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Summary

The aim of this study was to understand the impact of counselling in countering fake news-related

COVID-19 vaccine. We conducted two separate experiments. In the first experiment, we exposed the

treatment group to fake news on COVID-19 vaccine through a WhatsApp group chat while the control

group was not. We then tested the effectiveness of such fake news on their perception. In our second

experiment, we exposed the treatment group to a social media-based counselling intervention

wherein we attempted to counter the earlier fake news on COVID-19 vaccine which they were exposed

to. We found that respondents who were exposed to fake news reported greater negative perception

about COVID-19 vaccine than their counterparts in the control group. We also we found that as a result

of the counselling intervention, the respondents in the treatment group reported more positive per-

ception regarding COVID-19 vaccine while their counterparts in the control group who were earlier ex-

posed to fake news on COVID-19 did not significantly change their perception. This study has

highlighted the importance of counselling in countering fake news within the context of health promo-

tion. This approach is yet to receive significant attention in literature, especially from developing

countries.

Key words: COVID-19; counselling; fake news; social media; vaccine

INTRODUCTION

In recent times, fake news has become one of the social

problems that distort effective information flow. Nearly

every aspect of human life that depends on accurate and

timely information has been significantly impacted by

fake news. For examples, spheres of human life such as

politics, advertising, security, health promotion, among

others have experienced the sharing of fake news with a
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possibility to impact negatively on the quality of infor-

mation that people have. Wogu avers that fake news has

(Wogu, 2021) continued to fester and that the situation

is made worse by social media platforms. The preva-

lence of fake news can largely be attributed to the in-

creasing access and use of Internet-based media. For

example, social media platforms are difficult to regulate,

thus allowing people to post information that is fake,

unverified and untrue about an issue.

Fake news has serious negative consequences on

society. For example, when fake information is shared

regarding security issues, it could lead to an outbreak

of law and order. Additionally, when news is shared

about a health issue, it could make people develop the

wrong opinion about the health issue. This will also

make them engage in harmful behaviour as a result of

fake news. Pate et al. in a study reported that (Pate

et al., 2019) fake news has risen to become a notori-

ous social evil that requires urgent intervention from

the government in terms of legislation. Pate et al. add

that the impact of fake news on society is too huge to

be ignored. Pulido et al. regard fake news as a public

(Pulido et al., 2020) health issue that is harmful to the

lives of those who are exposed to it. From this per-

spective, fake news is regarded as posing a serious

public health hazard to those who have access to it.

The World Health Organization has identified fake

(World Health Organization, 2020) news as one of

the primary problems that makes information sharing

on COVID-19 difficult. The global health body

warned that ‘infodemic’ (too much information on the

virus, some of which are not true) constitutes a serious

problem in health promotion within the context of

COVID-19.

The outbreak of COVID-19 resulted to the spread

of fake information about the virus. False information

about the virus range from the realness of the virus,

conspiracy theory from the developed countries against

the less developed ones, the vulnerability of less devel-

oped countries to the virus, the virus does not affect the

poor, among several other information that is

completely untrue about the virus. Apuke and Omar in

a study reported that fake (Apuke and Omar, 2021)

news sharing about COVID-19 is fuelled by factors

such as information seeking need, altruism, socializa-

tion need as well as pass time. Zhou et al. in a study

reported that the quality (Zhou et al., 2020) of infor-

mation on COVID-19 was significantly related to the

number of infections. The implication here is fake news

about COVID-19 could negatively impact the fight

against the pandemic.

STUDY OBJECTIVE

The objective of this study was to test the effectiveness

of a social media-based counselling intervention in coun-

tering the impact of fake news on COVID-19 vaccine

among social media users in Nigeria. The impact of

counselling was determined by perception as well as

behavioural intention towards COVID-19 vaccine

among respondents who took part in the study.

OVERVIEW OF FAKE NEWS

Although there is no generally accepted definition of

fake news, it can be regarded as information that is false

or inaccurate usually presented as true. Typically, such

information is presented as though it is an accurate ac-

count of the issue at hand. Lazer et al. define fake news

as information (Lazer et al., 2018) that is fabricated in

manners that mimic news media content in form but

and which overlaps with information disorders like mis-

information or misleading information. According to

Muigai, fake news describes (Muigai, 2019) any false in-

formation which is purposely designed to be completely

misleading, normally spread through online social me-

dia, but sometimes its path to mainstream traditional.

