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Abstract. Social media over the years has been shown to be an important source for information in times of
crisis and confusion. Citizens who were restricted to their homes due to pandemic-mitigating lockdowns have
desired more than ever to be informed about the pandemic, have been exposed to a host of misinformation,
which has also affected their trust in the media, as well as the way they have been informed about COVID-19
in the days following. This research aims to analyze how citizens have used the media during COVID-19 and
whether they were capable to accurately distinguish misinformation or disinformation from accurate informa-
tion. To respond to the research question and to test hypotheses a survey based on purposive sampling method
was used with citizens that included 850 respondents from the seven main regions of Kosovo. Results of this
study indicate that the information-seeking habits have changed within a short period of time and Kosovo
society can easily be affected by disinformation. The data demonstrated that citizens failed to distinguish
between false and true news. The results also highlight that education and economic situation were significant
indicators, with less educated people, and people with the weakest economic well-being are more likely to
believe false information.
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Infodemija ir dezinformacijos atskyrimo nuo tikslios informacijos krizé: ,,Facebook*
naudojimo Kosove COVID-19 metu atvejo analizé

Santrauka. Metams bégant socialinés medijos buvo svarbus informacijos $altinis krizés ir samySio metu.
Zmongs, kurie dél pandemijos turéjo likti namie, susidiiré su daugybe dezinformacijos, kuri taip pat paveiké
juy pasitikéjima medijomis bei pozitirj j COVID-19. Siuo tyrimu sickiama i§analizuoti, kaip Zmonés naudojosi
medijomis COVID-19 metu ir ar jie gali tiksliai atskirti dezinformacija nuo tikslios informacijos. Siekiant
patvirtinti hipotezes buvo atlikta tikslinés atrankos metodu pagrjsta zmoniy apklausa, kurioje dalyvavo 850
respondenty i§ septyniy pagrindiniy Kosovo regiony. Tyrimo rezultatai atskleidé¢, kad informacijos ieSkojimo
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Iprociai per trumpa laika pasikeité ir Kosovo visuomené gali biiti lengvai paveikta dezinformacijos. Duomenys
parodé, kad zmonés nesugebéjo atskirti melagingy nuo tikry naujieny. Rezultatai taip pat parodé, kad Svietimas
ir ekonominé padétis buvo reikSmingi rodikliai Zemesnio issilavinimo zmonéms, o praséiausig ekonoming
gerove turintys zmones labiau tiki klaidinga informacija.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: auditorija, COVID-19, dezinformacija, infodemija, medijos

Introduction

Kosovo had the highest percentage of households with Internet access at home in the
region (93%) (Eurostat 2019), which is the highest in the region and higher than the EU
average (89%). According to a report on Internet Penetration and Usage in Kosovo, 93%
of Kosovo citizens use the Internet for communication (STIKK 2019), and there are 1.10
million social media users (61.1% of the total population) in Kosovo in January 2020
(Datareportal, 2020). These data are indicative of the role of the Internet and social media
in Kosovar society. Being the country with the youngest population in Europe, it is ex-
pected to have such a large use of the Internet. This has influenced institutions or media
to give great importance to their presence on social media platforms, reaching millions of
followers on Facebook pages (Hoxha, 2020). During the pandemic, health institutions or
field experts were very active by posting daily messages with various information about
COVID-19 (Gérguri, 2021). In addition, this affected the information-seeking habits of the
citizens. The newspaper was one of the most trusted sources in Kosovo (Gérguri, 2016),
however, the economic crisis as a consequence of the pandemic has left Kosovo without
printed daily newspapers. On the other side, citizens turned to online media, especially
during the lockdown, and as a result, the number of online media has increased. Kosovo
was among the last European countries to be hit by COVID-19, being able to learn from
other countries’ mistakes, and the government was able to take preventative action. Even
though institutions were active on social media, especially on Facebook, keeping the
public informed proved challenging. Tackling disinformation and misinformation has
been shown a difficult challenge for Kosovo, and regardless of those factors, such as the
youngest population, the high internet penetration, the high trust to television, and the
last to be hit by the pandemic, disinformation and misinformation cannot be prevented.
The coronavirus pandemic crisis (COVID-19) has increased the demand for informa-
tion and at the same time has demonstrated the vital role of the media in such situations.
Since the reporting of COVID-19 began, a significant amount and varied misinforma-
tion has been circulated. Facebook played a crucial role during this period, especially
in countries where is the dominant social media, such as India, USA, Brazil, and so on
(Statista 2022). Due to a large amount of misinformation about the pandemic, the World
Health Organization (WHO) began to use the term ‘infodemic’ to label the information
disseminated about COVID-19. WHO Director-General, Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
stated at the Munich Security Conference on 15 February 2020, “We’re not just fighting
an epidemic; we’re fighting an infodemic” (Zarocostas, 2020). While facing pandemic,
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people are dealing with the information overload, making it difficult for some of them to
identify credible and trusted resources. This new situation and the health crisis effected
the way citizens used Facebook and other social media, and their information-seeking
habits. In this way, infodemic is the disease that has infected information with untruths.
This misinformation, above all, has caused panic among the citizens, while as a result of
the tendency of the citizens to spread any information they read, unverified and often false,
the information has penetrated into an even wider public. Misinformation or disinforma-
tion has always been in societies, but in the social media age, they are intensified and
can circulate at a great rate. In addition to this, almost anyone can produce and distribute
information. Education, gender, economic and social situation could be one of the factors
that impacts citizens’ habits as information consumers and users as well. Carroll (2020, p.
291) says that as consumer habits have changed, so has the way information is evaluated.
Today, people tend to get information that corresponds to their worldview, ignore dis-
senting opinions, and form polarized groups about a story (Gérguri, 2021b; Pomerantsev,
2019). In addition, if the polarization is high, disinformation or misinformation can easily
spread, as stated by Wardle and Derakhshan (2017) and can be a serious threat in terms
of transmission and opinion formation (Shahi et al., 2020). This research aims to analyze
how citizens have used the media during the crisis, where they capable to distinguish false
from real information and three hypotheses have been raised.

