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Executive Summary
At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada, the Digital Public Square team saw the
havoc and chaos caused by misinformation about the virus online. We were inspired to
combat these false narratives and create a better space for people to process information
related to COVID-19. Ever since, we have been engaged in a process of extensive research to
understand COVID-19 misinformation in Canada, with the ultimate goal of deploying our
engagement framework to help communities strengthen their resilience to the harmful
effects of these false narratives. The work that we have done on this issue over the last year
can be broadly divided into three phases: research and experimentation, product
development, and measurement and evaluation.

Our research has been largely informed by the data on COVID-19 misinformation that we
have collected from social and online media. Using an array of tools, our team has identified
more than 3.6 million pieces of Canadian-specific online content containing keywords and
phrases related to COVID-19 misinformation narratives. The virality of the narratives we were
seeing in our dashboards inspired us to dig deeper to understand vulnerability to COVID-19
misinformation. We conducted a nation-wide vulnerability assessment that helped us to
understand key drivers of vulnerability that make some communities more susceptible to
COVID-19 misinformation than others.

With this data in hand, and on the back of extensive content experimentation, we built a
platform called It’s Contagious, a gamified educational experience that gives people the
opportunity to test their knowledge on common and evolving COVID-19 misinformation
narratives. In a quiz-style format, people across Canada test themselves against a series of
true or false questions. After submitting their answer, players are provided with
well-researched, accessible information about COVID-19 that refutes common myths and
misconceptions. This platform gives us the opportunity to both refute harmful misinformation
and gain a better understanding of people’s emotional response to corrective information.
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To assess the impact of It’s Contagious on Canadian communities, we applied a measurement
and evaluation framework that is grounded in rigorous experimental design and informed by
leading research on strategies for revising misconceptions. The results of this analysis
demonstrated that our platform has a statistically significant effect on participant’s emotional
response to corrective information on COVID-19. In addition, these specific emotional
responses are associated with higher levels of support for public health policies, including
mask wearing and vaccine adoption. In addition, the data collected from It’s Contagious shows
that the platform improves people’s retention of corrective information and suggests that
gamification may be an effective way to communicate contentious information in a
low-pressure learning environment.

The COVID-19 pandemic is far from over, and neither is the global infodemic. Now, as Canada
undertakes one of the largest mobilizations of vaccines in its history, we are witnessing how
false information seen online may increase vaccine hesitancy. Reflecting on what we have
learned over the last year, we collaborated with a major social media platform to bring
together a roundtable of medical experts, public health practitioners, civil society leaders, and
content creators to discuss strategies for tackling COVID-19 and vaccine misinformation. This
roundtable generated implementable insights that should be considered when scaling
successful initiatives to counter misinformation and ultimately reduce COVID-19 vaccine
hesitancy. The findings and recommendations detailed in this report are intended to offer
hope and highlight the urgency of investing in effective counter-misinformation strategies,
today.

Introduction
In February 2020, our team first began tracking COVID-19 misinformation narratives that
were unfolding in online spaces. We were struck by the magnitude of the threat that the
emerging infodemic posed to the health and safety of communities in Canada and across the
globe. The trends we were seeing and the level of engagement that misinformation was
receiving online had the power to undermine the response to the COVID-19 pandemic, spark
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distrust of established public health institutions, and erode social cohesion in our
communities. In Canada, as lockdown measures were implemented in March, our world
turned overnight to a place dependent on online engagement. At the same time, there
seemed to be no escape from the constant and evolving onslaught of misinformation.

Digital Public Square (DPS) saw the need for a space where people could process information
about the pandemic on their own terms, separate from the vitriol on social media platforms.
We set out to build this space and create a resource that would help strengthen resilience to
misinformation in our communities. We also wanted to better understand misinformation in
the Canadian context: which narratives do people believe, who is most vulnerable, and how
do people respond to corrective information. With support from Heritage Canada, our team
embarked on a journey of extensive research and analysis to develop a tool that could help to
provide an effective inoculation against the COVID-19 infodemic in Canada.

