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Abstract
Covid-19 is a phenomenon of enormous magnitude and relevance. Its impact has affected various social domains, inclu-
ding the media and journalism. Since the beginning of this health crisis, the news has become a valuable resource for 
citizens. Studying the dynamics of information consumption is highly relevant both for its ability to transform the media 
system and for its incidence in democracy. The objective of this research is to analyse the influence of the new coro-
navirus on news consumption, the credibility given by citizens to the media as well as their ability to detect fake news. 
To answer these questions, we have conducted an exploratory analysis based on the secondary data from the online 
surveys of the Pew Research Center’s American Trends Panel in the United States, comparing data before and after the 
outbreak. The results confirm the impact of Covid-19 on the media system. The findings suggest the emergence of im-
portant developments such as the resurgence of the role of legacy media, especially television, and the fact that citizens 
who usually remain far from the information have reconnected with the news. Therefore, the existing inequalities regar-
ding news consumption among citizens have been reduced, in part. This generates potential benefits for democracy in 
terms of equality and accessibility concerning public affairs.
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1. Introduction
Covid-19 is having important and profound effects in several spheres of our society. It has affected the news, journalism, 
and the media system, among other domains. In mid-March 2020, the state of emergency was declared in the event of 
a health crisis. Since then, information on the outbreak has become a precious and valuable asset to face the situation.

The enormous importance of Covid-19 throughout the planet makes it a highly relevant event to study the transforma-
tions in the media as a result of its impact. For this reason, here we propose an exploratory and initial study to provide 
the first evidence on how it has conditioned the dynamics of the media system and how it has affected democracy. The 
analysis focuses on the United States, one of the countries in the world with the more developed media system which 
has been hugely damaged by the pandemic. Information practices have important repercussions not only in the knowle-
dge citizens have of their immediate reality, but also in democratic terms, due to the close links between information 
and democracy. Therefore, studying information is key, especially at highly significant moments for our society, such as 
the Coronavirus outbreak.

2. Literature review
Information is a fundamental resource for citizens in our society. It is a valuable mechanism for guiding people, especially 
in highly complex situations such as the one generated by the Covid-19 pandemic. In this sense, information is a tool that 
can help reduce uncertainty and anxiety. Conversely, it might increase panic and chaos.

Likewise, information enables us to know what is going on around us. Moreover, it allows us access to current events 
and public affairs that may affect our daily life. Therefore, it is a key tool for the functioning of a healthy democracy. 
Providing quality information to citizens allows them to form an opinion and participate politically. In fact, this is the pri-
mary purpose of journalism (Kovach; Rosenstiel, 2007) and one of the central elements of its conception. By providing 
news, journalism becomes essential for the articulation of the public sphere, which functions as an independent and 
intermediary system between the State and society in liberal democracies, guaranteeing the principle of general access 
to information for all citizens (Habermas, 2006). The news thus becomes a vital product for civic life.

In consequence, news consumption is a crucial process to promote an informed citizenry committed to public affairs. 
How people obtain information about relevant current events is important because it can have democratic consequen-
ces (Feenstra et al., 2016). This may create divisions between informed and misinformed citizens, causing inequalities 
and imbalances that affect the principle of intrinsic equality, which is a premise for democracy (Dahl, 2006). 

However, not all media stimulate information opportunities, political interest and knowledge, and participation in civic 
life in the same way. In recent decades, with the emergence and consolidation of digital technologies, the media system 
has experienced numerous transformations (Casero-Ripollés, 2018). Thus, a complex system has been created which is 
characterised by the proliferation of channels and platforms, the multiplication of information providers, the abundance 
of communication, and the increase in competition among the media. As a result, a saturated news ecosystem has emer-
ged where being informed is not an easy task. Increa-
sed disinformation (Bennett; Livingston, 2018), mistrust 
towards legacy media, political polarisation, fragmenta-
tion, and the configuration of a high-choice media en-
vironment (Van-Aelst et al., 2017) make it difficult for 
citizens to obtain valuable information on public affairs.

