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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic that broke out in early 
2020 has had an impact on various aspects of 
the lives of people around the world, such as 
health-related issues, socio-economic and polit-
ical issues, as well as those related to the func-
tioning of the information space. COVID-19 and 
issues related to it have also been the topic of 
interest in conversations among ordinary people, 
for whom the main source of information about 
the pandemic has been both conventional media 
and online platforms. By spreading the news found 
on the Internet further, recipients become send-
ers and sources of information for other people. 
The enormous amount of information on COVID-
19 and such deep public interest have resulted 
in the spread of disinformation on an unprece-
dented scale. Disinformation related to COVID-
19 takes on many forms and poses a threat to 
people. Due to its sheer scale, it has even been 
dubbed an “infodemic”. It can lead to the disregard 
for scientific facts, accelerate the phenomenon 
of the loss of trust in public institutions and gov-
ernments, and introduce chaos in the information 
space, which can have dangerous consequences.

Fake COVID-19 news is spread by various entities, 
including: ordinary citizens disseminating false 
information and narratives, criminals, state author-
ities and state-backed entities, as well as oppor-
tunists and conspiracy theorists, whose goal is to 
discredit official sources of information. The moti-
vations behind spreading fake news are equally 
diverse and include financial and political aspect 
as well as attempts at deepening the divisions in 
the society. In addition, they may result from self-
ish motives or ignorance. Researchers dealing with 
the topic have coined a special term for it – “info-
demic”, which compares the scale of dissemination 
of fake news to the scale of a global pandemic. 
The phenomenon of the infodemic has emerged 
on an unprecedented scale also in Poland, where 
fake and manipulated information on COVID-19 is 
circulating in all forms, on news portals, in social 
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media, on discussion forums and blogs, and via 
instant messaging. To combat this phenomenon, 
many non-governmental, pro-social and media 
organizations have launched extensive campaigns 
in order to expose fake news and correct it. Social 
media have also updated their platforms in order 
to prevent disinformation and facilitate the trans-
fer of reliable and verified information. Initiatives 

in this regard are also developed at the national 
and international level, including the #FakeHunter1 

project co-created by the Polish government and 
the Polish Press Agency, the NATO research task 
group2 dealing with the problem, information activ-
ities undertaken by the European Union3 as well as 
analyses and reports prepared by UNESCO4.  

ENDNOTES

1 #Fake Hunter, 31 August 2020, [online]:  https://fakehunter.pap.pl/. 

2 SHAPE NATO, Video: How is NATO Responding to Disinformation on COVID-19, 10 June 2020, [online]; https://shape.nato.
int/news-archive/2020/video-how-is-nato-responding-to-disinformation-on-covid19.

3 European Commission, Fighting disinformation, 10 June 2020, [online]: https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/
health/coronavirus-response/fighting-disinformation_en.

4 UNESCO, Combating the disinfodemic: Working for truth in the time of COVID-19, 10 June 2020, [online]: https://en.unes-
co.org/covid19/disinfodemic.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
• The report presents a broad analysis of over 

23 thousand Polish-language posts, tweets 
and pieces of information found on Facebook, 
Twitter and Wykop.pl (from June and July 
2020). The research sample included all three 
types of the information disorder – disinforma-
tion, misinformation and malinformation,

• Disinformation narratives differ depending on 
the platform (e.g. fake news about the pan-
demic situation in other countries or that tar-
geting various social groups were popular on 
Wykop, while fake news about vaccines and 
face masks – on Facebook),

• People spreading disinformation most often 
use for this purpose so-called junk news, i.e. 
false or manipulated news from alternative 
sources characterised by low reliability and 
conspiratorial nature, as well as promoting 
extreme opinions and beliefs. A large num-
ber of such websites, often created in the re-
cent months, is a serious challenge in the fight 
against the infodemic,

• The ratio of fake content in the analysed sam-
ples turned out to be lower than assumed 
(e.g. 4% for Twitter), 

• Only about 1% of the analysed fake news 
from Facebook has been flagged by the plat-
form as false or has been removed from it. 
This shows the low efficiency of the tools used 
by the Polish version of the platform to com-
bat the infodemic,

• Links to external sources (most often to 
YouTube) were posted relatively often,

• In order to spread disinformation narratives, 
content from reliable news sources was also 
used – mainly through malicious manipulation,

• What poses a serious problem are also private 
Facebook groups that create so-called filter 
bubbles, where supporters of conspiracy the-
ories and people doubting official information 

on the coronavirus pandemic create a closed 
circuit of disinformation. Content dissemi-
nated in such a manner is extremely difficult to 
track and counteract,

• The most common narratives negate the pan-
demic – undermining the existence of the virus 
itself or the state of the global pandemic, refer 
to the origin of the virus and its spread – most 
often claiming it was produced in a laboratory, 
as well as including various conspiracy theories 
and anti-vaccine and anti-mask narratives,

• Analysis of the content on Facebook showed 
a high correlation between the spread of dis-
information about COVID-19 and people or 
groups related to the anti-vaccine movements 
and opinions. Related groups or websites, 
which in recent months have changed their 
profile and names to those associated with 
the coronavirus pandemic, are often used for 
this purpose,

• Another serious problem is also so-called 
grassroots disinformation, which is the unco-
ordinated dissemination, by thousands of peo-
ple, of conspiracy theories and fake news via 
social media for reasons most often related to 
the opinions of a given individual,

• Disinformation narratives have been targeting 
various social groups (e.g. policemen, miners) 
and national minorities (e.g. Jews, Ukrainians),

• A frequent phenomenon was the use the state-
ments of publicly known people, such as politi-
cians, actors and musicians, by people spread-
ing disinformation. What can be particularly 
harmful is the impact of influencers, mainly due 
to their wide social reach.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The report presents an analysis of the Polish-
language information space on the Internet con-
ducted over a two-month period between June 
and July 2020. The analysis focuses on the broadly 
understood disinformation, including its three 
forms: disinformation (in its strict sense), misin-
formation and malinformation, present on social 
media platforms Facebook and Twitter and on 
Wykop.pl, and attempts to identify its sources, 
coexisting content, nature and other variables. 
The main purpose of the report is the identifica-
tion of false information and narratives present in 
Polish cyberspace and an attempt to investigate 
how they spread. 

All three platforms have been analysed in terms 
of the content of the posts, messages, and tweets 
containing the keyword or hashtag “coronavirus”. 
In addition, in the case of Facebook, due to its 
nature and method of disseminating information, 
posts from private groups related to COVID-19 
were also analysed.

The analysis confirmed the presence of all three 
types of information disorder, namely disinfor-
mation, misinformation and malinformation. 
The phenomenon of COVID-19-related disinfor-
mation has taken on a wide variety of forms and 
concerns topics that are often distantly related 
to one another. The analysis of messages, posts 
and tweets identified as instances of disinforma-
tion allowed to single out a number of narratives. 
Depending on the platform, the identified con-
tent covered different topics, which can be classi-
fied into nine main categories:

1. The origin of SARS-CoV-2 virus and its spread 

2. False pandemic

3. Conspiracy and apocalyptic theories

4. Political aspects of the pandemic 

5. Anti-vaccine and anti-mask movement
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6. Medical disinformation

7. Economic and social impact

8. Disinformation targeting national, ethnic and 
sexual minorities 

9. Disinformation targeting other countries

The most frequently discussed topics were by far 
the origin of the virus, the way it spreads and ques-
tioning the existence of a global pandemic. Often, 
the information concerned a laboratory origin of 
the virus, conspiracy theories about how the elites 
are planning to depopulate the world, or attempts 
on the part of China to influence the West with 
the help of the SARS-CoV-2 virus it created. Such 
information was often based on manipulated 
statements made by scientists and politicians or 
distorted and misinterpreted statistics. An inter-
esting phenomenon is the considerable amount 
of anti-vaccine content in the research sample 
from Facebook, as well as increasingly popular 
anti-mask content, questioning the need to cover 
the mouth and the nose, and calling for viola-
tion of such orders, portraying them as a tool for 
enslaving and humiliating society.    