Research
The first phase of our project to counter COVID-19 misinformation was to research its reach
and impact on public health and social cohesion in communities across Canada. This
research consisted of three distinct streams: social media analysis, vulnerability assessment,
and a micro-survey. Together, these three research streams provide insight into how
COVID-19 misinformation permeates throughout online communities and which communities
are most vulnerable. These insights ultimately helped to inform the content, design, and
distribution of our final product and inoculation tool, called It’s Contagious.

Social Media Analysis

At the onset of the pandemic, DPS rapidly implemented a rigorous, data-driven approach to
online social media analysis. By March 2020, DPS set up a series of dashboards to monitor
more than 180 websites, Facebook groups, and other specific sources of misinformation.
Using these tools, we collected a database full of articles, blogs, and social media posts that
made reference to known misinformation narratives and established seven key typologies of
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misinformation. By the end of December 2020, our team collected a database with more than
3.6 million pieces of Canadian-specific online content containing keywords and phrases
related to COVID-19 misinformation narratives and conspiratorial community groups. The
purpose of our social media analysis was ultimately to select a set of common misinformation
narratives that would serve as the basis for the content included in It’s Contagious.

To understand the dynamics of misinformation narratives online, DPS conducted an
extensive evaluation of this social media dataset. This process included randomly sampling a
subset of online content from the database and manually assessing its relevance to central
misinformation narratives, as well as whether it supported or refuted the narrative. Often,
much of the content related to misinformation narratives online are in fact posts from public
users and groups aiming to refute the narrative and disseminate corrective information. This
data is important because it can help to identify not only which narratives are most frequently
referenced online, but also which are most believed to be true. Tables 1 and 2 below show
the top four most prominent narratives identified by our dashboards, as well as the top four
most supported misinformation narratives.

Table 1: Most Prominent Misinformation Narratives in Canada

Misinformation narrative
Number of content pieces
identified

Percent of content pieces
supporting the narrative

Hydroxychloroquine is a proven cure for
COVID-19

4,133 48%

Bill Gates planned the COVID-19 pandemic 1,435 63%

Regeneron (REG-COV2) is a cure for COVID-19 1,173 38%

Children cannot spread COVID 1,032 9%
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Table 2: Most Supported Misinformation Narratives in Canada

Misinformation narrative
Number of content pieces
identified

Percent of content pieces
supporting the narrative

The COVID-19 vaccine will be mandatory when it
is developed

701 82%

Face masks cause hypoxia 19 80%

COVID-19 was stolen from a lab 45 74%

Bill Gates planned the COVID-19 pandemic 1,435 63%

Analyzing the distribution of online content supporting or refuting a specific narrative
illustrates how some pieces of misinformation receive overwhelming corrective responses,
while others do not. Often, this volume of corrective information disseminated in response to
a misinformation narrative depends on who is propagating the piece of misinformation, and
through which platforms. For example, President Trump's early statements advocating for
hydroxychloroquine and REGN-COV2 (commonly referred to as regeneron) caused a forceful
response from fact checking organizations and media organizations alike, whereas more
fringe proclamations of Bill Gates’ involvement in COVID-19 received less corrective content.

DPS also observed changes in the volume of online discussion around these misinformation
narratives over time. Figure 1 below shows how discussion around the four most prominent
narratives changed in online spaces between March 2020 and November 2020. The
hydroxychloroquine narrative had two major spikes in engagement and remained one of the
most prominent narratives throughout the year. These spikes were driven by widespread
sharing of, and backlash against, particular comments (early April spike) and social media
posts (late July spike) from President Donald Trump falsely claiming that hydroxychloroquine
was a proven treatment for COVID-19. Discussion around antibody drugs, on the other hand,
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only took off in the fall. Bill Gates conspiracies and information about the role of children in
spreading the disease were relatively steady after high rates of discussion earlier in the
pandemic and associated lockdowns in Canada.

