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In light of the intense information disorder that has 
ensued since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the aim of this study is to analyze the simi-
larities and differences between the disinformation 
circulating in three countries, based on the posts of 
their pioneering fact-checking organizations: Agên-
cia Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and Jornal Polígra- 
fo (Portugal). A quantitative and qualitative content 
analysis (Bardin, 2011) was run on the fact checks 
(n = 87) performed by the three organizations in 
March 2021, 12 months after the pandemic had 
been declared by the World Health Organization, 
using the analytical categories “classification”, “me-
dium”, “format”, “source”, and “topic”. The disinfor-
mation identified in the three countries shared three 
similarities, namely, a predominance of false content, 
the primary use of text formats, and the dissemina-
tion of disinformation on social media platforms. As 
to the sources cited and subject matter, differences 
were found in the strategies employed to validate 
the disinformation and in the topics covered. It can 
be concluded that while the pandemic was a global 
phenomenon, the disinformation circulating about 
it was influenced by the political, social, and cultural 
particularities of each country.
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En medio de la crisis de salud de la COVID-19, he-
mos estado experimentando un intenso desorden 
informativo. En ese contexto, nuestro objetivo en 
este estudio fue analizar las similitudes y diferencias 
entre los contenidos desinformativos que circularon 
en tres países del espacio iberoamericano, a través 
de las plataformas fact-checking pioneras en sus lu-
gares de origen: Agência Lupa (Brasil), Newtral (Es-
paña) y Polígrafo (Portugal). Seleccionamos las veri-
ficaciones realizadas en marzo de 2021, doce meses 
después del anuncio de la pandemia por parte de 
la Organización Mundial de la Salud (OMS). Un total 
de 87 documentos fueron explorados cuantitativa y 
cualitativamente bajo el prisma del análisis de conte-
nido (Bardin, 2011) y por medio de cinco categorías 
analíticas: clasificación, plataforma de servicio, for-
mato, fuente y tema. Tres aspectos presentaron simi-
litudes: predomina el contenido falso, en formato de 
texto y circula por las redes sociales. Entre los tipos 
de fuentes y los temas, se observaron diferencias en 
las estrategias de validación del contenido desinfor-
mativo y en los temas tratados. Concluimos que, aun-
que la pandemia es un fenómeno global, la desinfor-
mación responde a especificidades de los contextos 
políticos, sociales y culturales de los distintos países.
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Iberoamérica, análisis de contenido 
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1. Introduction

In March 2020, the World Health Organization (he-
reinafter WHO) declared the novel coronavirus 
(hereinafter COVID-19) a global pandemic. As so-
cieties gradually became aware of the new disease 
there was a veritable explosion of information in 
the field of communication, spearheaded by digi-
tal media, in terms of its immediacy and scope. The 
ensuing infodemic (WHO, 2018) associated with 
the pandemic was instrumental in the spread of un-
founded rumours, false information, and inaccurate 
news about the disease and its causes, symptoms, 
treatments, and prevention. Disinformation beca-
me a major threat to public health efforts and to 
the acceptance of scientifically proven measures 
for controlling the virus by some sections of society 
(Cinelli et al., 2020).

Disinformation has been an object of study since 
the mid-twentieth century (Romero Rodríguez, 
2013). However, the new information ecosystem 
emerging since the turn of the twenty-first century, 
marked by the popularization of online communi-
cation platforms and social media, has raised the 
phenomenon to new heights. The idealized view of 
a hyperconnected world enabled by digital tech-
nologies, democratizing access to information, has 
swiftly been replaced by the recognition of a sce-
nario of growing information disorder conducive 
to the circulation of extreme content, conspiracy 
theories, rumours, and decontextualized, manipu-
lated, or even intentionally false information (War-
dle, 2019).

Some authors have adopted the concept of fake 
news to refer to such intentionally and verifiably 
false content, designed to undermine the credi-
bility of the news by imitating its formats and lan- 
guages (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017; Tandoc Jr., 
2019). Despite having a news-like appearance, 
such content is not produced in accordance with 
the norms, values, or intentions traditionally associ-
ated with journalistic output (Lazer et al., 2018). For 
Allcott and Gentzkow (2017), the production of fake 
news is driven by both commercial and ideologi-
cal motivations. From a financial point of view, fake 
and sensationalist news makes a splash and drives 
clicks and views, which are then converted into ad-
vertising revenues. From an ideological perspec-
tive, fake news may be associated with extreme po-
sitions and designed to bolster or discredit certain 
stances, actors, or social institutions. Nonetheless, 
it is important to note that in the broader context 
of information disorder, as Wardle and Derakhshan 
(2017) call it, entirely fabricated content circulates 
alongside other information that may be intention-
ally decontextualized, distorted, or misleading. The 
concept of disinformation, therefore, encompasses 

a broad spectrum of content associated with a va-
riety of communication dynamics linked to its pro-
duction, reception, and circulation.

Since the outbreak of the pandemic there has 
been an unprecedented increase in the produc-
tion and circulation of disinformation. Some stud-
ies indicate that pandemic-related disinformation 
in Latin America tends to have political overtones 
and may even be actively spread by public figures 
(Ceron et al., 2021; Quintana Pujalte & Pannunzio, 
2021; Recuero et al., 2021; Soares et al., 2021). Dis-
information should therefore be understood as a 
set of practices implemented in a broader cultur-
al scenario in which different social actors vie with 
one another in establishing the meaning of differ-
ent phenomena which, when thoroughly analysed, 
reveal a debate not so much on public health or sci-
entific issues as on particular political or ideological 
stances (Oliveira, 2020a).

