and
deliberate misinformation, and many are deploying sites such as
Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and WhatsApp to create a state of
panic and confusion, especially amidst the recent outbreak of
the coronavirus pandemic. Pennycook G, et al. [15] affirm that
misinformation can amplify humanity's greatest challenges.
They further argued that a significant topical example of this is
the Covid-19 pandemic, which has nurtured an avalanche of
fabrications even as truth has increasingly become a matter of
life-and-death. A study conducted by Gallup/Knight Foundation
[16] revealed that overall, Americans believe 39.0% of the news
they see on television, read in newspapers, or hear on the radio
is misinformation. Furthermore, [16] findings revealed that
Americans estimate that nearly two-thirds of the news they see
on social media is misinformation. From the foregoing, it is apt
to investigate why social media platforms serve as carriers of
conspiracy theories and misinformation, which eventually result
in panic among the public.

Purpose of the Study

The core purpose of this current study is to investigate why and
how social media platforms foster conspiracy theories,
especially amidst the Covid-19 outbreak. However, the specific
objectives are:

1.To find out whether there are pervasiveness conspiracy
theories on Covid-19 in social media;

2.To ascertain possible factors responsible for the spread of
conspiracy theories on Covid-19 in social media platforms;

3.To suggest possible measures on how to curb the spread of
conspiracy theories on social media platforms.

Literature Review

There are extant studies on social media, conspiracy theories,
and Covid-19. Hence, the researchers deem it is apt to review
this literature for clarity on the subject matter. The literature is
reviewed in the following sub-themes: social media, conspiracy
theories, and Covid-19: a conceptual review.

Social Media, Conspiracy Theories and Covid-19: A
Conceptual Review

1. Social media: Despite the plethora of extant studies on
social media, it is obvious that the concept of "social media" has
no universally accepted definition because; the term social
media is used differently by people in various contexts that are
in tandem with their perspectives [17]. For instance, to Kaplan
and Haenlein [18], social media is "a group of Internet-based
applications that are built on the ideological and technological
foundations of Web 2.0 and that allow the creation and
exchange of User Generated Content” while Baltatzis P. [19]
defined social media as an "online platforms that promote
participation, openness, conversation, and connectedness".
Buettner R. [20] opined that social media is a computer-
mediated tool that has the potency to its users to generate and

share information, career interests, etc. Baltatzis P. [19] defined
social media as a medium where people communicate, utilizing
online platforms while they are connected to the Internet. From
the above definitions, it could be deduced that social media
platforms are actually internet-based applications that allow
users to create, share and disseminate information freely.
Suffice it to say that the social media platforms allow its users -
both old and young, literate and illiterate, propagandist, and
counter spin to share and disseminate information. Brindha
MD, et al. [14] claim surface in the form of conspiracy theories.
Based on the above definitions, it is apposite to infer that social
media has various features that may contribute to making the
medium a carrier of conspiracy theories.

2. Conspiracy theory: The words rumor, and conspiracy
theories are closely tied [22]. Runnels [22] further argued that
rumors serve as one catalyst that fosters the spread of
conspiracy theories. In his words, he captured it this: Rumours
provide a mechanism by which a conspiracy theory spreads
through a population. For example, various conspiracy theories
on the Internet attempt to identify the "real" culprits behind
9/11, but, in this author's opinion, those theories are typically
summed up and spread by the rumor that 9/11 was an inside job
(p10). According to Cass and Adrian [23], a conspiracy theory
is “an effort to explain some event or practice by reference to
the machinations of powerful people, who have also managed to
conceal their role”. Bale JM. [24] defines conspiracy theory as
the certainty, assurance, or “certainty that a group of actors
meets in secret agreement with the purpose of attaining some
selfish but malicious goal”. Oxford English Dictionary defines
conspiracy theory as “the theory that an event or phenomenon
occurs as a result of a conspiracy between interested parties”.
“Conspiracy theories” refers to any effort to explain the
rationale behind the occurrence of social or political
circumstances with claims of secret plots by either two or more
powerful actors [25].

