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Do Fake News Catch Our Attention?  
A Study of Visual Attention  
Applied to the Consumption of  
Fake News About COVID-19 in Brazil

Diogo Rógora Kawano and Tiago Nunes Severino

The development of technologies aimed at people’s daily communication allows 
for greater access to information. However, much of this content is the result 
of disinformation campaigns. Despite efforts to combat fake news, how people 
read content to identify false messages and make decisions is still not well 
understood. This study aims to use eye-tracking technology to identify and 
understand differences in the reading patterns of fake news and real/authentic 
news sources. Therefore, an experiment was conducted with 23 participants, who 
had their ocular behavior data measured while watching two types of content 
in the Brazilian scenario: real news and artificially produced news (fake news). 
The main results suggest differences and similarities in the way that people read 
and pay attention to content elements, such as headlines, main text, images, and 
news sources. The importance of using eye tracking in new studies aimed at 
combating disinformation is verified.
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The development of new forms of digital communication and the gradual 
expansion of Internet access and connection speeds have significantly 
increased the opportunities for people to interact in the digital environment 
(Castells, 2017). Facebook has approximately 2 billion active users (Data 
Report, 2022). Meanwhile, Instagram currently has 1.5 billion users. 
TikTok, a rival platform, is gaining popularity, with over 1 billion people 
using it globally. At least 80 percent of Brazil’s 200 million inhabitants 
use WhatsApp daily (Matsue, 2021).

These platforms have favored the distribution of unique content, including 
family, professional, and commercial (e-commerce) interactions, as well 
as entertainment and information content. According to Data Senado 
(2019), 98 percent of Brazilians who frequently use the Internet use a 
cell phone as their primary access device. Respondents also stated that 
they had already decided who they would vote for based on information 
gathered from social media (54%).

Specifically, fake news has become a major source of concern in the 
news industry, as the aforementioned dynamics facilitate the spread of 
this content. In March 2020, the pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 
created a high demand for information among Brazilians. The pandemic 
caused a serious health crisis in the country, resulting in the deaths of 
over 700,000 people1 (Brasil, n.d). During this time, ill-informed content 
on the seriousness of COVID-19, its symptoms, prevention methods, and 
aspects related to the effectiveness of the vaccines that arrived in Brazil 
became widespread on social media or was published on the Internet, 
indicating a serious problem in terms of not only communication but 
also public health.

However, although there have been studies on fake news in Brazil, empirical 
research on understanding the consumption of this type of information 
and the differences from the consumption of genuine news in the context 
of COVID-19 in Brazil is scarce. The present study aims to use an eye-
tracking methodology to identify and understand the differences in the 
pattern of viewing fake news and authentic news on COVID-19.

The first section of this study provides a brief history of fake news and 
Brazilian reality. Next, we discuss how media and information literacy 

1 Deaths until October 4, 2022
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(MIL) can help mitigate the effects of fake news, and then we present 
the eye-tracking methodology and previous studies that used this tool to 
study the theme. The remaining sections detail the study’s results and 
conclusion.

Fake News: Historical Context and the Brazilian Reality

Fake news is defined as false information propagated through 
communication, whether in a traditional or digital format, with the 
intent of instilling fear, generating financial effects, inciting political and 
social unrest, or opposing a statement with which its creator disagrees. 
This statement is consistent with Kalsnes’ (2018) understanding of the 
term. Kalsnes (2018) also mentions that one of the concerns about fake 
news is that the volume of false content polluting the debate on socially 
relevant topics can affect democracy itself.

The concept of fake news is associated with what was previously classified 
as a rumor, gossip, lie, or misinformation because it lacks veracity and, 
in many cases, circulates without being able to identify who produced it 
(Meneses, 2018). Gordon Allport and Leo Postman (1953) investigated 
the causes of unconfirmed information dissemination in their book The 
Psychology of Rumor. They began by affirming that rumor is always 
a problem, but especially during times of crisis. One example was the 
rumor that Hitler would die within the next six months, which spread 
throughout England in 1942. The soothsayer would have made the 
prediction. According to the researchers, this type of story persists and 
spreads because of its bizarre aspects, which make it easy to repeat. The 
importance of the character in question and the wish that it is true are 
also important considerations. Some people may find the rumor plausible 
(Allport & Postman, 1953).