Verifying the sources of fake news posted on 
Facebook allowed to identify the websites that 
most often spread it, and to characterise such 
sources in terms of the types of news they dis-
seminate. The most frequently used sources 
were websites spreading junk news – content of 
the lowest quality, often attracting with a dramatic, 
sensational title and message, extremely biased 
and feeding on conspiracy theories. The second 
most frequently found types of news spreading 
disinformation were original posts, published by 
authentic users, expressing their opinions and cre-
ated spontaneously. This type of news underlies 
the problem of grassroots disinformation, which 
is disseminated in private groups and on private 
message boards, where content tracking and mod-
erating activities are restricted. Another significant 
type of source is video content, the vast majority 
of which originates from YouTube. A large num-
ber of videos address issues related to the origin 

of the pandemic and its spread, using a series of 
conspiracy theories as well as manipulated facts 
and statistics. The high percentage share of this 
type of content shows the important role of video 
content in the Polish information space concern-
ing COVID-19 and, consequently, the need to pay 
more attention to it by institutions and organisa-
tions fighting against disinformation, as well as 
the platform itself. 

Analysis of content on Facebook, the most popu-
lar social networking site in Poland, also showed 
the importance of private thematic groups in 
the circulation of disinformation, in which thou-
sands of users are bombarded with dozens of new 
posts containing fake news every day. Groups 
like that create closed filter bubbles and serve as 
a source of information that their members sub-
sequently spread among their Facebook friends, 
considerably increasing their reach. An import-
ant role in the dissemination of disinformation is 
also played by influencers – publicly known peo-
ple with thousands of followers on social media 
– who share conspiracy theories or express opin-
ions that undermine scientific facts, thus contrib-
uting to confirmation bias, which is very difficult 
to counteract. 

In the case of Twitter and Wykop.pl, the content 
classified as fake news most often originated from 
YouTube, used links to other posts from the same 
social media platforms, from alternative news 
websites and to some extent also from main-
stream news portals. The narratives disseminated 
in this way did not differ in terms of their under-
lying message, when compared to those from 
Facebook, but differed only in terms of the pop-
ularity of different types of news. The most fre-
quent narratives included those questioning 
the existence of the pandemic, various conspir-
acy theories, news targeting third countries, and 
anti-government narratives. 

It has to be mentioned that the analysed plat-
forms are undertaking various initiatives to limit 
the spread of disinformation and to facilitate 



10

COVID-19: 
DISINFORMATION IN THE POLISH CYBERSPACE

the flow of reliable and official news. This includes 
the creation of special spaces where such infor-
mation is collected, cooperation with fact-check-
ing organisations, as well as marking and delet-
ing messages identified as false or misleading. 
The research sample used in this analysis 
included several posts on Facebook, which were 
deleted or the reach of which was narrowed due 
to their content. 
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REPORT 
METHODOLOGY
The concept of information distortion, which has 
no generally accepted definition, was defined for 
the purposes of this report, in line with the defi-
nition proposed by the European Union1, as a gen-
eral concept that incorporates three different sub-
categories. The first one is disinformation, involving 
completely untrue or misleading information, most 
often in the form of fake news or conspiracy the-
ories, and disseminated consciously and for a spe-
cific purpose. The second type is misinformation 
– false or misleading information that is spread 
unconsciously or accidentally. The last type is mal-
information, where the information has its source 
in the actual and real state of affairs, but is used 
in a misleading or distorted way in order to intro-
duce information chaos or to achieve some goal2. 
In order to categorise information distortion, the 
model created by the Full Fact organisation was 
used along with its guidelines on coronavirus-re-
lated disinformation3. In order to conduct a relia-
ble analysis and clearly present the methodology 
adopted, it should be mentioned that in the opin-
ion of the authors of this report, the terms fake 
news and, above all, one subcategory of informa-
tion distortion, which is misinformation, represent 
very broad and underdefined categories. The prac-
tical adoption of the Full Fact model allows for a 
sufficiently broad (one could even say, comprehen-
sive) analysis of the state of the Polish informa-
tion space, which is in line with the assumptions 
of the report. At the same time, it should be noted 
that it results in the identification of a heterogene-
ous sample that includes both extreme cases (e.g. 
related to conspiracy theories: President of Burundi 
dies suddenly after WHO experts are expelled from 
the country due to a false pandemic4) as well as mali-
cious or misleading content (e.g. Estonia imple-
ments Bill Gates’ plan – Digital Immunity Passport5) 
accusing Estonia of being an accomplice in the 
world depopulation plan, but also, for exam-
ple, sensational content such as “Young people in 
Rzeszów mocking the coronavirus? This is how they 
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are having fun at night in…6”. The authors are aware 
of the gradation of fake news (in terms of linguis-
tic structure, malicious intent or potential harm-
fulness), but the above-mentioned findings fit into 
the theoretical model used.

Considering the growing importance of protect-
ing vulnerable groups and the need to heighten 
public awareness to the fact that information dis-
order is aimed at deepening divisions and often 
consists in using not entirely fake news, but rather 
(seemingly) harmless sensational or tabloid con-
tent, it has been decided to include such content 
as well. On the other hand, it should be noted that 
ignoring it and excluding from the sample would 

distort the image of actual existing fake news and 
could negatively affect the accuracy of the sample 
and, possibly, further research as well using more 
advanced models based on machine learning and 
natural language processing.

It is obvious that even the most objective analyst 
may succumb to conscious or unconscious bias, 
hence a subgroup of fake news content initially 
isolated from the sample by the main analyst was 
submitted for evaluation and secondary classifi-
cation to other members of the project team. The 
two-stage analysis allowed to avoid gross errors 
in the classification of information and ensured 
the reliability of the results. 

ENDNOTES

1 European Commission, A multi-dimensional approach to disinformation, 10 June 2020, [online]: https://ec.europa.eu/
digital-single-market/en/news/final-report-high-level-expert-group-fake-news-and-online-disinformation.

2 C. Wardle, H. Derakhshan, Thinking about ‘information disorder’: formats of misinformation, disinformation,  and mal-infor-
mation, 10 June 2020, [online]:  https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/f._jfnd_handbook_module_2.pdf.

3 How you can fact check claims about the new coronavirus, Full Fact, 2020, [online]: https://fullfact.org/health/
how-to-fact-check-coronavirus/.

4 Wykop, Prezydent Burundi umiera nagle po wydaleniu WHO z powodu fałszywej pandemii, 30 June 2020, [online]: https://
www.wykop.pl/link/5579733/prezydent-burundi-umiera-nagle-po-wydaleniu-who-z-powodu-falszywej-pandemii/.

5 Wykop, Estonia wdraża plan Gatesa – Cyfrowy paszport odpoerności, 13 June 2020, [online]: https://www.wykop.pl/
link/5551805/estonia-wdraza-plan-gatesa-cyfrowy-paszport-odpornosci/.

6 Wykop, Rzeszowska młodzież kpi z koronawirusa? Tak się bawi wieczorami na…, 10 June 2020, [online]: https://www.wykop.
pl/link/5547359/rzeszowska-mlodziez-kpi-z-koronawirusa-tak-sie-bawi-wieczorami-na/.

https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/f._jfnd_handbook_module_2.pdf
https://fullfact.org/health/how-to-fact-check-coronavirus/
https://fullfact.org/health/how-to-fact-check-coronavirus/
https://www.wykop.pl/link/5579733/prezydent-burundi-umiera-nagle-po-wydaleniu-who-z-powodu-falszywej-pandemii/
https://www.wykop.pl/link/5579733/prezydent-burundi-umiera-nagle-po-wydaleniu-who-z-powodu-falszywej-pandemii/
[online]: https://www.wykop.pl/link/5551805/estonia-wdraza-plan-gatesa-cyfrowy-paszport-odpornosci/
[online]: https://www.wykop.pl/link/5551805/estonia-wdraza-plan-gatesa-cyfrowy-paszport-odpornosci/
https://www.wykop.pl/link/5547359/rzeszowska-mlodziez-kpi-z-koronawirusa-tak-sie-bawi-wieczorami-na/
https://www.wykop.pl/link/5547359/rzeszowska-mlodziez-kpi-z-koronawirusa-tak-sie-bawi-wieczorami-na/
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FACEBOOK
INTRODUCTION

Facebook is a worldwide social platform that 
allows to create a free user account in order to 
build a network of friends and easily communicate 
over distance. It allows its users to share images, 
music, videos and articles as well as their thoughts 
and opinions with their friends or in the form of 
public posts. Facebook has over 2.5 billion users 
around the world, including 1.59 billion who use 
it on a daily basis1. The platform has 18 million 
Polish users, which makes it by far the most popu-
lar social platform in our country. Almost one third 
of Polish users are people in the 25-34 age group2. 
These statistics reflect the influence of Facebook, 
which can reach as much as over half of the Polish 
population. Entities spreading fake news, intro-
ducing information distortion and conducting vari-
ous information operations have perfectly adapted 
to the era of social media, making use of the tools 
offered by Facebook and its wide reach. This facil-
itates conducting disinformation activities, both 
organised and spontaneous, and allows individuals 
to operate on an unprecedented scale.

