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CHAPTER TWENTY

Social Media Fake News and Its
Implications on Elections in Nigeria

PROF. NKEM FAB-UKOZOR &
ETUMNU EMEKA WILLIAMS

Introduction

The election period in Nigeria has always been characterised by heated politics. During this
period, people are glued to their radio, television and, more importantly, their social media
handles in order to get information about elections. Researchers such as Apuke and Omar (2020)
observed that an increasing number of people depend on social media as a source of news. These
days, social media is one of the viable platforms where information about elections is sent
because of the large number of users. According to the Nigerian Communications Commission
(2022), more than half of the Nigerian population are internet users, and over 20 million people
use social media platforms for one reason or another. Inobemhe et al. (2020) noted that social
media platforms became very popular because of their nature of interactivity. This feature of
social media made it possible for political actors to use it to reach out to the public before, during
and after the election period.

During election period, social media has been used several times to spread fake news
(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). In recent times, social media's widespread use has even contributed
to the spread of fake news. Social media is the "lifeblood of fake news" because it makes it
inexpensive for anybody to spread a viral false narrative to a large audience (Warner-Sgderholm
et al., 2018; Klein &Waueller, 2017). "Concern about the spread of fake news focuses on both the
ubiquity of social media and the easy circulation of information that social media platforms
afford due to their technical affordances” (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Due to the desperation
within the Nigerian political space, social media platforms are heavily relied upon to spread fake
news. Sometimes this news is sponsored to cause panic or discredit other opponents vying for
elective positions. This is made possible because of the free flow of information on social media
(Jardine, n.d.). Researchers such as Quandt (2019) and Lazer et al. (2017) noted that social
media is a viable ground for the spread of fake news because of the rapidity with which news
content swiftly spreads unverified information, making it hard to correct.

Pate (2018) observes that fake news will always thrive within Nigeria's political
landscape because of how tensed it has always been because of the incessant rise of security
problems in various parts of the country, undue marginalisation of some parts, anger, confusion,
and economic challenges. That peddler of fake news can always leverage these shortcomings to
misinform and promote apathy through fake news. Madu et al. (2019) argue that fake news,
which has become popular through social media, is a conduit pipe through which social vices
such as hate speech are disseminated, fueling political and ethno-religious crises. The promoters
and mongers of fake news aim to instigate acts capable of causing election crises.

Because of the nature of social media, many increasingly view it as a feasible venue for the
distribution of fake news, even if they are well aware that they cannot be held accountable in
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Nigeria. This is mostly because the creators of the fake news can remain anonymous on these
platforms. Despite the significance offered by social media, its abuse by unscrupulous people,
especially during the election period, cannot be taken for granted. This paper examines the
inherent implications of social media fake news in elections in Nigeria.

Conceptual Overview

Social Media

“Social media is computer-based technology that facilitates the sharing of ideas, thoughts, and
information through the building of virtual networks and communities” (Dollarhide, 2020, para.
1), With the invention of the internet, a lot of people now have easy access to express themselves
through various social media platforms, regardless of their locations (Balkin, 2004, as cited in
Etumnu, 2020). As a result, social media is becoming one of the most important platforms for
information transmission (Macaulay et al., 2021). Information sharing, networking, and
communication are some of the primary motivations behind the use of social media (Matyek et
al., 2022). Information is now more quickly and widely available because of the internet and
other social media. This offers a forum for a variety of viewpoints and has enabled users to
exchange ideas and make decisions regarding the information they have been given (Burkhardt,
2017).

Rouse and Wigmore (2020) note that, in light of the aforementioned claim, social media
is a collective word for websites and applications that emphasise collaboration, content sharing,
community-based input, communication, and engagement. Inobemhe et al. (2020) submitted that
social media technology encourages interaction with friends, family and business associates and
that others simply use it to reach out to different communities that exist within the platforms.
Briggs and Strugnell (2011) assert that social media and the internet have reduced some of the
physical barriers that prevent members of particular groups from engaging in communication.
This is why McNair (2017) and Tong (2018) noted that with the advent of social media,
audiences are now fully into news production and dissemination, unhindered in any way. They
further stated that with the platforms, information creation and dissemination are a lot quicker
and cost next to nothing than they have ever been, just as audiences are now empowered to be
active creators and disseminators of contents.