Several strategies have been adopted to combat 
the proliferation of disinformation and to promote 
a more informed public debate. One such initiative, 
fact-checking — a set of procedures used by jour-
nalists to ensure the accuracy of the information 
that they publish (Graves et  al., 2016) — has been 
increasingly adopted by news outlets and scientific 
and civil society organizations in several countries. 
This phenomenon has been explored in a number 
of studies, which have observed the evolution and 
trends in pandemic-related disinformation. Brennan 
et al. (2020), for example, analysed English-language 
fact checks conducted between January and March 
2020, demonstrating that there was more distorted 
and decontextualized information about COVID-19 
than the completely false kind. For their part, López-
García et al. (2021) monitored the work of fact check-
ers in Spain, finding that fake news on mask wearing 
and diagnostic testing not only persisted, but grad-
ually became more elaborate, incorporating, for ex-
ample, the use of scientific terminology and adapt-
ing to different media contexts.

It is worth noting, however, that the work of of-
ficial fact-checking organizations does not cover 
every kind of disinformation, since they all follow 
their own criteria for selecting the content that 
they deem relevant and “checkable”. Nevertheless, 
focusing on their work is a viable analytical meth-
odology considering the growing importance of 
fact-checking in the fight against disinformation 
and the feasibility of collecting and analysing data 
from these sources. Investigating specific cas-
es published by fact-checking organizations may 
therefore offer important inputs for understanding 
the infodemic prevailing during the pandemic.

Against this backdrop, the aim here is to investi-
gate the characteristics of the disinformation circu-
lating in different political, cultural, and media con-
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texts, especially in Ibero-America. While it can be 
assumed that the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the resulting disinformation have raised 
similar concerns among populations the world 
over (Salaverría et al., 2020), this study is based on 
the assumption that discourses grounded in disin-
formation may differ across countries. Accordingly, 
it analyses the similarities and differences between 
disinformation in three countries based on infor-
mation reviewed by fact-checking organizations. 
To this end, a series of fact checks conducted by 
Agência Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and Polígra-
fo (Portugal) were analysed. They were chosen be-
cause of their status of pioneers in their respective 
countries and their links to prominent international 
initiatives, such as the International Fact-Check-
ing Network (IFCN)1 and Facebook’s Third Party 
Fact-Checking Project2.

For this study, the COVID-19-related fact checks 
conducted by these three organizations in March 
2021, one year after the WHO officially declared 
the COVID-19 outbreak a global pandemic, were 
selected. Inspired by content analysis (Bardin, 
2011), a methodology was developed to assess, 
both quantitatively and qualitatively, different as-
pects of the fact-checked disinformation, such as 
the formats employed, the sources cited to legiti-
mize it, the media used to spread it, and the most 
recurrent topics.

As such, despite the differences between the 
news contexts in each country and the way in which 
each fact checker organizes and goes about its 
work, the analysis offers comparable data that al-
lows for determining similarities and differences 
between the pandemic-related disinformation fact 
checked in the three countries. This research is thus 
justified by the need to gain a better understanding 
of the disinformation landscape in Ibero-America, 
its transnational trends, and the specific character-
istics of each national scenario. Further insights into 
the “glocal” nature of the phenomenon of disinfor-
mation could provide valuable inputs for any strat-
egy designed to combat information disorder and 
to promote media and scientific literacy.

1.1. (Dis)information in Brazil, Portugal, 
and Spain: some background information

Despite their socioeconomic and cultural differen-
ces, Brazil, Portugal, and Spain have a high percentage 
of Internet users: 74 %, 78 %, and 93 %, respectively3. 

1 Available at: https://bit.ly/3pddDyH. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
2 Available at: https://bit.ly/3J1O0ZL. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
3 Data from World Bank. Available at: https://bit.ly/3slaezO. Ac-
cessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

According to the Digital News Report 2020 (New-
man et al., 2020), social media serve as information 
sources for 56 % of users in Spain, 58 % in Portugal, 
and 67 % in Brazil. In addition, in all three countries 
Facebook, YouTube, and WhatsApp are the social 
media most widely used for keeping abreast of 
the news. These media not only facilitate the rapid 
spread of essential science and health information, 
but also accelerate that of disinformation, which 
might have undermined the efficacy of initiatives 
designed to contain the propagation of the new 
coronavirus (Cinelli et al., 2020).

Brazil is a particularly significant case. Recuero 
et al. (2021) and Soares et al. (2021) have found a 
strong engagement with false COVID-19-related 
content on social media and messaging apps. By 
and large, this kind of content chimes with far-right 
discourses, as well as framing the pandemic in a po-
litical, rather than public health, context. Since the 
beginning of the health crisis, the country’s govern-
ment has tended to play down the severity of the 
disease and to oppose preventive measures, such 
as social distancing and mask wearing (The Lancet, 
2020), while advocating for the use of drugs, such 
as hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin, whose ef-
fectiveness against COVID-19 has yet to be proven. 
This attitude has also permeated the public debate 
on social media. In 2020, when the debate on these 
drugs had started to ebb in most countries, disin-
formation on their use against COVID-19 continued 
to circulate in Brazil (Machado et al., 2020; Monari 
et al., 2020).