METHODOLOGY

Analysis of the content on Facebook, due to 
the nature of the platform and the analytical tools 
used, was carried out in a twofold manner. First, 
analysis was performed on the data obtained using 
the CrowdTangle platform – the official Facebook 
tool for observing and analysing public content on 
social platforms. Its use enabled to obtain content 
related to COVID-19, posted on the platform via 
Facebook pages and through verified public pro-
files. It is important to stress the limitation of this 
method, which allows to identify only those posts 
added by official and public profiles and Facebook 
pages, excluding posts from private profiles and 
closed discussion groups, which the second part of 
the analysis focuses on. 
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Using CrowdTangle, all posts containing the key-
word coronavirus, published on Facebook in June 
2020, were identified, which gave 16,466 pub-
lic posts in total. These posts were subsequently 
analysed for the presence of fake news, informa-
tion distortion and manipulation. What is sur-
prising, only about 1% of public posts contained 
fake news or instances of manipulation. This is 
probably due to the type of news (posts on pub-
lic profiles) that were identified at this stage, their 
source and a very large number of all posts related 
to the coronavirus, which, being the hot media 
topic for several months, has dominated most of 
the public Facebook pages which have reported 
the development of the situation. This could have 
led to the statistical minimisation of the presence 
of false content, while at the same time main-
taining a considerable impact of disinformation 
through less numerous but highly popular news 
spread in private groups and through influencers.

Consequently, in the next stage, information on 
COVID-19 from closed Facebook groups, from 
the period between June and July 2020, was ana-
lysed. This allowed access to a large database 
of false, conspiratorial and distorted news and 
enabled the collection of a research sample of 200 
posts spreading disinformation on the coronavirus. 
One of the conclusions reached after the analysis 
of Facebook posts is the central role of discussion 
groups in the process of spreading disinformation 
and creating filter bubbles that are harmful for 
the appropriate flow of information, where mem-
bers of given groups assure one another about 
the truthfulness of various conspiracy theories and 
fake news. 

In both stages described above, a total of 333 
messages characterised as disinformation, misin-
formation, or malinformation were identified, which 
constitute the total research sample. The analysis 
below attempts to answer the following research 
questions: what types of sources are used to 
obtain false and distorted news? What narratives 
are most common? Who is responsible for spread-
ing disinformation and false news?

NARRATIVES

The first step was to identify and characterise 
false information in terms of the narratives used. 
This allowed a qualitative and quantitative anal-
ysis of the subject of the identified instances of 
disinformation. From the sample of posts contain-
ing false information, the following 15 categories 
of narratives were established. Some of the most 
popular posts include features of several catego-
ries, while others only a few. The narratives identi-
fied are presented below:

• False pandemic

The main and most common narrative, also 
due to its broad sense, questions the exist-
ence of the pandemic. It takes on various 
forms and is combined with both news under-
mining the existence of the SARS-CoV-2 virus 
as well as with opinions that admit its exist-
ence, but question its harmfulness, claiming 
a lack of sufficient grounds to declare a global 
pandemic. This narrative often uses manipu-
lated data to compare the coronavirus to com-
mon diseases like the flu. 

• WHO plot

This narrative blames the World Health 
Organization (WHO) for the false corona-
virus pandemic. Depending on the version, 
it claims that the virus was either created by 
China in cooperation with the WHO, which is 
financed by the Asian giant, or that it does not 
exist at all, and the pandemic itself was made 
up with the help of the WHO on the order of 
the Chinese government or other undisclosed 
decision-makers.
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• Criticism of restrictions

Using false, manipulated or distorted medical, 
statistical, social and political data to criticise 
government restrictions. This type of narrative 
questions the adequacy of the restrictions in-
troduced in public spaces and highlights their 
negative socio-economic effects.

• Anti-vaccine narrative

This narrative combines the assumptions of 
the anti-vaccine movement with the coronavi-
rus pandemic and the ongoing efforts to de-
velop a vaccine against it. It is often used by 
anti-vaccine movements to gain popularity 
and extend its reach on social media. One of 
the approaches is to use the existing Facebook 
anti-vaccine groups to attract new members 
by changing the name to one associated with 
negating the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Bill Gates – a plot against humanity

This very popular narrative includes a series 
of fake news posts and conspiracy theories 
that link Bill Gates, an American entrepreneur, 
Microsoft co-founder and philanthropist, with 
the artificial creation of the SARS-CoV-2 virus 
or the invention of a false pandemic, as part of 
a larger plan: in some versions – to enslave soci-
ety; in others – to reduce the global population.

• A plot by elites

Similarly to the examples above, also in this 
case, the SARS-CoV-2 virus and the pandemic 
are being questioned and linked to a plot de-
vised by broadly understood elites against or-
dinary people, the aim of which is to enslave 
society, depopulate the world, etc. The defini-
tion of elites varies, ranging from extremely an-
ti-Semitic examples (including the Rothschild 
family) to Masonic plots, anti-religious move-
ments, and other common groups indicated in 
various conspiracy theories. 

• Anti-mask narrative

This narrative criticising the obligation to cover 
the nose and mouth in Poland is becoming in-
creasingly popular. Masks are portrayed as 
a symbol of oppression by the state and the po-
litical elites and enslavement of the society. It 
often uses false or manipulated data, includ-
ing scientific data, on the lack of effectiveness 
of masks, and even their harmfulness impact 
on the human respiratory system. The news 
spreading this narrative frequently calls for so-
cial disobedience and violating orders.   

• Medical disinformation

This narrative includes disinformation regard-
ing medical aspects of the coronavirus, pre-
ventive measures and methods of treatments. 
This type of news was most popular in the in-
itial stages of the pandemic, and recently its 
percentage share in all false news published 
on the Internet has decreased.

• Depopulation

These are conspiracy theories describ-
ing a plan to depopulate the world, one of 
the stages of which is the coronavirus pan-
demic, artificially created for this purpose. This 
type of narrative often addresses the problem 
of vaccines that are regarded as a measure 
to implement the plan of depopulation, and 
the coronavirus pandemic is in this case pre-
sented as an excuse for their mass use. 

• Coronavirus as actions taken by China against 
the West

Both the virus and the pandemic are linked here 
with the People’s Republic of China. This type 
of news accuses Beijing of both creating a new 
type of virus and spreading the SARS-CoV-2 
virus around the world, which was facilitated by 
inadequate preventive measures undertaken by 
states, resulting in a global pandemic. 
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• World War III / Apocalypse

This narrative is based entirely on the conspir-
acy theory that portrays the coronavirus pan-
demic as part of the ongoing World War III, or 
as a pre-emptive strike before its outbreak. 
Both variants are related to the narrative of 
a false pandemic or a man-made virus. There 
are also versions linking the coronavirus with 
the apocalypse, i.e. the approaching end of 
the world.  

• Man-made COVID-19

This type of narrative claims the laboratory 
origin of the SARS-CoV-2 virus (according to 
most of the news that disseminate it – created 
in a laboratory in Wuhan, China).

• COVID-19 and protests in the USA

• This narrative links the protests of black lives 
matter supporters in the United States with 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Analysis of the subject matter revealed that by far 
the most frequent type of narrative was the false 
pandemic, undermining the existence of the pan-
demic in various ways, often taking on conspir-
atorial undertones, such as in the example of 
a video allegedly showing an empty specialist hos-
pital in Brazil that was marked as disinformation 

and removed by the platform3. The second most 
frequently disseminated narrative is the anti-vac-
cine narrative, with fake news related to conspiracy 
theories that present vaccines as a tool to extermi-
nate a large part of the population or as a measure to 
implement chipping of society. Other most common 
types are narratives criticizing the restrictions related 
to the pandemic and those that link Bill Gates to 
the pandemic. Other types of narratives presented 
above are less significant in terms of their percent-
age share in the total. They include: a plot by elites, 
the anti-mask narrative, the pandemic as a tool for 
the enslavement of the society, medical disinforma-
tion and depopulation. The high percentage share 
of anti-vaccine content reflects the nature of 
much of the COVID-19-related disinformation, 
which is its instrumental treatment by conspiracy 
theory supporters or people with anti-government 
and anti-establishment views. It also proves that in 
many cases, fake news about COVID-19 is created 
and spread by “professional conspirators” – people 
with a conspiratorial approach to most socio-po-
litical events, who reject scientific and medical 
authorities and arguments based on facts.

