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Abstract 

This research article attempts to understand the current situation of fake news on 

social media in India. The study focused on four characteristics of fake news based on 

four research questions: subject matter, presentation elements of fake news, 

debunking tool(s) or technique(s) used, and the social media site on which the fake 

news story was shared. A systematic sampling method was used to select a sample of 

90 debunked fake news stories from two Indian fact-checking websites, Alt News and 

Factly, from December 2019 to February 2020. A content analysis of the four 

characteristics of fake news stories was carefully analyzed, classified, coded, and 

presented. The results show that most of the fake news stories were related to politics 

in India. The majority of the fake news was shared via a video with text in which 

narrative was changed to mislead users. For the largest number of debunked fake 

news stories, information from official or primary sources, such as reports, data, 

statements, announcements, or updates were used to debunk false claims.  
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Background 

Although fake news has existed since the dawn of journalism, the problem has been 

exacerbated now and has become a major issue for most countries around the world. 

According to researchers, with the advancements in technology and the Internet, news 

travels rapidly across the world (Gruhl et al., 2004). Social media sites have now 

become a major source for news consumption (Nielsen & Schrøder, 2014). However, 

one of the major problems of using social media for news consumption is the rapid 

proliferation and dissemination of fake news with just a single click (Allcott & 

Gentzkow, 2017). It has been found in a study that fake news travels faster than actual 

news items (Vosoughi et al., 2018). Hence, it has become hard to detect and curb fake 

news, but several organizations, independent fact-checkers, and media houses aim to 

debunk fake hoaxes and make people aware of the phenomenon of fake news (Apuke 

& Omar, 2020).  

 People started using social networking sites for news consumption due to its 

low cost, easy access, and rapid dissemination of information. However, social media 

has now become a double-edged sword. Despite having its advantages, it is 

responsible for the dissemination of fake news. Individuals and society are 

experiencing many negative effects of this proliferation of false information (Shu et al., 

2017). According to Paris and Donovan (2019), advancements in artificial intelligence 

technologies have also made the fake news crisis direr. The authors observe that with 

various social media platforms, it has become difficult to curb the dissemination of or 

fact-check the manipulated AV content. 

 According to statista.com, India is the world’s second largest digitally 

populated country with 688 million active users as of January 2020 out of which 

around 400 million are active social media users (Keelery, 2020). Facebook is the most 

used social media platform in the country with around 290 million users as of July 

2020, making India the leading country in the world for the highest number of users 

on the platform (Clement, 2020b). It is followed by YouTube with around 265 million 

active users in India in 2019 (Laghate, 2019). Twitter has over 13 million users in India 

as of April 2020 (Tankovska, 2021). WhatsApp, the Facebook-owned social media 

platform, has penetrated India to such an extent that the country has become the 
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biggest market for the platform in the world with 400 million active users in 2019 

(Banerjee, 2020). The rampant usage of social media platforms by such a big 

population is one of the major factors for the proliferation of fake news in the country. 

 In India, there have been many instances when rumors on social media, 

especially on WhatsApp, led to dire consequences, even loss of lives (Farooq, 2018). In 

July 2018, two men were injured and one was killed by a mob in the Indian state of 

Karnataka that thought the men were child kidnappers, because such rumors were 

being spread on social media platforms during that time (Samuels, 2020). Such 

incidents led to 24 deaths in 2018 owing to misinformation on child kidnappings and 

cow slaughter spread on social media (Mishra, 2019). A substantial rise in the spread 

of fake news on social media was also seen in 2019 related to general elections, the 

Pulwama attack on the security personnel in Jammu and Kashmir state of India, and 

the abrogation of Article 370 in the same state, Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) and 

Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), etc. (Chaturvedi, 2019). A BBC report also revealed 

that fake news on WhatsApp is proving deadly to the country (PTI, 2018). The present 

study aims to understand the current scenario of fake news on social media in India. 

 Apart from the creators of fake news, users also play a major role in the 

dissemination of fake news (Vosoughi et al., 2018). One of the major effects of fake 

news is it has worsened the psychological phenomenon of confirmation bias in a 

negative way and led to online collectives among users. In addition, fake news fed into 

online echo chambers and self-reinforcing algorithmic and cognitive systems has 

further helped misinformation circulation and led to the formation of filter bubbles 

(Bakir & McStay, 2018). 

 Nielsen and Graves (2017) attempt to uncover the audience's perspective of 

fake news and argue that people cannot clearly differentiate between fake and real 

news but see both of them differing by varying degrees; the difference is not absolute 

but gradual. The authors further argue that the fake news discussion has taken its 

roots due to two structural shifts – the public’s rising distrust in news media, 

politicians, and other civic institutions; and the shift from traditional media to digital, 

mobile, and social media. Their study finds that people perceive fake news as: satire, 

poor journalism, propaganda, misleading advertising, and false news. Wagner and 
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Boczkowski (2019), during their study on the reception of perceived fake news and 

misinformation, found that people have become more attentive to the media they are 

consuming because the majority have the perception that the quality of news 

reporting has deteriorated. Although people use social media for news consumption, 

they particularly distrust these platforms.  