A major obstacle is a rise in the circulation of fake news, spreading hoaxes and falsehoods among citizens. Fake news 
is fabricated information that astutely imitates regular news and takes advantage of existing public beliefs to influence 
and destabilise society and institutions, generating confusion and anxiety among citizens (Waisbord, 2018). Social media 
have generated unprecedented scale and speed in the dissemination of this type of made-up news. Its rise indicates 
the collapse of the traditional news order and the chaos of contemporary public communication (Waisbord, 2018). The 
loss of trust in political institutions is associated with disaffection. Along with it, misinformation originates from loss of 
credibility in legacy media. This causes the spread of misinformation and enhances its effects on credulous citizens. This 
phenomenon is also associated with the growth of alternative sources of information linked to populism and the radical 
right that pursue geopolitical objectives and interests, by generating chaos and confusion through information (Bennett; 
Livingston, 2018). Therefore, its consequences are highly damaging to democracy.

In this context of changes, the political information environment is established. It is described as a mediated public space 
through which information flows (Esser et al., 2012). It has two dimensions: supply, related to the quantity and quality of 
news on public affairs provided to citizens, and demand, which includes the consumption habits of the public and their 
attitudes towards the news. These two dimensions influence both the information that reaches citizens, their diet and 
their information practices. This also conditions their political knowledge, their opinions, their political participation, and 
their civic and electoral behaviour.

Traditionally, television has played a key role in the political information environment (Esser et al., 2012). From the mid-
20th century, this medium has been at the heart of political and cultural life in many democracies. Television has been 

The rise of fake news indicates the co-
llapse of the traditional news order and 
the chaos of contemporary public com-
munication
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the great mass media that functioned as a social link 
capable of uniting the political community around the 
main topics of public interest with the news (Wolton, 
1990). However, the rise of digital media has eroded its 
preponderance, opening a crisis about its place and re-
levance in the media system. 

This process is affecting television and the rest of the legacy media, such as print newspapers. In recent years, these 
media have seen their audience, income, and credibility drop drastically. Their journalistic authority understood as the 
right to be heard, is being questioned and challenged, being their work and social relevance at risk (Carlson, 2017). 
Likewise, their influence on the social media conversation has been reduced and they have been forced to share the 
leading role in the digital public sphere with other social actors (Casero-Ripollés, 2020). So far, all these facts challenge 
their hegemonic power.

Likewise, legacy media are losing their pre-eminence as the main source of information for citizens on public affairs 
(Bennett; Pfetsch, 2018). The emergence of new consumption habits is changing the way citizens attribute relevance 
to current affairs. On the one hand, more people obtain information to form their own opinion, from places linked to 
infotainment or political satire, which are distant from hard news (Williams; Delli-Carpini, 2011). On the other hand, 
the number of people accessing information through social media and mobile instant messaging services is growing 
(Newman et al., 2019). This implies profound changes in the way we inform ourselves. The main belief is that one can 
be well informed through peers and virtual networks without the need to actively search for information, and without 
paying regular attention to the professional media, simply hoping that the news finds me (Gil de Zúñiga; Weeks; Ar-
dèvol-Abreu, 2017). This type of incidental consumption causes people that use social media to inform themselves to 
have lower political interest and less knowledge about public affairs (Gil de Zúñiga; Diehl, 2019; Lee; Xenos, 2019). This 
highlights the limits of social media to generate a well-informed and civically engaged citizenship (Gil de Zúñiga; Huber; 
Strauß, 2018).

However, the consolidation of the use of digital platforms for information has generated the configuration of a hybrid 
media system, where old and new media coexist (Chadwick, 2017). They interact and interrelate, sometimes harmoni-
cally and sometimes in conflict, shaping the current political information environment and the increasingly digitalised 
public sphere. This hybridisation between legacy and digital media enhances the complementarity between media. 
Instead of conceptualising themselves as opposed to each other, people perceive themselves as complementary in the 
information gathering process (Dutta-Bergman, 2004). Citizen interest is directed towards content, not the media. The-
refore, they use a combination of different media outlets to obtain the information they seek or need. 

In this context, we are in the midst of a process of a 
profound transformation of both the media system and 
the role of the media in society and democracy. For this 
reason, it is essential to study how news consumption 
patterns work and what conception citizens hold about their practices when obtaining information. An event of great 
public relevance, such as Covid-19, offers a unique opportunity to study these issues and their impact on both the media 
system and democracy.

3. Objectives and methodology 
The specific objectives of this research are:

O1. To know the incidence of Covid-19 in how citizens consume news.

O2. To examine the impact of news about the Coronavirus outbreak on citizens’ credibility on the media. 

O3. To explore citizens’ ability to detect fake news related to Covid-19.