Muigai adds that other names for fake news include al-

ternative truth, disinformation and misinformation.

Jaster and Lanius hold the view that fake (Jaster and

Lanius, 2018) news has two basic features. The first be-

ing that fake news lacks truth while the second being

that fake news lacks truthfulness. Jaster and Lanius add

further that fake news lacks truth. After all, it reveals

the absence of truth because it is either false or mislead-

ing. Additionally, they hold that fake news reveals a

lack of truthfulness because it is propagated with the de-

sire to deceive the target receivers. In the views of

Allcott and Gentzkow, fake news can be defined (Allcott

and Gentzkow, 2017) as information which intention-

ally and verifiably untrue and with a propensity of mis-

leading readers. Fallis sees fake news (Fallis, 2015) as a

special category of disinformation. The point to make

here, therefore, is that any information that is unveri-

fied, untruthful and false can be regarded as fake news.

In all the definitions above, the authors agree that inac-

curate information is simply fake news. For example,

when a person posts information that COVID-19 is

meant to inject microchips into the bodies of Africans, it

can be classified as fake because there is no truth in it.

Fake news is very harmful to society because when

people are exposed to false information, they will very

likely make decisions based on such information with a

corresponding possibility of negative consequences. Pate
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et al. say that fake news hurts politics (Pate et al., 2019).

The problem with the assertion of Pate et al. is that it

was not supported by empirical evidence. Even though

fake news sharing has grown to become a social prob-

lem, research on its impact is limited. Higgins in com-

menting on the [(Higgins 2016), p. 9] growing

phenomenon of fake news notes that the term ‘post-

truth’ explains not only the growth in the frequency of

false information circulation but equally a world where

truth is no longer an expectation. Generally, literature

(Apuke and Omar, 2021; Nagi, 2018; Talwar et al.,

2019) on fake news focused more on fake news sharing

than its effect. This is a gap that the current study has

addressed.

COVID-19 VACCINE

Towards the end of 2019, COVID-19 broke out in

Wuhan, a city in China. The virus quickly spread to

other parts of China and eventually, the world. The

World Health Organization after examining the severity

of the virus declared it a global pandemic. The number

of confirmed cases continued to grow in different coun-

tries while some persons lost their lives in the process.

Being a new virus, no vaccine could provide body immu-

nity for it (Olijo, 2020). The race for the development of

a virus quickly continued and eventually, some vaccines

have been developed and approved for emergency use.

The World Health Organization says that the first

mass vaccination (World Health Organization, 2021)

programme began in early December 2020 and as of 15

February 2021, up to 175.3 million vaccine doses have

been administered to people. An Emergency Use Listing

(EUL) has been given for the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine

(BNT162b2) on 31 December 2020. On 15 February

2021, WHO equally issued EULs for two versions of the

AstraZeneca/Oxford COVID-19 vaccine, manufactured

by the Serum Institute of India and SKBio. Although

Nigeria is yet to take the delivery of any COVID-19 vac-

cine, it is essential to prepare the minds of the general

public so that they will accept the vaccine when doses

are eventually shipped to the country. This is particu-

larly important because evidence in literature (Jegede,

2007; Yahya, 2007; Nasir, 2014) shows that Nigeria

has a long history of vaccine hesitancy and even outright

rejection. With such evidence, there is no guarantee that

COVID-19 vaccine will be accepted when finally made

available. This makes it imperative to come up with

ways of ensuring that COVID-19 vaccine gains

acceptance.

COUNSELLING IN THE SOCIAL MEDIA ERA

Counselling is a communication approach that assumes

a persuasive approach to convince people to behave in a

particular way. People who specialize in counselling are

called counsellors. As specialists, counsellors identity an

issue, the people involved and attempts to convince

them on why they should behave in a particular manner

or change their perceptions about an issue. Syahniar

says that counselling is (Syahniar, 2017) one of the im-

portant strategies for guiding peoples’ behaviour and

thought process.