 There are third party fact-checkers that include many fact-checking and 

debunking organizations such as politifact.com, snopes.com, etc. These debunking 

websites have the primary goal to test the facts of a news article and debunk it if it is 

false. These sites depend on manual verification for which journalists, researchers, 

users, and media people use many tools like Hoax, Twitter Trails, etc. (Akers et al., 

2018). In India, some fact-checking initiatives have also emerged over the last few 

years such as factchecker.in, Alt News, Factly, SMHoaxSlayer, BoomLive, etc. Although 

these fact-checking websites are helpful to some extent, the “illusory truth effect” also 

increases over time with repetition and increasing exposure to fake news on the 

Internet (Pennycook et al., 2018). The study observed that perceived accuracy 

increased with a single prior exposure to both kinds of news – fake and real news 

headlines on social media platforms - despite the fake ones being labeled as “Disputed” 

by fact-checkers or being inconsistent with the participant’s political ideology. 

Although the warning did have a negative impact on the perceived accuracy of the fake 

news, it was canceled out due to the positive effect of repetition. 

 It has been observed that users play a major role in the proliferation of fake 

news. Hence, apart from technological initiatives to curb the circulation of fake news, 

media literacy initiatives are required (Bulger & Davison, 2018).  

 The concept of fake news has developed over the years and has its roots far 

back in history to 44 B.C. when Octavian started a propaganda campaign in Rome 

against Antony with slogans etched onto coins to smear Antony’s reputation. Wars and 

revolutions over the years have seen many examples of powerful propaganda and fake 

news circulation, such as during World War I from 1914-1918, the Russian Revolution 

in 1917, and the infamous Nazi propaganda in Germany during and the years leading 

up to World War II (Posetti & Matthews, 2018).  
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 As information and communication technology has advanced over the years, 

incidents resulting from fake news have become more prominent. The US presidential 

elections of 2016 became a hot bed for fake news when teenagers in Macedonia 

created fake websites and circulated completely fabricated stories supporting Donald 

Trump. While campaigning for the elections, Trump used the term “fake news” very 

often, commenting on journalists and news organizations (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). 

The term became so popular that it was named the “Word of the Year” for 2016 by 

Macquarie Dictionary (Lavoipierre, 2017) and in 2017, Collins Dictionary rewarded 

the term with the same tag (Hunt, 2017). 

 

Literature Review 

The incidents discussed above have led to many research studies trying to define the 

concept of fake news in different ways. Egelhofer and Lecheler (2019) give two 

dimensions of fake news: the fake news genre and the fake news label. The former 

refers to the deliberate creation and dissemination of false journalistic disinformation 

while the latter to the labeling of news as fake or delegitimizing of news media by 

political parties if it contradicts their political agendas. Farkas and Schou (2018) 

discuss fake news as a “floating signifier” used in different ways by political actors 

within diverging discourses to tell people what is “right” and what is “fake.” Wardle 

(2017) has given the simplest concept of fake news by dividing it into two categories 

– disinformation and misinformation – where the former is deliberately created and 

shared despite the knowledge that the information is false, while the latter is shared 

unintentionally without the awareness of its falseness. However, fake news is not such 

a simple term, as discussed by Tandoc et al. (2018) who have given six definitions or 

types of fake news: news satire, parody, fabrication, manipulation, advertising, and 

propaganda. These types differ in having varying levels of facticity. Furthermore, 

Morgan and Hoax (2019) have found that the motivations behind misleading news are 

found to be passion, to earn money, for politics or to gain power, to make fun of 

something or someone, or to (mis)inform an audience. Their study further argues that 

the term “fake news” is a misleading simplification in itself.  
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 The first step to curb the fake news crisis is to identify or detect such news 

stories. Detection of fake news has become important. It aims to identify any false 

information effectively by checking the truthfulness of a viral message and what crux 

and context have been communicated in a news article (Shu et al., 2020). Sharma et 

al., (2019) divided fake news identification methods into three types: content-based, 

feedback-based, and intervention based. The first type is based on the content of the 

information that needs to be verified, the second on the user responses the news 

article receives on social media, and lastly, the third type provides computational 

solutions for fake news detection. After a particular piece of fake news has been 

identified, it needs to be debunked. Detailed debunking messages correlate positively 

with the debunking effect and creating conditions by engaging audiences in scrutiny, 

whereas counter-arguing of misinformation also helps in the acceptance of debunking 

messages (Chan et al., 2017). In many studies, it has been found that the process of 

active inoculation induced by a fake news game reduced the perceived reliability and 

persuasiveness of fake news articles among the audience. Therefore, educating people 

through games can inoculate them against fake news (Roozenbeek & Linden, 2019). 

