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 Monitoring of Zika-related Rumors on Public Online Social Media Platforms  
Period of Analysis: October 2016 

 
Objective: Monitor publically available, Zika-relevant posts on internet social media networks, primarily Twitter, from four countries 
to identify rumors, misinformation, doubts and incomplete information about Zika among public social media users. 
 
1. Methodology 
Posts made on public online social network platforms were collected through a virtual platform (Crimson Hexagon) using a set of 
search terms and phrases related to Zika, dengue, and chikungunya, defined by the research team. Upon applying this filter, we 
collected a sum of 5,362 relevant posts published between October 1 and 31, 2016 from El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and the 
Dominican Republic (DR). Four previously trained coders worked independently to analyze a random sample of approximately 300-
400 posts published in each country during this time period. Each coder independently analyzed the posts corresponding to a single 
country. 
 

   Table 1: Categorization of analyzed posts * 

Country 

Total number 
of Zika 

relevant 
posts†,  

Oct 2016  

Number 
posts of 

analyzed‡ 
Institution Individual 

person 
Interest 
group 

News 
site Marketing Unrelated 

posts§  

Posts deleted 
or from 

suspended 
accounts** 

El Salvador 489 489 145 (30%) 177 (36%) 57 (12%) 29 (6%) 5 (1%) 61 (12%) 15 (3%) 

Guatemala 657 314 17 (5%) 166 (53%) 9 (3%) 63 (20%) 7 (2%) 19 (6%) 33 (11%) 

Honduras 1711 400 88 (22%) 101 (25%) 6 (<2%) 25 (6%) 0 16 (4%) 164 (41%) 

DR 2504 300 13 (4%) 164 (55%) 15 (5%) 60 (20%) 3 (<1%) 37 (12%) 8 (2%) 
 
                                                 
* Includes original posts and repeated posts (published more than once by the original author or "re-tweets" by other users).  
† Posts containing at least one of the defined search terms or phrases. 
‡ Posts randomly selected from the total number of relevant posts in the period.  
§ Posts that, although they contain at least one of the defined search terms or phrases, when analyzed, were not relevant to the study. 
** Therefore, these could not be analyzed. 
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Among the posts analyzed are those with original content and those that represent repeated content, i.e. their content appeared at 
least once previously in the sample of posts analyzed for the month. The sum of the originals and the repetitions do not make the 
sum total of the analyzed posts in the month, because these do not include those posts whose content was not relevant to the 
research topic or those posts that were later deleted or originated from social media accounts that had been suspended. 
 

Country  

Table 2: Original and repeated posts within 
the sample analyzed, Oct 2016  

Original Repeated   

El Salvador 164 244 
Guatemala 197 65 
Honduras 156 64 
DR 74 181 

 
2. Trends in authorship of coded posts, summarized by country  

El Salvador: 
Most of the institutional posts in El Salvador are focused on Zika prevention actions performed by the government and/or 
political parties. There were also some posts focused on disseminating information about the characteristics of the disease 
and how to prevent it, with an emphasis on the prevention of vector transmission. The individual posts were variable. In 
October they include, among others, re-tweets of posts that announce the preventive actions by the state and posts 
reporting facts related to the disease (increase of Zika cases, measures taken in different places, studies that are being 
carried out, etc.). 

 
Guatemala: 
Guatemala is the country with the lowest number of institutional posts, compared to the other three countries. In October, 
posts are focused on the provision of information about Zika and its prevention measures, including prevention of vector and 
sexual transmission, and prevention during pregnancy. We also find some posts that announce prevention actions carried 
out by government entities. The posts coming from individuals are focused on the dissemination of the facts related to the 
disease (increase of cases of Zika and complications in cases, as well as the search for vaccines and other measures to 
counteract the disease). Much of these posts are focused on the increase in cases of microcephaly. Also identified are several 
posts that seek to disseminate prevention measures, emphasizing the importance of sex education. 
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Honduras: 
Among the institutional posts published in Honduras during this period, two main types are identified: 1) Posts focused on 
reporting the methods of Zika transmission (both vectorial and sexual), Zika prevention, and Zika symptoms; and 2) Political 
posts, in which members of political parties or their supporters promote prevention activities carried out by government 
entities. The posts coming from individual authors are mostly re-tweets from the institutional posts previously described. In 
this month, a significant percentage of posts were deleted after being published, or came from accounts that were 
subsequently suspended. The reason for these suspensions cannot be identified, however it is possible that it is linked to the 
highly-politicized content coming from social media accounts belonging to politicians, though they appear as personal 
accounts. 