This study distinguishes between rumor production and the spread of 
lies from conversation to conversation. False content circulated as news 
is intended to deny the truth and win a public debate with opposing 
viewpoints. Therefore, the creation and sharing are part of an ideological 
war (Alves & Maciel, 2020).

Gelfert (2018, p. 90) emphasizes that “the falsification of news has been 
around for a long time and all the technological advances, from the 
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telegraph of the 19th century to the contemporaneity in media algorithms, 
has launched new possibilities of fabrication” of this type of material. 
However, according to Gelfert (2018), this phenomenon is not novel. In fact, 
since the inception of printed newspapers, fanciful or inaccurate reports 
were often the subject of publication in the press. From the 17th to the 
19th centuries, newspapers frequently reported on mythical shipwrecks, 
sea monster discoveries, and bizarre cases.

The difference between early journalism and modern journalism is that 
today, journalism is based on principles, such as objectivity, exemption, 
and plurality, to validate content publication. Wardle and Derakshan 
(2017) argue that the term “fake news” has a set of inaccuracies and 
should be replaced with “disinformation.” The expression refers to false 
content that can appear in videos, satires, deliberately false translations, 
and other digital materials, as well as in news. Therefore, the authors 
categorize the processes associated with fake news as follows: incorrect 
information (false connections and erroneous content); disinformation 
(false, doctored, manipulated, and fabricated content); and bad information 
(leaks, harassment, and hate speech).

According to the authors, the content that achieves the best propagation 
results plays with the receiver’s emotions and instills feelings of superiority, 
anger, or fear. These characteristics encourage the spread of these messages, 
resulting in a sense of community among those who identify with each 
discourse. Moreover, Wardle and Derakshan (2017) stated that the use 
of emotion facilitates the rapid dissemination of disinformation content 
and serves as a defense against content produced by verification agencies, 
which are dedicated to verifying authentic news and debunking wrong, 
false, or inaccurate information.

Alzamora and Andrade (2019) highlight the transmedia nature of fake news: 
“the circulation of false or distorted content (…) favors the development 
of points of contact between related actions, stimulating the passage from 
engagement through adherence to activist engagement” (pp. 119–120). They 
argue that because social networks are digital spaces for relationships, 
they also serve as a platform for sharing beliefs. In this way, experiences, 
tastes, and a vast network of information shape opinions, including 
political and social views.
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Table 1.  Summary of key aspects related to fake news.

Authors Expression Prominent aspect

Allport and Postman (1953) Rumor An issue of particular importance 
during times of crisis 

Wardle and Derakshan 
(2017) Fake news

Not limited to news. Can 
be categorized into wrong 
information, disinformation, and 
bad information

Gelfert (2018) Falsification 
of news

Century-old process that 
encompasses various 
technologies

Kalsnes (2018) Fake News Affects the debate on topics 
relevant to society

Alzamora and Andrade 
(2019) Fake News

Strengthens the risk of activist 
participation, with a prominent 
role for social networks

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Fake news has become especially prevalent in Brazil during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Since March 2020, when the World Health Organization and 
local governments issued a high alert for the disease, false content has 
rapidly spread via WhatsApp and other social networks, such as Facebook 
and YouTube.

Barcelos and colleagues (2021) discovered 329 fake news stories by 
June 2020. The main stories focused on vaccines (20.1%), epidemiology 
and statistics (number of cases and deaths (19%), and prevention (16%). 
The fake materials also addressed, among other topics, the effect of the 
pandemic on the economy, which was discussed in reports on the closure 
of large chain stores; xenophobia and racism against Chinese people; and 
virus behavior when researching methods to eliminate SARS-CoV-2.

In another analysis based on data available up to September 2020, Falcão 
and Souza (2021), in addition to categorizing the most common types of 
fake news about COVID-19, point out that, in Brazil, fake news depicted 
President Jair Bolsonaro as a kind of sounding board, when he called the 
disease a “little flu” in an official radio and television address. Along with 
this statement, the discourse that the disease was a “fantasy” discouraged 
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social distancing and isolation. On April 20, 2020, the president made 
a controversial statement: “I am not a gravedigger.” This sentence was 
uttered when asked about the increase in disease-related fatalities. With 
hospital bed occupancy increasing, the president encouraged his followers 
to enter hospitals and verify the capacity during a live Facebook event. 
The Federal Government also directed the army to dispatch chloroquine 
to hospitals across the country for early disease treatment, a procedure 
that health experts opposed.