Although attaching warnings to news stories that have been disputed by third-party 

fact-checkers helps, Pennycook et al. (2020) suggest that attaching “verified” tags to 

stories which have been approved by fact-checkers, as well as warnings to disputed 

stories, might improve the effectiveness of the warnings. There are third party fact-

checkers that include many fact-checking and debunking organizations across the 

world (Akers et al., 2018) that use many tools. This process is time-consuming and 

risky in today’s world where information spreads quickly. Thus, it has become very 

important to come up with new technologies to efficiently and quickly debunk fake 

news (Popat et al., 2018).  

 Recently, substantial research has been done on new technological tools and 

models that can detect fake news. Natural language processing and machine learning 

techniques are helping us to speed the process of fake news detection. Artificial 

intelligence is proving to be a promising solution to this problem. For example, Popat 

et al. (2018) propose a neural network model that works by taking into account the 

credibility of the sources, the article’s language, and external evidence articles. 

According to Qayyum, et al. (2019), using a block chain-based framework is the best 
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solution to tackle fake news. New datasets have also been developed to keep an 

account of articles that have been individually labeled for veracity by experts. In their 

research article, Torabi Asr and Taboada (2019) have proposed a new dataset named 

MisInfoText as a resource for text classification efforts. Guha (2017) has developed a 

new service called “Related Fact Checks,” which helps in checking the veracity of an 

article by bringing up fact-checks that are relevant to the article. Deep learning models 

are also being developed for big data. 

Objective and Research Questions  

 The present research aims to find out different characteristics of fake news 

circulating on social media. The study mainly has four research questions:  

RQ1. What subject matter areas are discussed by fake news reports of the two Indian 

fact-checking websites? 

RQ2. What presentation elements (text, still photographs, videos, other images, or a 

combination of these) comprise these fake news reports? 

RQ3. What tools and techniques were used by fact-checkers to detect and debunk fake 

news? 

RQ4. In which social media outlets (Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp, and YouTube) were 

fake news circulated more frequently? 

 

Research Methodology 

For the present study, the research was carried out with quantitative content analysis. 

This research method helps to systematically categorize and record features of textual, 

visual, or aural content for further analysis (Krippendorff, 2018). With this technique, 

the study systematically analyzed, categorized, and recorded the characteristics of 

debunked fake news stories published on the fact-checking websites. The data 

obtained from the analysis of all the stories was then coded and quantified to answer 

the four research questions and reach to the conclusion of the study. 
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Sampling Frame 

 The present study selected debunked fake news stories from two fact-checking 

websites: Alt News and Factly. These websites were selected because they are the 

leading fact-checking websites in India. They are the pioneers of fact-checking in India. 

Alt News was founded by a software engineer and activist, Pratik Sinha, in February 

2017. Alt News is a not-for-profit initiative that aims at debunking all types of fake 

news from social as well as mainstream media. It is an independent initiative working 

on donations and grants and covers important news stories that are neglected by the 

mainstream media. Alt News has also been recognized internationally at Google News 

Lab Asia-Pacific Summit 2017 in Singapore, where Alt News’s founder was invited to 

discuss solutions for combating fake news. The second fact-checking website, Factly, 

also checks the veracity of news stories on social and mainstream media by using data 

from credible and official sources or with the help of various tools, including the Right 

to Information Act of 2005 (RTI). It is a for-profit public information portal founded 

by Rakesh Dubbudu in 2015. The International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN) 

certified the website in November 2018 (Patil, 2018).  

 Both of the fact-checking sites were started by technocrats, not by media 

houses (Patil, 2018). Certainly, media houses are more likely to be under the influence 

of certain schools of thought, ideologies, political parties, and advertisers as compared 

to technocrats. The revenue model of these two fact-checking websites is crowd 

funding, which further reduces the chances of bias. Both of the websites are IFCN 

certified and have a high number of people following their social media accounts. As 

of June 2020, Alt News had over 165K likes on Facebook, 265K followers on Twitter, 

and over 120K subscribers on YouTube. Factly had over 120K likes on Facebook, 

around 3K followers on Twitter, and 35K subscribers on YouTube. Both of the 

websites also have WhatsApp contact numbers through which people can contact 

them for sharing social media stories to fact-check. Both of them were also a part of 

the Google News Initiative launched in India in 2018 to train journalists in fact-

checking. 

 The time period sampled for the study was three months, from December 2019 

to February 2020, i.e., 90 days. The reason behind choosing this time period was the 
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protests against the Citizenship Amendment Bill (CAB) and Citizenship Amendment 

Act (CAA), which erupted across India after the bill was made into an act. The bill was 

passed in both the houses of the Indian Parliament, Lok Sabha and Rajya Sabha, on 

December 9, 2019 and December 11, 2019, respectively. The bill was finally turned 

into an act on December 12, 2019 with Indian President Ram Nath Kovind’s approval 

(Latief, 2019). The selected three months, from December to February, were a crucial 

time period when the country saw a number of protests in various parts related to the 

CAB, CAA, and National Registry of Citizens (NRC). The CAB or CAA allowed illegal 

migrants from Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh belonging to six religious 

minority communities, Hindu, Christian, Jain, Parsi, Sikh, and Buddhist communities, 

to apply for citizenship if they had begun living in India before December 31, 2014. 

