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Abstract

Background. The infodemic phenomenon has recently emerged as a major
challenge in Iran’s public health and social trust. The spread of misinformation and
the decline in the credibility of official sources have weakened citizens’ decision-
making and the effectiveness of national policies. This policy brief presents
strategies to enhance media literacy and address infodemic-related risks.

Methods. The evidence for this policy brief was derived from 2 main sources: a
descriptive-analytical study (internal evidence) and data gathered from prior studies
(external evidence) published in established databases. Internal evidence was
collected through a questionnaire-based survey involving Iranian health information
specialists, including medical librarians/information science professionals, media
experts, and health education/promotion specialists. In the final stage, effective
media literacy strategies to counter the infodemic, collected from the preceding two
phases, were evaluated through focused group discussions and in-depth interviews
with 5 experts in the field until theoretical saturation was reached.

Results. Policy options identified include: designing and implementing a national
media literacy education program, establishing rapid information response teams for
health crises, developing supportive technologies and systems for identifying and
correcting misinformation, launching public awareness and media culture
promotion campaigns, and strengthening knowledge translation and exchange
regarding health and infodemics.

Conclusion. A combination of short-term and long-term measures encompassing
educational, technological, cultural, and research strategies coupled with
government and community participation can strengthen informational resilience
and reduce vulnerability to false narratives.

Practical Implications. The most effective strategy for enhancing media literacy
and managing the infodemic is the adoption of a participatory governance approach
involving the simultaneous engagement of government, civil society, academia, and
the technology sector; therefore, future research and interventions should focus on
developing and evaluating such frameworks within the health system.
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Extended Abstract

Background

The COVID-19 pandemic was accompanied by a
parallel crisis known as an “infodemic”, a rapid flood
of accurate and inaccurate information, especially
through social media and messaging platforms. This
phenomenon made it extremely difficult for the
public to identify reliable sources amid contradictory
and often harmful messages. During the pandemic,
misinformation about the origin of the virus, safety
and efficacy of the vaccine, unproven treatments,
conspiracy theories, and public health restrictions
spread widely and rapidly. The consequences
included widespread confusion, lack of trust in
official institutions, reduced compliance with
preventive measures, and increased vaccine
hesitancy. In Iran, low media literacy, delayed and
ineffective official communication, limited credible
digital presence, and heavy dependence on foreign
platforms significantly worsened the situation.
Therefore, strengthening media literacy has emerged
as a strategic necessity that functions as a form of
cognitive immunity against information pollution and
as a cornerstone for long-term public health
resilience.

Methods

This policy brief was developed based on a
descriptive-analytical study aimed at identifying
effective strategies to enhance social media literacy
in the face of the COVID-19-related infodemic from
the perspective of Iranian health information
specialists. Local evidence was collected through a
cross-sectional survey, while international evidence
was gathered through a comprehensive scoping
review and final policy options were refined through
expert panel consensus. International evidence
(2020-2022) was collected through a comprehensive
scoping review in PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science,
Embase, CINAHL, Maglran, SID, and Google
Scholar using keywords related to media literacy,
misinformation, disinformation, infodemic, fake
news, and COVID-19 in both English and Persian.
Screening was independently conducted by 2
researchers in 3 stages (duplicate removal,

title/abstract screening, and full-text review), with
disagreements resolved by a senior third researcher.
The findings of the thematic analysis were grouped
into 3 policy domains: governmental/institutional
roles, public roles, and technological solutions. Local
data were obtained via an online survey of 68 Iranian
health information specialists (medical librarians,
media experts, and health promotion specialists)
selected through convenience sampling (planned
n=169). The validated questionnaire consisted of 37
items across 3 subscales: government/organizational
role (17 items), public empowerment (10 items), and
technological applications (10 items). Content
validity (CVR=0.99) and internal consistency
(Cronbach’s 0>0.70 for all subscales) were
confirmed. Due to non-normal data distribution and
limited sample size, non-parametric tests (Mann—
Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis) were performed in
SPSS version 21. Final policy options were refined
through two in-person focused group discussions
with 5 purposively selected senior experts until
theoretical saturation was reached. Advantages,

disadvantages, barriers, implementation
requirements, and responsible entities were
systematically examined, followed by final

validation via checklist circulation.