Fake news is not a Brazilian peculiarity. All over the world, fake news 
about COVID-19 has been disseminated. What stands out in Brazil is 
the fact that much of the false information about the disease was spread 
by the president himself, Jair Bolsonaro, and his supporters. This adds 
even more seriousness to the phenomenon of fake news in the country, 
as Bolsonaro occupies the position of head of state and achieves great 
visibility–including on the national radio and television network. (Falcão 
& Souza, 2021, p. 67.)

The spread of fake news and the president’s speeches affected Brazil’s 
vaccination nation. According to Galhardi and colleagues (2022), people 
wanted to choose their vaccine brand in at least 70 percent of Brazilian 
municipalities, and 53.1 percent of people refused to take the Coronavac 
vaccine. The researchers specified that President Bolsonaro’s refusal to 
be vaccinated and his distrust of the immunizer produced by a Chinese 
laboratory fueled opposition to Coronavac. The statements were made 
when Brazil’s death toll reached 200,000 in January 2021.

It is important to note that the president’s speech, as a head of state, 
appeared to validate the fake news that circulated at the time, making it 
difficult for the public to recognize the erroneous or inaccurate nature of 
the information. For example, in October 2021, Facebook and WhatsApp 
groups reported that people contracted AIDS after receiving two doses 
of the vaccine. Bolsonaro brought up the subject during a live Facebook 
event the same month, asking his followers to look for the text containing 
the false information online. The transmission file was later deleted by 
the platform (Struck, 2021).
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MIL Contributions to the Fight Against Fake News

Wardle and Derakshan (2017) identify 34 initiatives that technology 
companies, governments, schools, and civil society can support in the fight 
against false, misleading, or untrue content. Measures include regulating 
online advertising to prevent funding for web pages and channels that 
disseminate this type of content, ensuring high ethical standards in the 
media, and establishing clear criteria for changing algorithms on web 
platforms.

The authors also make recommendations in the field of MIL, suggesting 
the development of resources to promote MIL and educate the public 
about disinformation. For Wardle and Derakshan (2017), teaching people 
about image manipulation’s form and power is important. They present a 
Stanford University study in which even qualified researchers and students 
were misled by information available on fake pages bearing official logos, 
names, and website appearances.

MIL requires training that can provide citizens with technical and 
theoretical knowledge to understand how the media works, how information 
is distributed throughout the nation, and how digital resources are used to 
create content. MIL aims to position the individual as a potential creator 
and producer of information. MIL teaches individuals about discourse 
analysis, information source analysis, editorial viewpoints of news vehicles, 
data collection, and independent media.

According to Soares (2011), communication and education projects allow 
young people to expand their vocabulary and cultural repertoire while 
also developing communication skills. Such opportunities can be found 
within the school through discipline-related projects or outside projects 
that emphasize the importance of putting information and media at the 
center of the school and academic debate.

The key term for understanding media literacy’s potential is “critical 
thinking.” According to Sayad (2019), one of the current educational 
challenges is developing the ability to critically read information in 
the context of the digital universe. He recalls that popular education 
and ecclesial movements in Latin America have been discussing the 
interrelationship between media and education since the 1950s. However, 
disseminating fake news has increased its urgency in recent years. Sayad 
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(2019) emphasizes the importance of subject-specific teacher training to 
fully promote MIL, as well as digital resources in schools and a curriculum 
organization capable of meeting these objectives.

Barros (2019, p. 23) lists several measures implemented in Brazil to 
promote MIL in order to combat fake news, such as the inclusion of MIL 
aspects in the National Curricular Common Base, a document that guides 
schools across the country on the content to be covered in each grade for 
the respective years of basic education. Teaching students to analyze news 
and photos published on the Internet and social networks is a mandatory 
item in schools. According to the researcher, “for the student to analyze 
the media, it is necessary for him to develop the ability to be a researcher 
and to position himself critically” (Barros, 2019, p. 23).