The act excluded illegal migrants belonging to the Muslim community, the largest 

minority group in India, and other refugees belonging to other countries or 

communities which were not mentioned in the act. This led to mass protests across 

the country as people thought the act to be discriminating on the basis of religion 

(Rajalakshmi, 2020). Similarly, the NRC, which was updated in August 2019 only in the 

Northeastern Indian state of Assam to identify illegal migrants from neighboring 

countries, was potentially being implemented countrywide (National Population 

Register, NPR), which would lead to the detention and deportation of those who would 

be unable to prove their Indian citizenship (India Today Web Desk, 2019). These 

issues led to massive protests along with an upsurge in fake news on social media 

(Goel, 2019) in the three months chosen for the present study. 

Sampling Design and Size 

 For the present study, a systematic random probability sampling method was 

used to select the sample. With this sampling method, the first unit was randomly 

selected from the sampling frame and then the rest of the units were selected by 

drawing calculations based on constant interval size (Lavrakas, 2008). The sampling 

frame for the study constituted a total of 180 news stories, one story from each day 

from each website, i.e., 90 stories from Alt News and 90 from Factly in 90 days. With 

the help of systematic random probability sampling method, the desired sample size 

of 100 or less for ease and convenience was obtained. Therefore, out of the sampling 
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frame (N) i.e., from the total 180 stories, 90 debunked fake news stories (45 stories 

from each website) were selected as sample size (n) from 90 days. Hence, the interval 

(i) was calculated as follows: 

Interval (i) = Sampling frame/Sampling size = 180/90 = 2 

 Hence, every second (2nd) element or date was selected from the sampling 

frame starting with the first randomly selected sample element. The first randomly 

selected unit of the present sampling frame was the first published story of a fake news 

item debunked by the website on December 2, 2019. With the calculated interval size, 

the following published news stories were selected from December 4, 6, and 8, 2019 

and so on. Hence, even number date news stories were selected for the months of 

December 2019 and February 2020 while odd number date news stories were 

selected for the month of January 2020. This criterion was used to select sample units 

from both of the fact-checking websites. 

 The first debunked news story of a day was selected for the sample. If no 

debunked fake news was found on any of the sampled dates then, an additional news 

story from the following date in the sample sequence was selected. For example, if no 

debunked fake news was found on December 6, 2019, then an additional news story 

was taken from December 8. The present study only selected fake news from India.  

Exclusion Criteria:  

 The following three types of news stories were excluded from the sample: 

1) News stories with no link to India 

2)  News stories in languages other than English 

3) Fake news story found in the second website that was the same as found on 

the first one 

 This sample selection method was used in both fact-checking websites. The 

sample size taken from each website was 45 debunked fake news stories. Thus, the 

overall sample size of the present study was 90 debunked fake news stories.  
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Instrument: Coding and Classification 

 The collected sample data was analyzed and categorized based on the works of 

Jabbour (2013), Seuring (2013), and Krippendorff (2018). The four major categories 

of the classification were solely based on the four research questions of the present 

research – subject-matter, presentation elements, debunking tool/technique, and 

social media outlet. These major categories were further divided into subcategories. 

The subcategories were arrived at after a careful analysis of the characteristics of the 

sampled debunked fake news stories that fell into a particular major category. 

Alphabetic codes were developed for all the subcategories accordingly with the help 

of an inductive coding approach in which the data itself was used as a basis for creating 

the codes (Boyatzis, 1998; Thomas, 2006). The content of the codes, categories, and 

classifications was validated by three senior researchers (experts) of the related field 

specializing in media literacy and misinformation. All of the experts are in substantial 

agreement regarding the adequacy and validity of the scale for assessing the data. 

Table 1 presents the classification according to which the sample data was analyzed 

and coded. Table 2 shows the categorization, classification, and coding of all the 90 

debunked fake news stories. Both the tables are presented in the Appendix section. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The following are the results for the different categories and subcategories. In case of 

percentages, the results were rounded to nearest figures. Also, the percentage total of 

all the sub-categories under a major category was more than 100% because some 

news stories belonged to more than one sub-category. 

RQ1. Subject Matter of Debunked News 

 The first major category involved the identification of the subject matter of a 

fake news story that one of the fact-checking websites debunked. It was divided into 

11 sub-categories having alphabetic codes from A to K. The time period of the present 

study saw protests against the ruling government due to the CAB, CAA, NPR, and NRC 

across India. Fake news related to these issues was widely shared on social media. In 

the study, 35 fake news stories i.e., 39% of the 90 sample stories were related to these 
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topics in some way. It was further observed that these protests were used as a 

backdrop to spread fake news in almost all sub-categories. 

