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Infodemics on Migration: A Threat for Society? 

by Fatih Yilmaz*, Annalotta Järvinen**, Mert Serhan Arslan***, Iqbal Alibhai****  

1. We Have Heard of a Pandemic, but What is an Infodemic?

“Infodemic”, as a term, started to circulate with the spread of Covid-19, although it was first used by David J. Roth-
kopf in 2003 during the SARS outbreak1  to describe the negative and chaotic effect of spreading fake news via the 
media on the SARS crisis overall. “Infodemic” was widely used during Covid-19 pandemic in the early 2020, even 
by WHO2  and the UN3 . By definition, the term “infodemic” means “a situation in which a lot of false information 
is being spread in a way that is harmful.4 ”

False information is information in the form of content, whether digital or otherwise, that is false. Either the facts 
are misconstrued, misunderstood, or outright fabricated.

Related terms are defined below. 

• Fake news5  - “purposefully crafted, sensational, emotionally charged, misleading or totally fabricated infor-
mation that mimics the form of mainstream news”.

• Misinformation6  - false information unintentionally or unknowingly disseminated.

• Disinformation7  - false information intentionally disseminated with the intent to deceive, discredit, or harm.

Mis- and disinformation are distinct forms of false information, however, due to the realities of how we perceive 
information, it might be difficult to immediately distinguish between the two when presented with examples in 
the real world. Even an increase in the circulation of information, which is crucial to ensuring the right to infor-
mation, may also cause the spread of an infodemic. 

Although the term rose in popularity during the pandemic due to the high number of mis- and disinformation 
about the vaccination and the number of cases, an infodemic is seen as a larger concept and cannot be limited to 
the field of health. All possible fields from politics and society to culture etc., can be affected.

During the U.S. elections, Wardle claimed that there were seven types of mis- and disinformation: satire and par-
ody, false connection, misleading content, false context, imposter content, manipulated content and fabricated 
content (see figure 1).8  These archetypes can be applied to any field.

This article is written as a part of the ImMUNE 2 INFODEMIC project funded by the European Union. 
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Introduction

This paper presents the research undertaken within the ‘Immune 2 Infodemic’ project on ‘infodemics’ 
within migration related topics with a focus on Finland and Belgium.

The paper starts by defining this recently coined term “infodemic” in the domain of information disorders 
and explains the finer points in detail. Afterwards, it investigates how an infodemic can affect the under-
standing and opinions concerning migration as a theme. Then it presents three topics that are recognised 
to be the most affected by infodemic within the theme of migration: A. Welfare System and Economy, B. 
Security, C. Culture and Identity. This is then discussed in detail using various cases. Finally, conclusions 
are made, and some advice is given about how to protect oneself from infodemics.
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Figure 1. Types of mis- and disinformation (Wardle) 9

 
Infodemics can be harmful because false information can lead to false narratives. False narratives can lead to 
misinformed citizens unable to debate or ration the major issues being tackled today. This can prevent peo-
ple from making truly informed decisions, and even by steering people toward decisions that conflict with 
their own best interests. Changing misinformed viewpoints might be very difficult, once adopted by large 
groups, it can become entrenched within the zeitgeist of the citizens of the nation. And unfortunately, once 
there, it is very difficult for certain narratives and mis- and disinformation to be dispelled. When mis- and 
disinformation begins to erode people’s belief in the institutions of society, it can lead to problems includ-
ing violence and, in some cases, bring about the weakening of democratic societies. This is compounded 
by an infodemic because of the speed at which the false information spreads before it can be fact-checked. 
 
2. Migration as a Highly Affected Field by Infodemic

Migration is one of the main topics that suffer from mis- and disinformation. The topic itself is sensitive in terms 
of integration and the clash of cultures, and any kind of mis- and disinformation about immigrants can severely 
affect public opinion. Repeated mis- and disinformation can create an illusory truth effect in the society, and far 
right political actors and media can use this effect to find support for their nationalist and phobic ideologies.10  In 
addition, bad faith actors can benefit from the spread of mis- and disinformation to increase their financial gains. 
In the field of migration, mis- and disinformation is linked with hate speech and has the capacity to severely harm 
public opinion towards migration and lead to legitimisation of anti-migrant policies. 

The increase in the number of immigrants in Belgium and in Finland in recent decades and increasing mis- and 
disinformation has enhanced Belgian and Finnish societies’ concerns about migration.11  

Randstad’s study shows that 60% of Belgians think that migrants cost more than they generate and 67% of Bel-
gians think that the borders should be guarded more strictly.12  55% think that the asylum system is being abused, 
more than half of the respondents think that stricter actions against illegal migration must be taken, 52% think 
undocumented people should never be regularised, and lastly 56% defend the idea of guarding the internal EU 
borders of Belgium. On the other hand, 72% support family reunification but under strict conditions such as being 
integrated, learning the language, and being employed for at least 4 years. 60% of respondents are in favour of 
supporting migration to fill labour shortages, because employers in Belgium have been struggling to fill some 
vacancies.13  According to De Stemming’s survey three quarters (76%) of Flemish people support the idea that 
non-European immigrants should adopt Belgian habits and culture as much as possible. 14 