O4. To analyse the communicative and democratic consequences of citizens’ informative practices during the 
Covid-19.

The data used to reach these objectives, employing the comparative analysis of secondary data, was obtained from 
the American Trends Panel of the Pew Research Center. This online survey with a longitudinal design and closed-ended 
questions analyse the attitudes, values, and behaviours of North American citizens concerning relevant public affairs. It 
has been conducted since 2014 to people over 18, who live in the United States.

Specifically, for the applied comparative analysis, three waves of the American Trends Panel (ATP) have been used:

1) Wave 57. This survey was conducted from October 29, 2019 to November 11, 2019. The final sample of responses was 
12,043 people. The margin of sampling error for weighted estimates based on the full sample is ± 1.43 percentage points 
(95% confidence level). From this panel wave, the variable “trust in news media” has been used to measure the average 
credibility prior to the Coronavirus outbreak.

2) Wave 62: This survey was conducted from February 18, 2020 to March 2, 2020. The final sample of responses was 

The emergence of new consumption ha-
bits is changing the way citizens attribu-
te relevance to public affairs

Citizen interest is directed towards con-
tent, not the media
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10,300 people. The margin of sampling 
error for weighted estimates based on the 
full sample is ± 1.48 percentage points (95% 
confidence level). From this wave of the pa-
nel, the variables “follow news about can-
didates for the 2020 presidential election” 
have been extracted to analyse the con-
sumption of news on a relevant public issue 
before the Coronavirus outbreak, and “has 
seen political news that seemed made-up 
”, to measure citizens’ ability to detect fake 
news before the start of the Covid-19 crisis.

3) Wave 63.5: This survey was conducted 
from March 10, 2020 to March 16, 2020. The 
final sample of responses was 8,914 people. 
The margin of sampling error for weighted 
estimates based on the full sample is ± 1.60 
percentage points (95% confidence level). 
The data refer to the impact of Covid-19 on citizens’ informative practices. The following variables have been extracted 
from this wave of the panel: “follow news about the Coronavirus outbreak” to measure news consumption, “how well 
the media have covered the outbreak” to measure media credibility, and “has seen the news about the Coronavirus that 
seemed made-up” to measure the detection capacity of fake news.

Therefore, three dependent variables have been selected:

- Frequency of news consumption. Two categories have been used and added: very closely and fairly closely. 
- Media credibility evaluation. Two categories have been used and added: very well and somewhat well.
- Fake news detection frequency. Two categories have been used and added: a lot and some. 

Among these variables, only the categories related to positive responses or higher frequencies of use have been conside-
red for analysis, disregarding negative or lower responses. These categories have been grouped into a single category per 
variable. Thus, for example, in the variable related to news following (consumption), only the categories “very” and “fairly 
close” were considered, and they were added in a single one. On the other hand, the categories “not too close” and “not 
at all closely”, which indicate low or no levels of news consumption, have been discarded. A comparative analysis has been 
conducted between the data before the health emergency (waves 57 and 62) and the data after which correspond to the 
initial period of the Coronavirus outbreak (wave 63.5). This way, the impact of this health crisis has been analysed.

In the three waves, five independent variables have been used. Two of a sociodemographic nature, two associated with 
types of news consumers, and one related to the preferred access platform to the news. These are the following:

- Age. It is divided into 4 categories: 18-29, 30-49, 50-64, and 65+.
- Education. It is divided into 4 categories: High school or less, Some college, College graduate and Postgraduate. 
- News engagement. It is divided into 3 categories: news influencers (those who say they follow news very or somewhat 

closely and say they tend to lead more than listen during conversations about politics and public affairs), news bys-
tanders (follow news very or somewhat closely or lead political conversations), and those who ignore election news 
(neither follow political news closely nor lead political conversations).

- Attention to the news. It is divided into 4 categories: Very closely, somewhat closely, not too close and not at all closely.
- The platform used for news. 5 categories have been selected: print (including newspapers), network TV, cable TV, so-

cial media, and website or app.

4. Results
4.1. News consumption during the Covid-19 outbreak
The declaration of the state of emergency to stop the spread of Covid-19 greatly increased citizens’ consumption of infor-
mation. In the United States, the percentage of people who closely followed news about the Coronavirus increased by 32 
percentage points during the second half of March 2020, compared to the tracking of political news data from the previous 
fortnight. Thus, 57% of US adults followed the news about Covid-19 “very closely” and 35% “fairly closely”. In total, 92% of 
citizens actively consumed news about the virus, compared to 8% who consumed news sporadically.