Figure 1 

Subject Matter of Fake News

 

 The results showed that the majority i.e., more than half, of the debunked fake 

news stories (71%) were related to politics (B). This hinted that in India, politics could 

be a major root cause of fake news. It was observed that most of these fake news 

stories revolved around different political parties or their leaders, and in many cases, 

leaders from one political party disseminated fake news about other parties. The main 

intention was to demean a particular leader or its party among the public through fake 

news. It was observed that when party leaders shared fake news, most of the users 

having the same political ideology believed it. This audience liked, commented, and 

further circulated the misleading news on social media, thereby proliferating fake 

news. This is consistent with the findings of Van Bavel and Pereira (2018) who have 

proposed a belief model in their study to understand the effect of partisanship on 

cognitive processes and explained it as the reason behind people being blindly loyal to 

a political party to the extent of even disregarding truth. This was observed ahead of 

Assembly Elections in Delhi (the capital of India) in February 2020 (“Delhi Assembly 

Election,” 2020) when prominent politicians circulated several fake news stories 

about different parties on social media. Some fake news stories revolved around US 
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President Donald Trump’s visit to India in the same month (Lakshman, 2020). These 

observations clarified that media as well as political literacy is very important to 

educate the public about fake news. After politics, the next most common subject 

matter of the fake news (22%) was communal issues (issues related to conflicts 

between ethnic or religious communities) (A). One reason for such a high number of 

communal fake news could be the aforementioned protests. Many communal fake 

news stories were observed to be related to the protests. Fake news related to the 

Jafrabad communal riots in Delhi during the end of February 2020 (13 Dead, 2020) 

also added to this category. It was observed that such fake news was shared to falsely 

pit one community against another and create disturbances. Some fake news stories 

were observed to be circulated with the intention of disrupting the harmony between 

Muslims and Hindus. Ten of the 64 political fake news stories, i.e., 15.6% of the political 

stories, were directly related to communal issues. This hinted to the fact that 

communal issues were often used to spread fake news for a political leader’s or party’s 

benefit. The next subject matter with the highest number of fake news stories was 

internationally linked to India (I) with 16.7% of fake news stories. Among them, 11 

stories i.e., 73% of the international stories were related to politics. In such stories, 

images and videos from other countries were used to falsely narrate incidents that 

happened in India.  

 Educational (E) fake news stories were the third most common. All these 

stories revolved around two Indian universities – Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) 

and Jamia Millia Islamia, both situated in Delhi. Of the 14 stories, 15.6% of educational 

fake news stories, about 57% i.e., 8 stories, were related to JNU, about 28.6% i.e., 4, to 

Jamia, and only 7% i.e., 1, was linked to Aligarh Muslim University in Uttar Pradesh 

state (AMU) and IIT each. Fake news related to JNU protests against a hostel fee hike, 

CAA, and campus violence at the time of university admission at the beginning of 

January 2020 were widely shared on social media (Prasad, 2020). In Jamia and AMU, 

students started protests against CAA and NRC in December 2019 (Ravi, 2019). Jamia 

students also witnessed the brutality of police when police thrashed unarmed 

students in the university’s reading room (The Wire Staff, 2019). Fake news related to 

all these student protests and police violence became rampant on social media. The 
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main intention behind such educational fake news was observed to be to discredit the 

students’ protests or to further agitate them by falsely blaming the student protesters. 

 Crime (D) fake news stories were the next most extensively circulated online 

to mislead users. Out of total 10% of crime stories, 8 stories i.e., about 88.9%, were 

related to rape or sexual harassment and 5 stories i.e., about 5.6%, had some link to 

politics. Most of this fake news was spread against the backdrop of the November 2019 

Hyderabad rape and murder case of a veterinary doctor (Hyderabad Veterinarian 

Rape, 2019). The main intention behind such fake news was observed to be to provoke 

the public’s anger against such crimes and criminals. Subjects with fewer less fake 

news stories were: economy-related (C, 6.7%), historical (J, 4%), entertainment (F, 

3%), health (G, 3%), and sports (H, 1%). In some fake news, historical events like 

Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination were used with false narratives to mislead users. All 

3 health-related fake news stories were related to coronavirus. Such a low number of 

coronavirus stories could be because it had not yet spread to India. The coronavirus 

stories were from February. The months after February observed a rise in fake news 

related to coronavirus in India. Further research in this field is recommended. In 

addition, research related to fake news in a particular subject matter is also 

recommended to have a better understanding of the subject area with respect to that 

particular field. A total of 5.6% of stories belonged to the Other (K) subcategory as they 

didn’t fall into any of the other mentioned subcategories. 