When the narratives are compared accord-
ing to their source (i.e. public profiles and posts 
from thematic groups), several differences can be 
noticed. The narrative that involves Bill Gates can 
be frequently found among posts added by pub-
lic profiles (16% to 5.5%), similarly to criticism 
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of pandemic restrictions (19% to 4%), medical dis-
information (16% to 0%), and coronavirus as action 
taken by China against the West (8% to 1.5%). 
Posts added by public Facebook profiles were much 
more commonly used to criticise the restrictions 
introduced in social life and contained medical 

disinformation, as opposed to the posts from 
the second category. One of the reasons is a con-
siderable share of posts submitted by users from 
political factions, who use the activities imple-
mented to combat the pandemic for political 
struggle and criticism of government actions. 
Also, such posts focus more on the spread of 
the disease and countermeasures, and less on 
the conspiracy theories related to the origin of 
the virus and the use of vaccines. 

Posts analysed on various Facebook groups most 
frequently use the following narratives: false pan-
demic (27.5 to 23%), anti-vaccine narrative (16% 
to 1%), depopulation (7% to 0%), and anti-mask 
narrative (10.5% to 0%). The evident predomi-
nance of anti-vaccine or depopulation narratives 
on Facebook groups is a good reflection of their 

nature, which is a mixture of conspiracy theories, 
the anti-vaccine movement, the denial of the exis-
tence of the coronavirus, and sensationalism. There 
are examples of originally anti-vaccine groups, 
which in recent weeks changed their names to 
ones associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and 
adapted their content to suit their disinformation 
activities related to the topic of vaccination.

SOURCES

Analysis of the sources of fake news and its types 
showed that the most frequently used source of 
information was junk news, accounting for over 1/3 
of the total and consisting of amateur and alterna-
tive news websites or blogs, most often spread-
ing extremely biased anti-establishment conspir-
acy theories. The most commonly used websites 
of this type included: odkrywamyzakryte.com, 
niewiarygodnie.pl, hnews.pl and kuprawdzie.pl. 
Another source with comparably high results were 
original posts on social media platforms and the vid-
eos/YouTube. The category of alternative news web-
sites was also relatively popular, while professional 
news services were used only to a marginal extent. 
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Such a large percentage share of junk news indi-
cates the nature of fake news and disinformation, 
which are based on conspiracy theories and sensa-
tional news, many of which combine the coronavi-
rus pandemic with earlier conspiracy theories and 
narratives, thus trying to create a coherent whole 
explaining the coronavirus pandemic as a plot, or 
part of a larger operation targeting the society. 

Videos, originating mostly from YouTube, which are 
the source of nearly 20% of fake news, are another 
important aspect that must be taken into account 
when examining the phenomenon of disinforma-
tion during the COVID-19 pandemic. Videos play 
an important role in spreading fake and conspira-
torial content, and when they are shared on social 

media, which facilitate their dissemination, they 
may pose a serious problem. A separate analysis 
restricted to YouTube content is required to exam-
ine this issue in detail.

What has been noticed is also a new trend among 
people who question the existence of the COVID-
19 pandemic, which can be called the anti-mask 
movement. The relatively harmless and uncon-
troversial rules of covering the mouth and nose in 
public spaces have been blown out of proportion 
among members of groups related to the corona-
virus. Wearing masks is viewed as detrimental to 
health, and the enforcement of that order as illegal 
and humiliating to the society. 
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If the two sets of data obtained in two different 
methods described above (i.e. the data from posts 
submitted by public profile accounts and the data 
from posts on groups) are compared, several dif-
ferences can be noticed. The fundamental differ-
ence concerns the video/YouTube source, which 
was used to a much greater extent by members of 
Facebook groups (29.5% to 4%) and the junk news 
source used more frequently by public profiles 
(50% to 32%). The alternative news websites source 
was much more common in the sample from pub-
lic posts (23% to 8.5%), while original posts from 
social platforms in the sample from discussion 
groups (28.5% to 21%)

ADDITIONAL CONCLUSIONS

• False and manipulated content is most 
often disseminated according to the follow-
ing scheme: fake news published on a news 
portal/blog/YouTube -> shared by the user 
-> shared on a thematic group -> shared by 
private profiles. This scheme uses the afore-
mentioned phenomenon of filter bubbles, 
which create closed thematic groups, as well 
as the phenomenon of a crisis in social trust 
towards the media, politicians and social or-
ganisations, who people in general trust less 
than their closest circle of family and friends4. 

For this reason, even highly suspicious or 
blatantly false information sent or shared by 
a close relative or a friend is more likely to be 
trusted than reliable news published by main-
stream media or politicians.

• A very important role in spreading disinfor-
mation related to the pandemic is played by 
closed Facebook groups, full of fake news and 
conspiratorial theories that attract from sev-
eral hundred to several thousand members. 
Such groups are not moderated in terms of 
the content shared. 

• A large percentage share of false information 
invented by the users themselves and dissem-
inated in their posts and comments represents 
the problem of grassroots disinformation, 

circulated most often through thematic groups 
or on private timelines. This type of disinfor-
mation poses a particularly serious problem, 
as its disorganised nature and sheer quantity 
makes it impossible to effectively track and 
counteract it.  

• In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the accompanying phenomenon of the info-
demic, flooding the information space with 
fake news on an unprecedented scale, 
Facebook has begun to develop an effective 
method of counteracting it. As part of this 
method, untrue content is labelled based on 
fact-checker analyses, and it is either removed 
from the portal or its range is restricted. 
Facebook reported that over 40 million mes-
sages related to COVID-19 were labelled in 
this way. In the analysed research sample, only 
about 1.5% of posts containing false news 
were labelled by the platform as fake and re-
moved, including the video mentioned earlier 
purportedly showing an empty specialist hos-
pital in Brazil to prove the lack of patients suf-
fering from COVID-19. Such a small number 
of deleted or restricted posts may be caused 
by a flood of fake news, which is impossible 
to effectively track down, or the platform’s 
focus on implementing countermeasures on 
the American and English-speaking markets.        

• A frequent phenomenon in the research sam-
ple were citations of public figures question-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic in various ways. 
Most often they were politicians (e.g. Grzegorz 
Braun), artists (e.g. Edyta Górniak) and sports-
men. This is the so-called “influencer effect”. 
Owing to their position, famous people can 
have an impact on a wide audience with just 
single statements.
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Analysis of Facebook confirmed many assump-
tions regarding the way false information 
about the coronavirus is spreading on this 
platform. The research sample of more than 
15,000 COVID-19-related posts contained 
a significant amount of disinformation dissem-
inated through news originating from a wide 
variety of sources, from news sites, blogs and 
video hosting platforms, to original posts sub-
mitted by users. These included both pub-
lic posts as well as posts submitted on popu-
lar closed groups related to COVID-19. It was 
private thematic groups that turned out to be 

of key importance – their members exchange 
fake news and conspiracy theories, which, in 
many cases, they subsequently share among 
their friends on the platform. Analysis of such 
a large number of posts and news as well as 
sources of fake news allowed to determine 
the nature of the false information related to 
the coronavirus on the Polish-language plat-
form. The analysis conducted also allows for 
systematisation of this issue, and can serve as 
a starting point to examine this phenomenon 
in depth in the future and come up with appro-
priate countermeasures.  
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TWITTER
INTRODUCTION

Created in 2006, Twitter is a social media platform 
that allows its users to post short text messages, 
i.e. tweets, that were originally limited up to 140 
characters, but that limit was later raised to 280 
in 20171. In Poland, Twitter is the second most fre-
quently used social media platform2. According to 
the Guide to Social Media in Poland3 it has over 
6 million users in Poland, mainly in the 18-34 age 
group (constituting nearly 70% of users).