Results

Previous Iranian policies recognized media literacy
but suffered from fragmented, optional, and poorly
funded implementation. Domestic studies conducted
during the COVID-19 period consistently identified
low media and health literacy, public distrust in
government, conflicting narratives about traditional
and modern medicine, and inadequate crisis
communication as the main drivers of the national
infodemic. The survey (n=68) demonstrated strong
overall support for the proposed strategies (total
mean score =4.34+0.23; all domains>3). The
highest-rated strategies were systematic media
literacy education across the lifespan and parallel

government-public ~ collaboration to  change
information  seeking and sharing  behavior
(mean=4.74+0.44). Among technological
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interventions, tele-consultation platforms, serious
games, artificial intelligence, machine learning,
recommender systems, and automated fact-checking
applications received the strongest endorsement.
International experiences reinforced the value of
proactive media literacy programs and sustained
community engagement (Africa and Nigeria),
transparent and timely official communication
(Indonesia), critical media and health literacy
combined with responsible journalism (Turkey and
Finland), and cognitive inoculation techniques
(United States).

After intensive expert deliberation and consensus,
5 interconnected and feasible policy options were
prioritized and fully elaborated:

1. Designing and implementing a comprehensive
national media literacy program that is mandatorily
integrated into formal education from primary school
to university, including teacher training and
continuous curriculum updating (lead responsibility:
Ministry of Education, supported by the Supreme
Council of the Cultural Revolution and national
broadcaster IRIB).

2. Establishing permanent multi-disciplinary
rapid-response information teams housed within
health and communication authorities for monitoring,
debunking, and disseminating credible corrective
content during health crises (lead responsibility:
Ministry of Health in coordination with Ministry of
ICT and National Disaster Management
Organization).

3. Developing and scaling nationally supported
Al-driven detection systems, fact-checking mobile
applications, recommender engines, and educational
serious games, with transparent algorithms and
strong privacy safeguards (lead responsibility:
Ministry of Communications and Information
Technology, National Cyberspace Centre, and
knowledge-based companies).

4. Launching ongoing high-visibility public
awareness campaigns built around simple memorable
slogans such as “Check before you share”, using
influencers, all major media channels, and outdoor
advertising to shift social norms (lead responsibility:
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, IRIB, and
civil society organizations).

5. Strengthening knowledge translation and
evidence-to-policy  infrastructure  through a
permanent  national  working group  and
interdisciplinary research centers that convert
scientific findings into actionable policy briefs and
public-friendly content (lead responsibility: Ministry
of Health and Ministry of Science, Research and
Technology).

Experts unanimously agreed that long-term
systematic education (Option 1) forms the
essential foundation without which the other 4
options lose most of their effectiveness, while
Options 2 and 4 deliver immediate crisis
mitigation, and Options 3 and 5 provide critical

enabling infrastructure.

Conclusion

Addressing infodemics in Iran requires an
integrated  sequenced  multi-level  policy
framework rather than isolated initiatives.
Sustained media literacy education embedded in
the formal schooling system constitutes the
indispensable long-term foundation for societal
resilience. Short to medium term measures,
permanent rapid response teams, mass
behavioral campaigns, and Al-assisted detection
tools can quickly reduce vulnerability while
educational reforms mature. Robust knowledge
translation mechanisms ensure continuous
evidence-informed  adaptation.  Successful
implementation demands stable cross-sectoral
coordination, dedicated funding  streams,
comprehensive teacher training, algorithmic
transparency, and regular impact evaluation.
When executed synergistically, these 5 expert-
validated and evidence-based policy options
offer a realistic comprehensive roadmap to
substantially strengthen Iran’s informational
immunity, restore public trust in health
authorities, and prepare the country for future
infodemic threats.
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