Suffice it to say that a conspiracy theory is an explanation

for an event or occurrence based on a malicious plot with the
sole aim of achieving a specific goal. Prooijen and Vogt [26]
postulated that “conspiracy theories make an assumption of how
people, objects, or events are causally interconnected”. This
implies that initiators of conspiracy theories give convincing yet
pseudo reasons for people to believe their explanation of events
or occurrences. Notwithstanding, Lewandowsky [27] argued
that “conspiracy theories are not always the result of genuinely
held false beliefs”. Lewandowsky [27] noted that conspiracy
theories could be intentionally constructed or amplified for
strategic, political reasons.
3. Covid-19: "In December 2019, cluster phenomena cases
appeared in China, and its shape was like Crown and crown
mean Corona, so its name was given Corona Virus” [28].
Coronaviruses are a family of viruses that cause respiratory
symptoms [29]. The most recent outbreak of the virus in late
December 2019 is named Covid-19. (Khan, 2020, p.2) opined
that the symptoms include cough, pneumonia, fever, shortness
of breathing, and throat sore.

Theoretical Underpinning

The Uses and Gratification Theory (UGT) was found suitable
for this research study. The Uses and Gratification Theory was
developed by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch in 1974 [29]. The
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Uses and gratifications theory basically focused on how and
why the audience uses the media (Klapper, 1963). Commenting
on the uses and gratification theory, McQuail [30] stated that
the central question posed by the uses and gratification theory is
"why do people use media, and what do they use them for?"
Simply put, the uses and gratification theory is built on the
premise that people use the media not just for using sake but as
a result of the satisfaction they obtained from the media [31]

In his view, Mohammed A. [17] opined that the audiences
select the medium and even what content is most suitable to
their personal desires. When the uses and gratification theory
was propounded, it was used to study audiences for traditional
media [31], but today, it is relevant in the study of issues
relating to social media forms. The veracity of the above is
linked to the fact that social media users these days also select
which platform gratifies them. The uses and gratifications
theory finds strength in describing how media audiences seek
information and use it to satisfy their personal goals [17]. In
light of the above, Baran and Davis [32] state that the uses and
gratification theory acknowledged the intellectuality of the
audience and their ability to consume only what is needful for
them. From the above, it is obvious that there is a nexus
between the uses and gratifications theory and this current
research study despite the existing differences between new
media and traditional media. This theory finds relevance in this
current study because of its interactive processes. This can be
further buttressed that the new wave in research on
communication and media studies focuses on how audiences
interact with and are influenced by the type of media they
choose. Suffice it to say that the applicability of the uses and
gratification to this current becomes palpable because most
conspirators  or initiators of conspiracy theories or
misinformation used the social media platforms to satisfy their
gratification. Furthermore, the conspiracy theories tend to
spread like wildfire due to the gratification that other users may
find in sharing them with family and friends.

Methods

A qualitative research design was used in other gather data for
this research study. Purposely, the phenomenological method
was used to understand how participants make meaning of the
phenomenon studied. Brindha MD, et al. [14] state that
phenomenology effectively studies a small number of subjects
which is why thirty-five participants were selected conveniently
and interviewed. The rationale behind the use of interview is
simply because interview has the potency to unravel or bring
out hidden feelings, attitudes, and beliefs that an interviewee is
unaware of [33]. Further to the above reason, the researchers
observed that limited extant related studies adopted this method
to explore the theme under investigation, which is "social media
and the spread of conspiracy theories on Covid-19 pandemic in
Nigeria”.