The failure of the different authorities to engage 
in coordinated action to combat the virus and the 
spread of disinformation on social media contrib-
uted to the country becoming one of the epicen-
tres of the disease, with over 600,000 confirmed 
deaths by October 2021 (Diele-Viegas et al., 2021). 
By December 2021, 8.1 % of all cases and 11.5 % 
of all COVID-19 deaths worldwide4 had occurred in 
Brazil, despite the fact that the country accounts for 
only 2.7 % of the world’s population5.

The situation in Portugal was somewhat differ-
ent. From the outset, the government spearhead-
ed the fight against COVID-19, managing to gain 
the citizenry’s support for self-isolation. The easing 
of these measures as of October 2020, however, 
paved the way for an escalation in the number of 
daily cases, pushing the country’s health system to 
the brink of collapse (Costa, 2021). By December 
2021, the country had recorded 1.22 million cases 

4 Data from the Coronavirus Resource Center, Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity. Available at: https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc. Accessed on: Dec. 20, 2021.
5 Data from World Bank. Available at: https://bit.ly/3Ei832e. Ac-
cessed on: Dec. 20, 2021.

https://bit.ly/3pddDyH
https://bit.ly/3J1O0ZL
https://bit.ly/3slaezO
https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc
https://bit.ly/3Ei832e
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and 18,800 deaths from the disease6. The situation 
was gradually turned around thanks to the efficiency 
of the country’s vaccine rollout. By the end of 2021, 
Portugal had completely immunized 86  % of its 
population and 100 % of its citizens aged over 50, 
thus making it one of the most vaccinated countries 
in the world7. Nonetheless, there was a significant 
amount of COVID-19-related disinformation on so-
cial media, especially first-hand accounts of purport-
ed health specialists and conspiracy theories, as well 
as the appropriation of the pandemic for political 
ends (Cardoso et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2021).

For its part, Spain was one of the first countries 
to feel the brunt of COVID-19 (Domínguez-Gil et al., 
2020). In March 2020, when Europe became the 
epicentre of the pandemic, it was country with the 
second highest number of confirmed cases, before 
reaching first place in April and May (Pérez-Laur-
rabaquio, 2021). Since then, there have been at 
least five waves of COVID-19, the last, associated 
with the Delta variant, occurring between June and 
September 2021 (Iftimie et al., 2021). By December 
2021, the country had recorded 5.45 million cases 
and 88,700 deaths8.

In Spain, several studies have pointed to the im-
portance of closed networks, such as Facebook and 
WhatsApp groups, in the spread of false informa-
tion (Fernández-Torres et al., 2021; Salaverría et al., 
2020). In addition, in a study of information verified 
by Spanish fact-checking organizations Salaverría 
et  al. (2020) observed that the disinformation on 
the pandemic and its discursive exploitation for 
political purposes were, thematically speaking, re-
markably diverse.

In all three countries, different researchers have 
traced the trends in disinformation based on the 
work of fact-checking organizations (Brennan et al., 
2020; Salaverría et  al., 2020; López-García et  al., 
2021), providing a valuable opportunity for per-
forming a comparative study on disinformation in 
the aforementioned scenarios.

2. Methodology

In order to create a corpus for meeting the research 
objectives, content was gathered from a sole 
fact-checking organization in each one of the three 

6 Data from the Coronavirus Resource Center, Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity. Available at: https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc. Accessed on: Dec. 20, 
2021.
7 Data from the Ministry of Health of Portugal. Available at bit.
ly/3M9YGro. Accessed on: May 15, 2023.
8 Data from the Coronavirus Resource Center, Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity. Available at: https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc. Accessed on: Dec. 20, 
2021.

countries — Agência Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), 
and Polígrafo (Portugal) — and then analysed. The 
methodology comprised three stages, as proposed 
by Bardin (2011), to wit, pre-analysis, exploration of 
the material, and treatment of the results. The com-
bination of qualitative and quantitative analytical 
techniques in this approach allowed for the syste-
matization and classification of diverse and some-
times contrasting content, with an eye to inferring 
issues relating to its production and reception.

The pre-analysis involved selecting and organ-
izing the corpus, based on fact checks posted on 
the websites of the three organizations between 
March 1 and 31, 2021, the time frame chosen to 
analyse quantitatively and qualitatively the disinfor-
mation one year after the WHO had declared the 
COVID-19 outbreak a global pandemic. The aim was 
to examine how disinformation might have related 
to the evolution of COVID-19, as well as to socio-
political and media developments in each country, 
with a view to performing a comparative analysis on 
the infodemic’s yearly progression in future studies. 

Firstly, a total of 291 fact checks — 66 from Lupa, 
62 from Newtral, and 163 from Polígrafo — were iden-
tified. All the information that was unrelated to the 
pandemic and classified as true was then discarded, 
leaving a corpus comprising 87 — 36 from Lupa, 25 
from Newtral, and 26 from Polígrafo — fact-checked 
news items.

In the second stage, after data collection, five 
categories based on the research objectives were 
established. For each category, the codes perti-
nent to the research objectives and the analytical 
categories were systematized, which enabled the 
different researchers involved to develop similar 
and comparable results. Based on the proposals of 
Sampaio and Lycarião (2021), a spreadsheet was 
generated with the data obtained, which was then 
used for running the reliability tests and performing 
the final coding. The categories and their coding 
are described in table 1.