Fake News

Even though fake news is not a new phenomenon globally, there seems to be a rising trend and
concern over the volume and speed with which such news is disseminated in recent times (Ugbo
& Bebenimibo, 2020). According to Apuke and Omar (2020), the term "fake news" is made out
of the terms "news,” which refers to information about current events, and "fake,” which
suggests something that is not true but is intended to be taken as true. Consequently, information
or news that is presented as true, even though it is not, might be referred to as fake news.
Although academics have defined fake news in a variety of ways, they all essentially imply the
same thing. According to Duffy et al. (2019), fake news occurs when false material mimics a
news story in order to resemble the credibility that the public connects with actual news. When
identifying false news, a lot of academics concentrate on the purpose behind it. According to
McGonagle (2017), fake news is material that has been purposefully made up and spread with
the goal of tricking and misleading people into accepting untrue statements or casting doubt on
independently verified facts. Fake news can be regarded as a viral post based on a fictitious
account made to look like a news report with the intent of being misleading. In a study by Allcott
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and Gentzkow (2017), they define fake news “as news articles that are intentionally and
verifiably false and could mislead readers.” They went further to say that fake news is a distorted
signal uncorrelated with the truth. Visentin et al. (2019) regard “fake news as fabricated stories
that are intentionally false, realistically portrayed, and potentially verifiable”. According to these
definitions, fake news is information that is intentionally made up to be untrue in order to
deceive readers. The common thing about these definitions by scholars is their intent to mislead
the people with the pretence that the news is based on truth.

In a 2018 British Broadcasting Corporation report, as cited in Ugbo and Bebenimibo
(2020), it was reported that Nigeria ranks high among countries that are plagued by fake news.
This was the result of too many incidents of fake news during that period. Examples of such
incidents were “the rumoured death of President Muhammadu Buhari shortly after he began a
health leave to the United Kingdom on January 19, 2017. Many Nigerians shared and re-shared
on social media that the President was dead and cloned or replaced by a Sudanese called
“Jubril,” causing an uproar and confusion among many people.” Another instance was the news
that “the former Vice President and Presidential candidate of the People’s Democratic Party
(PDP), Alhaji Atiku Abubakar, was alleged to be a Cameroonian.” All these instances
contributed to Nigeria being ranked highly among countries that have been plagued with fake
news.

Election

Elections are the heartbeat of democracy, pulsating with the collective will and aspirations of a
society. At their core, elections represent more than just a mechanism to select leaders; they
embody the essence of choice, a fundamental right and responsibility bestowed upon citizens
(Edet et al., 2021). The meaning of elections transcends the mere act of casting ballots; it is a
profound expression of civic engagement, a testament to the belief that every voice matters.

In a democratic framework, elections serve as a conduit for the peaceful transfer of power. They
are a mechanism through which individuals can participate in shaping the trajectory of their
nation, influencing policies, and holding leaders accountable (Carter & Farrell, 2009). The act of
voting is not merely a civic duty but a powerful statement of belief in the potential for positive
change. It is a way for people to stake their claim in the collective destiny of their society
(Tbeanu, 2022).

Moreover, elections are a reflection of diversity and pluralism. They provide a platform
for various ideologies, perspectives, and voices to contend and compete. In this arena, the
richness of ideas converges, offering voters a spectrum of choices that mirror the complexity of
human societies (Birch, 2008). Elections, therefore, become a celebration of diversity, fostering
an environment where differing opinions can coexist and contribute to the greater tapestry of a
nation (Animashaun, 2010).

The meaning of elections extends beyond the immediate outcome. It is a continuous

process that sustains the democratic spirit. It involves informed deliberation, open discourse, and
the ongoing commitment of citizens to stay engaged beyond the polling day (Edet et al., 2021).
Elections are not isolated events but part of a larger narrative of civic responsibility and the
shared journey towards a more just and equitable society (Obi, 2008).
In essence, elections symbolise the heartbeat of a vibrant democracy, pulsating with the energy
of participation, choice, and the collective pursuit of a better future. They encapsulate the
profound notion that every vote cast is a thread woven into the fabric of a nation's democratic
identity, shaping its character and defining its course (The Commonwealth, 2014).
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Implications of Social Media Fake News on Elections in Nigeria

The proliferation of social media usage has created fear among people, especially in spreading
fake news (Pariser, 2011). Studies have shown that fake news has contributed to political
hostility and societal panic (Edwin &Yalmi, 2019). According to Bader (2018), fake news
frequently affects how elections turn out. Additionally, it was discovered that fake news—or, as
Wardle (2017) puts it, disinformation—has grown to be a significant aspect of elections in a
number of nations throughout the globe. Bader (2018) further stated that in recent times, fake
news has been employed to manipulate electoral processes. Bauer (2022) says that fake news can
bias voters’ choices and, hence, affect election outcomes. Nonetheless, the concerns are real, and
the strategies to influence voters through fake news are becoming more deceptive and more
difficult to discern. Faris et al. (2017) argued that the increasing effect of fake news is among the
reasons democracies across the globe are under intense pressure. Since it can significantly affect
how an election turns out, Furthermore, fake news has the potential to erode public confidence in
long-established, prosperous political institutions.