Over the years, the impact of counselling has been

examined. Boot et al. carried out an experiment to (Boot

et al., 1994) determine the impact of counselling on

health promotions. To conduct the study, the research-

ers compared patients who received normal advice from

their general practitioner regarding severe challenges

like relationship problems, depression and anxiety with

those who received counselling from qualified counsel-

lors that were working within the primary health care

context. Their result showed that patients who received

counselling were satisfied with their treatment and more

reported feelings of recovery than those who received

only advice from non-counselling professionals. The im-

plication is that counselling could be an effective tool

for health promotion. Matliwala carried out a study to

examine (Matliwala, 2017) the effect of counselling on

mental health. The sample size for the study was 30 stu-

dents. The researcher made use of a structured question-

naire as well as an unstructured interview as instruments

for data collection. The result of the study showed that

counselling was an important therapy for students’ men-

tal health because it made them become more relaxed

and focused with less mental stress. Al Sayah et al. car-

ried out a study wherein they examined (Al Sayah et al.,

2014) the relationship association between health pro-

motion counselling (HPC) and health-related quality of

life and the use of health care services among patients

with chronic conditions. The researchers made use of a

survey research design involving a sample of 1615 who

had chronic health challenges. The result of the study

showed that there is a significant relationship between

HPC and important health outcomes. This outcome

again showed that counselling could serve as an impor-

tant tool for health promotion. However, studies (Ezeah

et al., 2020; Gera & Ugwu, 2020; Gever & Ezeah,

2020; Odii et al., 2020; Olijo, 2020; Onuora et al.,

2020; Yang, et al., 2020; Zhong 2020; Young et al.,

2021) on COVID-19 are yet to consider counselling as

an important tool for health promotion.
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Before the emergence of social media platforms,

counselling was largely done on a face-to-face basis

where the counselling interacts physically with the cli-

ents. However, the emergence of social media platforms

such as Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter, among others

now offers a virtual environment where counsellors can

interact with their clients. Creaner avers that social me-

dia (Creaner, 2015) platforms offer great opportunities

for counselling to explore and achieve maximum results.

Meyers posits that counsellors have little [(Meyers

2018), p. 1)] or no choice but to accept social media in

their practice if they want to satisfy the 21st clients.

According to Meyers, without social media, counsellors

risk being disconnected from their clients. Hunt et al.

noted that counsellors (Hunt et al., 2018) have a role to

play in combating the menace of fake news that is cur-

rently ranging around the world. It should be noted that

the critical point to note here is that counselling and so-

cial media are significantly related whether in terms of

using social media as platforms for counselling or

counselling people on how to make good use of social

media.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND
HYPOTHESES FORMULATION

In this study, we made use of two theories. They are

Cognitive Dissonance Theory (CDT) and the Theory of

Planned Behaviour (TPB). Leon Festinger suggested

CDT in 1957 to explain how people react to new cogni-

tions as well as how perceptions are formed. The theory

is made of three basic assumptions that also serve as the

tenets of the theory. The first tenet assumes that human

beings are typically sensitive to disharmony between

actions and beliefs. Within this context, the theory

argues that people usually take note when they are tak-

ing actions that are against their beliefs, attitudes or

views. The implication here is that human beings have

inbuilt alarms which remind them of inconsistencies

(Festinger, 1957). When this is explained from the per-

spective of the current study, people who hold the view

that COVID-19 vaccine is harmful or not beneficial will

be reminded of inconsistency as soon as they are ex-

posed to information encouraging them to take the

vaccine.

The second assumption, of CTD, posits that taking

cognizance of an internal conflict will lead to disso-

nance, and will compel a person to look for ways of

addressing the dissonance. The degree of dissonance dif-

fers based on the value a person places on belief, attitude

or principle together with the extent of disagreement be-

tween a person’s behaviour and this belief. From the

perspective of the current study, a person who believes

that COVID-19 vaccine is beneficial may face a disso-

nance situation and take steps to resolve it when he or

she is exposed to fake news on the vaccine. Finally, the

theory argues that a person will address dissonance by

applying three strategies. The first one is a change in

beliefs; when occurs when a person shifts position from

the previous opinion to a current one. In this study, it

may mean a change in belief that COVID-19 is benefi-

cial. The second is change; when occurs when an indi-

vidual takes steps to support the change in belief and

finally, change in perception of action; which takes place

when a person perceives his or her action based on the

message received (Festinger & Carlsmith, 1959). In this

study, the argument is that social media-based counsel-

ling intervention will change the perception that social

media users have regarding COVID-19 vaccine. This as-

sumption is hypothesized below:

H1: Social media users who are exposed to fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine will report a more negative percep-

tion regarding a COVID-19 vaccine than those who are

not.