In the final stage, a quantitative and qualitative 
analysis was performed on the content retrieved 
from Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and Polígra-
fo (Portugal), based on the categories described 
above. As Sampaio and Lycarião (2021) contend, the 
inferences and interpretations obtained from quan-
titative analyses allow for identifying the frequency, 
intensity, and importance of the phenomenon un-
der study. By observing the regularity with which 
certain characteristics of disinformation appeared in 
the three countries, it was possible to identify simi-
larities and differences between them. Furthermore, 
some of the content fell into more than one category, 
combined different formats, and/or came from more 
than one source. All these data were considered in 
the quantitative results and in the final percentages.

https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc
http://bit.ly/3M9YGro
http://bit.ly/3M9YGro
https://bit.ly/3GYTuTc
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The predominance of the classification “False” 
in all three countries, accounting for 80.5 % of the 
corpus, could be an important indicator of how 
disinformation on COVID-19 was still being spread 
one year after the outbreak of the pandemic. This 
percentage is inconsistent with the data gathered 
by researchers early on in the pandemic, such as 
Brennan et al. (2020) who found that 38 % of the 
information fact checked between January and 
March 2020 was completely false. This begs the 
question of why the percentage here was so high, 
bearing in mind that it might just as well be a re-
flection of the editorial criteria established by the 
three fact-checking organizations as that of the 
current level of disinformation in the countries in 
question.

As to the media through which the disinforma-
tion was spread, social media platforms such as 
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, plus the WhatsApp 
messaging app, predominated in all three countries. 
Since it is common for fact checkers not to identify 
precisely from which digital media the disinforma-
tion has been retrieved, all these media were com-
bined in a single category, generically called “social 

3. Results and discussion

The content analysis involved observing the way in 
which the three fact-checking organizations classi-
fied the different kinds of disinformation, ranging 
from “true” to “false”. In Brazil, Lupa uses nine clas-
sifications: “True”, “True, but …”, “Too soon to say”, 
“Overstated”, “Contradictory”, “Underestimated”, 
“Unsubstantiated”, “False”, and “Keeping watch”. 
Meanwhile, in Spain Newtral employs only four: 
“True”, “Half-true”, “Misleading”, and “False”. Fina-
lly, in Portugal Polígrafo uses seven: “True”, “True, 
but …”, “Imprecise”, “Decontextualized”, “Manipula-
ted”, “False”, and “Trumped up”9.

Table 2 shows the frequency (%) with which each 
one of these classifications appeared in the corpus. 
Despite the differences, “False” was the most used, 
accounting for 76.9 % of the information fact checked 
by Lupa, 96.0 % by Newtral, and 73.1 % by Polígrafo.

9 The definitions of the classifications can be consulted at: Lupa — 
https://bit.ly/32lh0dU, Newtral — https://bit.ly/3yHyBZL, Polígrafo 
— https://bit.ly/3J9R5ae. Accessed on Dec. 1, 2021.

Category Description Coding

Classification Labels used to identify the fact-
checked content

Categories established by each organization to indicate the degree of verac-
ity of the information in question – including the false, contradictory, unsub-
stantiated, etc., kind

Medium Platforms and channels through 
which the disinformation circulates

Content classified according to the medium from which it was retrieved, in-
cluding social networks, messaging apps, TV broadcasts, etc.

Format Language and codes used to present 
the disinformation

Content classified as texts, images, videos, cards, infographics, etc., or a com-
bination of one or more of these codes

Source Actors and institutions leveraged by 
the producers of the disinformation 
to give it a sheen of legitimacy

Presence or absence of an alleged source and its type, such as scientific, 
political, expert, media, testimonial, etc.

Topic Subjects and topics addressed Presence of keywords for discussing topics such as vaccines, numbers of cas-
es and deaths, treatments for COVID-19, etc.

Table 1

Analytical categories.

Lupa (Brazil) Polígrafo (Portugal) Newtral (Spain)

False 76.9 % False 73.1 % False 96.0 %

True, but ... 7.7 % Imprecise 15.4 % Misleading 4.0 %

Overstated 7.7 % Decontextualized 7.7 %

Too soon to say 3.8 % True, but ... 3.8 %

Contradictory 1. 9 %

Keeping watch 1.9 %

Table 2

Breakdown of the information fact checked by Lupa, Polígrafo, and Newtral into different classifications.

https://bit.ly/32lh0dU
https://bit.ly/3yHyBZL
https://bit.ly/3J9R5ae
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networks”, into which 94.4  %, 92.0  %, and 69.2  % 
of the content retrieved from Lupa, Newtral, and 
Polígrafo, respectively, fell.

These results point to the current importance of 
social networking sites as information sources (New-
man et al., 2020). However, their participatory nature 
also makes them vulnerable to the circulation of inac-
curate and distorted information (Chou et al., 2009). 
In addition, the vast amount of information that they 
put into circulation tends to lead to an overload, mak-
ing users more likely to like and share posts without 
fully reading them (Zago & Silva, 2014). In this sce-
nario, sensationalist news and clickbait headlines are 
attention-grabbers that can contribute to the spread 
of disinformation (Chen et al., 2015).