Fake news in the context of elections typically refers to the dissemination of intentionally
false information with the intent of undermining political rivals, tampering with the voting
process, or influencing opinions about the political environment in which the election is being
held. Fake news propagation is just one tactic among many that can be employed to influence
elections (Bader, 2018). In the Nigerian context, there have been several reports of fake news
during the election period that have caused tension. For instance, in the November 2023
gubernatorial election in Imo State, there was a video circulating that the People Democratic
Party (PDP) candidate Senator Samuel Nnemeka Anyanwu had withdrawn from the election,
which generated tension (see figure 1), and he came out and debunked the news as fake. Also,
TVC debunked having no association with the fake video clip. In the aftermath of the incident,
the PDP called the candidate of the All Progressive Congress (APC), Governor Hope Uzodinma,
disqualified for allegedly being responsible for the circulation of the fake video.
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Figure 20.1: Fake news on PDP candidate withdrawal from gubernatorial election
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Another instance of fake news regarding the election was the claim that the Independent National
Electoral Commission (INEC) has withdrawn the password for results uploading from officials
in Imo State. (See figure 2). Though INEC debunked the news as fake, asking people to
disregard it.
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Source: (The Cable, 2023)
Figure 20.2: Fake news on INEC withdrawal of password for result upload from official

As far as elections are concerned, political parties over the years have been using social media to
spread fake news, all in the name of disparaging opposing parties. Such an instance was noticed
during the 2023 presidential election, where candidate Bola Ahmed Tinubu was alleged to be
sick in London and not capable of the presidential position. On the other hand, the candidate of
the PDP, Alhaji Atiku Abubakar, was accused of cloning two newspaper websites to spread fake
news in the Hausa language against Tinubu’s aspiration (Omeiza, 2023). These are some of the
instances of fake news as a result of the election. It is worthy of note that most of the
disinformation and fake news on social media were designed to influence people's perceptions of
the candidate and perhaps influence their choice of voting. According to a study by McGonagle
conducted in 2017, fake news that was never verified is a key contributing factor to the violence
that surrounds Nigerian elections, resulting in the loss of lives and property. Essentially, the
spread of fake news was the reason for the heated environment during the Nigerian elections. On
top of that, falsified election results are made and extensively shared, along with false
information about political parties, candidates, and electoral authorities. When the actual results
diverge from the fabricated ones, this can lead to broad-based violence. Spreading false
information during elections is done with the malicious goal of sabotage the voting process,
assassinate voters, and incite fear in the electorate.
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Conclusion and Recommendations

There is no denying the fact that social media has come to stay, and it will continue to be a great
instrument to be used in elections. However, based on this discourse, it is therefore concluded
that social media have become a fertile ground for the spread of fake news, and such fake news
has been confirmed to have negative implications generally for elections in Nigeria. It is
therefore recommended that the ministry of information, the National Orientation Agency, and
other important stakeholders engage in public sensitisation on the danger of fake news in the
democratic state of Nigeria and how to spot it and stop it from spreading further. Social media
users should not always be in a hurry to share messages; they should verify information received
using a fact-checker before disseminating the information. As a matter of importance, they
should verify from other reliable sources as well. Also, strict laws need to be implemented by the
government to checkmate those who spread fake news with the intent of misleading and causing
harm to the public.

References

Allcott, H., &Gentzkow, M. (2017). Social media and fake news in the 2016 election. Journal of
Economic Perspectives, 31(2), 211-236. https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.31.2.211

Animashaun, K. (2010). Regime character, electoral crisis and prospects of electoral reform in
Nigeria. Journal of Nigerian Studies, 1(1), pp. 37-55.

Apuke, O. D., & Omar, B. (2020). Fake news proliferation in Nigeria: Consequences,
motivations, and prevention through awareness strategies. Humanities & Social Sciences
Reviews, 8(2), 318-327. https://doi.org/10. 18510/hssr.2020.8236

Bader, M. (2018). Disinformation in elections. Security and Human Rights 29; 24-35.