Twitter is a relatively open platform that offers 
easy access to the API and website resources. Its 
popularity and accessibility often makes the con-
tent posted on it the subject of research related 
to disinformation. This includes social network 
analyses, dissemination of disinformation or natu-
ral language processing. The Polish-language con-
tent of Twitter has aroused the interest of many 
researchers. Examples of previously conducted 
analyses include: Computational Propaganda in 
Poland: False Amplifiers and the Digital Public Sphere 
(2017)4, Treści Dezinformacyjne Rozpowszechniane 
w Portalach Społecznościowych (Disinformation 
Content Disseminated on Social Media Platforms) 
(2019)5, as well as Trends in Perception of Covid-19 
in Polish Internet (2020)6. This paper complements 
the existing research by collecting and analysing 
narratives related to COVID-19.

SAMPLE DESCRIPTION

The research sample includes tweets published on 
the platform within a period of two months – from 
June 1 to July 31, 2020 – containing the keyword 
“coronavirus”. From an initial database of nearly 
40 thousand tweets (23,226 in June and 16,152 
in July), the final sample of 4,364 tweets was 
then extracted (2,634 in June and 1,730 in July). 
The selection criterion was the minimum spread 
(reach) threshold, which was set at the level of 
min. 3 retweets. The purpose of narrowing down 



22

COVID-19: 
DISINFORMATION IN THE POLISH CYBERSPACE

the sample was to eliminate information noise and 
exclude the content that did not attract any inter-
est of other platform users. 

The sample includes a total of 187 tweets dis-
seminating false content. It is worth to point out 
that out of them 125 instances were recorded in 
June, while only 62 in July. False content accounts 
for about 4% of the sample in total. In addi-
tion to tweets, the sample also contains meta-
data, including: date and time of posting, pub-
lished sources and photographs, aggregated likes, 
replies and retweets)7, as well as hashtags and 
mentions (i.e. entries that mention other users). 
Unfortunately, the last type of metadata (and 
a few auxiliary ones) did not allow for network 
analysis and further analysis of the data. Accounts 
that posted tweets classified as misinformation 
did not usually interact with each other, only occa-
sionally mentioning other accounts. What was 
mentioned were often official accounts (those 
confirmed by Twitter), e.g. government accounts, 
or self-mentions by accounts in the sample. 
As a result, the obtained data is rudimentary, con-
taminated and does not allow for a full analysis 
of the social network, which, paradoxically, leads 
to quite an optimistic conclusion. If there are no 
clear interactions between users disseminating 
fake news, it may indirectly indicate that there are 
no organised movements behind spreading mis-
information in the Polish information space. Such 
an interpretation, however, remains hypothetical 
in the absence of access to other metadata, such 
as graphs showing user activity.

POPULARITY AND THE IMPACT 
OF MISINFORMATION

The issue of the popularity and the impact of per-
sonalised Twitter posts has been investigated by 
social media researchers in various ways, from 
analysing the parameters of the content or pro-
file (e.g. those provided by Twitter API) to com-
plex analytical models (e.g. page ranking). Since 
this research is not aimed at drawing comprehen-
sive conclusions about the accounts, but focuses 

instead on the content of individual tweets and 
the narratives they contain, the use of tweet meta-
data was considered sufficient.  

Metadata presents aggregated likes, replies and 
retweets for given content, allowing for vari-
ous observations regarding the sample, but also 
proves useful in investigating the reach of the dis-
information8. Of course, liking a post or retweeting 
it requires less effort from the user than passing 
it on with a comment added or posting a reply in 
the thread. This means that tweets with a greater 
number of comments or shares with comments 
added can be considered to be of greater interest 
to the users than those where the number of com-
ments or shares is insignificant. 

In the researchers’ opinion, the aggregate number 
of likes or shares is a somewhat worse indicator of 
popularity, but it should be noted that, in the case 
of fake news, its dissemination often plays a more 
important role than popularity. Dissemination, 
in turn, is measured best by the total number of 
shares9 – this is also important due to the fact 
that a large number of comments or likes does not 
automatically mean a large number of retweets. 

NARRATIVES

The narratives observed in the sample can be clas-
sified into several categories. The most numerous 
are various types of conspiracy theories (77 out 
of 187 of all instances, approx. 41% of the sam-
ple) and the theory of a false pandemic (60 out of 
187, approx. 32% of the sample). This gives those 
two main categories a vast majority – 73% of all 
fake news observed. The remaining six catego-
ries include: social responses to self-isolation and 
the virus or attacks on specific social and profes-
sional groups10 (e.g. police, doctors) – 19 instances 
in total; misinformation concerning the virus itself, 
vaccines or drugs (9 instances); misinformation 
regarding the pandemic situation and government 
actions in other countries (8 instances); minori-
ties, mainly Jews and Ukrainians (7 instances); alle-
gations of corruption and carelessness that are 



23

COVID-19: 
DISINFORMATION IN THE POLISH CYBERSPACE

conspiratorial in nature (4 instances) as well as, 
quite rare, instances of “apocalyptic” references – 
spiritual or gnostic posts predicting various cata-
clysms, the end of the world, etc.

Table 1 presents examples of misinformation 
included in the sample and classified by category. 

Label Number of instances
Conspiracy 77
False pandemic 60
Social 19
Virus 9
Other state 8
Minorities 7
Corruption 4
Apocalyptic 3
In total 187

1. Conspiracy theories

The following narratives can be included in 
the category of conspiracy theories:

a. “SARS-CoV-2 was man-made” – this conspi-
racy theory usually assumes that the virus 
was created in an artificial manner in a labora-
tory for some purpose, for example as a biolo-
gical weapon. Example:

• “1/1 Norwegian virologist B.Sorensen and prof. 
A. Dalgleish of St. George’s, University of London, 
published research which suggests that some 
elements in the genetic sequence of Covid-19 
were ‘inserted’, namely that the coronavirus did 
not evolve naturally, but was created by man11”,

b. “The People’s Republic of China/Communist 
Party of China has created or has been using 
a virus to take over the world” – there is no 
doubt that the pandemic forces numerous 
socio-economic and political changes, which is 
also evident in international relations. A good 
example is an attempt to improve the image 
of China and Russia through the so-called 

‘Mask diplomacy’, which involves providing 
supplies of masks and other medical equip-
ment to countries affected by the pandemic, 
such as Italy and Spain. At the same time, 
exaggerating the instrumental use of the pan-
demic and attributing to China the intention 
of using the coronavirus to seize direct power 
over the world goes beyond the rational per-
ception of the dynamics of geopolitical pro-
cesses and the rivalry between global powers.

• “Do not be deceived, the Chinese Communist 
Party has had the same goal since its estab-
lishment – to gain hegemony over the world” 
– warned Manyan Ng, head of @EpochTimes 
at the 6th #IPPTV Club Convention entitled 
“Freedom vs. communism” #coronavirus RT!12”

c. A theory regarding alleged ulterior motives 
behind government actions – also content allu-
ding to New World Order, citizen control, etc.

• “The Holocaust of Polish miners continues. 
@SasinJacek under the pretext of #coronavi-
rus has closed 6 mines, where there have been 
no cases. The mines with confirmed infections 
continue to operate13.”,

• “A new version of communism. The coronavi-
rus is a controlled epidemic, which aims not 
only to depopulate the world, but mainly to 
introduce a new world order. It is happening 
right now14.”, “Coronavirus officially a FALSE 
FLAG OPERATION15.”,

• “Coronavirus is the biggest hoax #NWO. 
Coronavirus is necessary as a #CoronaSystem. 
How can you stay in power if the elections fail 
to turn out as planned? Just introduce a state 
of emergency16.”,

2. The theory of a false pandemic is much less 
diverse than the collection of conspiracy the-
ories. Similarly to other parts of the report 
(i.e. the chapters on Facebook and Wykop.
pl), also in this case, this theory is one of 
the most frequently raised. 
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• Zangrillo (head of a hospital in Milan): 
“The virus does not exist in a clinical sense an-
ymore; someone should answer for continuing 
to terrorise the country17.”,

• “Anyone else think we are having an epi-
demic? Then why none of these people are 
wearing face masks? BECAUSE THERE IS NO 
EPIDEMIC!!! The only thing there is, is a media 
psychosis of fear invented for the com-
mon people: to punish them, vaccinate them 
and finally chip them!?? #KoronaWirus 
#PodłaZmiana18” (#ChangeForTheWorse),

• “The greatest lie of our times, which 
the globalists have successfully spread around 
the whole world! Suddenly, due to the al-
leged pandemic, people stopped getting sick 
with the flu and common colds. Coronavirus-
taming of society to obey orders! #zrzućka-
ganiec (#takeoffthemuzzle) #wyjdźzbunkra 
(#getoutofthebunker) #fałszywapandemia 
(#fakepandemic)19”.

