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mechanisms with which they produce social safety valves; are a solid
basis to curbing the pandemic. This paper examines the use of social
media as a valuable platform to publicly communicate the COVID-
19, especially its scientific discourses. This paper focuses on
Facebook as a platform amenable to the strategic digital
communication of COVID-19. It takes illustrations from screenshots
of Facebook users in Nigeria and Bangladesh. Some of the identified
strategies include supporting for preventive measures, focusing on
solutions, countering fake information, standing against racism and
stigmatization, relying on scientific facts, confronting conspiracy
theories, dealing with pseudoscience and denials, explaining statistics
meaningfully, avoiding the temptation to trivialize and sensationalize,
and using local languages.

Keywords: social media strategies, science communication, social
support, COVID-19 pandemic.

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 has led to the stagnation, recession, or depression of most of the world’s
economies. Given how the world is reeling under the effects of pandemics and emerging
diseases, it is apposite to secure an appreciable understanding of what the COVID-19
pandemic entails (Finset et al., 2020; Liao et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2020).

This paper has several backgrounds and presumptions. First, the current global
disease is a health, economic, and communication problem. People must necessarily contend

with misinformation, conspiracy theories, trivialization, sensationalism, finger-pointing, and
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making scapegoats (Bunker, 2020; Chan et al., 2020). If not appropriately addressed, these
problems can burden the circumstances and diminish the efforts of the government, health
authorities, and significant stakeholders. At this point, communication is crucial in resolving
or exacerbating this problem.

Second, due to its pervasiveness, social media can also help to solve some of these
problems when used appropriately. In this sense, it is crucial to develop social media
guidelines to curtail the harmful effects of the pandemic. Therefore, it is essential to examine
the social media platform available for communicating the pandemic (Kumar et al., 2021)
and explore the attributes of social media that make them veritable tools of health
communication (Dadaczynski et al., 2021). As the COVID-19 is globally widespread, there is
a need to harness all kinds of communication channels to inform, educate, mobilize and
sensitize large swaths of the world population to take prompt action against the malady
(Finset et al., 2020; Liao et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2020).

Third, there are even stronger reasons to communicate health/medical science and
technology matters for developing countries because they have noticeable effects on the
economy, education, health systems, and infrastructure (Chetty, 2012). Communication also
contributes heavily to health literacy, impacting health promotion, disease prevention, food
security, water management, environmental conservation, and rural development (Davies &
Priestley, 2017).

In Bangladesh, a lower-middle-income country with a vast population (165 million),
measures directed at addressing COVID-19 face several challenges. Country lockdown, travel
bans, remote office work, and social distancing are challenging to implement in some areas
because of limited resources (Anwar et al., 2020). Besides, COVID-19 poses a significant
mental health threat among children in Bangladesh (Yeasmin et al., 2020). The children
suffered major to mild depressive disorders. Likewise, in the general Bangladeshi
population, Islam et al. (2020: 30) found out that a sizable proportion of the study
population “reported panic and generalized anxiety in the setting of COVID-19.” It suggests
the need for evidence-based intervention schemes and supportive strategies to curb the
problem.

While in Nigeria, despite the existing digital gap, the penetration of the internet has
increased exponentially. In 2020, about 98.39 million were Internet users, and 29.3 million
were social network users. Of that number, 20.5 million were active on Facebook. The
Nigerian sends or receives messages daily, 75% on Instagram, 85% on WhatsApp, 53% on
YouTube, and 54% on Facebook Messenger (Udodiong, 2020).

Focusing on Bangladesh and Nigeria as the cases, the problem is how social media
may be optimized to communicate the COVID-19 pandemic to curb its spread and impact.

This article aims to examine the character and attributes of the social media that make them
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suitable for communication of COVID-19 pandemic; exploring the social media to

communicate the pandemic effectively.