The analysis by variables of news consumption during 
the beginning of the Coronavirus outbreak enables us to 
observe interesting findings. Considering citizens’ news 
engagement, a substantial increase of 62% is detected in 
those usually ignoring the news if we compare the data 
before and after the declaration of the state of emergen-

https://www.journalism.org

During the start of the outbreak, news 
consumption increased 62% among 
people who are normally the less close 
to them
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cy (Table 1). Within the categories of 
citizens most engaged with the news, 
growth is lower, but consumption va-
lues close to 100% of the population 
(98% and 96%) are detected. These 
figures reveal a high degree of news 
consumption generated by the Co-
vid-19. Moreover, the higher the level 
of news engagement, the higher the 
percentage of people consuming news 
both before and after the pandemic.

News consumption grew extraordi-
narily, especially among those people 
less informed, due to Covid-19. This 
fact becomes evident if we introduce 
the variable of attention to the news 
in the analysis. Here, again, those ci-
tizens usually disconnected from the 
news (not very close and not at all clo-
sely) were the ones who experienced 
a major increase in news consumption 
due to the Coronavirus outbreak. The 
data show a substantial rise of 61 and 
66%, respectively (Table 2). As in the 
previous variable, citizens who norma-
lly consume news almost reached uni-
versal consumption with the arrival of 
the pandemic (99% and 97%). Also, the 
data indicate that while the attention 
to the news increases, the percentage 
of citizens who consume news grows. 

When introducing the age variable, we 
can see how the Coronavirus outbreak 
caused a notable consumption increa-
se of news in younger citizens. Thus, 
the percentage of people between 18 
and 29 years old who consumed news 
grew by 47 points between before and 
after the declaration of the state of 
emergency (Table 3). Before the crisis, 
only 39% of young people consumed 
political news frequently. A figure that 
rose to 86% with the health crisis. As a 
result, differences among different age 
groups regarding news consumption 
decreased in the context of Covid-19. 
But the data indicate that as age in-
creases, the percentage of people con-
suming news increases. Thus, in older 
age ranges, the values suggest that 
news consumption about the pande-
mic is almost universal. 

The data from the European context also reveal a significant increase in news consumption by young people. The con-
sumption by young people of the evening news of European public television grew by 20% during the start of Covid-19 
(EBU, 2020). In Spain, when the health emergency started, television consumption of this age group was 59.6% (Barlo-
vento, 2020) and 72% (Gfk, 2020) concerning the digital press. 

Concerning education, Covid-19 caused an increase in news consumption of citizens with low educational levels. There 
was an increase of 38 and 34 percentage points in the least educated categories (Table 4). This group almost reached the 
consumption levels of the more educated people. However, the education level continued to affect news consumption, 

Table 1. News consumption based on news engagement by citizens (%)

News engagement Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

News influencers 88 98 +10

News bystanders 76 96 +20

Those checked out of news 22 84 +62

Total U.S. adults 60 92 +32

Table 2. News consumption based on citizens’ attention to the news (%)

Attention to the news Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Very closely 96 99 +3

Somewhat closely 73 97 +24

Not too closely 29 90 +61

Not at all closely 9 75 +66

Total U.S. adults 60 92 +32

Table 3. News consumption according to citizens’ age (%)

Age Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

18-29 39 86 +47

30-49 51 90 +39

50-64 66 95 +29

65+ 81 97 +16

Total U.S. adults 60 92 +32

Table 4. News consumption according to citizens’ education (%)

Education Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

High school or less 51 89 +38

Some college 58 92 +34

College graduate 66 95 +29

Postgraduate 74 96 +22

Total U.S. adults 60 92 +32

Table 5. News consumption regarding the platform citizens use to access the news (%)

Platform Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Print 67 93 +26

Network TV 69 96 +27

Cable TV 74 96 +22

Social media 38 87 +49

Website or app 66 94 +28

Total U.S. adults 60 92 +32
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both before and after the Coronavirus outbreak. As a re-
sult, the percentage of citizens who frequently consume 
news increases as their education increases. 

The analysis of news consumption concerning the plat-
form used to access information enables us to observe 
an augment in all the media. Social media achieved the 
largest increase with 49 percentage points (Table 5). The rise in the rest was at similar levels. However, television (ne-
twork and cable) achieved the highest percentages of frequent news consumption (96%). Despite its growth, social 
media ranked last (87%), surpassed by print media (93%). 