Another measure mentioned by Barros that combines communication 
and education in the perspective analyzed here is from the Instituto 
Palavra Aberta. Instituto Palavra Aberta is a civil society organization 
that defends free expression as a fundamental right and advocates, among 
other things, training for elementary school teachers to promote skills 
in how to “access, analyze, create and participate in the informational 
environment and media in all formats ––from print to digital” (Palavra 
Aberta, 2022). The institution also offers lesson plans, a media education 
guide, and guidelines for implementing work in schools.

Grossi and colleagues (2021) discuss developing in students a “healthy 
skepticism” capable of raising doubts about specific contents as they 
critically read the information in front of them. These authors elaborate 
on a proposal for implementing activities in basic education that can 
help identify fake news. The test entails examining the nature of the 
information, the date of publication, textual genre, authorship, and the 
structure of the text; reading the entire news; observing the coherence 
between parts of the text; considering the objective of the news; noting 
if the facts are plausible; seeking additional sources of information; and 
using other sites to determine the veracity.



139

Media Literacies of the Post-truth

Eye-tracking: Possibilities for Understanding the 
Consumption of Fake News

Eye-tracking is a method of data collection and analysis in which hardware 
records the participant’s eye movements during a given visualization of a 
scene, which can be a static or dynamic stimulus. This capture, which is 
usually made by webcams or equipment based on infrared sensors, can 
be used to identify some metrics about the participant’s visual attention 
(Wedel & Pieters, 2008).

Some of the data generated include (i) the number of fixations within 
an area of interest (AOI2), (ii) the time a person fixed their gaze on a 
communication element (title, image, or news source information), (iii) 
the viewing order of scene elements, and the time until the first fixation 
within an AOI.

Regardless of the various possible metrics, there appears to be a consensus 
in the literature that such metrics help to bring important information 
from the communication process that would not otherwise be possible, 
because there are limitations and other cognitive biases (Kahneman, 
2012) that make it difficult for a person to estimate, via self-report, how 
long an item in a message was observed.

In addition to quantitative metrics, the methodology supports qualitative 
data analysis by observing individualized or grouped heatmaps or scanpaths 
among individuals, as illustrated in Figure 1.

2 Region demarcated by the researcher within a stimulus, from which ocular behavior 
metrics are obtained.



140

Media and Information Literacy as a Public Good

Figure 1. Scan path of a research participant, indicating the path of eye 
movements on one of the research sites

Note. Reprinted from Children’s exposure to and perceptions of online advertising 

(p.337), by Sandberg, Gidlöf, and Holmberg (2012).

The importance of this type of data in communication and other areas of 
social science has increased the use of ocular behavior in various areas 
of knowledge in recent years (Kawano, 2019). The 1980s saw the first use 
of eye-tracking technology in advertising studies (Kroeber-Riel, 1984).

Eye-tracking technology can help understand how people read and 
consume information, particularly for health-related messages. In the 
case of fake news within this theme, understanding whether there are 
behavioral differences and where they occur from an attentional standpoint 
can provide clues that deepen knowledge about the phenomenon and 
eventually help create strategies for citizens’ literacy about disseminating 
and detecting this type of content.

Furthermore, as shown below, using eye-tracking in conjunction with 
traditional research methodologies can effectively contribute to this 
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process. The following section discusses previous studies that used the 
tool to study the topic of fake news, with different objectives.

Previous Studies

Despite the scarcity of scientific literature on fake news and eye behavior 
(eye-tracking) in health communication, some recent research works 
demonstrate how methodology can contribute to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the subject.

Sümer and colleagues (2021) conducted a study in which 25 participants 
were asked to observe a series of content that could be true or fake news. 
In addition to declared measures like the perceived credibility scale, the 
authors compared data on total viewing time, fixations, and saccadic 
movements between two variations of the same news and found that fake 
content had higher values for the three metrics they analyze. Because the 
experiment simulated a content format on social networks, the results aid 
in understanding how eye behavior can indicate the nature of specific 
news and readers’ cognitive and interpretation processes.