RQ2. Presentation Elements of Debunked Fake News 

 We identified the presentation element of fake news stories that the fact-

checking websites had debunked. This category was divided into 6 sub-categories with 

alphabetic codes from A to F.  
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Figure 2 

Presentation Elements of Fake News 

 

 In all of the sampled stories except four, only one presentation element was 

used. Here, “image” means still images such as photographs and art. In the case of the 

sub-categories “image(s) with text” and “video with text,” text refers to the content 

which was written (like a caption) in the social media post as an explanation of the 

image or video. Half of the sample of fake news stories (50%) used a video with text 

(B). In most cases, the context of the video was changed in the shared post using a false 

narrative to mislead users. Some fake news stories used clipped or manipulated videos 

to distort facts. This hinted that users more often believed and spread fake news 

having a video. The next widely used presentation element was image with text (A, 

31%). Many fake news stories used one or more photographs to spread 

misinformation. The photograph was accompanied by a false narrative to change its 

context. In some cases, photographs were photo shopped or digitally manipulated. In 

most of the fake news stories, old and unrelated images and videos were used with 

false claims to spread misinformation. A smaller number of fake news stories (12%) 

used only text (C). A new presentation element, which was observed in the study of 

fake news stories, was the infographic (D, 4%). In such stories, an image showing 

information through a combination of text, data graphs, symbols, and other graphics 

were used (Merriam Webster, n.d.). This presentation element was given a separate 
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sub-category because social media posts that used an infographic did not need a 

caption or narrative (text) as the infographic gave all the information itself. In 4% of 

news stories, text images (F) were used. Here, “text image” refers to screenshot of a 

fake post from one social media platform that was posted on another platform to 

spread misinformation. These posts used two elements, one kind of presentation 

element (only text) in one social media site and another element (the screenshot image 

of the text) of another social media site. A negligible number of fake news stories (2%) 

used text with a link or an attachment (E) to spread misinformation. Such posts had 

text (usually a little caption) accompanied by a link or attachment which users can 

click to get more information about what was being said in the social media post.  

RQ3. What are the prominent debunking tool(s) and technique(s) used by fact-

checkers?  

 The third major category identified the tool(s) or technique(s) used by the fact-

checking website to debunk a fake news story. Here, tools refers to the software used 

for debunking, like Google Reverse Image Search, InVid, etc., while technique refers to 

the manual analysis done by the fact-checkers, like contacting someone to get 

information or careful examination of images and videos, etc. It was observed that 

rarely was only one tool or technique used for debunking. In most of the cases, a 

combination of tools and techniques were used. This category had the largest number 

of subcategories. It was divided into 15 sub-categories having alphabetic codes from 

A to O. 
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Figure 3 

Debunking Tool(s)/Technique(s) Used 

 

 Information from official or primary sources (I) was used most frequently to 

debunk fake news stories (36.7%). In this technique, reports, data, statements, 

announcements, or any updates from official or primary sources were used to debunk 

false claims. Official social accounts, websites, or media reports were sought to obtain 

information from primary sources to uncover facts. The next most commonly used tool 

was Google reverse image search (A), which was used in 25.6% of the debunked 

stories. This tool was used primarily for images and for videos, after making 

screenshots (Reverse Image Search, n.d.). It helped in finding the origin of an image or 

a video. The original context of the shared image or video was revealed through this 

tool once the original was found. It also helped in identifying if the shared image or 

video was manipulated in any way to mislead users. At this step, the original and 

shared images were carefully compared (K, 9%) to know the truth. In the case of some 
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fake news stories using video, this tool was used after using InVid. Fact-checkers used 

InVid to split a video into multiple keyframes (InVid Verification, n.d.). One of the 

keyframes was then subjected to Google reverse image search to identify the origin of 

the video. InVid (G) was used in 10% of the stories. Alt News used InVid more than 

Factly. InVid was used for just one news story checked by Factly. A screenshot or 

screengrab of the shared video was subjected to Google reverse image search in Factly. 

 Keyword searches on Google (E, 21%), YouTube (D, 17.8%), Twitter (B, 3%) 

and Facebook (O, 2%) were also used to debunk fake news stories. Shared videos were 

also carefully observed or examined (J, 17.8%) to identify any discrepancies. For fake 

news stories that had some international link, photographs, keyframes, or screenshots 

of videos were subjected to a reverse image search on a Russian search engine, Yandex 

(H, 9%). In some cases, a simple Internet search on Google with search filters (F, 6.7%) 

was used to identify about the exact origin of a claim. The person to whom the claim 

was attributed in the social media post was also directly contacted (L, 4%) by the fact-

checking website to know about the authenticity of the claims. In a few cases, officials 

from an organization or body related to a fake news story (C, 3%), reputed experts on 

the subject matter (M, 2%), and police (N, 2%) were directly contacted to debunk 

shared social media claims. Both the fact-checking websites mostly used a 

combination of the aforementioned tools and techniques to thoroughly analyze a fake 

news story and debunk it with all the pieces of evidence found during the analysis.  