Even so, it warrants recalling that there are oth-
er kinds of communication channels through which 
disinformation can be spread. As regards Lupa, 
these corresponded to 5.6 % of the total, including 
a press conference given by the former health min-
ister Eduardo Pazuello and statements made by the 
Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro both online and 
at face-to-face events. Moving on to Newtral, 8  % 
of its fact checks had to do with such contexts, like 
the statements made by the congresswoman Rosa 
María Romero Sánchez in a plenary session of the 
Congress of Deputies and those by the minister of 
economic affairs Nadia Calviño in an interview on 
the television news program La hora de la 1. Lastly, 
as to Polígrafo, 19.2 % of the fact-checked informa-

tion circulating via channels other than social net-
works included one blog, two TV programs, one 
parliamentary debate, and one complaint lodged 
against the organization. However, it was the only 
fact-checking organization that published findings 
without identifying the information source, this be-
ing the case in 11.5 % of the sample.

The predominant use of texts to disseminate 
disinformation might be down to the fact that it is 
easier to produce content in this format, as it re-
quires less resources and know-how than others, 
such as images, audio recordings, and videos. Nev-
ertheless, audio-visual content constituted a not in-
significant proportion of the corpus, accounting for 
20.8  %, 21.4  %, and 8.3  % of the information fact 
checked by Lupa, Newtral, and Polígrafo, respec-
tively. There were also other formats, accounting for 
fewer cases, such as questions from readers (11 % 
in the case of Polígrafo) and statements made by 
public figures collected directly by the organiza-
tions (7.1 %, Newtral, and 8.3 %, Polígrafo). Graph 
1 shows the frequency (%) with which the different 
formats of content fact checked by Lupa, Newtral, 
and Polígrafo appeared.

In the analysis of the sources — the social actors 
exploited with the aim of giving the disinformation 
a sheen of legitimacy — it was found that in 78.1 % of 
the corpus, false information was attributed to indi-
viduals and/or institutions, while in 21.8 % no source 
was cited, indicating that this is not a prerequisite 

Graphic 1. Types and percentages of the formats of content containing disinformation collected from Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and 
Polígrafo (Portugal).
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the US health protection agency so as to spread the 
hoax that mask wearing has a negligible impact on 
the propagation of COVID-19. In “# Factchecked: 
It Is False that Research Has Proven the Effec-
tiveness of Ivermectin for Treating or Preventing 
COVID-19”11 (Lupa, Mar. 12, 2021), there is a clear 
effort to reproduce the scientific research style and 
genre, including the meticulous presentation of 
supposedly accurate data and graphics and the ci-
tation of over 200 sources.

The “specialist” category includes both profes-
sionals and organizations in the field of biomedi-
cine, whose authority is also misappropriated to le-
gitimize disinformation. Sources that are classified 
as “political” comprise elected representatives and 
public administrators. In a context of information 
disorder, the circulation of false information about 
science can be expedited by citing political actors 
unrelated to the field (Oliveira et al., 2020). Wheth-
er in pronouncements, debates, or press state-
ments, figures like these sometimes end up being 
simultaneously subjects and sources of disinforma-
tion, presenting themselves as voices of authority. 
In Brazil, this perception was heightened by the 
actions of President Bolsonaro. One piece of infor-
mation checked by Lupa — “In a statement, Bolso- 
naro changes his tone, but repeats mistruths about 

11 Available at: https://bit.ly/3O2PPHr. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

for information sharing. Graph 2 shows the sources 
divided into the “scientific”, “specialized”, “politi-
cal”, “testimonial”, “media”, and “other” categories, 
for the corpus as a whole, including those cases in 
which more than one was cited.

The “scientific” sources were institutions or 
scientists to whom research, discoveries, or rec-
ommendations contradicting the current state of 
the knowledge of the disease were falsely attrib-
uted, representing 30  % of the sample. The data 
suggest that in the midst of an epistemic crisis 
(Oliveira, 2020b), with the institutions responsible 
for the production and communication of knowl-
edge coming under fire, the credibility of these ac-
tors was undermined by disinformation.

The “scientific” category also includes govern-
mental and multilateral bodies which, despite not 
engaging directly in research, can be seen as scien-
tific “spokespersons”, offering the citizenry behav-
ioral guidelines aimed at combating the disease. 
The disinformation containing references to such 
bodies therefore appropriates their legitimacy so 
as to enhance its own credibility, as was the case 
of “#Factchecked: It Is False that the CDC Con-
cluded that Masks do not Prevent Contagion by 
COVID-19”10 (Lupa, Mar. 11, 2021), in which the 
person(s) responsible for the disinformation cite(s) 

10 Available at: https://bit.ly/3zuErzY. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

Graphic 2. Types and percentages of sources cited in disinformation fact-checked by Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and Polígrafo (Portugal).

https://bit.ly/3O2PPHr
https://bit.ly/3zuErzY
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vaccination”12 (Mar. 23, 2021) — he states that the 
Sinovac vaccine CoronaVac is ineffective, thereby 
spreading an anti-vax narrative without mentioning 
any scientific source to substantiate his position.

Sources classified as “testimonials” are ones whose 
arguments are based on lived/observed experienc-
es, which are employed to lend their discourses cred-
ibility. First-person videos showing empty hospitals 
are disseminated as evidence that the pandemic is a 
hoax, claiming greater credibility than objective infor-
mation. This practice also ties in with the aforemen-
tioned epistemic crisis, which saw a shift in authority 
away from scientific parameters towards personal 
opinions and emotions (Sacramento et al., 2020). This 
type of source, the second most representative one 
in the sample from Brazil, was employed by political 
leaders, such as Bolsonaro himself when defending 
the use of hydroxychloroquine (ibid.).