3. Various “social” narratives target both peo-
ple in general, which, according to their sup-
porters, are too submissive towards the gov-
ernment, as well as specific social groups. 
The posts often negate the pandemic as well, 
but they mainly focus on people’s reactions to 
it. In the analysed sample, doctors, policemen 
and miners are often the victims of “social” 
misinformation. Below are some of the exam-
ples (translation from Polish).

• “And where are the masks? They are only for 
common folk when they do shopping, right? 
You, ‘the elites’ are well aware there is no 
such thing as a pandemic – you invented it 
to keep ordinary people on a leash and rob 
them!!????20”,

• “All the doctors in Poland have deserted! If 
you don’t have Covid, get lost! It’s most likely 
true that the quacks are paid for detecting 
#coronavirus cases21”,

• “We must not let a good crisis go to waste” 

– this mantra was repeated in the heads of 
those who protected the richest people around 
the world after the financial crash of 2008 
#kryzys #pandemia #koronawirus #gosp-
odarka #ekonomia #TarczaAntykryzysowa22”,

• “Medical Mafia in all its glory. These peo-
ple decide whether we have a pandemic or 
not. #KoronawirusWPolsce #koronawirus 
#koronawiruspolska23”.

In addition to the example above, several not so 
frequently used categories were distinguished as 
well, including fake news about the virus itself (e.g. 
infection rate, vaccines, drugs, masks, etc.). 

• “This virus has is no longer called ‘corona-
virus-19’ as it has been for years, but in for 
the purposes of fear mongering – ‘severe acute 
respiratory syndrome’. The alleged disease 
or syndrome is the name of the virus! This is 
an example of a primitive commercial manipu-
lation aiming for compulsory vaccinations24”. 

Other theories include collective groups of fake 
news that mention third countries, minorities, cor-
ruption or include apocalyptic references. Some of 
them are presented below:

• “The Left wing is using the coronavirus cri-
sis to increase the financing of abortion from 
public funds, accelerate implementation of 
the totalitarian LGBT agenda, restrict religious 
freedom and run up huge new public debt,” 
writes Ignacio Arsuaga from CitizenGO”,

• “Another LIE of the dwarf –‘You will not 
enter Europe with Bandera’ – then he lets in 
4 million of them and does everything so that 
they can have better lives in Poland than us. 
SHAME #donald #tvpinfo #kosciuszko #an-
tifa #poin #ukraincy #koronawirus #wtylewizji 
#szumowski #duda2020 #wybory2020”,

• “Has @MZ_GOV_PL bought anything during 
the #pandemic that did not come from 
the friends of the #Szumowski family?”,

• “Coronavirus is just a starting point in 
DEPOPULATION of the planet by 6.5 billion 
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– the GREATEST genocide in the history and 
the beginning of the totalitarian regime of 
the New World Order – bringing a Brave New 
World for the chosen ones and a Nightmare 
for HUMANITY. #Lewica #SilniRazem #wy-
bory2020 #koronawirus #AferaSzumowskiego 
#Terlecki #Gowin”. 

HASHTAGS AND WEBSITES

User tweets have been tagged with hashtags. 
Naturally, most frequently they were references 
to the coronavirus (#koronavirus, #koronawi-
ruswpolsce, #koronawiruspolska, #covid19, #szu-
mowski25 etc.) without any specific information 
regarding the published content. 

The most popular co-occurring hashtags were 
#zajob (15 – what is interesting is that this swear-
word borrowed from Russian is very rare in Polish, 
but came to be used in connection with the topic 
of coronavirus, especially with the theory of a false 
pandemic), #fałszywa pandemia (“false pandemic”) 
(14), #nwo (9), #wieszwiecej (“know more”) (8), 
#polin (7), #plandemia (6), #ipptv (Idź Pod Prąd TV, 
6), or #kwarantanna (“quarantine”) (4). Other hash-
tags included political references with no direct 
connection to the pandemic (e.g. #duda2020, 
#trzaskowski2020, #wyboryprezydenckie2020, 
#wybory2020, #wybory). Less frequently used 
hashtags, though also closely related to misinforma-
tion, included #ligaswiata (connected with #dydy-
mus – a group of hashtags used by an active dis-
seminator of conspiracy theories), #fakepandemia,  
#zrzućkaganiec (“take off the muzzle”), #tresurad-
lacalkowitegoposluszenstwa (“training for total 
obedience”), #ccpvirus, #koronasciema (“Corona-
hoax”), #gates and others.

Analysis of the hashtags confirmed the results 
of the analysis of content and narratives, namely 
the frequency of use of the false pandemic the-
ory, various conspiracy theories (which are repre-
sented by single or double uses in the sample) and 
the use of popular political hashtags to increase 
the reach of fake news. 

Table 2 presenting popular co-occurring hash-
tags, excluding the group of hashtags specifically 
related to the coronavirus

Hashtags Number of 
instances

#zajob 15

#fałszywapandemia 14

#duda2020 11

#nwo 9

#trzaskowski2020 7

#polin 7

#plandemia 6

#ipptv 6

#wieszwiecej 6

#pis 6

#wyboryprezydenckie2020 6

#wybory2020 5

#szumowski 5

#kwarantanna 4

#jedziemy 4

#wybory 4

#pandemia 4

Instances of information disorder related to coro-
navirus often contained links to other websites. 
The tweets analysed most often mentioned other 
posts on the platform, but relatively often also con-
tained links to YouTube, which confirms the observa-
tions made in the subsequent chapter on Wykop.pl. 

Among the website links shared, news websites 
are the most common, including both mainstream 
media (Polsatnews.pl, tvp.info and Microsoft news), 
as well as independent or Catholic media (idzpod-
prad.pl, pch24.pl). There were also several instances 
of sharing other websites of questionable reliabil-
ity, such as nczas.com, marucha.wordpress.com 
and www.prokapitalizm.pl. Less popular Internet 
sources included: globalclou.wordpress.com, 
globalna.info and covid1984pl.wordpress.com.
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In addition to links, images were also posted, but 
rarely of the nature typical of fake news. Some 
examples are presented below.

Źródło: https://twitter.com/Laurunia3/
status/1272416077478334464.

Źródło: https://twitter.com/michniqremek/
status/1289277705255411714.

Źródło: https://twitter.com/Pol88486498/
status/1272975998204641280.

Translation from Polish:
- "Believe me! They're gonna kill us all! Listen to me!"
- "Yeah, sure! That's why they give us a roof over our 
heads and food to eat?"
- "Oh, make her shut up!"
- "Here she goes again..."
- "Conspiracy theorists... Always denying perfectly work-
ing systems..."

"It is easier to fool people than convince them they have 
been fooled." – Mark Twain

Translation from Polish:
The situation related to the pandemic is very serious. On 
my way to the TV studio I had to plough through piles of 
dead bodies lying on the streets...

https://twitter.com/Laurunia3/status/1272416077478334464
https://twitter.com/Laurunia3/status/1272416077478334464
https://twitter.com/michniqremek/status/1289277705255411714
https://twitter.com/michniqremek/status/1289277705255411714
https://twitter.com/Pol88486498/status/1272975998204641280
https://twitter.com/Pol88486498/status/1272975998204641280
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CONCLUSIONS

The research sample confirmed predominance 
of conspiracy theories and the false pandemic nar-
rative as the most typical COVID-19 related infor-
mation disorder. Tweets classified as misinforma-
tion accounted for only 4% of the sample, which, 
on the one hand, corroborates the presence 
of fake news in the entire sample, but, on the other 
hand, does not point to their popularity, which is 
an optimistic conclusion. In addition, the observed 
instances did not show any interactions with one 
another, which prevented analysis of the social net-
work. The added value of the research is constituted 
by information about the authors, sources and hash-
tags that can be used in the future for more compre-
hensive research of a wider scope in terms of time.  

The observed narratives fit into the typical 
cases of misinformation and, apart from theo-
ries related to, for instance, the plotted destruc-
tion of the Polish mining industry or actions 
of the government (as well as its representatives), 
do not particularly indicate any patterns specific to 
the region. A pessimistic conclusion of the analy-
sis was the higher than assumed percentage share 
of posts targeting social groups, including sex-
ual and national minorities, in the entire sample.  