Meanwhile, Wojdynski and colleagues (2019) conducted a slightly different 
experiment, using eye-tracking methodology and presenting four scientific 
news items as either fake or genuine. News items were not obtained from 
known sources to account for the source effect. Furthermore, half of the 
participants were warned that the information presented could be false. 
One of the most significant findings was that early warning increased 
the correct rating of fake news.

Simko and colleagues (2019) simulated a social networking environment 
(Facebook) and presented participants with a feed that included both 
fake and authentic news. By using eye-tracking technology to study the 
stated perceptions of 44 participants, the researchers discovered that 
the research volunteers who rated the news correctly gave lower values 
of visual attention to the news title, whereas the volunteers who made 
the most mistakes in the same rating focused on the news headline for 
the longest period. No statistically significant differences were found in 
visual attention for other elements of the content, such as the image and 
the first paragraph of the news.
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These results corroborate the considerations of Hansen and colleagues 
(2020). The authors conducted a study with 55 participants, who were 
asked to examine more than 100 news headlines that could be false or 
authentic. Hansen and colleagues (2020) show that, as one of the main 
results, fake news headlines received less visual attention than real news 
headlines, and that this difference was statistically significant. Furthermore, 
researchers used the data to create a model that predicts the veracity of 
news based solely on eye behavior metrics such as total viewing time, 
number of fixations, average fixation time, and first fixation time, with 
an accuracy of approximately 63 percent. Bozkir and colleagues (2022) 
investigated a less trivial metric in this field of study: the number of 
saccadic regressions. Saccadic regressions are eye movements directed at 
an AOI located before the participant’s current fixation point, which may 
indicate confusion or misunderstanding of the content. In this regard, the 
authors discovered that participants made more regression eye movements 
when confronted with fake news than when reading real news.

Finally, Šuminas and Jastramskis (2020) conducted a study to determine 
how knowledge about MIL influences young people to consume true 
or false/fake information. To accomplish this, the authors divided the 
participants into two groups: journalism students with prior MIL knowledge 
and advertising students without the same level of MIL knowledge. 
Eye-tracking technology allowed for a clear distinction between the two 
groups. Journalism students focused more on key elements that indicate 
credibility, such as authorship data, image caption, and source. This 
distinction between the groups was evident in the initial reading of the 
content and subsequent readings, in which the readers read the content 
with greater attention and depth.

Methodology

Data were collected at the Laboratory of Technologies in Communication 
and Applied Neuroscience (LTCN&NA) of the Federal Institute of Southern 
Minas Gerais, which is equipped with an Eye Tribe® eye-tracker. The study 
included 23 volunteers, 13 men and 10 women (mean age = 26.1 years, 
SD = 10.3). We used the following exclusion criteria: (1) a documented 
history of neurological problems, and (2) uncorrected vision issues. The 
study’s conditions and objectives were based on the informed consent 
form, which was explained and signed before the experiment began.
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The experiment was developed using OGAMA® version 5.0.1 software 
and then pretreated with LTCN&NA Eye-tracker DB®. The images 
were displayed on a 17-inch LCD monitor located 65 cm away from 
the participants. The eye-tracker was placed below the monitor that 
displayed the experiment. The ambient light conditions were controlled 
and maintained consistently. The stimuli were presented as follows: Each 
participant read four of eight possible pieces of news, presented in random 
order; half were real, and the other half were fake news (Appendix I and II).

All the news stories focused on COVID-19 in Brazil (e.g., the disease’s 
severity, quarantine’s effectiveness, and vaccine problems). The fake news 
items were extracted from messages and publications shared in Facebook 
or WhatsApp groups between March 2020 and May 2022. The original 
news items were sourced from the Estado de Minas news portal. After 
reading the entire content, participants were asked to rate each news item 
on a 5-item Likert scale, answering the question “How credible do you 
rate this news?”, as described by Sümer and colleagues (2021).