H1: The use of Facebook by citizens of Kosovo area increased at the beginning of the
COVID-19 pandemics. This claim will be tested by measuring the use of Facebook by
the respondents as a source of information about the COVID-19. With the survey data
of this study it can be argued whether people’s use of Facebook increased during the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemics. Facebook is one of the main social media used
for spreading disinformation.

H2: The crisis of credibility in television by the citizens of Kosovo has made social
media the main source of information. This claim will test whether television continues
to have the same power in society. By measuring the use of television and its credibility
to the public, and comparing it with social media, it can be concluded whether television
is still the most used source in the country.

H3: The lower participants’ education level, the more likely they are unable to ac-
curately discern misinformation and/or disinformation from accurate information. This
claim will test if education affects the way citizens analyze media content. Crossing the
education data with the answers of the respondents, we will see what role schooling plays
in the way they receive information.

A Google Trends analysis reveals that this term began to gain relevance in Kosovo
Google searches usually around the time of the elections. Apart from the period of elec-
tion campaigns, the emergence of the pandemic was the time when fake news had a high
frequency of use.

89



ISSN 1392-0561 eISSN 1392-1487 Information and Media

FAKE NEWS: (KOSOVO)

Figure 1. The frequency of ‘fake news’ for the territory of Kosovo in Google Trends
(2017-2022).
Source: Google Trends, accessed July 20, 2022, https://www.google.com/trends

Nonetheless, the potential impact of focused efforts against misinformation makes it
worthwhile to research its consequences in greater depth. Shahini-Hoxhaj’s (2018) study
shows how false maps and a propagandistic agenda were viral on social media and polar-
ized Kosovo’s society regarding the issue of Kosovo-Serbia dialogue. In this regard, the
European Commission (2018) has specifically called attention to unequal susceptibility
forms to information disorders, “from one society to another, depending on education
levels, democratic culture, trust in institutions, the inclusiveness of electoral systems, the
role of money in political processes, and social and economic inequalities”.

Literature Review

Disinformation and Misinformation

A report of the European Commission (2018) recommended disinformation, as an alter-
native to the term “fake news”, while Wardle and Derakhshan (2017) were even more
precise and distinguished three types of information disorder, “Mis-information is when
false information is shared, but no harm is meant. Dis-information is when false informa-
tion is knowingly shared to cause harm. Mal-information is when genuine information
is shared to cause harm, often by moving information designed to stay private into the
public sphere” (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017, p. 5).

Disinformation or misinformation may travel quickly from one person to another
nowadays, and after the age of post-trust (Lofstedt, 2005), societies are now faced with
the era of “post-truth” (Higgins, 2016; Newman, 2023; Harambam et al., 2022) or “new
boom in lying” (van Dyk, 2022). “Post-truth” was declared the word of the year in 2016
by the Oxford dictionaries, reflecting “circumstances in which objective facts are less in-
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TYPES OF INFORMATION DISORDER

FALSENESS

INTENT TO HARM

Misinformation

Unintentional mistakes
such as innaccurate
photo captions, dates,
statistics, translations, or
when satire is taken
seriously.