It was those sources classified as “media”, in-
cluding TV stations, newspapers, and information-
al websites, that were the most cited in the sample 
from Portugal. In a process analogous to the ap-
propriation of scientific credibility, journalistic au-
thority is leveraged to legitimize content produced 
without observing the field’s professional standards 
(Tandoc Jr., 2019). The sources cited ranged from 
mainstream media to non-professional websites, 
which tend not to be clear on the editorial criteria 
followed or the author(s) of the stories (Massarani 
et al., 2020). The presence of the latter among dis-
information sources demonstrates that while the 
diversification of broadcasters in the contemporary 
media ecosystem could help to underpin democ-

12 Available at: https://bit.ly/3EeZANh. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

racy, it could also jeopardize access to quality con-
tent. Finally, the “other” category included isolated 
cases, such as celebrities, a private company, and a 
business owners’ association.

Lastly, the “topics” category was used to investi-
gate the subjects covered most often in the disinfor-
mation fact checked by the three selected organiza-
tions. For the most part, each news item containing 
disinformation covered a single theme, although 11 
— five fact checked by Lupa, four by Polígrafo, and two 
by Newtral — covered more than one. This was the 
case, for example, of the claim that vaccines were re-
sponsible for the increased mortality rate in Israel, in 
that it was misleading about both their safety and the 
mortality rate in that country. Curiously, this was also 
the only case in which the same information was fact 
checked by all three organizations, albeit with slight 
variations on the theme: “It is false that the mortality 
rate in Israel increased after the Pfizer vaccine was in-
troduced”13 (Lupa, Mar. 5, 2021); “Has the COVID-19 
vaccine led to an increase in the mortality rate among 
the elderly in Israel?”14 (Polígrafo, Mar. 10, 2021); and 
“There is no evidence that in Israel the mortality rate 
among the elderly ‘from vaccines’ is 40 times higher 
than that from COVID-19”15 (Newtral, Mar. 15, 2021).

Table 3 shows the topics identified and their re-
spective frequencies (%).

As can be seen in table 3, over a year after the 
outbreak of the pandemic, with vaccination at an 

13 Available at: https://bit.ly/3mmdKWW. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 
2021.
14 Available at: https://bit.ly/32hoO h3. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 
2021.
15 Available at: https://bit.ly/3sh0vdU. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

Topic Explanation Lupa Newtral Polígrafo 

Vaccines Content on the research into and the production, and administra-
tion of vaccines, their side-effects, and the protection that they offer 29.3 % 37.0 % 31.0 %

Preventive measures Content on methods used to combat the pandemic, such as social 
distancing, mask wearing, etc. 19.5 % 37. 0% 37.9 %

Number of cases and deaths Content that over- or understates the number of cases and deaths 
caused by the disease 24.4 % 11.1 % 10.3 %

Treatment Content that defends treatments that are not effective for COVID-19 14. 6% 0.0 % 6.9 %

Mismanagement 
of the pandemic

Content on purportedly inadequate, negligent, or illegal conduct 
on the part of political actors in the fight against the disease 4.9 % 3.7 % 10.3 %

Causative agents Content on the virus that causes COVID-19 2.4 % 7.4 % 0.0 %

Effects of COVID-19 Content on the complications, long-term effects, and immunity 
caused by the disease 2.4 % 0.0 % 3.4 %

Other Content on other issues, such as social welfare, postmortems, etc. 2.4 % 3.7 % 0.0 %

Table 3

Topics and frequencies (%) of disinformation in the samples from Lupa, Newtral, and Polígrafo.

https://bit.ly/3EeZANh
https://bit.ly/3mmdKWW
https://bit.ly/32hoOh3
https://bit.ly/3sh0vdU
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advanced stage in all three countries, the primary 
topic of disinformation was the “vaccines” them-
selves, accounting for a third of the total. Howev-
er, the profile of this disinformation varied across 
the three countries. In Brazil, most of the fact 
checks performed by Lupa were on content with a 
pro-vaccine slant, including information on a secret 
vaccine supposedly produced by a Brazilian re-
search institute, the purchase of fake vaccines on 
the international market, overstated vaccination 
numbers, and the alleged concealment of vaccine 
doses by opponents of the federal government. 
This finding is consistent with previous studies, in 
which it was found that pro-vaccine disinformation 
abounded, namely, stories that accepted the valid-
ity of the vaccines, but exploited them for political 
purposes (Massarani et al., 2020).

Meanwhile, most of the vaccine-related fact- 
checking conducted by Newtral was on openly an-
ti-vax content. In the main, discourses of this nature 
claimed that vaccines were unnecessary for win-
ning the battle against the pandemic or potentially 
harmful, associating them with deaths, DNA alter-
ations, and cancer. Anti-vax discourses were also 
more common among the fact checks conducted 
by Polígrafo, with arguments like the claim that vac-
cines could give rise to new coronavirus variants 
and that they were produced to curb global popu- 
lation growth.