To improve control over the experimental variables, each news item was 
redesigned with the same layout and visual identity (simulating an online 
news item), as shown in Figure 2. Four areas of interest (headline, main 
text, image, and source) were defined for eye-tracking analysis using the 
metrics compete fixation time (CFT) and number of regressions.
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Figure 2. Layout and an example of stimulus

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Results and Discussion

The results of the study are presented below. Note that after inspecting 
the data obtained with eye-tracking, which revealed poor information 
accuracy, one participant’s data was removed from the ocular behavior 
analysis. The first two figures represent general and descriptive data. 
Figure 3 depicts the preliminary analysis of reading time for each of the 
eight news items used in the study. As shown, the average reading time 
ranged from 15 to 25 seconds. Despite this, there was no discernible 
difference between the two types of content (real news and fake news).
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Figure 3. Reading: Total reading time (s)
Fake News 1

Fake News 2

Real News 1

Real News 3

Fake News 4

Real News 2

Fake News 3

RealNews 4

24.7

24.2

21.8

20.3

20.5

19.2

16.8

15

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Taking the declared scale of five points, where 1 indicated “not believable 
at all” and 5, which measured “how credible the news was,” we observed 
that, in general, the number of ratings of true news in higher scores (4 or 
5, very credible) was higher when compared to fake news, which were 
concentrated in lower evaluations, with 74 percent between grades 1 and 
2 in the latter case.

Figure 4. Total number of evaluations according to type of content

1 - Not believable at all

2

3

4

5- Totally bilievable

Real News FakeNews

1
3

9

15

11

20

6

5

020

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Complete Fixation Time
The CFT is the amount of time, in milliseconds, that each participant 
focused on one of the analyzed elements: headline, text, image, or source. 
Thus, higher values in this variable indicate greater levels of visual 
attention. Given the nonsupposition of normality in data distribution, the 
Wilcoxon nonparametric test was performed on paired samples, except 
for title data, which had a normal distribution. FIELD (2009) used the 
paired t-test in this case.
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The tests showed that fake news received significantly more attention than 
real news concerning the headline (Median: fake news = 3,158 ms, SD = 
1,434 ms vs. Median: real news = 2,585 ms, SD = 1,484 ms, t= −2.09, p 
<.05, two-tailed test) and the main text (Median: fake news = 6,155 ms 
vs. Median: real news = 5,909 ms, W = 207, p <.01, two-tailed test) at 
a significance level of α= 5%, as indicated in Figure 5. No statistically 
significant difference existed between the “text” and “image” content types.

Figure 5. Complete fixation time (CFT; ms) between real news and 
fake news

3600

3200

2800

2400

Real News      Fake News

2000

1500

1000

500

Real News      Fake News

1000

800

600

400

Real News      Fake News

9000

8000

7000

6000

5000

Real News      Fake News

Headline ** Text** Image Source

⃝  Mean (95% Cl)
□ Median

Note. ** Indicate significant differences.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

The results found by Sümer and colleagues (2021) that show more fixations 
on fake news than real news partially align with the data. However, in this 
study, we divided the metrics by news element to provide greater detail 
and control. The lack of verification of differences in visual attention given 
to “images” is also consistent with the observations made by Simko and 
colleagues (2019). In contrast to the results confirmed here, Hansen and 
colleagues (2020) found lower rates of visual attention paid to fake news 
headlines. The latter results support the notion that additional studies are 
required to deepen knowledge in the field.

Finally, because the size and layout of the elements analyzed in this study 
were changed, the possible effects identified by Pieters and Wedel (2004) 
were somewhat controlled, allowing the variations in visual attention to 
be attributed solely to the content of the messages analyzed.
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Number of Regressions

A regression in ocular behavior indicates that the research participant 
reexamined a specific aspect of the news item. The news headline, for 
example, may be read once or several times. As a result, a higher number 
of regressions can indicate whether a person is unsure or if he analyzes 
the content more carefully.

Given the lack of normality in the data distribution and the observed 
independence between groups in regressions, the nonparametric Mann–
Whitney U test (FIELD, 2009) was used. At a significance level of α= 
5%, the results showed that the “source” in fake news received a higher 
number of regressions (median = 2.0) compared to real news (median 
= 1.0), with a significant difference between groups (U = 1.50, p <.05, 
two-tailed test), as shown in Figure 6. The other three items (headline, 
text, and image) showed no difference between the two types of content.