Disinformation

Fabricated or deliberately
manipulated audio/visual
content. Intentionally
created conspiracy theo-
ries or rumours.

Malinformation

Deliberate publication of
private information for
personal or corporate
rather than public inter-
est, such as revenge porn.
Deliberate change of

context, date or time of
genuine content.

Figure 2. Information disorder. Source: Wardle and Derakhsan (2017, p. 5)

fluential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal beliefs” (Oxford
Dictionaries, 2016). A large area of academic study now centers on the analysis of how
misleading information spreads, particularly through social media and internet (Mustafaraj
& Metaxas, 2017; van der Linden et al., 2017). Disinformation has been argued to have
a substantial impact on political campaigns and discourse (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017;
Jacobson et al., 2016), however, there is some disagreement regarding how much disin-
formation or misinformation, including social media “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles”
impacts public opinion (Shao et al., 2017). Spreading disinformation has the potential to
harm society and science (Lewandowsky et al., 2017) and threatening democracy, polar-
izing society, and putting the health and security of citizens at risk (Diaz & Nicolas-Sans,
2021). This has been expressed several times since the outbreak of the pandemic, because
disinformation influenced the public’s belief initially about the existence of the virus, its
effects, the effects of vaccination and so on. Social media was also a channel that experts
used to communicate directly with the citizens, being an effective tool for raising public
awareness and transmitting important information (Alnuhayt et al., 2022).

Research on COVID-19 is on the rise, and one of the most crucial subjects of con-
versation is disinformation and infodemic. More research on COVID19-related online
disinformation has a specific regional (Fernandez-Torres et al., 2021; Moscadelli, 2020;
Molina et al., 2022), linguistic (Rovetta-Bhagabathula, 2020), cross-platform (Tagliabue,
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2020), or information-sharing behaviour (Rodriguez et al., 2020; Pehlivanoglu et al.,
2021) as its focus. The research involving more than 1,600 participants (Pennycook et
al., 2020) looked into why people distribute COVID-19 disinformation and trust it. Their
research demonstrates how many people just are unable to evaluate the accuracy of the
news before sharing it. A significant amount of research demonstrates that disinformation
has a particular style intended to boost arousal and is disseminated on social media more
quickly (Lazer et al., 2018; Shu et al., 2020) and in larger cascades than factual informa-
tion (Juul & Ugander, 2021).

Information Behavior during Health Crisis

Being well-informed about COVID-19 was very important for every society and this
emphasizes the significance of information in health crises. People have experienced
a variety of information-related phenomena during the pandemic dealing with daily is-
sues including determining the reliability and validity of information. In times of crises,
information behaviour is an important factor and according to WHO, this is crucial for
developing proper reactions (PAHO 2020). Information behaviour is “the totality of hu-
man behavior in relation to sources and channels of information, including both active
and passive information-seeking, and information use” (Wilson, 2000, p. 49).

Information behaviour was challenged permanently by the dissemination of disinforma-
tion and misinformation, highlighting the importance of media literacy in society, as an
appropriate approach to address the infodemic. Information seeking typically refers to a
person’s endeavour to get deeper understanding of any issue or feature. The information
might be actively or passively sought. The purposeful or intentional search for information
to meet a goal is known as active information-seeking, while passive seeking means the
acquisition of information unintentionally or accidently (Wilson, 2000).

According to studies on health information-seeking, behaviour varies when it occurs
within a social context of mutual support and engagement, therefore it changes the way
people do the search and use of information (Abunyewah et al., 2020; Meadowbrooke
et al., 2014). In times of crisis, interest in getting information increases and when the
challenge is health, then the main goal of people is to be informed to protect their health
and the people around them. The study by a group of researchers at Nottingham Trent
University shows how “social media platforms’ role in sharing news was perceived to
have good intentions, and created an atmosphere of people looking out for one another”
(Hadlington et al., 2022, p.11). As Gonzalez-Padilla and Tortolero-Blanco (2020) con-
clude, social media could have a crucial role to spread important information in times
of health crisis. Other authors emphasized the necessity of reputable social media users
(e.g. influencers, expert of the field) in various positions in the fight against COVID-19
(Govender et al., 2021; Mourad et al., 2020). This has been the practice of some experts
of infectology in Kosovo, Lul Raka and Valbon Krasniqi, both were influential in Kosovar
society. During this time, also the Institute of Public Health, as well as the Ministry of
Health, very quickly turned their page into Facebook, the main addresses of citizens to
receive information from this institution. Thus, social media made it possible to distribute
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necessary information, especially in the period when there was a lot of ambiguity and
misinformation in circulation.