Bauer, J.M. (2022). Ask the expert: How do misinformation and disinformation influence
elections?https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2022/how-misinformation-and-disinformation-
influence-elections

Birch, S. (2008). Electoral institutions and popular confidence in electoral processes: A cross-
national analysis. Electoral Studies, 27(2), pp. 305-321.

Briggs, R. & Strugnell, A. (2011.). Radicalisation: The role of the internet. Policy planners’
network working paper, London: Institute for Strategic Dialogue

Carter, E. & Farrell, D. (2009). Electoral systems and election management: Comparing
democracies. Sage.

Dollarhide, M.E. (2020, Sept. 6). Social media definition. Investopedia. Retrieved November 9,
2020 from https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/social-media.asp

Duffy, A, Tandoc, E., & Ling, R. (2019). Too good to be true, too good not to share: the social
utility of fake news. Information Communication and Society, 0(0), 1-15.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1623904

Edet, L.I., Umoh, E.D. &Akpakpan, M.S. (2021). Election management body and the challenges
of elections in Nigeria: An exploratory analyses of elections (1999-2019). International
Journal of Social Sciences, 14(1), 195-208.

Edwin, M.R., & Yalmi, G.L. (2019). Fake news and home truths, its effects on the contemporary
political narratives: an appraisal of India and Nigeria. International Journal of
Humanities and Social Science, 9 (6), doi:10.30845/ijhss.vOn6p4 26

323


https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2022/how-misinformation-and-disinformation-influence-elections
https://msutoday.msu.edu/news/2022/how-misinformation-and-disinformation-influence-elections
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/social-media.asp
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1623904

Etumnu, E.W. (2020). Effectiveness of social media platforms in combating extremism, hate
speech and fake news. UNESCO: Resisting disinfodemic: Media and information literacy
for everyone by everyone, 7-21. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375167

Faris, R.M. Roberts, H. Etling, B. Bourassa, N. Zuckerman, E. & Benkler, Y. (2017).
Partisanship, Propaganda, and Disinformation: Online Media and the 2016 U.S.
Presidential Election, Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Society Research, 2017.

Ibeanu, O. O. (2022). Digital Technologies and Election Management in Africa’s
Democratisation Process: More Technocratic than Democratic? Africa Development /
Afriqueet Développement, 47(2), 15-40. https://www.jstor.org/stable/48682664

Inobemhe, K., Ugber, F. & Udeh, N.T .S. (2020). A discourse on the implications of social
media fake news in containing the spread of COVID-19 in Nigeria. Nasarawa Journal of
Multimedia and Communication Studies, 3(1), 145-58.

Jardine, E. (n.d). Beware fake news. Center for international Governance Innovation.
https://www.cigionline.org/articles/beware-fake
news/?utm_source=google_ads&utm_medium=grant&gclid=CjwKCAiA6bygBhAWEiw
ANGA4Hsr4EKNYGIWFXiA2BNj33VaPqCUMCRVXrnhnLLDtMCK8mv5905pRoCFT
0QAvVD_BwWE

Klein, D. O., & Wueller, J. R. (2018). Fake news: A legal perspective. Australasian Policing,
10(2), 11.

Lazer, D., Baum, M., Grinberg, N., Friedland, L., Joseph, K., Hobbs, W., Mattsson, C., Benkler,
Y., Berinsky, A., Boaden, H., Brown, K., Pennycook, G., Robertson, L., Rothschild, D.,
Sloman, S., Sunstein, C., Thorson, E., & Watts, D. (2017). David Lazer (Northeastern).
Filippo Menczer, May

Macaulay, U.S., Etumnu, E.W. & Akwari, C.O. (2021). Perception on the use of social media in
propagating security issues in the post COVID-19 era: A study of Owerri residents, Imo
State. ANSU Journal of Arts and Social Sciences, 8 (2), 113-126.

Madu, U.W., Aboyade, M.A., & Ajayi, S.A. (2019). The menace of fake news in Nigeria:
Implications for national security. Paper presented at the 17th Annual National
Conference of the School of Business Studies, Federal Polytechnic, Ede, Osun State,
Nigeria. Held at S.O. Babalola Hall between 2nd -5th of July 2019.

Matyek, J.G., Kaze, S.Y.,Ohaji, K.M. & Etumnu, E.W. (2022). An investigation of social media
as a government digital public relations tool: The Nigerian experience. Journal of New
Media and Mass Communication, 8(1), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.18488/91.v8i1.3025

McGonagle, T. (2017). “Fake news”: False fears or real concerns? Netherlands Quarterly of
Human Rights, 35(4), 203-209. https://doi.org/10.1177/0924051917738685

McNair, B. (2017). Fake news: Falsehood, fabrication and fantasy in journalism. New York:
Routledge.