RQ4. Fake News Platforms 

 The fourth and last major category identified the social media site where a fake 

news story was widely circulated and received many likes, shares, and comments. This 

category was divided into only 4 subcategories using alphabetic codes from A to D. 
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Figure 4 

Social Media Site on Which Fake News Was Shared 

 

 Most often, a particular fake news story was found to have been circulated on 

more than one social media platform. Facebook (A) was the site on which the highest 

number of fake news stories, more than half (81%), were found. This could be due to 

the fact that Facebook has the highest number of active users in the world (Clement, 

2020a). It could be a reason for the proliferation of fake news on Facebook. The site 

with the next highest number of fake news stories was Twitter (B), with 49% of the 

total fake stories. This micro-blogging platform is becoming very popular among social 

media users. This could be a reason for the high number of fake news stories found on 

Twitter (Smith, 2020). Very few fake news stories were found to be shared on 

WhatsApp (C, 9%) or YouTube (D, 4%).  

 Despite the present findings, WhatsApp groups have also emerged as a creator 

and propagator of fake news stories in India (Farooq, 2018) as well as other countries, 

like Brazil (Resende et al., 2019) and Nigeria (Apuke & Omar, 2020). In their study, 

Resende et al. (2020) have analyzed the flow of mis/information within publicly 

accessible WhatsApp groups in Brazil. They have further designed a web-based system 

called WhatsApp Monitor which helps fact-checkers and journalists to know about the 

most popular content being shared in the groups. Many misleading videos are also 

uploaded and shared on YouTube (Hussain et al., 2018). Apart from these four social 

media sites, fake news is also disseminated on other social networking sites. Further 

studies can be conducted on fake news spread and developing strategies to combat 

fake news on these less frequently used social media platforms. Apart from the above 
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results, it was observed during the analysis that five misleading news stories i.e., about 

5.6%, were found to be spread through national media platforms. This hinted that 

even mainstream media could become a victim of fake news. Thus, it is very important 

for media professionals to carefully observe a news story to check its authenticity and 

truthfulness before publishing or broadcasting it. Media professionals also need to be 

made more aware and educated about fake news. Organizing more workshops and 

training programs on identifying fake news for media professionals can help. Further 

research on misleading news reported by media is recommended in future.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations  

Political fake news stories were the most commonly found online. Of these political 

stories, majority were international or had a communal angle. This finding implies that 

in India, most of the fake news originates from the political field or has some link to it. 

The reason could be propaganda or conspiracy theories used by political parties to 

target the people who share their political ideologies, which often lead to polarization 

in a society. Unverified and false political, communal, or xenophobic content may lead 

to communal clashes, lynching, hate crimes, and prove dangerous for democracy. The 

present study recommends that people should cross verify any claim before believing 

it. Most of the fake news stories were circulated using video with a false narrative to 

mislead users. Users and fact-checkers need to be more alert when viewing social 

media posts with videos. The most used debunking tool/technique was referring to 

information from official or primary sources. Fact-checkers used a combination of 

debunking tools and techniques. These can also be used by social media users who 

must apply critical thinking and use tools like InVid data viewer, YouTube data viewer, 

and Google reverse image search to check the claims. After the evaluation of this data, 

source verification or consulting the officials could be another option to debunk false 

claims in a shared story. Facebook and Twitter are two of the most popular social 

networking sites and were found to have the highest number of fake news stories. 

Users need to be more alert when coming across content on these two social media 

outlets. Fact-checkers should more often check the content of these two social media 

sites. 
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 In almost all the stories, it was found that most of the social media users 

believed the false claims blindly. This shows that there is an urgent need of media and 

information literacy, which should be taught to students beginning in elementary 

school. Users, as well as media professionals, must be educated on how not to believe 

everything that is on social media. Social media users need to think analytically while 

coming across fake news stories (Pennycook & Rand, 2019). In their study, Pennycook 

and Rand (2019) found that lazy thinking is the reason behind people falling prey to 

political fake news. They further suggest that analytic thinking can play a major role 

in self-inoculating people against such disinformation. Social media platforms can 

warn users by highlighting a particular story that needs a fact-check. That would 

simply help people to believe the claim only after its verification. Fact-checking 

initiatives should be increased. Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) and other 

institutions should also promote these initiatives along with media literacy. 

Transparency in the working of governments and other organizations is necessary. 

Data should be made available freely and transparently to help counteract fake 

information. Technology is not the only solution to curb fake news. Active and 

collaborative participation of social media platforms, users, governments, and media 

professionals can help to fight fake news not just in India but also around the world. 