Credibility

“In times of crisis, people turn more to television” (Eddy & Fletcher, 2022) and this does
not happen because of the speed of information, but because of credibility (Mehrabi et
al., 2009). The concepts of credibility and believability or trust were found to be similar
(Edelstein & Tefft, 1974; Metzger and Flanagin, 2008; Jackob, 2010). Others, however,
saw credibility as having more than one dimension and as having multiple dimensions.
Rather than being an objective indicator of the source, the definition of credibility was
introduced as a perceptual variable (Flanagin & Metzger, 2007). There have been con-
cerns about the credibility of the media because the most trustworthy media have more
influence over people. Media credibility is the extent to which the public understands
the news source. The focus of media credibility research is primarily on the mainstream
media, such as television or newspapers. By asking participants to rate how much they
believe the information to be accurate, authentic, and credible, it is possible to gauge the
credibility of the media. Therefore, people’s opinions regarding the accuracy of the content
can be used to gauge the media’s credibility.

The trustworthiness of the source, on the other hand, is an important factor in the com-
munication process, and researchers (Golan, 2010; Bae et al., 2001) mostly concentrate
on the persona. This is even more apparent in the age of social media, where Facebook
is one of the main sources of information and people’s trust also depends on the mutual
relationship. “Social media is more important now than ever, but we must be aware of
the potential limitations. Health care providers have been leaders on the front lines of
this crisis since the onset. It is important to be leaders in social media as well” (Gottlieb
& Dyer, 2020).

In addition to altering how individuals stay connected, the introduction of social media
has had a profound influence on daily life by raising problems for governments and soci-
ety (Fuchs, 2014). Particularly, the popularity of multiple social platforms for interacting
and reaching out to people around the world has led to disinformation and misinforma-
tion receiving more and more attention in recent years (Fedeli, 2020). Furthermore, this
manipulated information sometimes is disseminated even faster than the real information
through various social media. Unaware users may mistakenly believe that the material is
trustworthy simply because it is repeated so frequently when they obtain the same false
information from several sources. Because of this, it is crucial to look at potential strate-
gies for helping users in determining the degree of reliability of online content.

Social media users are changing how they interact with one other, gather information,
and use it to make decisions for their personal and professional lives. Spreading disin-
formation, changing beliefs on specific issue and polarization are some of the current
challenges that social media has caused to societies. According to Li and Suh (2015),
the message credibility and the medium credibility both have a substantial impact on
the information credibility of social media. COVID-19 showed us how information can
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create dilemma, because a lot of people looked up pertinent information regarding the
pandemic. The large circulation of verified information, but at the same time unverified
and false, leads to the infodemic.

Methodology

To respond to the research question and to test hypotheses, the purposive sampling method
and survey with citizens will be used. A questionnaire consisting of twenty-seven questions,
in addition to the demographic characteristics (age, gender, residence, and employment
status), was designed for this study and created on Google Form. It was widely dissemi-
nated online, particularly through social media and instant messaging services such as
Viber. First, people were selected from the seven major regions of Kosovo and then with
the snowball technique (Crouse & Lowe, 2018) the questionnaire was distributed further,
making sure that the sample is comprehensive for Kosovo. The anonymous survey link
was shared on Facebook, Viber and WhatsApp groups, and participants were encour-
aged to complete it and share the links with others in their networks. This procedure was
repeated until the necessary number of replies was reached. The snowball sampling was
chosen because the survey was conducted in the period of lockdown and this technique is
useful when the respondent is harder to reach (Baltar & Brunet, 2012). The questionnaire
consisted of several parts: at the beginning, the participants were introduced to the aims
of the study and asked to agree to the data privacy statement. The data privacy statement
informed participants that anonymity is assured, how the collected data is being stored, who
has access to the data, precautions for data protection and the participants’ rights regarding
the gathered data in accordance with the European Data Protection Regulation. This was
followed by questions on demographic data, such as age, gender, education, profession,
employment and residence. After that, they were asked about how they consumed news
before COVID-19 and how they were consuming news during COVID-19 (the results
are shown in Figure 3 within the results section). In this study, the focus is on the active
way of information-seeking and Kosovo citizens were asked for this kind of informa-
tion behaviour. Second, they were questioned about trust of their sources of information,
whether the level of trust has changed during the pandemic, and how satisfied they were
with the amount of information about COVID-19. Third, in addition to the questions, the
survey participants also read eight news headlines that have been published in different
media during the time of COVID-19. Four of them were disinformation or misinformation,
categorized according to Wardle’s (2017) typology. The major goal of the questionnaire
was to determine how Kosovars inform themselves on things related to COVID-19, to
identify the main routes of communication they use, and to learn about the consequences
of disinformation and misinformation. The questionnaire was conducted from April 27
to May 3, 2020. This electronic questionnaire included 850 respondents from the seven
main regions of Kosovo.
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Table 1. Demographic data of respondents