 
Dominican Republic: 
The institutional posts are focused on publicizing preventive measures, especially during pregnancy. One of the most 
repeated posts (37 times) alludes to the permission of abortion in the context of Zika in Thailand. The individual posts are 
focused on disseminating information about the disease, including the increase in cases and its complications both in-country 
and in other areas, as well as information on prevention. Several of these posts are cited by international bodies, such as 
CDC, WHO, PAHO, among others. There were also posts authored by either the state or municipalities related to the 
dissemination of preventive actions in the country, but these do not make up the majority of the posts, as they do in other 
countries. 

 
3. Incorrect information and rumors detected, summarized by country 
Of the analyzed sample coming from the month of October 2016, some posts containing inadequate information about Zika have 
been identified or in which doubts about the credibility of the source or of the cited information have been identified. Below is a list 
of posts identified as rumors or as incomplete or incorrect information in each of the countries. Excerpts from these posts are cited, 
ensuring that the message expressed is understood. Nevertheless, some words have been omitted, for reasons related to 
confidentiality and privacy. The tables below also include a brief interpretation on the content of the post explaining the rationale 
for which each post has been considered as a rumor, misinformation or incomplete information, in some cases based on an analysis 
of the links to which the post refers. Posts are presented in their original language.  
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El Salvador: October 1 – 31, 2016 
The posts identified as rumors in this country refer to conspiracy theories, such as those that identify Zika as a biological 
weapon or as a non-existent disease. 

Post Interpretation Author  Original/ 
Repeat 

“…CHIKUNGUNYA: LA 
VERDAD QUE OCULTA LA 
CIA. …” 

This post proposes a conspiracy theory. The text of the post refers 
to a video that talks about Chikungunya as a disease created by the 
CIA to reduce the population of poor countries. The video also 
points out that dengue is another biological weapon created for 
“elitist extermination”. The video mentions the production of 
transgenic mosquitoes created by the company “Oxietc” and 
includes links to a number of institutions involved with this 
company, including the WHO, the United States Government, and 
Bill Gates, among others.   

Individual Original 

“…GALLINAS PODRÍAN SER 
EL REPELENTE DE 
MOSQUITOS DEL FUTURO” 

This post shares scientifically incorrect information. It refers to an 
article from an agronomy page in which it is incorrectly suggested 
that hens could be used as a mosquito repellent in the future, since 
according to the article, mosquitoes do not approach them. 

Individual Repeated 

“…El virus Zika fue creado y 
patentado por la familia 
Rockefeller… su objetivo es 
matar a millones de 
personas …” 
 

This post proposes a conspiracy theory. The post refers to an article 
from a page about apparent “hidden truths.” It states that Zika, as 
well as other emerging diseases, were created with economic 
interests in mind by powerful entities in order to generate economic 
profits from the sale of vaccines, pesticides, and herbicides. 
 Post repeated 2 times this month 

Individual Original 

“… urgente!! Hombres andan 
en urb [X]… diciendo que es 
campaña de fumigación y 
piden $3 a cada familia” 

This post refers to delinquent actions that may be occurring in the 
context of fumigation campaigns, indicating a level of mistrust. 
 Post repeated 2 times this month 

Individual Repeated 

“… par de amigos se han 
curado de Chikungunya y 
Zika con Plata Coloidal… 

This post promotes a treatment for Zika and chikunguynya that is 
neither verified nor recommended by the medical community. 
 

Interest 
group 

Original 
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debe dosificarse 
correctamente.” 

 

RT '@___' Teorías 
conspirativas relacionadas 
con el virus del zika #Salud 
 

This article summarizes the main conspiracy theories that have been 
associated with the Zika virus: 

1. “The deadly fertilizer of the iluminatis” 
2. “Oxietc-modified mosquito” 
3. “The Infernal Vaccine” 
4. “The Killer Rockefeller Family” 
5. Zika is a hoax and does not exist 

Individual Repeated 

 
Guatemala: October 1 – 31, 2016 
The posts identified during this period in Guatemala are few and refer mainly to measures of prevention, treatments, or 
forms of contagion that are not scientifically proven. 