Covid-19 has given relevance to television. According to Nielsen, the overall increase in television viewing during the first 
few weeks of the outbreak is estimated to be 60% in the United States.
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-
time-on-media

Specifically, the evening news on TV networks recorded an average increase in the audience of 42% compared to the 
same period a year earlier (Koblin, 2020). On the other hand, cable news gained 92% of the audience in comparison with 
the beginning of 2020, according to data from the consulting firm Alphonso. 
https://alphonso.tv

In other countries, this trend happened likewise. According to data from the European Broadcasting Union (2020), the 
evening news audience on European public television increased by 14% at the start of the Covid-19 crisis in Europe com-
pared to the figures recorded in early 2020. In Spain, television consumption increased to 37.8% after the declaration 
of the state of alarm (Barlovento, 2020). While the healthcare situation was getting worse, the audience reached the 
highest peak registered since 1992, the year that television audiences began to be measured in Spain.

4.2. Credibility in media coverage during Covid-19
The rise in news consumption came together with a slight improvement in the positive assessment of the media cove-
rage, associated with credibility. Thus, those Americans who positively valued the media reporting activity on Covid-19 
stood at 70%, which involved a rise of 4% from the data recorded before the health crisis. Despite this, the data suggest 
that the increased consumption of news about Coronavirus did not translate into a significant increase in trust towards 
the media.

Considering the news engagement of citizens, we detected an increase of 12 percentage points in the least connected citizens 
when it comes to positively assessing the 
media coverage of the Covid-19 (Table 6). 
The rest did not register any substantive 
changes. But those committed users re-
duced their rating by one point about the 
media’s informative work.

A similar trend is detected when analy-
sing the variable of attention to the news. 
Those who normally avoid consuming 
information increased their positive as-
sessment of the media coverage about 
the health crisis. Specifically, citizens 
who used to be “not at all closely” to the 
news raised favourable assessment by 
21 percentage points, going from 40% to 
69% (Table 7). As in the previous varia-
ble, user groups most connected to the 
news did not increase their percentages 
of positive assessment with the arrival of 
the Covid-19. Those in the category “so-
mewhat closely” reduced their favoura-
ble assessment by one point. 

The set of variables related to engage-
ment and attention to the news regar-
ding credibility in the media coverage 
shows that the Coronavirus outbreak 
caused an unprecedented effect. It ge-
nerated higher percentages of positive 

Television (network and cable) achieved 
the highest percentages of frequent news 
consumption (96%). In fact, Covid-19 has 
given relevance to television

Table 6. Positive assessment of the media coverage based on news engagement (%)

News engagement Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

News influencers 67 66 -1

News bystanders 70 72 +2

Those checked out of news 59 71 +12

Total U.S. adults 66 70 +4

Table 7. Positive assessment of the media coverage based on citizens’ attention to the news (%)

Attention to the news Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Very closely 67 69 +2

Somewhat closely 72 71 -1

Not too closely 63 70 +7

Not at all closely 48 69 +21

Total U.S. adults 66 70 +4

Table 8. Positive assessment of the media coverage according to citizens’ age (%)

Age Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

18-29 62 62 0

30-49 68 68 0

50-64 65 74 +9

65+ 64 76 +12

Total U.S. adults 66 70 +4

https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media
https://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/article/2020/staying-put-consumers-forced-indoors-during-crisis-spend-more-time-on-media


Impact of Covid-19 on the media system. Communicative and democratic consequences 
of news consumption during the outbreak

e290223 El profesional de la información, 2020, v. 29, n. 2. e-ISSN: 1699-2407     7

assessment among those people fur-
thest away from news consumption 
than among regular consumers. They 
were more critical of the informative 
role of the media during the crisis.

The media assessment analysis by age 
presents several interesting facts. First, 
only groups of elderly people experien-
ced changes before and after Covid-19. 
Thus, the favourable assessment of the 
media performance rose 12 percenta-
ge points among people over 65 (Table 
8). In contrast, there was no change in 
the data concerning young people. Al-
though young people increased their 
consumption of news during the health 
emergency, the media failed to make 
young people increase confidence in the 
news coverage. On the other hand, the 
data indicate that as the age increased, 
favourable assessment of the media 
role during the Coronavirus outbreak 
increased. This fact did not happen before the start of this crisis.