Gender
Woman 491
Man 359
Residence
Rural 326
Urban 524
Age
18-25 340
26-35 236
36-55 180
56-65 93
Status employement
Unemployed 503
Employed in the private sector 175
Employed in the public sector 133
Self employed 39
Total 850

Information-seeking Habits

Sharing information is essential in a global crisis. As demand for information about
COVID-19 increased, so did the circulation of COVID-19-related information in vari-
ous media. Journalists were among those who risked their health to report from the field
and trying to provide the public with the latest pandemic-related news. However, in this
period, information was also disseminated by those who do not understand journalism
and media. This caused a lot of disinformation or misinformation, which also reached a
large number of people. The Internet and online micro targeting methods have enabled to
create and share messages that are tailored to specific persons. Online media is the second
main source of Kosovo citizens and 66% of the Kosovar adults say they receive news on
different online media, while almost 40% of them use social media in their information-
seeking behaviour. Facebook is the most popular social media used in Kosovo (Zeneli,
2021). In this social media, users can get news through their friends or by subscribing
to a news organization’s feed or other public pages. According to Mutz & Young (2011,
p-1038), “one extremely important way [individuals] decide what to pay attention to is
through recommendations that reach them through their online social networks”.

In Kosovo, about 70% of the society indicated that they were concerned about the
spread of the pandemic, while 65% of respondents were informed up to five times a day
about COVID-19. The graph shows the difference between informing the society before
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the outbreak of COVID-19 in Kosovo and after the early months of COVID-19. Most
stated that the time spent receiving information prior to the pandemic was one hour or
less per day, but there is an increase in those who spent more time receiving information
after the appearance of COVID-19. Out of 5% who have spent up to 5 hours or over 5
hours during the day being informed, this percentage has tripled after the appearance of
COVID-19, reaching 15%. This demonstrates the growing interest in obtaining more
information in Kosovo society.

HOW MUCH TIME DID YOU SPEND RECEIVING
INFORMATION BEFORE THE PANDEMIC AND
DURING THE PANDEMIC IN KOSOVO?

= Before the pandemic = During the pandemic

90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10

l

Over 5 hours

o
c
S
7

Up to 1 hour Up to 3 hours Upto5h

Figure 3. Information-seeking habits

In all this interest, undoubtedly the citizens spent even more time being informed by
the dominant media in society, television. The announcements or press conferences of
health institutions were the information that interested most for the citizens of Kosovo.
The main source of information in Kosovo remains television (85%), followed by online
media (66%). Kosovo is among the countries, along with Germany (Nielsen et al., 2020)
and Romania (Corbu, 2020) where television continues to be a more important source of
information than online media, while in the United Kingdom, the United States America,
Spain, Argentina and South Korea, online media has already won the ‘battle’ with televi-
sion to be the main source of information (Nielsen et al., 2020). Television as a source of
information is used moderately and by many respondents, while most of them have not
used the other two traditional media at all, radio and newspaper. The news websites or
online media were addressed moderately widespread in Kosovar society. What stands out
is the small percentage of those who are informed through messages received on Viber
or WhatsApp, as well as Facebook posts by strangers (7.7%), two of these are the most
common forms of misinformation dissemination in Kosovo.
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ONLINE MEDIA

FACEBOOK

NEWSPAPER

VIBER/WHATSAPP

RADIO

Figure 4. Sources of information of citizens

In Kosovo, citizens, depending on the level of education, prefer to be informed on
television than in other media. A chi-square test between the level of education and choos-
ing television to get information shows that both variables are correlated, and there is a
significant association between the variables (X2(1) =23.097, p = 0.027).