Discourses calling into question the safety and 
effectiveness of vaccines, based on arguments de-
nying the validity of scientific evidence, were al-
ready circulating before the pandemic (Kata, 2012). 
According to Cuesta-Cambra et al. (2019), individ-
uals with anti-vax attitudes tend to seek information 
to sustain their pre-existing beliefs, while simulta-
neously rejecting information that contradicts what 
they consider to be true. For Kata (2012), anti-vax 
groups are always putting forward new theories 
about the harm caused by vaccines, drawing on 
purportedly solid evidence to support their claims. 
This could explain the variety of anti-vax arguments 
in the sample, ranging from genetic mutations to an 
association between vaccination and death.

Disinformation attacking scientifically proven 
measures for combating the pandemic was also 
identified in the corpus, in particular self-isolation, 
seen as ineffective and harmful to the economy and 
the citizenry, alike. There were references to the le-
gality and scope of the lockdown rules, above all 
in the fact checks conducted by Polígrafo, in which 
disinformation about social isolation represented 
22.2 % of the total. For example, it was claimed that 
hairdressers and beauty salons had been allowed 
to open and, despite the ban on international trav-
el, that flights had been operated between Brazil 
and Portugal during the “state of emergency”.

Still on the topic of “preventive measures”, there 
was also a significant amount of disinformation 
about masks. A common issue among the infor-
mation fact checked by Lupa and Polígrafo was the 
use of old images of political figures without face 
masks that were passed off as recent. Meanwhile, in 
Spain there were more misleading stories that as-
sociated mask wearing with other diseases, such as 
pneumonia, cancer, atrioventricular canal defects 
(AVCs), and dermatitis. Lastly, both of the European 
fact-checking organizations disclosed disinforma-
tion about the PCR tests used to detect the pres-
ence of the virus in humans. They generally claimed 
that PCR testing was ineffective for identifying the 
presence of COVID-19 and that false positives were 
inflating the real number of cases.

Stories about the alleged blunders, negligence, 
or criminal behaviour of government officials were 
classified as “mismanagement of the pandemic”. 
On the whole, this type of disinformation was more 
political than health-oriented, with the aim of criti-
cizing the authorities, examples including false re-
ports of hospital equipment being left abandoned 
by Brazilian governors and the alleged closure of a 
hospital in Madrid.

The stories falling into the “number of cases and 
deaths” category claimed that there was a hidden 
truth behind the pandemic that only health workers 
and administrators knew about. One of the disin-
formation strategies observed was that of playing 
down the severity of the disease by underestimat-
ing the number of cases and deaths, as in “#Fact-
checked: It is False that Hospital Moinhos de Ven-
to, in Porto Alegre, is not Overcrowded because of 
COVID-19”16 (Lupa, Mar. 3, 2021) and “The False 
Statements Made by Ana María Oliva, the Scientist 
who Denies Deaths Are Caused by COVID-19”17 
(Newtral, Mar. 5, 2021). There were also others in 
which it was argued that an intentional effort was 
being made to increase the death rate, as in “#Fact-
checked: It is False that there is a Protocol to Lower 
the Oxygen of Intubated Patients so as to Increase 
COVID-19 Deaths”18 (Lupa, Mar. 19, 2021) and “Do 
Portuguese Hospitals Receive Funding for Declar-
ing Deaths Caused by COVID-19?”19 (Polígrafo, 
Mar. 28, 2021).

As regards death rates, some stories claimed 
that there had been an increase in deaths associ-
ated with vaccination, implying that the vaccines 
were not safe. Examples include “#Factchecked: It 
is False that Anvisa [Brazilian healthcare regulatory 

16 Available at: https://bit.ly/3J8fAEm. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
17 Available at: https://bit.ly/3pgd1IN. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
18 Available at: https://bit.ly/3qdlETx. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
19 Available at: https://bit.ly/33zbMvF. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

https://bit.ly/3J8fAEm
https://bit.ly/3pgd1IN
https://bit.ly/3qdlETx
https://bit.ly/33zbMvF
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agency] Recorded 26 Deaths Caused by COVID-19 
Vaccines in the Last 24 Hours”20 (Lupa, Mar. 11, 
2021); “#Factchecked: It is False that 30 % of Peo-
ple Vaccinated against COVID-19 Will Die in Three 
Months”21 (Lupa, Mar. 24, 2021); and “Does the 
Number of COVID-19 Deaths ‘Beat All Records’ 
in Countries that ‘Vaccinate More’?”22 (Polígrafo, 
Mar. 30, 2021). In these cases, they were included 
in both the “vaccines” and “number of cases and 
deaths” categories.

Lastly, news stories relating to the “Treatment” 
category, especially those covering drugs such 
as hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin, were only 
found in Brazil and Portugal. In addition, Lupa iden-
tified false information on homemade inhalation 
remedies made with baking soda, bleach, or hydro-
gen peroxide, as was stated in a study of the hoax-
es spread via WhatsApp in Spain to prevent and/or 
cure COVID-19 by Moreno-Castro et  al. (2021). In 
their study, Salaverría et al. (2020) reveal that in the 
early months of the pandemic Spanish fact check-
ers disclosed a plethora of false recommendations 
and treatments. Its lower presence in the corpus as 
a whole, and even its absence in the Spanish sam-
ple, may suggest that this topic had lost ground to 
other issues, such as vaccination, social distancing, 
and the number of cases and deaths.