Regarding education, an increase of 16 percentage points was registered in the positive assessment of the Covid-19 
media coverage among people with lower educational standards (Table 9). This group gave more credibility to the media 
during this health crisis than others. Interestingly enough, people with higher education reduced their confidence in the 
media coverage of the Coronavirus outbreak. Thus, people with postgraduate education reduced their positive assess-
ment by 6 percentage points. Given that these citizens consumed more news, it can be deduced that the heavy users had 
a much more critical assessment of the Covid-19 media coverage, as opposed to users with lower educational standards.

The analysis of the platform to access the information shows that the legacy media presented higher percentages of citi-
zens satisfied with the Covid-19 news coverage. Thus, network TV (82%) followed by cable TV and print media (75% in both 
cases) led citizens confidence in information about the health emergency (Table 10). Digital media (websites and social me-
dia) were in a lower position with percentages of 62% and 
64% respectively. Websites and apps suffered a reduction 
by 5 percentage points of positive assessment from users 
on the coverage of Coronavirus outbreak. Thus, citizens 
who access online news relied less on the media and 
were more negative in assessing the Covid-19 coverage.

4.3. Citizens’ ability to detect fake news about the Covid-19

The worldwide spread of the virus came together with a large circulation of fake news. As of mid-April 2020, the Coro-
naVirusFact Alliance database, powered by the Poynter Institute and the International Fact-Checking Network, recorded 
3,800 Coronavirus-related hoaxes circulating worldwide. 500 of them in the United States. 
https://www.poynter.org/coronavirusfactsalliance

Disinformation thus became a phenomenon closely linked to the spread of Covid-19. We will not study these rumours 
and falsehoods here, or the fact-checking activity to discover them, though we will analyse the citizens’ perception of 
the fake news linked to this pandemic. 

Citizens’ ability to detect news that seemed completely made-up grew during the Coronavirus outbreak. In particular, it 
increased by 12 percentage points. Before the health crisis, 35% of Americans claimed to have seen this type of informa-
tion. After the start of the declaration of the state of emergency, this figure rose to 47% of the population. This implies 
that almost half of the citizens found fake news about the pandemic. The data indicate the increase in disinformation 
perceived by citizens coinciding with Covid-19.

Considering the news engagement of citizens, we can see that, if we compare the data before and after the outbreak, 
the largest increase in detecting fabricated news occurred in the group of people least connected to the news. These 
groups experienced an increase of 24 percentage points, going from 22% to 46% (Table 11). However, despite registering 
the smallest increase, the citizens most committed to the news presented the highest detection values for hoaxes. The 
data indicate that the higher the level of news engagement, the higher the percentage of people who detect fake news 
both before and after the Covid-19 crisis.

Table 9. Positive assessment of media coverage based on citizens’ education (%)

Education Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

High school or less 57 73 +16

Some college 65 65 0

College graduate 71 70 -1

Postgraduate 78 72 -6

Total U.S. adults 66 70 +4

Table 10. Positive assessment of the media coverage based on the platform that citizens use 
to access the news (%)

Platform Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Print 76 75 -1

Network TV 79 82 +3

Cable TV 66 75 +9

Social media 58 64 +6

Website or app 67 62 -5

Total U.S. adults 66 70 +4

Network TV (82%) followed by cable TV 
and print media (75% in both cases) led 
citizens confidence in information about 
the health emergency
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A similar trend is observed when analy-
sing the variable of attention to the 
news. During the national health emer-
gency, the number of people who found 
falsehoods increased in the groups with 
lower levels of news consumption, and 
that was less close to the news. The 
group least aware of the news expe-
rienced a growth of 31 points (table 12). 
From that point onwards, the Covid-19 
caused a progressive rise in the percen-
tages of citizens detecting fake news as 
they were more connected to the news. 
It is significant to note that the group of 
citizens most attentive to the news ex-
perienced a 5-point decline during the 
health crisis. Despite this, the data re-
veal that while attention to the news in-
creases, the percentage of citizens who 
detect made-up news is higher, though 
the differences between the different 
variables are minimal. 