Participant and Sampling

The participants of this study were conveniently drawn from
Yola, Adamawa State, Nigeria. Yola is the State Capital
(headquarters) of Adamawa State, Nigeria. The rationale behind
choosing participants from the above location is due to
convenience and the location's proximity to the researchers. As
discussed earlier, the thirty-five participants conveniently

selected and deemed apt for this study volunteered to participate
in this research study. It is also pertinent to note that all the
selected participants were active social media users. Ten of
them were academicians specializing in communication and
media studies, which put them in a vantage position to
contribute meaningfully to this research study. Out of the 35
participants (n=17) were male and (n=18) were female.

In terms of educational qualification (n=22), participants had
at least a high school certificate as their highest educational
qualification while (n=12) had a college degree as their highest
qualification (8 had master’s degree while 6 bachelor’s
degrees). It is apposite to note that the entire participants were
coded as Participant 1, 2 3....and so on. The above is in tandem
with the conventional practice of qualitative research which
most often than not, researchers assured the participants of
anonymity with the sole aim of encouraging them to
conveniently unravel information that would be of enormous
significance in achieving the purpose of the study.

Data Collection Procedure

The researchers adopted face-face semi-structured interviews to
retrieved data for this study. The interviews lasted for
approximately one month (four weeks). Three communication
research experts scrutinized the interview question guide, and a
pre-test was conducted using 10 participants who were not part
of the sampled respondent. The interviews were conducted with
the help of two research assistants that aided in recording the
interviews on tape as the researchers conduct the interviews. It
is worthy to note that each interview session lasted between
thirty minutes to one hour, and the recorded interviews were
later transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis

In order to analyze the data retrieved for this study, the
researchers, with the help of research assistants, meticulously
transcribed all recorded interviews, after which the data were
interpreted and discussed thematically with the help of extant
related studies. Four sub-themes were identified, interpreted,
and discussed in tandem with the objective of this study. These
sub-themes include the presence of conspiracy theories on
Covid-19 on social media platforms, possible factors that foster
the spread of conspiracy theories on covid-19, and possible
measures on how to curb the spread of conspiracy theories on
social media platforms.

Results and Discussion

This section is organized and segmented into three sub-themes
to interpret and explicate the study results thoroughly. The three
sub-themes were actually coined out of the objectives of this
current study. The sub-themes are:

1. Presence of Covid-19 conspiracy theories on social media
platforms.

2. Factors responsible for the spread of Covid-19 conspiracy
theories on social media.

3. Possible measures on how to curb the spread of conspiracy
theories on social media platforms.

The first sub-theme seeks to ascertain whether conspiracy
theories on Covid-19 abound on social media platforms, as
some of the reviewed literature claimed. In contrast, the second
sub-theme discussed some of the possible factors responsible
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for spreading Covid-19 conspiracy theories on social media
platforms. The third sub-theme sought to proffer a solution on
how to curb the spread of Covid-19 conspiracy theories among
Nigerian social media users.

Table 1: Participants’ responses
SIN Statements

Response

1 Was bioengineered in a lab 35 participants said Yes
in Wuhan, China while 0 said No
2 5 G technology 28 participants said Yes

Causes coronavirus while seven said No

3 Nostradamus predict
coronavirus

19 participants said Yes
while 16 said No

4 Coronavirus is a death 18 participants said Yes
sentence while 17 said No

5 Coronavirus is an airborne 21 participants said Yes
HIV while 14 said No

6. Bill Gates orchestrates 19 participants said Yes
coronavirus while 16 said No

7. Coronavirus is spread via 22 participants said Yes
corona beers and cured with | while 13 said No
garlic water

8. Coronavirus is here to teach | 23 participants said Yes
us a lesson while 12 said No

Source: Authors Interview, 2020

Presence of Covid-19 Conspiracy theories on social media
platforms
Additionally, it was found that the majority of the participants
did not just concur that conspiracy theories exist on social
media platforms but that there is a high degree of these
conspiracy theories flooding the social media platforms. One of
the interviewed participants claimed that:

There is much information on social media platforms since the
outbreak of the coronavirus. Even though some of this
information may be factual yet | strongly believe that the
majority of them are pseudo, misinforming, and sound illogical.