Figure 1: Labelled mentions of each narrative in Canada, March to November 2020

Vulnerability Assessment

Understanding which communities are most vulnerable to COVID-19 misinformation is an
important first step in building tools designed to counter misinformation narratives and build
resilience.  In order to adequately identify and design interventions to reach those most
vulnerable to COVID-19 misinformation, DPS worked with Nanos Research to develop and
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disseminate a nationally representative vulnerability survey in both English and French. The
survey, which received more than 2,000 complete responses, included a series of modules
intended to uncover multiple drivers of actual and perceived vulnerability, both to COVID-19
and susceptibility to misinformation.

The results of this survey uncovered multiple drivers of vulnerability including demographic,
ideological, and behavioural characteristics. The key findings of this vulnerability assessments
are highlighted below:1

1. People who frequently express or share their political beliefs have less accurate
knowledge about COVID-19.

People who share their political views everyday on social media platforms were less
likely to correctly identify COVID-19 misinformation as false. This finding is particularly
important considering that social media algorithms, in turn, tend to promote these
highly engaged users or groups in the feeds of other Canadians. The result is an online
world in which misinformation appears to be more widely supported than it actually is.

2. Higher levels of trust in traditional sources of information, such doctors and scientists,
is associated with more accurate knowledge of COVID-19.

Trust in government institutions or experts such as doctors or scientists is associated
with being more likely to correctly identify misinformation as false. By contrast, those
who have higher levels of trust in social media, ordinary people, or local businesses are
more likely to answer questions about COVID-19 misinformation incorrectly.

3. Higher grievance with COVID-19 is associated with less accurate knowledge of
COVID-19.

1 Each of the findings highlighted in the summary of results from the vulnerability survey are statistically
significant at the 95% confidence level.
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Respondents with higher levels of grievance, defined as feeling that the pandemic has
adversely affected their economic security, are less likely to correctly identify COVID-19
misinformation as false.

4. More conservative ideological leaning was associated with less accurate knowledge of
COVID-19 misinformation. On average, respondents who self-identified as being more
convervative were less likely to correctly identify COVID-19 misinformation as false.

This data was used to develop profiles of vulnerable communities or individuals who are most
susceptible to COVID-19 misinformation. These profiles helped influence partnership
development and targeting across distribution platforms. Moreover, they also helped to
inform the types of online spaces that would be the most informative when researching the
emergence of new COVID-19 misinformation narratives.

Micro-Survey & Prototype Development

Using the insights gathered from our social media analysis and vulnerability assessment
surveys, the DPS team created a set of 13 true or false claims related to common
misinformation narratives. The answer to each claim was supported by a combination of
trustworthy sources, including health organizations such as the World Health Organization
(WHO), the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), clinical studies, and national/international
media reporting.

These claims were then launched to the public as a micro-survey to gain insight into the
public’s knowledge regarding COVID-19 misinformation and their emotive responses to
misinformation claims and related public health measures. The micro-survey asks participants
to quickly identify whether they think a piece of information about COVID-19 is true or false.
After submitting their response, participants are subsequently presented with immediate
feedback on their response and additional educational content, regardless of whether they
got the question wrong or right. This string of events follows evidence-based practices for
updating beliefs by including refutation of misconceptions and an explanation of corrective

11



Strengthening
Community Resilience

to COVID-19
Misinformation

MARCH 24, 2021

material. The micro-survey additionally provides the option for participants to view primary
resources, read more, and suggest better information.

Building It’s Contagious
Grounded in this body of research, DPS created It’s Contagious, an online educational
resource that gives people the opportunity to test their knowledge of common and evolving
misinformation narratives by responding to a series of true or false questions. In addition to
providing all players with corrective or reinforcing information, players who answer a question
incorrectly are asked whether they feel happy, angry, anxious, or skeptical after seeing the
correct answer and supporting evidence. Deep levels of gameplay are encouraged by
opportunities for players who answer questions incorrectly to recover their rank by
responding to a question about their public policy preferences, such as mandatory mask
wearing or vaccine adoption. This structure creates valuable insight into people’s knowledge
of COVID-19 misinformation, their emotional response to new information, and a better
understanding of people’s public policy preferences. As with all DPS platforms, people engage
with It’s Contagious completely anonymously, without leaving behind any identifying
information or IP addresses. To better understand how people engage with It’s Contagious,
the platform gives participants the option to share broad demographic information, such as
age, gender, and ethnicity.