Table 2. Information source

Information source Value Df Asymp. Sig
TV 23.097 12 .027
Radio 36.826 12 .000
Family and friends 22.873 12 .029
Viber & WhatsApp 25.766 12 .012
Friends posts on Facebook 20.816 12 .053
Page and Group posts on Facebook 20.278 12 .062
Newspaper 14.116 12 293
Colleagues 58.259 12 .000
Online Media 13.804 12 313
Unknown people’s posts on Facebook 20.506 12 .058
Government Press Conference 36.466 12 .000
Health Institution 82.966 12 .000

Meanwhile, age is a factor that distinguishes the citizens of Kosovo in how they are
informed. While seniors prefer to get information on TV, this varies among young people
up to the age of 30, who during the quarantine period were more often informed in new
media, online and social media, than in traditional media. This result is also due to the
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extension of television programs on social media. Kosovar television channels have used
Facebook constantly to broadcast content on this social media. This content includes but
is not limited to news editions, debating shows, and even government press conferences.
This also coincides with the responses of respondents under the age of 30, who trust TV
more than the new media.

= Traditional Media = New Media
90,00%
80,00%
70,00%
60,00%
50,00%
40,00%
30,00%
20,00%

10,00%

0,00%

18-30 31-50 50+

Figure 5. Media source by age

Trust in Different Sources in Times of Crisis

In times of crisis, citizens tend to use more traditional media and trust them more. It is
surprising that online media, which is the second main source of information, does not
have reliability more than 8%. According to NDI Public Opinion Poll (2020), 81% of
citizens in Kosovo believe that online media regularly or occasionally reports false in-
formation. This is one of the factors why citizens do not have trust in online media. The
lack of trust in online media was highlighted also by NDI Public Opinion Poll (2020).
Because of the numerous sources from which content might come, judging the reliability
of social media remains challenging (Johnson & Kaye, 2014). Users might evaluate the
message sender when judging Facebook postings with connected news or information.
Perceptions of a message sender’s honesty and expertise can serve as heuristic clues for
determining whether the material received from that source is valuable and reliable. The
reliability of the friend who shared the link is one potentially important and constantly
available clue concerning the reliability of various media sources. The trustworthiness of
the page that posted the information is another indicator.

Reliability in the sources of information is very important, especially in times of cri-
sis. During crises, credibility in the media can fluctuate (McDougall, 2019). In Kosovo,
around 30% of citizens believe that trust in the media has decreased as a result of the way
journalists report, as well as dubious or untrue information that was circulating during the
pandemic period. However, most of them (59.9%) think that reliability has not changed
during the health crisis.
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Figure 6. Trust in media during crisis

= Has increased = Has decreased = It has not changed

Figure 7. Trust level in media during the pandemic

Disinformation/Misinformation and Dissemination on Social Media

Since the beginning of COVID-19, a large quantity of disinformation or misinformation
arose and quickly disseminated throughout the world. Vosoughi et al. (2018) found that
disinformation and misinformation were shown to be more likely to elicit feelings such
as fear, surprise, and disgust than true information, which elicited emotions such as an-
ticipation, grief, and joy.

Kosovar society was not immune to the large amount of misinformation that circu-
lated everywhere, especially on social media. “Many kinds of disinformation began to
circulate as soon as the first reports about coronavirus emerged, mainly on social media”
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(Gérguri, 2020a). A study of the quarantine period in 2020 (Gérguri et al., 2020) shows
that the interactivity was high, especially for certain disinformation and misinformation
that went viral on social media. Some disinformation and misinformation were selected
for this paper’s survey, to measure whether the citizens of Kosovo have fallen prey to
manipulation or have the necessary skills to protect themselves from misinformation.
Citizens were faced with a lot of misinformation that was global because most of them
were published in English and then translated into Albanian. Brennen et al. (2020) found
that 38% of the misinformation about COVID-19 on social media was entirely made-up,
and most of the misinformation was formed by misleading and manipulating the true
information. Rumors and misleading information are more likely than true information
to be shared on social media (Sommariva et al., 2018). Quarantine is one of the factors
that has heightened the influence of information from social media, because people have
spent more time on their phones (Gérguri, 2021a).

HDON'TKNOW mNO ®YES

CURE FOR THE C19 VIRUS OR WAY TO ELIMINATE
IT ... THE RECIPE IS SIMPLE - LEMON AND
BICARCONTS, MIX AND DRINK LIKE HOT TEA

DR. LUL RAKA WITH A MESSAGE! THEY ARE JUST

34,9 54,7 10,4
TWO WEEKS, VITAL! SEND THE MESSAGE THAT WE
WILL STAY HOME FOR THE NEXT TWO WEEKS, 35,4 27,1 37,5
OTHERWISE THE DISASTER WILL BE VERY GREAT!
32,6 57,4 10

SO, TOGETHER WE EXCEED IT! PLEASE...

