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The Covid-19 pandemic and fact-checking in the Global South

Between 2019 and 2021, the number of fact-checking organizations rose substantially in
three key regions of the world (Asia: 35 to 75; Africa: 9 to 19; and Latin America: 18 to
38) (Stencel & Luher, 2021). Meta launched a third-party fact checking program for
Facebook content in 2016 and since then it has grown to include more than 90 fact
checking partners around the world. They have also granted access to their detection and
engagement measurement tools (Full Fact, 2020).
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This study investigates the Facebook dissemination practices of region-specific Meta-
affiliated fact checkers who dealt with Covid-19 vaccine mis/disinformation. Meta-
affiliated fact checkers benefit from privileged access to Al tools developed by Meta to
identify viral and misleading content on Facebook, however these tools operate under
Meta’'s own assumptions and policies about content moderation that are not
transparent/discussed openly. On top of this, there may be tensions between Meta’s
policy that emphasizes a focus on detecting bottom-up dis/misinformation claims and the
understanding that Covid-19 vaccine information is highly politicized.

The spread of Covid-19 dis/misinformation coincided with tumultuous periods of electoral
political activity in Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa. Government representatives at
various levels engaged in “vaccine diplomacy” (Hill, 2021). Importantly, Russia and China
engaged in negotiations with many countries to promote and sell their vaccines in
competition with vaccines manufactured by the US, UK and Europe. Sputnik V and the
Chinese vaccines were acquired in numerous countries in Latin America and sub-
Saharan Africa (Hill, 2021; Mallapaty, 2021). According to the Argentinian fact-checking
organization, Chequeado, in the last half of 2021, false claims that had been verified
tended to be “exported” from the US and Spain to Latin America (Tardaguila, 2021).

Research approach

We used Crowdtangle to collect all Facebook posts from six fact-checking organizations
in Latin America and Sub-saharan Africa from 2021 that contained variations on the words
“coronavirus/Covid-19” and “vaccine” and corresponding translations in Spanish (i.e.
‘vacuna” and “pandemia”) (see Figure 1).

Fact-checking Total Total COVID-
organisation unfiltered 19/vaccine
Faceposts in posts in 2021 -
2021 (N) N (%)
Sub-Saharan AfricaCheck 649 164 (25.3%)
Africa
Latin America AnimalPaolitico 9,625 259 (2.7%)
Latin America Chequeado 2,884 1,319 (46.4%)
Latin America ColombiaCheck 1,161 299 (25.8%)
Latin America LaSillaVacia 5,470 59 (1.1%)
Sub-Saharan PesaCheck 411 59 (14.4%)
Africa

Figure 1: Facebook posts associated with Covid-19 vaccinations collected
from selected Meta third party fact-checkers in 2021
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We drew on the work of Ferracioli et al. (2022) and Luengo and Garcia-Marin (2020) to
develop our initial coding frame and used a double coding and consensus coding
approach to inductively develop our codebook. Here, we report on the findings from over
half of the sample of Facebook posts from each of these fact-checkers.

Preliminary findings
Fact checks of bottom-up and top-down claims

Our preliminary analysis shows that verifications of local bottom-up claims (associated
with social media platform communication between ordinary users) dominated the
Facebook posts of these Covid-19 fact-checking organizations in 2021 (Figure 2 below).

Account Name  Claim Source Fact Checked Claim Source
AfricaCheck  Social media user/s [N NN I Celebrities
Political | ] Media
Media Other
Science/health W political
Other Science/health
Celebrities . Social media user/s
Animal Politico  Social media user/s | N R REREEEEN
Political | ]
Science/health
Media
Other
Celebrities
Chequeado Social media user/s | NN
Political ]
Science/health
Media
Other
Colombiacheck  Social media user/s | N R RREREREEEEE
Political ]
Science/health
Media
Celebrities
La Silla Vacia Social media user/s [l
Political 1
Science/health
Media
Celebrities
PesaCheck Social media user/s Il
Political
Celebrities
0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500

Posts (n) =

Figure 2: Source of claim mentioned in fact-checked claims on Facebook. fact-
checked claims addressed by fact checkers

These fact checks focussed on bottom-up claims related to Covid-19 treatments and
cures as alternatives to vaccines, Covid-19 cases and deaths, and vaccine safety and
efficacy. Figure 3 presents an example of the kind of bottom-up fact-checking posts
contained in our sample; the post from PesaCheck contains a video debunking a claim
that ivermectin and hydroxychloroquine were proven Covid-19 treatments and that the
Astrazeneca vaccine was unsafe. This post was shared widely on Facebook in Kenya.
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~ wesned PesaCheck @ 8 Follow
O CHECK April 19, 2021 - @
Overview Comments
3 |
P ? #lvermectin is NOT a proven or approved treatment for Covid-
19. Claims that it is had been debunked in multiple countries before
recently surfacing in &s.
, Read our fact-check here: bit.ly/3uVIS1j
#ViralFactsAfrica
Most relevant =
O \\_’ Be the first to leave a comment.
€ #lvermectin is NOT a proven or approved treatment for Covid-19. @
Claims that it is had been debunked in multiple countries before recently...
o) Like () Comment 2> Share @ ®2 - 251 Views & WD & G