2. Method

The method used is exploratory and textual analysis (Daymon & Immy, 2011). The materials
are mainly Facebook content about the COVID-19 pandemic in Nigeria and Bangladesh. This
research has captured thirteen COVID-19 related messages in screenshots from Facebook
walls of users from Nigeria and Bangladesh for examination. The observation period was
from March to July 2020, during the first wave of the COVID-19 global lockdown. The text
analyses aim as narrative and illustrative examples rather than empirical-based data sets.
This article purposively chose Nigeria and Bangladesh as they share several
similarities. Apart from having a similar colonial heritage, both countries have a large
population. They are both low-middle income countries and are geographically located in the
tropics with numerous Muslim citizens. These two countries will be analyzed for

complementarity.

3. The use of social media in health/science communication

Spreading factual information about COVID-19 requires the use of effective communication
channels by credible sources to specific and targeted segments of the population for behavior
modification or change (Hauer & Sood, 2020). Social media have become veritable means of
strategic communication in the digital age, used to promote knowledge, agendas, issues, and
group-based objectives. Since the break out of the COVID-19 pandemic, social media,
especially Facebook, have been deployed to communicate about the disease (Dadaczynski et
al., 2021; Kumar et al., 2021).

The social media or digital networking platforms genuinely provide the enabling or
supportive environment for users to exchange assistance through social relationships
enacted and sustained in the cybersphere (Fergie et al., 2016; Holmes, 2020). Barnes (1954)
describes patterns of social relationships not accommodated by family and workplace
structures. Cassel (1976) investigates the relations between social relationships and health,
pointing out that social support shielded people from the vulnerabilities mounted by health
stressors. The structures, processes, and functions that occur in social relationships and
social networks provide the grounds that help people wade through illness because of the
social support they engender.

Concerning pandemics, the core assumptions of the social support concept can be

applied as they pertain to social media, including emotional, instrumental, appraisal, and
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informational support. Social media allows people to form social relationships based on
social networks, which generates digital social togetherness and offers opportunities for
social support. These allow digital health awareness about the pandemic, making it possible
for people in the network to learn about the nature, manifestations, and management of
these disorders. They also help people adopt proper behaviors to prevent and treat the
disease, including handwashing/sanitization, respiratory hygiene, physical distancing, face

masks, personal protective wear, self-isolation, etc.
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Figure 1. Social media and social support. Barnes (1954) first described the concept, expanded by
Cassel (1976), and adapted here to conceptualize how social media engender the mechanisms
necessary in response to a pandemic.

The prime place of social media in communicating health and science generally has
now been established. The utility of social media for health and science is varied. Huber et
al., (2019: 768) point out that they “expand and diversity information networks, promote
engagement with news posted by trusted social contents [...] and provide direct access to

science news posted by scientists and universities.” Indeed, social media platforms enlarge
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how scientists, communicators, and the lay public interact with one another in science and
health.

In developing countries where scientific advancement is at its lowest condition,
expanding employment of social media “is an opportunity for dissemination of truthful
information and engagement of the community; groups from trusted universities have the
capacity of engaging new readers” (Sandalova et al., 2019: 9). Also, “large social media such
as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn; allow patients to organize themselves and
raise both awareness and funds for topics for which they share a common interest”
(Sandalova et al., 2019: 2). These topics may necessarily include pandemics.

Indeed, there has been a blurring of the boundaries separating scientists,
communicators, and the public because of the engagement in new forms of media such as
social media, which have transformed science communication (Liang et al., 2014). For a
large social media such as Facebook, researchers warn that ignoring the platform is at the
peril of such people because it is “an effective form of online science communication” (Liang
et al., 2014: 2). In this sense, the network affords users seven particular uses, i.e., social
connection, shared identities, content, social investigation, social network surfing, and status
updating. McClain (2017: 4) reveals that “40% of all science-related posts on Facebook by
participants were on controversial topics (e.g., climate change, vaccines, evolution, and
genetically modified organisms).” During the pandemics, government agencies, science
institutions, health organizations, specialists, and citizens use such opportunities to
communicate.