HOW TO UNDERSTAND IN 10 SECONDS IF YOU ARE
INFECTED

DAUT DEMAKU WAS SAID THAT "RAHOVEC GARLIC 30,7 65,3

IN A VIDEO PUBLISHED ON HIS FACEBOOK PAGE,
REMOVES CORONAVIRUS AS MANUALLY"....

Figure 8. False news used in the Survey

The information most trusted by the respondents, despite being false, was a message
that they believe was spread by a local expert, Dr. Lul Raka. The false information spread,
which required staying at home to avoid a catastrophe, was denied by Raka himself,
however it had gone viral and despite the denial by the doctor, turned out to have been
trusted by the citizens. Most of them were not sure that this was a disinformation. Thirty-
seven percent of respondents believed this disinformation while 35% of them answered
that they do not know whether it is true or not. Moreover, 34% of respondents also felt
secure to share the information, because they believed it is true. This is a result of lack
of institutional initiatives to address the issue of media literacy (Jahiri, 2020), which
would help people to have a higher ability to critically evaluate information. This issue
is concerning all European countries and as it is raised in another study (Buturoiu, 2021,
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p. 138), “is a timely and extremely important effort in the increasingly complex informa-
tion ecosystem”. Therefore, it is very important to increase media literacy skills among
citizens, in order to combat disinformation and misinformation.

Bago etal. (2020) found that encouraging social media users to think about the accuracy
of information can have positive consequences in reducing beliefs about disinformation
and misinformation. However, what makes people more sensitive to information is the
fact that they did not even believe in real news. Instead than verifying the accuracy of
the information, people support their decision-making actions based on prior knowledge
of what should be right (Hadlington et al., 2022). Citizens of Kosovo were in a situation
where they were not sure what to believe. Of the 4 true pieces of information they read in
the questionnaire, only one of them seemed credible to them, the one that talks about hand
cleaning as one of the ways to protect against COVID-19. This was the only information
that most of respondents (59.2%) show readiness to disseminate with others. Meanwhile,
other information, despite being true, was not trusted by almost half of the respondents.

EDON'TKNOW ®mNO m®YES

IMPORTANT DISCOVERY: CORONAVIRUS IS ALSO

HIDDEN IN THE TEARS OF PATIENTS Gl E o
CoVID-19 PROTECTISOEI\::é’\II-iDASI\ID CLEANED FOR 20 16 9,5 74,5
HOT WEATHER DOES ’\\l/?;URSEMOVE THE COVID-19 46,6 30,1 233
KOSOVO INFECTOLOGIST: YOU KNEW WRONG, 34,4 45,4 20,2

GLOVES DO NOT PROTECT YOU FROM COVID-19

Figure 9. True news used in the Survey

Considering that a person always acts based on the information he receives and above
all, on the information he trusts, then in the case of Kosovar society, there seems to have
been a confusion among the citizens because they suspected even the information that was
in fact truth. As Glik (2007) highlights, reactions to crises are determined by perceptions
of danger rather than real risk.

A big challenge during this period was the involvement of citizens in the dissemina-
tion of information, often unverified information. Merchant et al. (2011) conclude that in
addition to the difficulties in determining the authenticity of information, it is sometimes
impossible to identify people who disseminate newsworthy information. More than half
of the respondents said they had received information from their friends or family mem-
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bers that was later found to be false. This also indicates the information-seeking habits,
because citizens in Kosovo seek information in different sources, as this research found.
Over 70% of respondents stated that if they have doubts about information, they look
for it in another media. Less than 10% use Facebook (friends, pages or groups), or other
social media to verify the information. This was used as an information-seeking measure
based on items that were asked in the survey.

Education, gender and economic situation were statistically significant indicators,
with less educated people, women and people with the weakest economic well-being are
more likely to believe disinformation and misinformation. Given research indicating that
less educated people were more unsure which information is true and which is false, it is
plausible that less educated people are more vulnerable to online influence. The higher
level of education, the more likely is to detect disinformation and misinformation (Jones-
Jang et al.,2021). This is proven in Kosovo case, because respondents with less education
have shown less media literacy skills, therefore they are more vulnerable to manipulated
information. Similar findings were also showed in a research of internet users from US,
France, Poland, UK, Spain, Germany and Italy (Dutton & Fernandez, 2019). On the other
side, more educated people are more careful when they choose their information sources.
A study of the Pew Research Center (2020) found that those with more education are
often more convinced of their capacity to verify news. Pennycook and Rand (2019) used
a Cognitive Reflection Test and conclude that those who are more adept at analytical
thinking are less prone to being misled than those who put less effort into it. In another
study it is showed that when it comes to disseminate disinformation, men expressed a
larger tendency of sharing (Buchanan 2020, p.11). In Kosovo, gender was found to be
another important variable, however in contrast with Buchanan research, in Kosovar
society, women had higher rated likelihood of sharing dubious or untrue information. On
the other hand, economic situation was discovered to be a crucial element, with people
having the poorest economic situation expressing a larger risk of believing disinformation
and misinformation than people with better economic situation. This was also highlighted
by Dutton and Fernandez (2019) in their study among internet users from seven countries.