In fact, | have seen and read almost all the conspiracy theories
you outlined earlier either through my Facebook account or
WhatsApp. [Participant 12].

Substantiating the overhead view, another interviewee affirmed
that: social media, especially Facebook and WhatsApp, are
saturated with many conspiracy theories on the new
coronavirus; in fact, these theories are so many that you do not
know which one to believe. [Participant 7].

Similarly, another participant stated that: Asking one whether
conspiracy theories abound on social media platforms seems to
be a waste of time because we all know that social media
platforms accommodate conspiracy theories, especially amidst
the outbreak of Covid-19. [Participant 5].

Based on the above findings, it is palpable to infer that there is
certainly an overwhelming presence of conspiracy theories on
different social media platforms. Therefore, it is apposite to
infer that the above findings conceded with studies that
unraveled that conspiracy theories exist on social media
platforms. For instance, Ghada and Takshe [8] claimed that the
Covid-19 outbreak has sparked what the World Health

Organization (WHO) called "infordemic" an overwhelming
amount of information on social media and website”.

Similarly, a study conducted by Dopoux P, et al. [34] revealed
that: Within weeks of the emergence of the novel coronavirus
COVID-19 in China, misleading rumors and conspiracy
theories about the origin circulated the globe paired with fear-
mongering, racism, and mass purchase of face masks, all
closely linked to the new "Infomedia" ecosystems of the 21st
century marked by social media (p1).

The above implies that the social media platforms are part of
the factors that give prominence and acceptance to Covid-19
Conspiracy theories.

Factors responsible for the spread of conspiracy theories on
social media

Here, the interviewed participants were asked to identify some
possible factors that tend to promote the spread of covid-19
conspiracy theories on social media platforms in Nigeria. The
majority of the participant pinpointed ignorance and religious
fanaticism as the core factors that aided the spread of
conspiracy theories related to Covid-19 among Nigerian social
media users. The above finding conceded with some media
reportage. For instance, "The Guardian" reported on Monday,
being the 18™ of May 2020, that a religious-based television
channel was sanction for airing "potentially harmful statements"
about the Covid-19 pandemic, including baseless conspiracy
that the virus is linked to the rollout of 5G phone networks.

In respect of the above view, one of the interviewed
participants states that: Religious fanaticism is one of the
factors that may perhaps promote the spread of Covid-19
conspiracy theories on social media platforms in Nigeria. The
fact is that Nigerians are religious people; hence they tend to
believe their religious leaders more than any other authority.
Furthermore, it is quite unfortunate that some of the religious
leaders from the two dominant religions in Nigeria still hold on
to specific conspiracy theories. Some of them do not even
believe that the virus exists. [Participant 10].

Supporting the above view, another participant said:

Ignorance and religious fanaticism are two significant
promoters of conspiracy theories among Nigerian social media
users. Although Nigerians can be obsessive with their religious
beliefs, they also have a poor reading culture. Albeit this claim
could be argued but with my experience as an academician, |
can boldly say that Nigerians have a poor reading culture.
Therefore, | am pretty sure that the majority of Nigerians may
not take time to read about the coronavirus from reliable
sources (websites) such as World Health Organizations or
Nigerian Centre for Disease and Control but will prefer to rely
upon and share the information they got from social media
platforms of which most of this information on social media are
pseudo and unreliable.[Participant 15].

The above participant further notes that because Nigerians have
poor reading culture hence, they could easily be convinced by
their religious leaders, who in most cases are just like their
demigod. The above scenario may result in some superstitious
beliefs. For instance, at the early stage of the Covid-19
outbreak, there are superstitious believes trending among social
media users in Nigeria that the virus is a sort of punishment
from God and that the virus has been prophesied long ago.
Other factors responsible for the spread of conspiracy theories
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that were pinpointed by other interviewed participants include
lack of censorship and insufficient counter information by
relevant agencies.