For scientists, health, and medical researchers, social media help them in different
ways. Wilkinson & Weitkamp (2013) state that through social media, they create links with
other scientists and people working in the industry, reach policymakers, get the public to
learn about their research, increase the impact of their research in academic circles, obtain
funding, attract important institutional endorsement, and internationalize research audience
reach. Other benefits include improving the likelihood of contacts by lobbyists, the
opportunity for research criticism by peers, the public, and policymakers, and projecting
one’s profile as a researcher. In other words, social media are a realistic platform for science
communication. Osterrieder (2013: 6) argues, “understanding social media, and having the
knowledge and confidence to use it appropriately and effectively [...] will become essential
skills to be included in a scientist’s skills tool kit.” Van Eperen & Marincola (2011) affirm that
social media, particularly Twitter, Facebook, and Sciatable, are pillars of science
communication.

However, using social media in health/science communication is not without a
problem. Social media are multi-optional in technology; they allow open, digital science

communication, leading to structural changes within science. According to Leopoldina et al.
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(2017), these aspects over the gatekeeper threshold in science and science journalism besides
dissolving the distinction between specialists and the general public. It means that
digitization (digital scientific public sphere) offers science communication “new and
interesting opportunities for knowledge dissemination and dialogue between science and
society [...], at the same time, they represent a challenge, possibly even a threat, to reflexive,
moderated deliberation” (Leopoldina et al., 2017: 41). These challenges border on freedom,
equality, integration, and quality of information/discussion, diversity, and transparency.
Thus, it is sensible to avoid false incentives in science communication, evaluate costs and
benefits of institutional science communication formats, separate fact-based science
communication and science marketing, develop code of conduct for the web and social
media, promote technological impact assessment of digital media, and strengthen public

communication and demarcate role.

4. Social media strategies for communicating COVID-19 pandemic

Among social groups, it is apparent that social network platforms pervade the digital sphere
and afford users of the platforms to offer social support to themselves and fellow users.
Whether users are government agencies, science institutions, health authorities, science
experts and individuals, social media channels should frequently, appropriately and ethically
be used to provide emotional, informational, instrumental, and appraisal support.

In communicating the COVID-19 pandemic across social media channels, it is
essential to adhere to the principles of simplicity, using unexpectedness, i.e., elements of
surprise to draw and sustain audience attention, correctness and accuracy of the
information, and use of credible/reliable sources (Zieliniska, 2017). This paper recommends
several communication strategies for communicating the pandemic in social media, i.e.,
supporting preventive measures, focusing on the solutions, countering fake information,
standing against racism, finger-pointing and stigmatization, relying on scientific or evidence-
based facts to allay fears, confronting conspiracy theories, dealing with pseudoscience,
denials, and contrariness, explaining numbers and statistics meaningfully, avoiding the

temptation to trivialize and sensationalize, and using local languages.

a. Support for preventive measures

Social media should focus on measures considered efficacious in preventing the
pandemic. These measures are the use of faces, gloves, and personal protective
equipment; maintenance of respiratory hygiene; hand washing and sanitizing;

isolation; quarantine; vaccination; and physical distancing (Figure 2, 3 & 4).
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Figure 4. Audio-visual and local pidgin strategy of preventive measures.

With simple, straightforward, colorful illustrations, social media can
enlighten people to take responsibility and prevent the spread of the disease (Figure
2). While Figures 3 and 4 demonstrate the science behind masking. Figure 4 has

interestingly used audio-visual strategies and Nigeria pidgin to explain the
importance of masks.
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Accurate information plays an essential role in addressing health and other
social problems everywhere. Barua et al. (2020) affirm that the proliferation of
misinformation on social media platforms is faster than the spread of COVID-19 and
require authorities to initiate proper safety measures concerning dangerous
misinformation. The COVID-19 pandemic, as Tasnim et al. (2020: 171) agree, has
“fueled the surge of numerous rumors, hoaxes, and misinformation regarding the
etiology, outcomes, prevention, and cure of the disease.” They suggest adopting
advanced technologies such as natural language processing to delete online content
that lacks a scientific basis. Besides, people who are motivated by self-promotion and
entertainment and those with deficits in self-regulation are more prone to share

unsubstantiated information (Islam et al., 2020).

b. Focus on the solutions, not the problems

The digital age can easily lead to information overload. The pandemic information
should not stress the scary figures, numbers, and statistics; but emphasize the

concrete steps that may ameliorate the health condition (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Focusing on solution.