Figure 6. Number of regressions between real news and fake news
4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

Real News       Fake News Real News       Fake News Real News       Fake News

2.5

3.0

3.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

5

4

3

2

Headline Text Source **

⃝  Mean (95% Cl)
□ Median

Note. ** indicates significant differences. The data had no dispersion, so the regres-

sion graph to images was absent. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

Bozkir and colleagues (2022) discovered more regressions in fake news 
without regard for content elements. Furthermore, the data provide pertinent 
information for the context of fake news, indicating that all items, except 
the source, are viewed similarly for this ocular behavior metric. On the 
contrary, the news source appears to be an important reference for people 
when determining whether a news item is fake. This “source” element is 
frequently absent in the daily circulation of misleading content.



148

Media and Information Literacy as a Public Good

According to Šuminas & Jastramskis (2020), another aspect that can be 
considered for future studies is controlling participants and segmenting 
the analysis based on MIL knowledge. Including data that assess the effect 
of visual attention given to fake news on short- and long-term memory, 
similar to Carvalho’s (2013) studies in the context of advertising content, 
may also be an option for deepening knowledge in this area.

Conclusion

This research aimed to identify and understand the differences in viewing 
patterns of fake news versus real news regarding COVID-19. The results 
showed that people read fake news content differently, particularly as 
observed by eye-viewing behavior metrics. These differences were observed 
in the higher number of fixes and visits to the source and regressions to 
the fake news title. Furthermore, the eye-tracking methodology proved 
useful and feasible for understanding how people behave when confronted 
with various news items circulated in Brazilians’ daily lives.

One of the study’s limitations is the restricted topic (COVID-19), which 
prevents us from knowing whether such differences occur in other subjects 
of public interest, such as education and economics. Moreover, the study 
was conducted only a few months after these news items were published 
for operational reasons. This time interval may have resulted in the news 
being read in a different context than if it had been analyzed in real time. 
Future studies that address this process in subjects other than health and 
different social settings (whether in Latin America or other continents) 
are encouraged and can help to validate the processes described here.
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Appendix I–Fake News

Translation

The use of a mask makes the blood acidic 
and causes cancer.

This is due to the accumulation of gas. 
If a child breathes like this for a long 
time, there is an accumulation of CO2, 
making the blood acidic, causing cancer 
and other diseases.

Source: Publication–WhatsApp

Translation

COVID-19 vaccines intoxicate blood cells

The image shows strange nanoparticles 
soon after the injection. The body 
can never detox from this. These 
nanoparticles will eventually enter every 
cell in your body.

Source: Publication–Facebook
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Translation

Airlines from Spain and Russia warn 
vaccinated citizens not to fly

In different parts of the world, airlines 
are now advising people who have 
been vaccinated not to fly, following 
the “death” of pilots due to the vaccine.

Source: Publication - Facebook

Translation

CDC in the USA records 12 thousand 
deaths related to vaccines against 
COVID-19

More than half of the deaths related to 
vaccines in the United States are those of 
people who took one of the immunizers 
developed against COVID-19. The data 
are from the country’s Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

Source: Revista Oeste
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Appendix II–Real News

Translation

Post-COVID fatigue: why fatigue can last 
longer than the course of the disease

Nearly two years after its arrival in 
Brazil, science has determined that  
SARS-CoV-2 causes a systemic disease 
that can simultaneously affect different 
areas of the body.

Source: Estado de Minas

Translation

Unvaccinated have five times higher 
chance of dying from COVID-19.

People who have not taken the COVID-19 
vaccine have a fivefold greater chance 
of dying from the disease than those 
who have taken at least three doses of 
the vaccine.

Source: Estado de Minas
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Translation

A young person treats COVID with 
ivermectin and may need a liver 
transplant

The patient developed drug-induced 
hepatitis after taking the medication 
for a week to treat a mild infection by 
COVID-19. A segment of doctors has 
been prescribing the remedy in the initial 
confrontation of the disease

Source: Estado de Minas

Translation

Stanley Gusman, the TV Alterosa 
presenter, dies of COVID-19

TV Alterosa presenter Stanley Gusman 
died from complications from COVID-19. 
The broadcaster was hospitalized in 
serious condition in Nova Lima, in the 
Greater BH area.

Source: Estado de Minas
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