H2: Social media users who are exposed to a counselling

intervention will report a more positive perception re-

garding a COVID-19 vaccine than those who are not.

One aspect that was not covered by CDT is the be-

haviour dimension. To do this, the researchers made use

of TPB. Ajzen suggested the TPB in 1986 to explain hu-

man behaviour. Accordingly, the theory holds that the

intention which a person has to carry out an action is

influenced by intention concerning such a behaviour.

Going forward, the theory holds that three variables

such as attitude concerning an action, subjective norms

and perceived behavioural control (PBC) predict behav-

iour intention (Ajzen, 1991, 2008). Ajzen describes in-

tention as a (Ajzen, 1985) person’s preparedness to

carry out a specified behaviour. Attitude defines the

evaluation that a person makes concerning the behav-

iour to be carried out. Such an assessment may be posi-

tive or negative regarding the action to be carried out.

From the perspective of the current study, this refers to

the attitude that a person has regarding COVID-19 vac-

cine. Subjective norms defines the views a person’s peers

have regarding an issue. For this study, it explains the

opinion that a person’s close associates have regarding

COVID-19 vaccine. PBC defines how less demanding or

demanding it is for a person to carry out an action.

When this variable is explained from the perspective of

this study, it means how difficult or easy it is for social
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media users to make themselves available for COVID-

19 vaccination. Based on the TPB, we hypothesized:

H3: Social media users who are exposed to a counselling

intervention will report a more positive behavioural in-

tention regarding a COVID-19 vaccine than those who

are not.

METHODOLOGY

To conduct this study, the researchers made use of a

quasi experimental design. The choice of experimental

design was because it assisted the researchers to achieve

the objective of the study. Researchers (Ogbonne, 2019;

Ale, 2020; Kingdom, 2020) agree that the choice of a

study design is typically considered based on what a

study seeks to achieve. Therefore, there were two differ-

ent experiments that were combined for the study.

Experiment 1

In the first experiment, the researchers exposed the study

participants to fake news on COVID-19 vaccine. The

respondents were exposed to the information through a

group WhatsApp that was created for the purposes of

the study. It should be noted that it took 2 weeks to as-

semble the participants. The experiment lasted for 2

weeks. The common theme about the fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine included that the vaccine can kill,

the vaccine is a way of injecting micro chips into

Africans and the vaccine is not effective among others.

After the respondents were exposed to the fake news,

then this gave room for the second experiment.

Altogether, a total of 470 respondents took part in the

first experiment. It is important to clarify here that be-

fore the experiment, the respondents completed a ques-

tionnaire to determine their perception as well as

behaviour intention regarding COVID-19 vaccine.

Experiment 2

In the second experiment, the researchers exposed 235

of the respondents to a social media-based counselling

intervention. This means that there was another

WhatsApp group for the second experiment. In this ex-

periment, the respondents were counselled on the im-

portance of COVID-19 vaccine as a way of combating

the spread of the virus. Respondents were told that the

vaccine was safe and needed to protect them against

COVID-19.

Measuring effect

We measured the effect of our intervention in three

ways. First, before the first experiment, we asked all the

respondents to fill a questionnaire regarding their views

on COVID-19 vaccine. In the second experiment, we

tested the respondents to fill another questionnaire with

the same items after the first experiment. Finally, after

the second experiment, we asked both the treatment and

the control group to respond to a questionnaire with the

same items. Below were the items:

Positive items

COVID-19 vaccine is safe.

COVID-19 vaccine is useful for preventing the spread of

the virus.

COVID-19 vaccine is the surest way to combat the

pandemic.

COVID-19 vaccine is capable of helping people less vul-

nerable to contracting the virus.

COVID-19 vaccine is useful.