One of the participants claimed that: Lack of sufficient counter
information is one of the factors that may be responsible for
promoting conspiracy theories among Nigerian social media
users. In fact, one can boldly say that agencies like National
Orientation Agencies and Nigerian Centre for Disease and
Control are not disseminating adequate information that would
counteract the Covid-19 conspiracy theories that saturate social
media. Moreover, | think that is one of the reasons or catalysts
responsible for the spread of misinformation on coronavirus
among Nigerians. [Participant 35].

Another participant also notes that:

I must confess that Nigerians still lack adequate awareness of
Covid-19 because most of the so-called awareness campaigns
on the Covid-19 pandemic are always urban-oriented.
Moreover, we all know that about 70.0% of Nigerians reside in
rural areas, and it is important to state that these ruralites also
make use of social media to disseminate information concerning
the virus. All I am trying to say is that if the ruralite is not
informed and enlightened, then they may likely share or believe
any information they got from social media platforms.
[Participant 27].

The implication of the above is the need for public
enlightenment in every nook and cranny of Nigeria. This would
help to counteract any misinformation about Corona on both
social media and conventional media.

Possible measures on how to curb the spread of conspiracy
theories on social media platforms.

Here, emphasis is given to those participants who have a
background in media and communication studies. The
participants were asked to pinpoint some of the possible ways
to effectively curb the spread of conspiracy theories on social
media platforms in Nigeria. It was found that the majority of the
participants were of the opinion that the consistent
dissemination of counter-information, censorship of social
media platforms, educating citizen journalists, and public
enlightenment are some of the possible ways to curb the spread
of conspiracy theory on social media platforms in Nigeria.

One of the participants suggested thus:

I think one of the possible ways to check the spread of
conspiracy theories in an environment like Nigeria is by
consistently enlightening the public with sufficient information
that could counter the conspiracy theories. This is because, from
comments of some of my Facebook friends, | figured out that
most of the social media users in Nigeria lack sufficient counter
information on some of these conspiracy theories, and that is
why they tend to like and share conspiracy theories on social
media platforms. [Participant 18].

Another participant suggested that: The major problem with
social media usage in Nigeria is lack of censorship. Even
though censorship may hamper the citizens' fundamental human
rights, but it is also important to note that our freedom should
have limits, especially in a situation where freedom is likely
becoming inimical to the growing society. The early a law is
enacted on social media using the better for all of us.
[Participants 26].

Another participant added that to effectively combat the
spread of Covid-19 conspiracy theories on social media
platforms in Nigeria, the conventional media has a role to play
through consistent campaigns on radio and television to
counteract conspiracy theories on different social media
platforms. Based on the above, this present study has shown
that conspiracy theories can effectively be managed or curbed
through censorship, consistent dissemination of information that
debunks or counter the conspiracy theories, and public
enlightenment.

Conclusion

From the findings of this study, it is evident that ever since the
outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, there is an overwhelming
presence of conspiracy theories on social media platforms in
Nigeria and the world at large. It is also pertinent to note that
ignorance, religious fanaticism, lack of censorship, and
insufficient counter information on social media platforms are
some of the possible factors that aided the spread of Covid-19
conspiracy theories among social media users in Nigeria. In
light of the above, this study recommends, among other things,
that there is a swift need to curtail the spread of these
conspiracy theories through consistent dissemination of
counter-information by individuals and relevant agencies such
as the Nigerian Centre for Disease and Control and National
Orientation Agency. Furthermore, there is also the need to
censor social media platforms by checkmating what should be
disseminated by users and what should not be disseminated. In
other words, both social media companies and individuals are
responsible for ensuring the fight against misinformation
concerning conspiracy theories online.

Abbreviation

NOA: National Orientation Agency; NCDC: Nigerian Centre for
Disease and Control; COVID-19: Coronavirus Disease-19; WHO:
World Health Organization
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