Post Interpretation Author  Original/ 
Repeated 

“…Si … me comí un zancudo 
aedes aegypti, puedo 
contagiarme de zika, 
chikungunya, dengue…  Yo 
en google" 

This post highlights an information gap, by referencing an individual’s 
Google search asking whether Zika, dengue, and chikungunya can be 
transmitted by eating a mosquito. 
 Post repeated 2 times this month 

Individual  Repeated 

“… todavía no veo como se 
relaciona la "educación 
sexual" con el zika, dengue, 
etc...” 

This post highlights a gap in knowledge and information. The author 
does not see a relationship between Zika prevention and sex education. 
In addition, the post confuses this relationship with other diseases, 
such as dengue. 

Individual Repeated 
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Honduras: October 1 – 31, 2016 
Few rumors and/or posts with inadequate information have been identified during this period and seem to put less emphasis 
the importance of the disease. 

Post Interpretation Author  Original/ 
Repeated 

“… chikungunya, dengue o 
zika …es la enfermedad q 
esta d moda” 

This post refers to the perception that these three vectors are 
“fashionable”, diminishing their seriousness and presenting them as 
transient themes. 

Individual Repeated 

 
 

República Dominicana: October 1 – 31, 2016 
The incorrect information identified in this country is related to the promotion of home or natural repellents, as well as 
prevention measures that are not scientifically proven. 

Post Interpretation Author  Original/ 
Repeated 

“… Aprende a hacer … este 
repelente de mosquitos 100% 
natural y gratis”  

This post refers to a homemade repellent (using ground coffee) 
without citing evidence of its effectiveness. 
 Post repeated 56 times this month 

Interest 
group 

Repeated 

“Artesanos venezolanos 
fabricaron un repelente natural 
contra zancudos ...albahaca, 
malojillo, eucalipto y citronela” 

The post refers to a homemade repellent, without citing reliable 
evidence of its effectiveness.  

Individual 
person 

Original 

“…ATENCIÓN…Andan dos 
personas "fumigando", son 
atracadores, le robaron a una 
vecina ahora mismo”. 

This post refers to delinquent actions that may be occurring in the 
context of fumigations, indicating or inciting some level of mistrust. 
 Post repeated 8 times this month 

Individual Repeated 

“- ¿Qué deben hacer las mujeres 
embarazadas para protegerse 
del Zika?  

The post refers to an article that mentions a series of 
recommendations for the prevention of Zika in pregnancy. Among 
them are some that have not been scientifically proven, such as: 

Individual Original 
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1. Avoid using perfume. Instead, use scents that help to repel 
mosquitoes, such as lavender, lemon mint herb, or clove. 
2. Light incense sticks, scented candles, and essential oils that will 
keep away the mosquitoes. 
3. Avoid the colors yellow, black, and red, as they attract 
mosquitoes; wear light-colored clothing that covers most of your 
body. 
 Post repeated 6 times this month 

 
4. Recommendations 
Based on the misinformation, incomplete information and rumors found during this period of analysis, the following 
recommendations are presented to the authorities, communication programs, decision makers and other persons in charge of the 
prevention activities of the diseases transmitted by A. aegypti: 
 

1. Directly address Zika conspiracy theories and rumors about the origin of Zika and dismantle them.  
2. Given that the population values natural measures, most of which have not been tested, directly communicate prevention 

measures that are substantiated with evidence. Emphasize the effectiveness and safety of methods that may use chemicals. 
3. Clarify doubts about similarities and differences between Zika and other arboviruses, including symptoms. In particular, 

communicate clearly about the sexual transmission of the Zika, unlike dengue and chikungunya. 
4. Communicate with transparency when communicating about fumigation activities and vector control activities involving 

home visits. Ensure that that the population is aware of the following: fumigation processes, when to expect the activities, 
the requirements of each household to participate, if the activities are free of charge, and the results they should expect 
after these measures. It is important the population maintains a high level of confidence in the staff responsible for carrying 
out these activities. 

5. Continue to promote prevention measures, giving clear guidelines for each of the key prevention areas (protection against 
mosquito bites, elimination of mosquito breeding sites and reduction of mosquitoes) 

 