Figure 5 is similar to the one by WHO, offering information on how to
emotionally handle children who may not understand the restriction imposed by
COVID-19. The use of cartoon images of children appeals to the visual sense and
helps adults secure children’s psychological health amidst the COVID-19 pandemic in

Bangladesh (Yeasmin et al., 2020).
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c¢. Counter of fake information

We live in a cybernetic world where fake news, false information, and half-truths are
peddled in the digital sphere at an alarming rate. It is crucially essential to dispel
rumors and all unwholesome information about the cause, origins, characteristics,
preventions, and treatments of disease outbreaks in times of disease outbreaks. We
should offer actual, credible, accurate, and factual information as a counter. Figure 6
uses cartoon characterization and the Nigeria pidgin to confront the false notion that

only older people with comorbidities are vulnerable to contract COVID-19.
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Figure 6. Countering of fake news. Figure 7. An example of racism.

d. Stand against racism, finger-pointing, and stigmatization

We may notice that social media platforms have promoted racism (the coronavirus is
a China virus), finger-pointing (the disease started in the wild-animal market in
Wuhan), stigmatization (avoid relating with those infected even after they have
recovered), scapegoats (this or that country will pay for it after the outbreak). Figure
7 demonstrates the unhelpful tendency for social network users to resort to finger-
pointing and racism by insinuating that China is to blame for the COVID-19
pandemic. However, social media networks can also be effective in kicking against
these by seeing the outbreaks as the local, national, or global threat to health, society,

and economy that must be fought concertedly, stridently, and globally.
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e. Use scientific (evidence-based) facts to allay fears

Fear may become more dangerous than the pandemic itself. However, cyberspace
provides an abundance of accurate, factual, research-based information available to
all users of social network platforms if they care to search. The users must conduct
such searches and disseminate the information to reduce fears and empower users to
confidently confront disease outbreaks as individuals, communities, institutions,
nations, and regions. It is crucial to rely on trusted scientific publications or
periodicals to bring up facts to allay the fears. In contrast, hear-says, urban-legend,
the idle talk should all be avoided as they may escalate the concern. Figure 8, a
Bangladesh example, illustrates that the best protection from masking comes when

interacting people all use face masks and observe physical distancing.
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Figure 8. Use of science-based facts about using the mask.

In this sense, the media of communication may help to democratize science,
empowering the public to understand the situations and make the decision. The
media assists science and technology to make an impact on contemporary society, the
human future, and the environment (Jucan & Jucan, 2014). Communication can
promote scientific values, frame science into the public consciousness, and increase

public participation and public policy (Jamieson, 2015; Kappel & Holmen, 2019).

f. Explain numbers, figures, and statistics meaningfully

During disease outbreaks, the public is usually inundated with copious amounts of
epidemiological statistics. Quite often, the average citizen hardly makes sense of them
if they do not become more confounded. Statistics in social media should be

simplified, transformed into discernible informational graphics explaining the extent
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of the outbreak, allowing people to appropriately grasp the problem and get the

simple-to-do actions they can undertake to protect themselves (Figure 9).

1038 & O

« Q_ Nigeria Centre for Disease ( »

@ Nigeria Centre for Disease Control @
6hrs - D

The #COVID19Nigeria situation report for 25th July,
2020 has been published.

Our daily #COVID19 situation reports provide a ]2 58 . ||| ||| .
summary of the epidemiolo... See More bt

A LT T — ¢ @ CKCOLDBOYS(95CL. ¢+
e osas HEE (2e2s7e ‘

Pharm Arinze Anaenugwu Rizzy ...