Obi, C. (2008). International election observer missions and the promotion of democracy: Some
lessons from Nigeria’s 2007 elections. Politikon, 35 (1), 69-86.

Omeiza, A. (2023). Polls: Tinubu accuses Atiku, PDP of cloning Vanguard, Daily Trust sites to
spread fake newshttps://www.vanguardngr.com/2023/01/polls-tinubu-accuses-atiku-pdp-
of-cloning-vanguard-daily-trust-sites-to-spread-fake-news/

Pariser, E. (2011). The filter bubble: How the new personalized web is changing what we read
and how we think. Penguin.

324


https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375167
https://www.jstor.org/stable/48682664
https://www.cigionline.org/articles/beware-fake
https://doi.org/10.18488/91.v8i1.3025
https://doi.org/10.1177/0924051917738685
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2023/01/polls-tinubu-accuses-atiku-pdp-of-cloning-vanguard-daily-trust-sites-to-spread-fake-news/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2023/01/polls-tinubu-accuses-atiku-pdp-of-cloning-vanguard-daily-trust-sites-to-spread-fake-news/

Pate, U. A. (2018 September 7). Fake news, hate speech and Nigeria’s democratic sustenance. A
presentation at a colloquium to mark the Press Week of the Nigerian Union of
Journalists, Plateau State Chapter, Jos, pp. 6-10.

Quandt, T., Frischlich, L., Boberg, S., &Schatto-Eckrodt, T. (2019). Fake news. The
international encyclopedia of Journalism Studies, 1-6.
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118841570.iejs0128

Rouse, M., &Wigmore, 1. (2020). Social media. Retrieved October 29, 2020 from
https://www.whatis.techntarget.com/definition/social-media%3famp=1

The Commonwealth. (2014). Credible elections are the ‘heartbeat’ of democracy, says Sharma.
https://thecommonwealth.org/news/credible-elections-are-heartbeat-democracy-says-
sharma

The Nigerian Communications Commission. (2022, July 21). Industry statistics.
https://www.ncc.gov.ng/sta keholder/statistics-reports/industry-overview#view- graphs-
tables

Tong, J. (2018). Journalistic legitimacy revisited: Collapse or revival in the digital age? Digital
Journalism, 6(2), 256-273. 10.1080/21670811.2017.1360785

Ugbo, G.O & Bebenimibo, P. (2020). Fake news on social media and the 2019 presidential
election: Perspectives on presidential Buhari’s death rumours on Twitter. Fuoye Journal
of Communication 4(1), 143-159.

Visentin, M., Pizzi, G., & Pichierri, M. (2019). Fake News, Real Problems for Brands: The
Impact of Content Truthfulness and Source Credibility on consumers’ Behavioral
Intentions toward the Advertised Brands. Journal of Interactive Marketing, 45, 99-112.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2018.09.001

Wardle, C. (2017). Fake news. It’s complicated. https://medium.com/1st-draft/fake-newsits-
complicated-d0f773766¢79.

Warner-Sgderholm, G., Bertsch, A., Sawe, E., Lee, D., Wolfe, T., Meyer, J., Engel, J., &Fatilua,
U. N. (2018). Who trusts social media? Computers in Human Behavior, 81, 303-315.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.12.026

Xiong, Y., Cheng, Z., Liang, E., & Wu, Y. (2018). Accumulation mechanism of opinion leaders’
social interaction ties in virtual communities: Empirical evidence from China. Computers
in Human Behavior, 82, 81-93. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.01.005

Cite this article: Fab-Ukozor, N. & Etumnu E.W. (2023). Social media fake news and its implications on elections
in Nigeria. In N.U Emeka-Nwobia, G. Umuzuruike, J. Aliede, S. Udeze, E. Mojaye & J.N Ogbodo (Eds.). Media
and technology for better society. A festschrift for Professor Ifeyinwa Nsude. (pp.315-324). Rhyce Kerex Publishers.

325


https://www.whatis.techntarget.com/definition/social-media%3famp=1
https://thecommonwealth.org/news/credible-elections-are-heartbeat-democracy-says-sharma
https://thecommonwealth.org/news/credible-elections-are-heartbeat-democracy-says-sharma
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.intmar.2018.09.001
https://medium.com/1st-draft/fake-newsits-%20complicated-d0f773766c79
https://medium.com/1st-draft/fake-newsits-%20complicated-d0f773766c79
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2017.12.026