COVID-19 vaccine has been approved by the relevant

authorizing bodies.

COVID-19 vaccine s not a trap.

COVID-19 vaccine is not a conspiracy to against any

part of the world.

COVID-19 vaccine does not contain any chip.

COVID-19 vaccine does not have side effect

Negative items

COVID-19 vaccine will alter people DNA

People who receive the vaccine will die in two years.

COVID-19 vaccine was developed in a hurry.

COVID-19 vaccine cannot be trusted.

The vaccine has serious negative side effects

COVID-19 vaccine contains a chip.

COVID-19 vaccine is not effective.

COVID-19 vaccine is not meant for Africa countries.

Participants recruitment

Before determining the adequacy of the sample size, we

conducted a priori power analysis. We made use of

G*power programme (Faul et al., 2007) and the parame-

ters were power (1 � b) at 0.90, 0.30 effect size f, and a ¼
0.05. The result of the priori power analysis revealed that a
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total of 470 sample of social media users was required to

detect statistical differences at 0.05. Therefore, 470 social

media users in Nigeria constituted the sample size.

The sampling technique for the study was

respondent-driven sampling (RDS) chain referrals [see

(Okpara et al., 2021; Onuora et al., 2020)] to select a

sample for the study. By its very nature, RDS starts by

sampling earlier participants called ‘seeds’. To select the

initial seeds, we applied announcements through

Facebook. Okpara et al. in a study found that (Okpara

et al., 2021) Facebook announcements are effective for

sampling seeds. During the announcements, it was

stated that those who wish to be a part of the study

should contact the researchers. The criterion for inclu-

sion was that the seeds must be social media users. The

seed then further recruited other participants in their

network.

Instrument for data collection

Questionnaire served as the instrument for data collec-

tion for the study. The questionnaire contains items that

sought to measure the perception of the respondents to-

wards COVID-19 vaccine as well as their readiness to

make themselves available for vaccine in the event that

the vaccine is available in Nigeria. For this study, the re-

sponse format was a four-point likert scale that range

from Strongly Agree (SA) to Strongly Disagree (SD).

Three research experts from the Department of Mass

Communication, University of Nigeria, Nsukka vali-

dated the questionnaire. Their comments were useful in

producing a final version of the instrument. With

regards to reliability, we utilized a test-re-test strategy

using 2 weeks interval. The result of the correlation co-

efficient was 0.81 (81%), an indication that the instru-

ment was reliable.

ETHICAL APPROVAL

The Faculty Arts Research Ethics Committee, at the

University of Nigeria, Nsukka, Nigeria provided the eth-

ical approval for the conduct of the current study (FA/

IRB/20/0012). The type of approval gotten was exempt

because participation in the study did not subject the

participants to any risk. The main argument that was

canvassed to receive the approval is because the out-

come of the study was helpful to provide useful that on

health promotion in an era of fake news proliferation.

Data analysis

To analyse data for this study, the researchers combined

descriptive statistics such as simple percentages, mean

and standard deviation. Also, inferential statistics such

as an independent t-test and analysis of covariance

(ANCOVA) were used. All the hypotheses were tested at

0.05 level of significance.

RESULTS

The sample for this study was 66% male and 44% fe-

male. Additionally, 63% of the respondents were

Christians while 37% were Muslims. Regarding educa-

tion, 81% of the sample had tertiary education. All the

respondents reported daily use of social media plat-

form. Facebook, WhatsApp, and Twitter were the most

used social media platform with WhatsApp as the most

used in terms of duration per log in. The result of the

hypotheses testing is presented in Tables 1–4:

H1: Social media users who are exposed to fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine will report a more negative percep-

tion regarding a COVID-19 vaccine than those who are

not.

The objective of computing Table 1 was to test the

impact of fake news on COVID-19 vaccine on negative

perception of social media users regarding the vaccine.

It was found that after exposure to fake news on the

vaccine, both the treatment and the control groups

scored lower regarding the their negative perception of

COVID-19 vaccine. However, after the treatment

wherein the experiment group was exposed to fake

news on the vaccine, there was a change in mean score

with the treatment group scoring higher regarding their

negative perception of COVID-19 vaccine while the

mean score of the control group did not significantly

change. Based on this result, the first assumption was

supported and the researchers conclude with 95% con-

fidence that fake news through social media negatively

impact on public perception regarding COVID-19

vaccine.