In turn, on a more positive note, the percentage 
share of images or memes, which, according to 
some authors, significantly increase the reach of 
fake news, was quite low in the published content26.

Translation from Polish:
Three months ago, I suggested my therapy not so much 
for Covid-19 as for ANY kind of infection of the respirato-
ry system. I suggested decoctions from natural antioxi-
dants, which totally protect against pulmonary embolism. 
And, first and foremost, I warned against lying on one side 
for a long period of time!
Meanwhile, Italian doctors were administering antibiotics 
to patients – chained them to bed and connected them to 
respirators. It was a MURDER in the glory of medicine!
Polish medical MURDERERS make people wear masks 
that poison the body in the long run and cause irreversible 
changes in the brain.
Later, such medical scum the like of SZUMOWSKI will try 
to convince people that the post-mask cripples "got over 
the disease without any symptoms" (!)
THEY ARE MURDERERS – WITH THAT SCUM 
SZUMOWSKI AT THE TOP!
I hope they will answer for their crimes before the court!
And Kaczyński will be held accountable for that scum!
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ANALYSIS 
OF WYKOP.PL
ABOUT THE PLATFORM

Wykop.pl is a Web 2.0 site created in 2005, mod-
elled on the older American news aggregator 
Digg.com. The website consists of two main sec-
tions – Wykopalisko (lit. “Dig-out”), where you 
can find links to news, and Microblog, a blog-
ging space where website users can publish con-
tent, often under made-up hashtags. In addition, 
users can also interact with one another, espe-
cially under the news and within the Microblog, 
which is why the website can be regarded as 
a quasi-social media platform. The system for 
evaluating the news (wykop (lit. “dig-out”) for val-
uable content and zakop (lit. “burial”) for unwel-
come content) and giving “pluses” for entries on 
the Microblog allows to partially assess the popu-
larity and the level of support for specific content. 

According to the research carried out by wirtu-
alnemedia.pl in 20191, Wykop.pl was the third 
most popular platform in Poland (after Facebook 
and Instagram) in terms of page views (both on 
computers and mobile devices), and the number 
of its users – as of December 2018 – amounted 
to 5,276,011. The popularity of Wykop.pl is 
reflected in the existing official accounts of 
media, companies and politicians (including, for 
instance, the former president of Poland – Lech 
Wałęsa). The latter often interact with users in 
the so-called Ask-Me-Anything sessions, where 
they answer live questions. Out of the two parts, 
it is Wykopalisko that is more popular. The most 
popular pieces of news make up the content of 
the portal’s home page. The website allows to 
label them with specific hashtags. 

METHODOLOGY

From the pieces of news published on Wykopalisko 
under the hashtag #koronawirus, a sample of 
2,341 posts by users over a two-month period 
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(from June to July 2020) was selected. The sample 
contained metadata of the posts, including date 
of publication, title, description, hashtags used 
(it is possible to use more than one), as well as 
the mentioned indicators of “wykop” and “zakop”, 
which are relative measurements of content pop-
ularity. Logically, a high ratio of “wykop” to “zakop” 
means a relatively positive reception by the users 
of the website (and vice versa), while a large num-
ber of “wykop” indirectly indicates that the users 
found the content interesting. 

Unfortunately, it should be pointed out that ide-
ological divisions among the users have led to 
the formation of internal cliques. Two main rep-
resentatives of such groups are the left-wing 
#neuropa and slightly less numerous right-wing 
#4konserwy. The above-mentioned two groups 
gather on separate platforms (mainly on Discord) 
to coordinate organised “digging” or “burying” 
of specific content (the author of this section 
of the report has first-hand information in this 
regard, as he was able to view one such chan-
nel on Discord personally). In addition to inter-
nal groups, content is probably also manipulated 
by “external” users (e.g. accounts linked with 
political parties), whose activity and the date of 
account creation coincide in a manner that raises 
doubts. New users’ names are green as opposed 
to orange (“ordinary”) accounts. Such an observa-
tion was made by the author of the blog Offensive 
OSINT2, who was one of the first to conduct 
a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the con-
tent published on Wykop.pl.

Due to the subject matter of this report, 
the issues of manipulation or the actual popu-
larity of the news are of secondary importance 
to the presence of fake news under the hashtag 
#koronawirus. Nevertheless, they can provide 
insights on the reception and susceptibility on part 
of the users, as well as indicate particularly vulner-
able groups. For this reason, the issues of popu-
larity of various narratives, hashtags and websites 
were also included in the following sections.

The qualitative analysis of the sample was carried 
out on the basis of the headers and descriptions 
of the news. Due to the lack of natural language 
research algorithms that could automatically 
evaluate the content on the basis of an objec-
tive pattern, as well as due to the lack of a uni-
form definition of disinformation, Full Fact guide-
lines regarding the coronavirus were adopted as 
the model for identification of fake news3. Since 
the objective of the authors of the research was 
not as much to avoid becoming a victim of disin-
formation, but to find instances of disinformation 
(even potential ones), the assumption “not to limit 
oneself to reading the headlines” was changed. In 
the case of Wykop.pl, the analysis focused mainly 
on the content of the headlines and short descrip-
tions of the pieces of news. In case of doubt, 
the content of the news and its context were addi-
tionally examined.

After subsequent verification and correction, 
a group of news was identified and classified 
as fake news, while the other were collectively 
referred to as real news. 91 instances of fake 
news in all three forms – misinformation, disinfor-
mation and malinformation – constituted about 
4% of the research sample. As mentioned earlier, 
the classified content is very heterogeneous and 
includes both extreme cases and, for instance, 
malicious and sensational slander directed at spe-
cific minority groups. 

NARRATIVES

The observed narratives are often similar to one 
another and cover several related topics, which 
results from the fact that over the two-month 
period they were often brought up together in 
public debates. However, it should be pointed out 
that they often fit into more than one category. 
A good example is the following piece of news: 
“Mateusz Morawiecki states directly in the parlia-
ment that the New World Order is coming”4 which: 
1) disseminates a curious conspiracy theory that 
global elites are conspiring to introduce a new 
world order for their own benefit; according to 
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this theory, the tools used for that purpose include 
social engineering and manipulating sluggish dem-
ocratic institutions from behind the scenes, 2) 
directly accuses the Prime Minister of direct par-
ticipation in the implementation of the New World 
Order. In order to present the collected narratives 
in a precise and logically disjoint way, each of them 
has been assigned to a single label. In heteroge-
neous cases, they were arbitrarily assigned to this 
label, which – according to the authors – was of 
primary importance in a given context. 

Among the pieces of fake news identified in 
the research sample, the most frequent ones were 
related to: 

• other countries (18) – creating a false or in-
tentionally manipulated image of the COVID-
19 situation in different countries. What is 
interesting in this case is the fact that many 
pieces of news in this category do not di-
rectly concern the coronavirus (a good ex-
ample of manipulation is the use of the opin-
ion of Rzeczpospolita’s editor – “The image of 
America is crumbling5” – concerning the difficult 
situation in the USA. The author of the news 
“reinforced” the message with an apocalyptic 
photograph and a description “(…) Shocking 
images provided by the United States to 
media around the world”. The decisive factor 
in this case, however, was the account his-
tory and investigation of other published con-
tent, which showed a general lack of reliabil-
ity. Other examples include: Dramatic situation 
in Spain. “The government sentenced the elderly 
to death67”; One-third of Americans have died 
from the coronavirus!8 and Former members of 
the Warsaw Pact with several times lower mortal-
ity than NATO countries9 (translated from Polish),

• Content that undermines public trust in 
the government (15). While criticism and 
various watchdog initiatives monitoring 
the government are essential elements of 
a well-functioning democracy, this case con-
cerns unfounded accusations of corruption, 

ineptitude, hidden agenda etc. Examples include 
the following narratives: Pandemic as the start-
ing point for the implementation of totalitarian 
power10; The Ministry of National Defence will 
enlist you in the army. The fight against unem-
ployment after the coronavirus pandemic11 and 
Szumowski wants everyone to have the applica-
tion. Let them track you down12,

• Content that targets the society and various 
social groups (14). This is perhaps the most 
heterogeneous group, quite similar to the pre-
vious narrative, with the exception that in-
stead of the government, it targets the society 
(including individuals), various social groups 
and people’s behaviour. Examples of such nar-
ratives include: PLN 2,500 of Incentive Bonus 
awarded for Militia from the Government be-
fore the elections for fighting against Covid13 
(this also targets the government, but it is 
the Police – spitefully called “Militia” after its 
socialist progenitor – that is the main target 
of disinformation); Millions are losing their jobs, 
while billionaires are multiplying their fortunes14 
and the previously quoted, Young people in 
Rzeszów mocking the coronavirus? This is how 
they are having fun at night in... 