In the sociodemographic variables we 
can see interesting results. The analysis 
of age shows that the youngest age-ran-
ges are the ones that most increased 
their ability to detect fake news due to 
the Coronavirus outbreak. These regis-
tered growths of 23 and 20 percenta-
ge points (Table 13). On the contrary, 
people aged 65 and over reduced their 
percentage by one point. These data ge-
nerate a relevant finding: young people 
go from being the ones who discover a 
lower percentage of made-up news be-
fore the crisis, to being the group that 
finds the most hoaxes with the arrival 
of the pandemic. The same is true, but 
in reverse, with a group of people over 
65 years of age. Thus, Covid-19 caused 
a radical change in the previously esta-
blished trend. Before, as age increased, 
the percentage of people who discove-
red false information grew. However, 
after the event, as age increased, this 
percentage decreased. 

With reference to education, the largest 
increase in detecting fake news occu-
rred in the groups with the lowest edu-
cational standards (17 and 12 percentage points, respectively). Citizens’ capacity to detect fake news diminished as the 
educational level rose (Table 14). Citizens with a medium-low level of education (“some college” category) presented the 
highest percentage of hoax detection. The data show that the percentage of people able to find made-up news does not 
grow as citizens’ education increases.

Lastly, considering the platform used for news, social media users discovered falsehoods about the Covid-19 in a higher 
percentage. 52% of these citizens found made-up news during the health crisis (Table 15). This represents an increase of 
25 percentage points in comparison to the previous days. This substantial increase may indicate that social media beca-
me the main circulation channel for fake news during the Coronavirus outbreak. On the opposite extreme, only 37% of 
print media users found hoaxes, being the group with the lower percentage. In general, the percentages of citizens who 
detected falsehoods about the Covid-19 were higher in digital media (social media and websites or apps) than in legacy 

Table 11. Detection of fake news based on citizens’ engagement to the news (%)

News engagement Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

News influencers 50 52 +2

News bystanders 39 48 +9

Those checked out of news 22 46 +24

Total U.S. adults 35 47 +12

Table 12. Detection of fake news based on citizens’ attention to the news (%)

Attention to the news Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Very closely 53 48 -5

Somewhat closely 37 49 +12

Not too closely 26 47 +21

Not at all closely 15 46 +31

Total U.S. adults 35 47 +12

Table 13. Detection of fake news based on citizens’ age (%)

Age Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

18-29 30 53 +23

30-49 31 51 +20

50-64 37 43 +6

65+ 44 43 -1

Total U.S. adults 35 47 +12

Table 14. Detection of fake news based on citizens’ education (%)

Education Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

High school or less 31 48 +17

Some college 38 50 +12

College graduate 36 45 +9

Postgraduate 37 45 +8

Total U.S. adults 35 47 +12

References

Table 15. Detection of fake news based on the platform that citizens use to access the news (%)

Platform Pre-Covid-19 Covid-19 Difference

Print 39 37 -2

Network TV 33 42 +9

Cable TV 44 46 +2

Social media 32 57 +25

Website or app 37 49 +12

Total U.S. adults 35 47 +12
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media (print media, national open television, and cable 
television). These data reveal how legacy media have a 
greater capacity to successfully conduct fact-checking 
and data verification tasks, further limiting the circula-
tion of rumours and fake news, as opposed to the digital 
environment.

5. Discussion and conclusions
The data demonstrate that, in critical situations of high complexity and risk to human life, such as the Coronavirus 
outbreak, citizens consider the search for information and the following of news as key activities. As a result, news con-
sumption increases enormously. In the case of Covid-19, 92% of adults in the United States frequently accessed the news 
about the pandemic, registering an increase of 32 percentage points over the period before the health emergency. This 
extraordinary growth demonstrates that information is, at certain times, a highly valuable resource for citizens. Conse-
quently, the Coronavirus outbreak has involved acknowledgment of journalism as an essential instance in 21st-century 
societies. In this case, the data, both on consumption and on the assessment of journalistic coverage concerning credi-
bility, reaffirm the high social relevance of the media system in our world at critical moments. 

Our findings constitute an innovative contribution to explain how the media system works during highly relevant public 
affairs. The most important discovery is that the Covid-19 has served those citizens furthest away and less interested in 
the news to reconnect with the information about public affairs. The largest increase in news consumption and positive 
assessment of the media coverage on the pandemic occurred in the type of users who were previously unrelated to the 
news, such as young people, uneducated people, and occasional consumers of information. 