Albeit to a lesser extent, disinformation about the 
“causative agents” of COVID-19 was also identified, 
as in the case of one news item fact checked by Lupa 
(Mar. 8, 2021)23, which proved that a claim, attribut-
ed to Russia, that the disease was caused by bacteria 
modified by 5G was false. In this less frequent cate-
gory there were stories about the effects of the dis-
ease — “Is an Involuntary Erection Lasting more than 
Four Hours a New Symptom of COVID-19?” (Polígra-
fo, Mar. 21, 2021)24 — and about other topics, such as 
the care taken in post-mortems of COVID-19 victims 
and social welfare during the pandemic.

4. Concluding remarks

The analysis of the pandemic-related fact checks 
carried out by Lupa (Brazil), Newtral (Spain), and 
Polígrafo (Portugal) in March 2021 revealed both 
similarities and differences between the ways disin-
formation was presented. The disinformation iden-
tified in all three countries shared three similarities, 
namely, a predominance of false content, the pri-

20 Available at: https://bit.ly/3ecxkAh. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
21 Available at: https://bit.ly/3J6Dn7N. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
22 Available at: https://bit.ly/3EiVvYu. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
23 Available at: https://bit.ly/3J5jQEG. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.
24 Available at: https://bit.ly/3yIVLyX. Accessed on: Dec. 1, 2021.

mary use of text formats, and its circulation on so-
cial media platforms. This indicates that there could 
be transnational trends in disinformation and in the 
discursive battles raging over this phenomenon.

The fact that 80.5 % of all the news items in our 
corpus were classified by the fact-checking organ-
izations as false indicates that this was the type of 
disinformation prevailing in the public debate at 
the time when the data were collected. If studies 
conducted early in the pandemic in other contexts, 
such as that of Brennan et al. (2020), reveal a pre-
dominance of manipulated content, our results 
show that one year on, there was more disinforma-
tion that was completely fabricated, which could be 
particularly harmful for the public debate.

In all three countries, social media were the 
channel most frequently used to circulate disinfor-
mation, thus confirming a trend already noted in 
the literature on disinformation and healthcare. Un-
derstanding the context of the COVID-19 infodem-
ic implies recognizing the importance of digital 
media in the dynamics of the production, circula-
tion, and reception of disinformation. On the other 
hand, this phenomenon points to the existence of 
a media ecosystem — of which fact-checking organ-
izations form part — in which they can also be har-
nessed to combat disinformation and appropriated 
in media literacy initiatives.

Another similarity between the three countries was 
the use of texts as the predominant format for spread-
ing disinformation, followed by audio-visual content. 
The ease with which texts can be produced could be 
one of the reasons behind their prevalence, reinforc-
ing the importance of studies designed to investigate 
the aesthetic features and narratives employed.

Regarding the type of source cited to validate the 
false narratives, the data fact checked by each organ-
ization painted a diverse picture. Scientific sources 
predominated among the stories fact checked by 
Lupa and Newtral, but only ranked fifth in the case 
of Polígrafo, which indicates that the strategic use of 
science for validating news story with no scientific 
basis could be a key feature of the infodemic in Bra-
zil and Spain. The information fact checked by Lupa 
often took the shape of testimonials, which was not 
the case with the other two organizations. This might 
have had to do with the local context, in which testi-
monials in combination with other validation strate-
gies have been noted in discourses, including those 
of political leaders, advocating for the use of ineffec-
tive treatments. As to the fact checks performed by 
Newtral, scientific sources were followed by the ex-
pert and political kind. For its part, Polígrafo was the 
only fact-checking organization to register a preva-
lence of news stories citing media sources, although 
the specialist and political kind also prevailed in the 
Portuguese sample.

https://bit.ly/3ecxkAh
https://bit.ly/3J6Dn7N
https://bit.ly/3EiVvYu
https://bit.ly/3J5jQEG
https://bit.ly/3yIVLyX
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As to the topics covered, vaccination was the 
most prevalent. However, while in the stories fact 
checked by Lupa the accent was placed on the vac-
cination process, in those verified by Newtral and 
Polígrafo anti-vax narratives were more common. 
Once again, the cultural idiosyncrasies of the three 
countries might have affected the way in which im-
munization was addressed in COVID-19-related 
disinformation — either with stories that cast doubt 
on the vaccines’ safety and effectiveness or by ex-
ploiting the vaccination process for political gain.

Other topics that appeared frequently in the 
samples included “preventive measures” and “num-
ber of cases and deaths”, which ranked among the 
top three in the news items fact checked by each 
organization. These were followed by “treatment” 
particularly in Brazil (Lupa), “causative agents” in 
Spain (Newtral), and “mismanagement of the pan-
demic”, which came in joint third place in Portugal 
(Polígrafo). Only one specific piece of disinforma-
tion appeared in all three countries, thus reflecting 
the variety of subjects and narratives covered in lo-
cal contexts. Despite being a global phenomenon, 
the disinformation about the pandemic was shaped 
by the political, social, and cultural particularities of 
each one of the three countries.

Our analysis of fact-checking in Spain, Portugal, 
and Brazil confirms the complexity of the contem-
porary infodemic. The existence of similarities and 
differences between the subject matter confirms 
our hypothesis of the “glocality” of disinforma-
tion in the three countries. In a situation in which 
transnational trends interweave with local contexts, 
more comparative studies are required for tailoring 
strategies to local and international contexts in or-
der to combat disinformation.
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