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Abstract

Although the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the world in a way not seen since the
Spanish flu in the early 20th century, the situation in Iran was even more complex due
to intricate political, social, and economic issues, as well as multiple disinformation
campaigns targeting health crisis communication during the pandemic. This study
employs a mixed-methods descriptive-survey approach to examine the spread of fake
news about COVID-19 in Iran. In the first phase, an extensive data mining process was
conducted on 21 million tweets published between December 2019 and October 2021.
During this stage, 89 days with COVID-related trending topics on Twitter were
identified. Subsequently, six highly popular Telegram channels that republished
Twitter content were analyzed to investigate the spread of fake news. The findings
indicate that more than 50% of Persian-language tweets about COVID-19 were posted
between February and June 2020, coinciding with the initial outbreak in Iran. The
analysis revealed that disinformation campaigns primarily aimed to erode public trust
in the government and health institutions while manipulating public perception
regarding vaccination. Additionally, four major narratives about vaccines were
identified in Persian Twitter discussions: support for purchasing foreign vaccines,
support for domestic vaccine production, opposition to foreign vaccines, and advocacy
for free vaccine distribution.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only been a global health crisis but also a critical
moment in the history of information and media. In Iran, as in many other societies,
the outbreak was accompanied by a massive surge of misinformation and fake news.
The unprecedented growth of digital communication platforms—particularly social
media—enabled the rapid and widespread circulation of unreliable or fabricated
information, much of which had significant emotional, social, and political effects.
Unlike routine news consumption, the reception and sharing of fake news during
the pandemic became a prominent part of the public's response to uncertainty, fear,
and institutional distrust. In this context, the cyberspace served as both a reflection
of social anxieties and a battleground for competing narratives about health,
governance, and science. Despite the abundance of anecdotal evidence, there
remains a need for systematic analysis of fake news patterns in Iranian digital
platforms during the pandemic, particularly in terms of structure, dissemination

logic, and thematic content.

Purpose

This study aims to investigate the content structure, thematic patterns, and
underlying sociopolitical dynamics of fake news related to COVID-19 in Iranian
cyberspace. The research is driven by two main objectives: first, to identify and
categorize the dominant narratives of fake news during the pandemic; second, to
explore the mechanisms through which these narratives gained traction among
users. By focusing on viral tweets and influential Telegram channels, the study seeks
to understand how digital media platforms shaped public discourse during a critical
health crisis. Special emphasis is placed on examining how fake news functioned not
only as misinformation but as a form of symbolic communication—providing users
with emotional relief, identity reinforcement, or political critique in a period of
collective anxiety and institutional fragility.

Methodology

This research is grounded in a qualitative methodology based on a multi-phase data
mining and thematic analysis strategy. Sampling followed the principle of theoretical
saturation, meaning data collection was concluded once no new themes emerged.
Due to the ambiguous geographic origins of content in cyberspace, the operational

field was defined not by geography but by platform—specifically, Twitter.
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The first step was the selection of the most relevant platform for extracting media
narratives. While Telegram and Instagram were initially considered, Twitter was
ultimately chosen because of its journalistic tone, higher potential for campaign-
oriented messaging, and the structural accessibility of data. Instagram's visual focus
and Telegram’s limited public engagement (particularly the underdeveloped
comment culture) made them less effective for capturing collective discourse.

Data collection focused on Persian-language tweets containing the keyword
“Corona” between December 2019 and October 2021. Over 30 million tweets were
mined, of which more than 21 million included the word "Corona." Using
publication frequency rates, all trend-related content about COVID-19 was
identified and organized by day. Days with negligible or fragmented activity (fewer
than 3,000 tweets) were excluded to retain thematic coherence.

In the next phase, Telegram channels known for republishing high-impact tweets
were identified and analyzed on the specific days when COVID-related topics
trended on Twitter. These channels often acted as intermediaries, amplifying tweet
visibility and influence.

After extracting core patterns and media frames, the research proceeded to a

» «

thematic refinement stage. Keywords such as “vaccine,” “mask,” and “Corona” were
re-entered into Twitter’s search function to identify dominant narrative lines. These
were then compared against known fake news stories to filter out minor or self-
suppressed content. Only narratives with notable spread and sustained engagement

were included in the final analysis.

Findings

The study identified six major trends in the spread of fake news during the COVID-
19 pandemic in Iran. Early reactions on Twitter were marked by sarcasm and
political criticism, with 36% of tweets using humor and 31% expressing distrust in
authorities. During the February 2020 election period, Telegram shifted focus to
COVID-19, while Twitter remained election-centric due to coordinated political
activity. Quarantine-related tweets—95% of which addressed Iran—were largely
neutral, though criticism centered on the failure to quarantine Qom. Tweet volume
surged after official acknowledgment of the virus, peaking in March 2020 with
nearly 5.5 million tweets. Campaigns also sought to discredit government messaging,
promote conspiracy theories, and attack religious institutions. Vaccine-related fake
news formed the most sustained debate, with over 3.9 million tweets revealing four

polarized trends: support for foreign or domestic vaccines, discrediting foreign
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vaccines, and calls for free access. These narratives intensified ideological divisions

and undermined public trust.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that fake news about COVID-19 in Iranian cyberspace was
a dynamic and politically charged phenomenon. It operated not merely as
misinformation but as a form of symbolic communication, allowing users to voice
dissatisfaction, express distrust, and engage emotionally with a crisis marked by
institutional opacity. From sarcasm and satire to conspiracy and political
polarization, fake news narratives responded to and shaped collective anxieties.
Rather than emerging randomly, these narratives were often aligned with broader
political ~agendas—both domestic and international. Countering such
misinformation requires not only fact-checking but also rebuilding trust in
institutions, improving digital media literacy, and fostering open, transparent crisis

communication.

Novelty

This research is among the first to comprehensively analyze COVID-19-related fake
news in Persian-language Twitter, based on over 21 million tweets and extensive
cross-platform analysis with Telegram. It provides a layered understanding of fake
news as a social and communicative process, revealing the mechanisms of narrative
construction and dissemination during crisis. The study’s thematic categorization
and temporal mapping of disinformation provide valuable insights for public health
officials, media regulators, and researchers interested in the intersection of crisis

communication, digital media, and political culture.
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