Performance & Engagement

At the end of December 2020, over 2.11 million misinformation claims were evaluated by
more than 180,000 players who engaged with It’s Contagious. Approximately 40 percent of the
people who engage with the platform complete the entire educational process. The
experience typically takes players between three to five minutes to progress through over 20
possible misinformation claims. Furthermore, over 60 percent of those who completed the
game also said they would share the correct information with others if they encounter
incorrect information in other contexts. These engagement metrics indicate a genuine
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interest in the platform itself, as well as a demand from individuals across Canada to increase
their resilience to COVID-19 misinformation.

Measurement & Evaluation
At the outset of this project, our objective was to create a resource that people could use to
improve their knowledge of COVID-19 and increase their resilience to misinformation. Our
hypothesis was that by creating a platform that helped to elicit positive emotional responses
to corrective information, we could increase people’s adoption of new information and build
support for critical public health policies. Our team constructed an approach that would allow
us to measure the performance of It’s Contagious against these intended outcomes.

Between May and June of 2020, prior to launching It’s Contagious to the public, DPS recruited
more than 19,400 Canadian participants to engage with a non-gamified version of It’s
Contagious.  Similar to the design of It’s Contagious, participants who guessed the answer to a
question incorrectly were asked to indicate whether the new information presented to them
made them happy, angry, anxious, or skeptical. The findings from this control group were
compared to the data collected from more than 151,000 participants who played It’s
Contagious between August and December 2020. In contrast to the information presented to
the control group, It’s Contagious was designed to motivate and positively engage learners as
they processed corrective feedback by integrating gamified elements such as challenge,
personalized experience, visible progress, and opportunities for players to recover their
status after guessing incorrectly. In both control and gamified versions, participants also
reported their support for public health policies, such as wearing masks in public. Those who
engaged with It’s Contagious were also asked to share their personal willingness to receive a
COVID-19 vaccine when one becomes available.

Comparing the two samples, people who engaged with It’s Contagious were more likely to
express happiness and anxiety in response to corrective information, and less likely to
express anger and skepticism than those who experienced the non-gamified version of the
content. The difference in emotional responses across the two samples is extremely
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insightful, as happiness and anxiety were also found to be positive predictors of public health
policy support and vaccine uptake intention, whereas anger and skepticism negatively
affected these outcomes. Each of these findings held true even after controlling for prior
knowledge, suggesting that regardless of how much people know about COVID-19 before
they come to our platform, gamification both promoted emotional reactions that positively
affected key outcomes and reduced the reactions that eroded support for outcomes. These
findings support our hypothesis that correcting misconceptions through gamification may be
an effective method in promoting acceptance of controversial socio-scientific content.

To estimate retention of game content, approximately 67,300 people who played It’s
Contagious were given a second chance to answer a question they initially got wrong. Overall,
86.7 percent of people who were given a repeat question got the answer correct on their
second attempt, which represents a large statistically significant improvement. This suggests
that new corrective information is retained at high levels within sessions of game play. This
finding held true for a range of key demographics, including young participants aged 15-24
and those who self-identified as Métis, Inuit, or First Nations, suggesting robust learning
effects across current diverse groups of interest. Overall, these findings suggest that It’s
Contagious is an effective tool that helps to increase people’s knowledge of COVID-19 and
gives people space to revise previously held misconceptions.