The Coronavirus outbreak has caused the percentages 
to grow exceptionally in these social groups in compa-
rison to the situation before the start of the health cri-
sis. This has reduced the differences between the least 
informed citizens and those who previously had higher 
values (heavy users, people over 65, and with high edu-
cational standards). Therefore, Covid-19 has partially reduced the existing inequalities regarding news consumption 
among citizens, equalising citizens’ access and informative practices, and generating positive consequences for demo-
cracy. Activating the news consumption of the most disconnected citizens, the health crisis has promoted the principle 
of intrinsic equality (Dahl, 2006), and has stimulated the principle of general access to information (Habermas, 2006). 
Consequently, it has revitalised interest in public affairs, reviving the public sphere.

Likewise, the data allow us to affirm the predominance of legacy media in highly critical situations, such as the Covid-19 
crisis. These media obtain higher percentages both in news consumption and in the positive assessment of news covera-
ge, linked to credibility and trust in the media. In a complex and risky information context, the public opts for established 
information sources with a long history. In particular, television is the medium with the highest levels of consumption 
and credibility. This shows that has assumed a high centrality in the political information environment (Esser et al., 
2012) during the Coronavirus outbreak. Despite its decline in recent years, the impact of the Covid-19 crisis reveals that 
television, together with the rest of legacy media, have regained their preponderance as social ties (Wolton, 1990) in 
the transmission of news about the health crisis. Almost the entire social community gathered in front of the screen to 
receive valuable information. 

The primacy of legacy media during the Coronavirus outbreak partly challenges certain theories that defend how these 
media are reducing their influence in today’s political information environment, at least in the event of highly disruptive 
situations. In the present health crisis, legacy media have reclaimed their right to be heard, recovering part of their jour-
nalistic authority (Carlson, 2017). Their centrality in news consumption and the credibility of the public during the Co-
vid-19 also questions their displacement as preferred sources of current affairs (Bennett; Pfetsch, 2018). Furthermore, it 
partially disputes the claim that they have lost prominence as a place from which citizens attribute relevance and signifi-
cance to current events (Williams; Delli-Carpini, 2011). In this sense, we could affirm that the Coronavirus outbreak has 
restored part of the journalistic authority to legacy media, amid a period of strong crisis of its role in the media system. 
The question is whether this will be a parenthesis or a change in trend in the immediate future. 

Third, the data show the hybrid nature of the media system nowadays (Chadwick, 2017). Despite legacy media having 
the highest percentages of news consumption and trust, digital media (websites and social media) experience signifi-
cant increases compared to the period before the health 
crisis. This manifests the fully established symbiotic co-
existence between old and new media. The results even 
suggest the existence of a dynamic of media comple-
mentarity (Dutta-Bergman, 2004). The high percentages 
of consumers obtained by the different media seem to 

The data suggest that the increased con-
sumption of news about Coronavirus did 
not translate into a significant increase 
in trust towards the media

The Covid-19 has served those citizens 
furthest away and less interested in the 
news to reconnect with the information 
about public affairs

Legacy media obtain higher percentages 
both in news consumption and in the 
positive assessment of news coverage, 
linked to credibility and trust in the media
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indicate that many people have employed various plat-
forms simultaneously to find out about the evolution of 
the Coronavirus outbreak. However, further studies are 
necessary to confirm this conclusively.

Finally, Covid-19 demonstrates the limits of social media 
to inform about highly relevant public affairs. Despite 
the growth experienced by these media to access the 
news in recent years (Newman et al., 2019), the data demonstrate that they do not succeed in displacing the legacy me-
dia as a priority source of information during the health crisis. Social media are also below the average coverage rating 
in terms of credibility. Besides, the results indicate that people who use social media to inform themselves detect fake 
news related to the virus in a higher percentage. This reveals that these digital platforms have become the main channel 
for the circulation of fabricated news about the pandemic. These results are in line with previous works that had detec-
ted limitations of social media when generating interest and political knowledge about public affairs among citizens (Gil 
de Zúñiga; Diehl, 2019; Lee; Xenos, 2019).

Although having an exploratory nature, these findings evidence the existence of the influence of Covid-19 on the media 
system. The impact of the Coronavirus outbreak on the news consumption has reinforced certain trends already present 
in the political information environment. But it has also exposed the emergence of important developments such as the 
resurgence of legacy media, especially television, and the reconnection of citizens who normally remain disconnected 
from the news. These processes have potential benefits for democracy. However, we require new studies to find out 
whether Covid-19 has been able to improve the levels of information of citizens to enhance their civic engagement while 
facing a critical high-risk situation.
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