H2: Social media users who are exposed to a counselling

intervention will report a more positive perception re-

garding COVID-19 vaccine than those who are not.

In Table 2, the researchers examined the impact of

a social media-based counselling intervention in coun-

tering fake news on COVID-19 vaccine among the

sample. It was found that before the treatment, both

the control and the treatment group had lower mean

scores regarding positive perception of COVID-19

vaccine. But after the treatment, the treatment group

scored higher regarding positive perception of

COVID-19 vaccine. Based on this result, our second

assumption was equally supported and the researchers
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concluded with 95% confidence that counselling is an

effective strategy to counter fake news through social

media.

H3: Social media users who are exposed to a counselling

intervention will report a more positive behavioural in-

tention regarding COVID-19 vaccine than those who

are not.

Table 3 was computed to determine the effectiveness

of a social media-based counselling intervention on be-

haviour intention towards COVID-19 vaccine among

the sample examined. The result of the study showed

that before the intervention, both the control and the

treatment group scored lower regarding their behaviou-

ral intention related to COVID-19 vaccine. However,

Table 1: Mean and t-test results on the impact of fake news on perception of COVID-19 vaccine among participants

according to group

Groups Pre-treatment (baseline-time 1) (perception of

COVID-19 vaccine)

Post-treatment (time 2)

Mean SD Df Not Sig Mean SD Df Sig

Control group 1.4 0.62 1.3 0.45

Treatment group 1.3 0.91 45 0.61 3.6 0.28 14 0.01

Table 2: Mean and t-test results on the impact of social media-based counselling intervention in countering fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine among participants according to group

Groups Pre-treatment (baseline-time 1) (perception of

COVID-19 vaccine)

Post-treatment (time 2)

Mean SD Df Not Sig Mean SD Df Sig

Control group 1.2 0.67 1.3 0.78

Treatment group 1.3 0.99 41 0.65 3.2 0.98 19 0.02

Table 3: Mean and t-test results on the impact of social media-based counselling intervention in countering fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine among participants according to group

Groups Pre-treatment (baseline-time 1) (behaviour intention towards

COVID-19 vaccine)

Post-treatment (time 2)

Mean SD Df Not Sig Mean SD Df Sig

Control group 1.1 0.67 1.4 0.56

Treatment group 1.2 0.99 41 0.62 3.6 0.57 17 0.02

Table 4: ANCOVA analysis of the impact of the intervention for experiment 1

Group Pre-test mean score Post-test mean score Mean score difference p-value

Experiment 1

Control group 1.4 1.3 0.1

Treatment group 1.3 3.6 1.3

Experiment 2

Control group 1.2 1.3 0.1

Treatment group 1.2 3.6 2.4 0.04
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after the intervention, it was found that respondents in

the treatment group scored higher regarding behaviour

intention to make themselves available for COVID-19

vaccination. This means that our intervention was effec-

tive and we conclude with 95% confidence that a social

media-based counselling intervention will be effective in

influencing social media users to make themselves avail-

able for COVID-19 vaccination.

In Table 4, an ANCOVA was used to determine the

mean difference of the control and the treatment

groups in both experiment 1 and experiment 2. The re-

sult of the study showed both the control and the treat-

ment groups significantly differed in their mean scores

in both experiment 1 and 2. This means that the inter-

vention was effective in countering fake news on

COVID-19 vaccine.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

In this study, we sought to extend literature by examin-

ing the impact of social media-based counselling inter-

vention in countering fake news related to COVD-19.

To achieve this aim, we conducted two separate experi-

ments. In the first experiments, we exposed the treat-

ment group to fake news on COVID-19 vaccine through

a WhatsApp group chat while the control group was

not. We then tested the effectiveness of such fake news

on their perception and found that respondents who

were exposed to such fake news reported greater nega-

tive perception about COVID-19 vaccine than their

counterparts in the control group who were not exposed

to such fake news. The implication here is that fake

news circulated through social media actually have neg-

ative implications on the perceptions of social media

users regarding issues that are contained in such fake in-

formation. The current study has extended previous

ones (Hunt et al., 2018; Apuke and Omar, 2021) on

fake news by not just looking at fake news sharing

through social media but also examine the real-time im-

pact of fake news on perception. This addition is impor-

tant because it has provided a new direction in the study

of fake news as well as social media.