Figure 3: PesaCheck Facebook post fact checking a bottom-up claim

The fact-checking posts in our sample relating to local top-down claims were mainly local
political fact checks (i.e. fact-checking focussing on the claims of local politicians and
political parties and elected government officials). These top-down fact-checking posts
reflected strategies that avoided focusing on political fact checking on Meta platforms.
Fact checkers addressed government-influenced accounts of the virus spread as
“‘mistakes”, “partially true’, or aggregated them into “multiple  checks”,
or “explainers” instead of declaring a single false verdict.

Many posts focussed on debunking political claims posted to Twitter or claims reported
in national broadcasting or printed mainstream media. For example, one of the most
engaging posts from La Silla Vacia debunked a claim made by the opposition politician
and then Senator Gustavo Petro on Twitter about vaccine efficacy during the Delta variant
spread (see Figure 4). The translation of the post is, “Senator and presidential candidate
Gustavo Petro tweeted saying that vaccines are useless against the Covid delta variant,
but that is FALSE. Petro drew the wrong conclusion from an article in The New York
Times that talked about reinforcing biosecurity measures against this variant, however
this article does not say that vaccines do not work against it. Don't stop getting
vaccinated!”
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La Silla Vacia @
31 de julio de 2021 - Q

#DetectorDeMentiras: El senador y candidato presidencial Gustavo Petro triné diciendo que las
vacunas no sirven contra la variante delta del covid, pero eso es FALSO. Petro sacé una conclusion
errada de un articulo del New York Times que hablaba era de reforzar las medidas de
bioseguridad ante esta variante, pero en ningin momento dice que las vacunas no sirvan contra
ella. jNo deje de vacunarse!

Mas informacién aqui: https://bit.ly/3yfjFkx
" Gustavo Petro @
i) @petrogustavo
e implica un

politica de salufl y ec&gdmica.

bio total de la

g Colombia. El debate
de salud debe reanimarse.

Os® 733 275 comentarios 340 veces compartido

o Me gusta (D Comentar 7> Compartir

Figure 4: La Silla Vacia fact check of a political claim from Senator Gustavo Petro
(currently President of Colombia) on Twitter questioning vaccine efficacy during
the spread of the Delta variant.

Engaging Facebook users through social media affordances and “checktainment”

The most common way that fact checkers distributed their content on Facebook was
through posting captions with attached URLs, which functioned to drive traffic to the fact-
checking websites. However, the explainer or analysis posts often made use of video,
memes and infographics, and received relatively more engagement on Facebook when
compared to the posts with captions and URLs only (see Figure 5).

Account Name Affordances

Africa Check I | Post and link
Animal Politico Infographic
M Memetic
Chequeado [l [ | Video
Colombiacheck || I B other
La Silla Vacia
PesaCheck
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Posts (n) Engagement Rate (interactions/subscribers)

Figure 5: Fact-checkers’ use of Facebook affordances to package
explainer content and engagement rate

As Figure 6 shows, fact-checking explanations could be both humorous and pedagogical.
We describe these kinds of emerging fact-checking practices as checktainment because
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fact checkers would reuse and reshare this entertaining content within weeks when
dis/misinformation resurfaced and recirculated.

Colombiacheck @
9 de julio de 2021 - @

Muchas de las desinformaciones sobre las vacunas contra el Covid-19 se desprenden del desconocimiento
sobre como funcionan.

En este articulo les explicamos qué teconologia usa cada una de ellas y como actian en el organismo.
https://bit ly/3ALOj6xX

Cuandodicen/que
lavacunade;Sinovac
es|lamenosefectiva;

lajdelos|pobres:-

L 'l 2
Y
e

Qs 9 comentarios 28 veces compartida

Figure 6: Example of checktainment content. The text in this meme,
based on Disney’s “Encanto” film, translates to “When they say the
Sinovac vaccine is less effective and the vaccine of poor people...” The
post shares a URL and an explainer with the caption, “Much of the
misinformation about vaccines against Covid-19 stems from ignorance
about how they work. In this article we explain what technology each of
them uses and how they act in the body”

Conclusion

Political fact checking associated with Covid-19 vaccine misinformation was inescapable
in these regions in 2021 given that many countries were on the verge of midterm or
presidential elections. Through explainer content, fact checkers were able to address
uncertainties related to trending local politicized Covid-19 science without referring
directly to political sources. We also argue that the emerging checktainment strategies
used to engaged social media users form part of a growing focus on evergreen content
(content that remains fresh and relevant) creation used by fact checkers to engage
followers.
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