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The substantial awareness role of web-based and social
media platforms in developing countries during a pandemic
scenario: the example of COVID-19

ABSTRACT

Background During the outbreak of coronavirus COVID-19, social media platforms have shown effectiveness in information dissemination.

Delivering evidence-based medical knowledge and trustworthy recommendations is a difficult mission for classical entities, especially in a

war-torn country with a fragile health system. In this context, the role of non-governmental scientific organizations was proven, filling the gap

between original scientific sources and a non-English speaking population.

Methods We reviewed an example of an organization named Syrian Researchers, which publishes based-on-reliable-sources of scientific

content and has massive reachability across Middle East and beyond.

Results We strongly believe that this model is a simple and suitable approach that may be helpful for other low-income or war-torn countries

in the context of health-related disasters.

Conclusions This subject is of high importance and we believe that this approach may ameliorate public health knowledge, thus, participate in

defying the COVID-19 consequences.

Today, social media platforms have become a major source
of information. Although these platforms have incredible
reachability, some have also mediocre reliability,! which makes
it suitable to spread pseudoscience and misinformation.

Due to its unique features, social media can and should be
harnessed to support the public health response in case of
outbreaks, for example, the pandemic of COVID-19.2

The situation in developing countties is of special interest,
where the governmental health services are not sufficient and
the for-profit private sector may not be accessible for most
of the population due to their high cost and the lack of
governmental support. This aspect can justify the popularity
of some not-for-profit entities as a reliable (public advisory
system).”

In this context, Syria may represent a factual example.
The role of non-governmental scientific initiatives in the
Middle East was proven, as some of them showed their
attractivity in societies which mostly lack public non-political
unbiased scientific platforms that may fill the gap between
original scientific sources and a non-English speaking
population.

The Syrian Researchers’ Network may represent a suitable
model.* It has more than 2 million followers on its online
platforms that address Arabic-speaking individuals and soci-
eties attempting to raise medical and scientific awareness.
Furthermore, it has published more than 20 000 work during
more than 7 years. It has also helped actively in carrying out
peer-reviewed original researches publications.’

Recently in the COVID-19 outbreak, the Syrian Researchers’
Network has played the role of local awareness provider
by publishing, until April 30th, more than 313 written and
visual COVID-19-related pieces such as explanatory videos,
infographics, short and long communications, charts and
diagrams. The content was created depending on reliable
sources and continuously updated data.” Importantly posting
short, shareable bullet points was an effective approach
to get massive attention, particularly under quarantine and
confinement statues.

The aim of this method is to provide a simple compre-
hensive public health advice and provoke possible changes
in public attitudes and behaviors (such as social-distancing,
mental health, hand washing and disinfection), as well as to
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disseminate reliable information about the disease and its
symptoms, preventive measures, development of new treat-
ments and rebutting widely spread misleading information
and rumors.

By the end of April, a COVID-19-related reachability
exceeding 16.5 million was registered across its social media
platforms: Facebook 15 million, Instagram 1.19 million
and Twitter 313 thousand. This high reachability is of
special importance giving the fact that it helps guiding the
public toward reliable information and faces the untrusted
‘infodemic’ that accompanied the spread of COVID-19
pandemic, as warned by the WHO.2

As the world continues its battle to contain the spread of
COVID-19, more attention to online health promotion and
digital platforms must be given.

We believe that the experience of Syrian Researchers is a
simple and suitable approach that may be helpful for other
low-income or war-torn countries in the context of health-
related disasters.
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