Furthermore, in our second experiment, we exposed

the treatment group to a social media-based counselling

intervention wherein we attempted to counter the earlier

fake news on COVID-19 vaccine to which they were ex-

posed to. We found that as a result of the counselling in-

tervention, the respondents in the treatment group

reported more positive perception regarding COVID-19

vaccine while their counterparts in the control group

who were earlier exposed to fake news on COVID-19

did not significantly change their perception. The

implication here is that counselling through social media

could serve as an important tool for changing public per-

ception. This result has extended previous studies re-

lated to social media platforms (Kingdom 2020; Onuora

et al., 2020) by showing that such virtual communica-

tion venues can as well serve as venues for counselling

people on health promotions.

Finally, the result of this study showed that social

media users who received counselling intervention on

COVID-19 vaccine reported more positive intention to

make themselves available for vaccination than their

counterparts who were not exposed to such an interven-

tion. The implication of this result is that social media-

based counselling can be an effective tool for health

communication and health promotion during pandemics

like COVID-19. The current study has extended previ-

ous studies (Matliwala 2017; Syahniar 2017) on the im-

pact of counselling on behaviour change by showing

how social media can serve as a platform to counselling

people who have been exposed to fake news. The result

of this study, has, therefore, opened a new vista in the

study of the effectiveness of counselling as a behaviour

change communication tool.

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL
IMPLICATIONS

The results of this study have implications for the theory

of cognitive dissonance as well as the TPB. For example,

regarding the theory of cognitive dissonance, the result

of the current study has shown how fake news alters the

cognitions that social media users have and how

counselling delivered through social media counter the

wrong perceptions that they have. When social media

users are exposed to cognition of COVID-19 vaccine

they will very likely go through an internal process and

conclude that the fake news they have received about

COVID-19 is true. However, when they are exposed to

counselling on the benefits of COVID-19 vaccine, they

will go through a point of dissonance and eventually

change perception as a strategy to achieve consonance

(Festinger, 1957). Therefore, the current study has pro-

vided information that may be used to explain the CDT,

especially in the light of fake news often circulated

through different social media platforms.

The results of the current study also have implica-

tions for the TPB. This is because the results have shown

that behavioural intention can as well be influenced by

the quality of information available to a person. For ex-

ample, the respondents of the study who did not have

the opportunity to be exposed to the counselling inter-

vention did not get to know that the fake news contents
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which they were exposed to were inaccurate, hence they

did not indicate readiness to make themselves available

for vaccination. On the contrary, respondents in the

treatment group who were exposed to accurate informa-

tion about COVID-19 vaccine reported greater readiness

to receive the job. Therefore, this leads us to conclude

that quality of information is an important consider-

ation when examining behavioural intention.

The results of the current study also have practical

implications on health promotions as well as counsel-

ling. Regarding health promotion, this result suggests

that accurate information is a sin qua non for effective

health promotions. Effective health promotion here

means health promotion that achieve the desired results

in terms of behaviour change. This information could be

useful for health promotion, especially during a global

pandemic like COVID-19. Regarding counselling, the

result of the current study has shown that the 21st-cen-

tury counselling exercise can as well be held through me-

diated channels and not only through face-to-face

interaction. This information may prove beneficial to

guidance counselling experts who may need to collabo-

rate with experts in information and communication

experts to design counselling intervention that suits the

21st-century society.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR FURTHER STUDIES

Although this study has provided empirical evidence re-

garding the effectiveness of a social media-based

counselling intervention in countering fake news, the

study has some limitations. For example, the study has

examined only COVID-19 vaccine, there may be need to

examine other areas such as politics, security, among

others. Additionally, people differ based on their person-

ality traits. The current study did not take this into ac-

count. Furthermore, the current study was a social

media-based intervention. There may be the need to ex-

amine other intervention techniques such as small group

communication. Therefore, it is recommended that fur-

ther researches should be conducted to take care of the

limitations of the study.
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