Conclusions

Media plays a crucial role in conveying the intricacies of a crisis, in addition to shaping
public opinion and influencing people’s beliefs about the crisis. The results show that
respondents were absolutely interested in all the information about COVID-19. Since
the onset of COVID-19, the percentage of people who spent five or more hours per day
receiving information tripled to 15%. Data showed that the use of Facebook has increased
at the beginning of COVID-19, which confirms H1. However, higher information con-
sumption does not mean that they have been better informed (Gerosa et al., 2021), due to
the greater time spent on social media. But it shows how the information-seeking habits
has changed within a short period of time.

As for reliability, TV is considered the main and most reliable source of information,
while data expose a substantial lack of trust of the new media in general. By measuring
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the use of television and its credibility to the public, it can be concluded that television
continues to be the most powerful media in the country (H2 is incorrect).

The findings that citizens failed to distinguish between false and true news, show that
Kosovo society, which has this high percentage of internet access, is not capable of dis-
tinguishing false news from true, and can easily be affected. The results of the Raka case
is one of the indicators that shows how such disinformation has been taken for granted
by citizens.

It may be crucial to identify particular audiences that are especially susceptible to
the impacts of misinformation when developing tactics to combat such effects. The hard
time of distinguishing misinformation and disinformation from accurate information is
indicated also by studies in other countries (Luo et al., 2021). In Kosovo case, it can be
concluded that it is education and economic situation, with less-educated people and
those who have weaker economic well-being that has a higher probability of not being
able to distinguish misinformation and disinformation from accurate information (H3 is
correct). For at least two key reasons, it is crucial for citizens to accurately identify false
information. First of all, individuals will be able to better respond to misinformation and
disinformation if they can distinguish between false and true information, for instance, by
ignoring such misinformation or disinformation, alerting those nearby to untruths, seeking
out further details, or even reporting it to the platform from which it was disseminated.
These responses might lessen the overall effect of misinformation and disinformation.
Second, the ability to distinguish between information that is true and untrue may help
people place more faith in information that is real. Because individuals may mistake
misinformation and disinformation for accurate information, being able to distinguish
between the two may help to increase public confidence in the veracity of information.

One of the most serious types of crises is a pandemic. COVID-19 was accompanied
by even more misinformation, which has made it even more difficult to deal with it. Due
to the breadth and depth of the impacts and the need to comprehend the skills necessary
to lessen the damage, it is beyond the control of any actor and is intrinsically difficult.
Social media, on the other hand, enables a wide range of actors to actively participate
in crisis communication as consumers, providers, and disseminators of knowledge. CO-
VID-19 was a new type of virus, therefore there was also scientific doubt regarding its
susceptibility and severity, prevention, treatment, etc. During the pandemic, there was
a dearth of information and high degrees of uncertainty. In all of this, the use of social
media by citizens was very important, the way they use social media and the impact they
had on them. This is even more important to research in a society like Kosovo, where the
young age dominates and the use of the Internet is at a high level.

The finding of different studies (Jones-Jang et al., 2021; Dutton & Fernandez, 2019;
Buchanan, 2020; Pennycook & Rand, 2019), including this study, shows that citizens find
it difficult to distinguish the false information from the real one, and do not even trust
the real news, thinking that they are false. This indicates that institutions should work
to be more effective and more trustful source for the citizens, should try to collaborate
with social media platforms to combat disinformation and with local fact-checkers in
order to limit the spread of untrustworthy information and, in the long terms, to include
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media literacy as an obligatory subject in elementary and high schools, as well as using
informal education, workshops, and libraries to give the people the necessary skills. The
inclusion of Media Literacy is already happening across Europe, an example that Kosovo
and other countries from Western Balkans must follow too. In Kosovo, Media Literacy is
an elective subject in high schools, while is not part of curriculum in elementary schools.

Citizens will not be completely empowered until they are able to spot misinformation
or disinformation, and make right decisions regarding health-related issues or other issues.
Media literacy should be seen as vital ability in the greatly digitalized society we live in.
They ought to be presented as essential lifetime skills that, once mastered, may be used
to address any information-related issue.
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