Isioma Okiah CKC 95 Set

.~ Germany sends China
~ £130billion bill for

‘coronavirus damages' - sp...
www.express.co uk

https://www.express.co.uk/news/world

1271028/Angela-Merkel-Germany-China
-coronavirus-blame-Wuhan-Xi-Jinping-Trump
atest

Figure 9. Statistic-based illustration. Figure 10. An example of finger pointing.

g. Confront conspiracy theories

Conspiracy theories are dangerous as they can distract attention from disease-
tackling initiatives. In the social media, we find conspiracies such as, “Covid-19 is
caused by high radiations of the 5G cellular phone networks,” or that coronavirus was
a biological weapon designed in a Chinese lab that got spilled accidentally (Figure
10). Social media users should recognize them as baseless and ready to search for the

correct information to control them.

h. Watch out for pseudoscience, denials, and contrariness

Pandemics are bioscience issues, and therefore as in other sciences, they are steeped
in controversies and often contentious among scientists. Fringe scientists and others
deny stark realities, and others are contrary views. The social media enthusiast
should watch out for these groups, identify them, not take sides, but counter their
opinions with the generally held consensus of the more significant majority of

mainstream science (bioscience) ideas.
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i. Avoid the temptation to trivialize and sensationalize the pandemic

The current pandemic is too severe to be the source of a joke or a hype. Rather than
use social media for such purposes, scientific efforts should galvanize people to
correct the tendency to exaggerate or treat disease outbreaks as entertainment. Users
of social media platforms should frequently source credible links and sources of
evidence-based and scientific information, including the information on untested,
alternative therapies and treatment claims. The same data should be shared with
others in the networks. Users should take ethical considerations to ensure that texts,

videos, photos, and audios on social media platforms are not offensive.
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Figure 11 is user-generated textual content circulating in the social network
circle and bears false information on COVID-19 in Nigeria. It tends towards
sensationalizing the pandemic by blowing it out of proportion. While Figure 12,
captured from a social media user in Bangladesh, uses the graphic image to reassure
people and underscore the heroic efforts of health personnel and the government in

fighting the pandemic. It is a single illustration that speaks volumes.

j- Recourse to local language

We live in the English language-dominated world. However, this cuts out non-
English readers, especially in the digital space. Fortunately, there is language
translation software that can translate many languages. Social media users should
avail themselves of this facility to share information about the pandemic. This facility
would further democratize health/medical information and accommodate a vast
majority of non-English users and co-opt them into local, national, and global efforts

to fight disease outbreaks (Figure 13 & 14).
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5. Conclusion

This paper has shown that social media, especially Facebook, have become a veritable avenue
for communicating information on the COVID-19 pandemic, whether the message is user-
generated or shared from other sources. However, this platform has been used both for
positive and negative purposes. From examining the COVID-19 related text in Facebook, we
may conclude that users may use social media to support preventive measures against
COVID-19well to get help and treatment through texts, pictures, graphics, statistics, and
local languages.

As the illustrations from the two countries have demonstrated, Facebook has been
deployed to support preventive measures, focus on the solutions, counter fake information,
stand against racism and stigmatization, emphasize scientific facts to allay fears, confront
conspiracy theories, deal with pseudoscience and denials, explain numbers and statistics
meaningfully, avoid the temptation to trivialize and sensationalize, and translate the content
into local languages. Unfortunately, other users have used it to stoke conspiracy theories,
spread rumors, falsehood, and sensational news, etc. This problem underscores the need for
social network users to acquire keen skills in digital literacy, especially the ability to verify
digital information from credible sources.

However, the effectiveness of these communication strategies on behavioral changes
is not the focus of this article. We, therefore, suggest further studies on the influence of social
media communication on COVID-19 on compliance with COVID protocols. The paper has
also offered the option to reconceptualize the notion of strategic communication in the

context of social media uses to address the COVID-19 health crisis.
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