• Another group of narratives concerns the harm-
ful “false pandemic” theory (12). This type 
of fake news aims to convince the recipi-
ent that the pandemic does not exist, plays 
down the severity of the coronavirus (dub-
bing it a “slightly more severe flu”), and claims 
that the precautions taken are harmful and 
pointless. The fact that the onerous lock-
down measures have started to be relaxed 
despite the increasing number of COVID-19 
cases, leads to seemingly logical reflections 
on what precautions should have been taken. 
Some people, however, took this as a sign that 
the pandemic either never existed or is rela-
tively harmless. There is a thin line between 
rational criticism and serious underestima-
tion. Evidence comes from the same source 
and the way of reasoning is similar, which is 
why instances of fake news, in this case, can 
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be most easily identified by the intention and 
objective of their authors. Examples of nar-
ratives include: Dr Martynowska: “We are not 
dealing with a pandemic, but with madness15”; 
Kazik: A harmless virus has caused panic. People 
have voluntarily submitted to surveillance16 and 
Tucker: Lockdown unnecessary17,

• Another numerous group of narratives includes 
various types of conspiracy theories (10) and 
fake news about the virus itself (9). Both cat-
egories often relate to the origin of the virus 
or the circumstances surrounding its outbreak. 
They often include information on the number 
of cases and theories about the virus as a bio-
logical weapon. A distinctive feature of the first 
group is claiming the existence of a conspiracy 
to achieve some goal, while the second group 
addresses the phenomenon in a more gen-
eral way, discussing the nature and spread of 
the virus as well as countermeasures against 
it. Since as of the time of writing this article, 
there is no reliable information about massive 
implementation of a SARS-CoV-2 vaccine, in-
formation about the successful development of 
a medicine against Covid by the fastest super-
computer and similar pieces of news were con-
sidered as fake18.

• Somewhat less popular narratives include sen-
sational content and clickbaits (4), anti-clerical 

content (3), “apocalyptic” narratives (2), con-
tent targeting minorities (2), and isolated cases 
concerning Silesia and the political nature of 
the virus that deserve to be mentioned due to 
the use of the phrase “political virus” in mutual 
accusations in international relations regard-
ing instrumental treatment of the pandemic 
to achieve political goals (e.g. levelled against 
the USA by the PRC19).  

HASHTAGS

Hashtags, in a similar manner to tags, categorise 
the content posted on social media, making it eas-
ier for users to search for the content they are 
interested in. For example, this research adopted 
the hashtag #koronawirus to collect a sample for 
analysis. As authors of the posts usually want to 
reach as wide audience as possible, they often use 
more than one hashtag. Fake news is no excep-
tion. For this reason, in addition to the hashtag 
#koronawirus, 91 pieces of news were tagged with 
a total of 473 other #hashtags, and individually – 
with 127 different ones. 

Subsequently, the most popular hashtags used 
simultaneously were extracted from the sample. 
They are presented in the table below.

Hashtags number of 
instances Hashtags number of 

instances Hashtags number of 
instances

#Polska (“Poland”) 40 #zdrowie (“health”) 12 #Chiny (“China”) 5

#covid19 31 #nauka (“science”) 10 #Emigracja 
(“Migration”) 5

#Polityka 
(“Politics”) 26 #ekonomia 

(“economy”) 9
#Teoriespiskowe 
(“Conspiracy 
theories”)

5

#Europa (“Europe”) 20 #epidemia 
(“pandemic”) 9 #Wybory 

(“Elections”) 5

#Swiat (“World”) 20 #medycyna 
(“medicine”) 7 #Afera (“Scandal”) 4

#Ciekawostki 
(“Fun facts”) 13 #usa 7 #Gospodarka 

(“Economy”) 4

Table 1. Number of occurences of co-existing 
hashtags in thr sample.
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SOURCES

The hybrid nature of Wykop.pl enables to both 
post own content as well as share links to other 
websites, which are then evaluated by other users. 
Pieces of news classified as fake in the sample 
generally contain links to external sources. Some 
sources are used in the sample more than once. 
They are presented along with the total number of 
wykop/zakop in the table below.

Several issues attract attention:

a. Most often, misinformation was spread via 
videos posted on YouTube (14 pieces of news), 
which acts as a hosting platform and resembles 
in this respect Wykop.pl, which is the second 

most common source (6 pieces of news). Taking 
the number of pieces of news classified as misin-
formation (91), it allows for a conclusion that 
web 2.0 sites that combine elements of hosting 
with the idea of creation by the users, account 
for 22% of the false content in the sample;

b. The sources include conventional media that 
are part of the Polish information landscape and, 
as a rule, are not associated with information 
distortions (e.g. Polsat News, Fakty Interia, RMF 
24, or o2). This may be a sign of the use of such 
sources out of context and the manipulation 

of genuine information (what was evaluated 
were mainly the headlines and descriptions 
written by the authors of the posts on Wykop.
pl). Alternatively, it may indicate that public 
media, faced with great amounts of articles, 
can also happen to spread fake news at times;

Source Number of instances Number of wykop (+) Number of zakop (-) 

YouTube 14 1630 333

Wykop.pl 6 185 94

Stowarzyszenie RKW 4 490 61

Polsat News 4 971 29

Nczas 4 920 137

Fakty Interia 3 9 10

wgospodarce.pl 2 15 9

subiektywnieofinansach 2 23 4

RMF24 2 382 46

Rp.pl 2 8 6

Glos wielkopolski 2 23 11

Tvn24 2 97 33

anywhere.pl 2 22 7

Zerohedge 2 34 3

o2.pl 2 235 122

Table 2. The most popular fake news sources in 
the sample.
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c. Other popular sources are the RKW Association 
(Government Control Movement), nczas, 
anywhere.pl and Zerohedge, which had alre-
ady been analysed by fake news researchers 
before due to their notoriety in terms of relia-
bility and objectives of the content posted;

d. The list also includes Głos Wielkopolski. It 
should be mentioned as regional magazi-
nes are very often used to spread disinfor-
mation and extend the reach of fake news. 
While an article from Głos Wielkopolski was 
used twice as a source of misinformation, it is 
worth noting that the fake news sample also 
included other sources, such as Śląski Biznes, 
Tarnogórski, Lublin112 or Gazeta Krakowska. 
Just like in the case of conventional media, 
this does not necessarily entail that the new-
spaper intentionally published fake news. 

e. What is important is the average ratio of total 
zakop (-) to wykop (+), which is quite high and 
means that a significant percentage of users 
disagreed with the published content. It sho-
uld be pointed out that zakop (-) requires 
more effort on part of the user than wykop 
(+) due to the need to provide a reason. This 
indirectly suggests that even if the news 
was not removed in the process of modera-
tion, the content posted met with a conside-
rable negative reaction from some readers. 
Taking into account the fact that the percen-
tage share of content classified as fake news 
in the sample is extremely low, the activities 
of moderators and website users regarding 
protection of Wykop.pl against information 
disruptions deserve positive evaluation.

CONCLUSIONS

Out of the 2,341 Polish-language news published 
on Wykop.pl under the hashtag #koronawirus, 91 
pieces of fake news were identified. The posts 
included all three types of information disrup-
tion: disinformation, misinformation and malinfor-
mation. The definition of fake news put forward 
by Full Fact, though quite broad, yet adapted to 
the purposes of the research, allowed for a com-
prehensive analysis of the phenomenon of fake 
news on the platform. The published content was 
diverse in terms of the subject matter and repre-
sented a wide range of narratives, from harmful 
and serious disinformation to clickbait and sensa-
tional content. 

The analysis showed which narratives were dom-
inant in the sample, which platforms were most 
likely to spread fake news and which hashtags 
were most often used along with #koronawirus in 
the identified pieces of fake news. 

Another conclusion that stems from the research 
is the optimistically low percentage of fake news 
in the sample (approx. 4%), which is indirect proof 
of the successful moderation and user involve-
ment in maintaining high standards of published 
news on coronavirus. 
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