Recommendations
Misinformation and its impact on communities across the world is one of the greatest
challenges of our time. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the dangerous reality of
misinformation by making its consequences more tangible. Almost a full year since COVID-19
began to spread across the globe, the pandemic is far from over; and neither is the global
infodemic. As the COVID-19 vaccine becomes the focal point of international attention in the
coming months, a new variant of misinformation is emerging, and raising public skepticism
about the safety and effectiveness of the vaccine. These new narratives threaten not only

14



Strengthening
Community Resilience

to COVID-19
Misinformation

MARCH 24, 2021

adoption of the COVID-19 vaccine, but have the capacity to undermine a body of medical
science that has been centuries in the making.

In order to respond to the next wave of COVID-19 related misinformation, our team
co-hosted a roundtable discussion in February 2021 on strategies for tackling COVID-19 and
vaccine misinformation. This event brought together medical experts, public health
practitioners, civil society leaders, and content creators to discuss implementable ideas for
how we can work together to address vaccine hesitancy by fighting related misinformation
narratives online. The outcomes of this discussion, together with the lessons we have learned
over the last year designing digital strategies for fighting COVID-19 misinformation, are
distilled into the following series of recommendations targeted at government, platforms, and
civil society.

1. Tackling the problem of misinformation requires a diverse ecosystem of actors.
Building effective solutions must start by supporting local and community-based
approaches to countering misinformation and increasing vaccine adoption – without
losing sight of how to scale these approaches. Tailored messages that come from local
leaders who understand the prevailing circumstances and perspectives of their
communities are more likely to have a positive impact than national level mass
communications campaigns for those most vulnerable.

2. Trusted, non-traditional sources can drive meaningful engagement. Today, trusted
sources of information are often peer networks and influencers who share information
through social media and other non-traditional channels of information. In an era
when trust is in short supply, leveraging sources and channels that have already
established trust becomes critical. However, non-traditional channels, including social
media, come with new risks and expectations for engagement that pose barriers to
government. Rather than operating in parallel to these channels, government can
manage the risks that come with these new opportunities for engagement by working
with civil society leaders who are rapidly adopting these platforms.
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3. Tailor messages to the intended audience. Top-down, prescriptive education
campaigns are unlikely to effectively counter misinformation. Engaging people in
conversation about COVID-19 and vaccine adoption in a way that is inclusive and
meets people where they are – regardless of levels of knowledge, age, language, or
background is a much more effective strategy. Public health communication also needs
to be matched with appropriate frameworks that capture feedback from people.
Feedback loops help to bring people into the conversation and enable a process of
co-developing solutions alongside the communities they are intended to serve.

4. Platforms should incentivize trusted, verified information. Both government and social
media platforms need to address barriers to elevating smaller, contextually-relevant
sources of information and local community leaders. In addition, platforms should
explore ways to increase the availability of accurate content by incentivizing or
rewarding content creators for posting information that is verified and engaging.

5. Invest in digital media and science literacy. Gaps in digital media and science literacy,
paired with public communications that don’t match the literacy level of the overall
population, lead to mistrust in public health experts and institutions and exacerbate
vulnerability to misinformation. It is imperative that Canadians have the tools and
capacity to navigate public health and vaccine information, including how to verify
information and how to fill knowledge gaps with credible sources. Building digital
media and scientific literacy should be an iterative process that takes place across the
entire lifecycle: from kindergarten to old age.

The key recommendations highlighted above shed light on where investments can be
directed to maximize impact in the fight against COVID-19 misinformation and vaccine
hesitancy. Ultimately, sustainable progress towards creating better informed constituencies
that are more resilient to the impacts of misinformation requires coordinated action on
behalf of governments, the private sector, civil society organizations, and citizens everywhere.
There has never been a more pressing time to invest in new strategies for building
community resilience to misinformation. Digital Public Square hopes that the findings of our
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research and the success that we have achieved with It’s Contagious can provide valuable
insight and inspiration to public health officials, industry leaders, and citizens everywhere. As
misinformation narratives related to COVID-19 continue to evolve, it is imperative that we all
think critically about how we can protect our communities from the harmful effects of
misinformation and work together towards a healthier future.
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