 Factly mostly analyzed fake news from Facebook. Fake news from other social 

media sites were not analyzed much. This could be a limitation of the present study, 

and future studies can focus more on other social media sites, too. Although the 

present study has selected technocrat-operated fact-checking websites as they tend to 

not have much bias towards certain ideologies and advertisers, they are not immune 

to bias. Thus, future studies can be conducted on the performance of technocrat-

operated vs. media-operated fact-checking agencies. The time period selected for the 

study was only three months; future studies can be done for longer time periods to get 

a better understanding of fake news trends and the current situation in India. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 1 
Coding for Table 2 
  

Major Category Subcategory with respective Codes 

 
Subject matter of fake 
news 

A. Communal 
B. Political 
C. Economy related 
D. Crime 
E. Education 
F. Entertainment 
G. Health 
H. Sports 
I. Internationally linked to India 
J. Historical 
K. Others 
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Table 1 

Coding for Table 2 (Contd.) 
  

Major Category Subcategory with respective Codes  
Presentation element of 
fake news 

A. Image(s) with text 
B. Video with text 
C. Only text 
D. Infographic 
E. Text with a link/attachment 
F. Text image  

Debunking tool/ 
technique used 

A. Reverse image search on Google 
B. Keyword search on Twitter 
C. Directly contacting official from the concerned 

body/authority 
D. Keyword search on YouTube 
E. Keyword search on Google 
F. Simple Internet search on Google using search 

filters (date and time filters, etc.) 
G. InVid 
H. Reverse image search on Yandex 
I. Referring to reports/data/information from 

official or primary sources 
J. Careful observation and examination of video 
K. Comparing images 
L. Referring to the person to whom the fake news is 

attributed 
M. Directly contacting reputed experts on the 

subject matter 
N. Directly contacting police 
O. Keyword search on Facebook  

Social Media Site/s on 
which fake news was 
shared 

A. Facebook 
B. Twitter 
C. WhatsApp 
D. YouTube 
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Table 2 

Characteristics of Fake News Stories 

Story 
No. 

Subject 
matter 

Presentation 
element(s) 

Debunking tool/ 
technique used 

Social media site on 
which news was 
shared 

1. D B A, G A, B 
2. C C C, I A, B, C 
3. B, D B D, J A 
4. D D A A, B 
5. A, E A C, E, I A, B 
6. B B A, G C 
7. K B F A, B 
8. B, I A E, H B, C 
9. B A I, K A, B  
10. B A A B 
11. A, B, E F F, L A, B 
12. B, I, J B D, F, J A, B 
13. A B E A, B, C 
14. K B E B 
15. B, I B G, H, J B 
16.  B, I B D, J B, C 
17. A, B, I B D A, B 
18. B, E B J, K, L B 
19.  B, E A I, L A, B 
20. A, B B H, G A, B 
21. B, E B A, G A, B 
22. B, E, J A A, I, M B 
23. B B D, I, J A 
24. B, C, D A A A, B 
25. A, D B E, I, N A, B 
26. B A A A, B 
27. B A K, L A, B 
28. B B B, G, H A, B, C 
29. F B A, G, K A, B 
30. A, B B D, O A, B 
31. A, B C I A, B, C 
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Table 2 

Characteristics of Fake News Stories (Contd.) 

Story 
No. 

Subject 
matter 

Presentation 
element(s) 

Debunking tool/ 
technique used 

Social media site on 
which news was 
shared 

32. B, C B E A, B 
33. B B E, I, J A, B 
34. A, B B D, J B 
35. B, I E I B 
36. G, I A, B I, M A, D 
37. B A I, K B 
38. B B D, G, H A, B 
39. B, E B I, J D 
40. B, E B D, I, J D 
41. B A A B 
42. C, E A B, E C 
43. B B C, D B, D 
44. K A I A, B 
45. A A A A 
46. B, C D E, I A 
47. B, D C I A 
48. B, H C, F I A, B 
49. A A A A 
50. D D A A 
51. B B H A 
52. B, E A E, I A 
53. A, B, E B D, J A 
54. B, I E I, J A 
55. B, C C, F B A, B 
56. A B N A 
57. B A A A 
58. B A A, K A 
59. A C E, I A 
60. B, I  A  A A 
61. A, B, I B A, J A 
62. B, I B H, D A 
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Table 2 

Characteristics of Fake News Stories (Contd.) 

Story 
No. 

Subject 
matter 

Presentation 
element(s) 

Debunking tool/ 
technique used 

Social media site on 
which news was 
shared 

63. B, F C, F I A, B 
64. A, F A I A 
65. B B A, G A 
66. B, E A A, E, K A 
67. K B E A 
68. B A A B 
69. B, E B F, J A 
70. B B E A 
71. B B E A 
72. A, B B E A 
73. G, I B H, I A 
74. B, D, E A F A 
75. G C I A, B 
76. B, J A A A 
77. A B E, I A 
78. B B F A 
79. B, I A A A 
80. B B D, J A 
81. B B D, J A 
82. B C I A 
83. A, B D I A 
84. B, D C I A 
85. I, J A I A 
86. A, I B A A 
87. K C E, I A, B 
88. B B D A 
89. B A E, I, K, O A 
90. K B D, I A, B 
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