A progress report on migration by the Finnish Government claims that “immigration is a more diverse phenom-
enon than public debate suggests and is essential for Finland’s economic dependency ratio.”15  The public debate 
often focuses on asylum seekers and quota refugees in particular, but immigration under international protection 
is only a small part of the overall picture at the national level. The most common reasons for moving to Finland 
are work, family and studies. In 2020, the Finnish Immigration Service granted a total of around 21 000 first resi-
dence permits in Finland. Moreover, the general attitude in Finland towards immigration is slightly more negative 
than in the rest of Europe, as shown in the Demographic report in 2020 - yet the opinions seem to be softening 
toward work-related immigration.16 17  
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The Ministry of Interior in Finland together with Taloustutkimus have created a tool called  the Sentimentti data 
tool, which presents data on people’s sense of safety and security in Finland. In their publication on 05/2022, find-
ings indicated a high level of trust in security authorities. Moreover, it indicated a more positive attitude towards 
migration and foreign assistance.18  Nevertheless, the results also state that:

• 38% of respondents say they are concerned about information influence: 37% of men and 39% say they 
are concerned about information influence.

• 26% of respondents feel that immigration is a threat to Finland and Finnishness: 30% of men and 22% of 
women feel that immigration is a threat to Finland and Finnishness.

When looking at more recent data19 , published 11/2022, there can be seen a slight change in the attitudes, for 
example:

• Compared to data given in the spring-term (above), concerns toward immigration have risen slightly. 
This is particularly because of Russia’s ongoing actions in Ukraine. This has also influenced respondents’ 
attitudes towards Russians residing in Finland: which was the case for 23% of people in May and now 32% 
of people in October.

• Those living in rural areas are more concerned about the world’s direction, their own economic sta-
tus, and rising immigration. Furthermore, individuals living in rural regions are more distrustful of inter-
national help and perceive the Immigration Service as a failure. 

In Finland, as faced elsewhere in the Nordic-Baltic region, there have been narratives in public debate that are 
intentionally influencing conversations and public’s’ understanding of the differences between refugees and mi-
grants - and their roles in the society.20 

Based on the most recent events in Finland and in Belgium, we see a lot of mis- and disinformation21 affected 
by the infodemic that leads to misinterpretations about migration and immigrants. Furthermore, in a research 
made by Butcher and Neidhardt, they claim that mis- and disinformation about migration and immigrants show 
migrants as a threat to Europeans. According to their research; health, wealth, and identity are the most target-
ed frames by mis- and disinformation.  Therefore, the main migration related mis- and disinformation themes 
in Belgium and Finland have been clustered in three groups: A. Welfare System and Economy, B. Security, C. 
Culture and Identity. 

As discussed above, disinformation could easily and quickly spread through the internet and social media. Con-
ducting fact checks may require more time and also they sometimes cannot reach the same volume of diffusion 
as disinformation could. There are several initiatives in Europe to reveal disinformation. 

This paper is based on a small sample size; mainly using fact checking platforms EUvsDisinfo, factcheck.vlaan-
deren, Correctiv, AFP Fact-Checking, deCheckers, Faktabaari, NORDIS, EUFactcheck to find mis- and disinforma-
tion on migration in Belgium and Finland. 

It must be mentioned that fact checking is a difficult task and requires more effort than spreading mis- and disin-
formation. Sometimes it may be too late to eliminate all the impact that mis- and disinformation causes. Also, it 
may be more difficult to spread fact checkings as fast as mis- and disinformation because they are not interesting 
or clickbait as mis- and disinformation are.

Mis- and disinformation could be classified differently according to different scales. While Wardle uses the seven 
different types of classification (figure 1), EU Fact Check classifies mis- and disinformation such as false, mostly 
false, mostly true, or true. So, there is not yet a universal scale of classification for mis- and disinformation.

Above, we gave a general introduction to mis- and disinformation. It was also observed how the issue of migra-
tion is affected by mis- and disinformation and its repercussions in Belgium and Finland. It was emphasised that 
three themes (A. Welfare System and Economy, B. Security, C. Culture and Identity) are the most affected areas 
by mis- and disinformation. 

In the following sections, it will be focused on these themes in more depth by diversifying them with some 
examples from fact-checks and narratives. “Welfare System and Economy” will be the first theme that will be 
examined.

Theme 1 - Migration as a Threat to Welfare System and Economy 

Migration and migrants suffer also from mis- and disinformation on public services and the welfare system. Un-
der this topic, immigrants are shown as a burden on the economic system of the hosting country.

Migration and migrants are often the targets for misleading mis- and disinformation. In Finland, for example, 
there is recognised to be to certain narrative in which the native Finns are seen as a different population from 
immigrants. Also using the argument that “we”, Finns, have been the builders of the welfare state and it should be 
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protected against “others”.22  In this sense, there may be a worry of “they coming here to use our society, and take 
something away from me.”23  However, this is more often recognised among those who do not interact or engage 
with these “foreigners”. Most often the ideas are based on their own fear or false understanding as well as lack of 
knowledge.24  This type of occasions are mainly witnessed in counter media, anti-migrant far-right populists or in 
different social media platforms. This example will be presented in more detail below. 

In the Belgian context, migration stands as a significant demographic concern, with first-generation immigrants 
making up 16.5% of the population, and 13.7% having at least one migrant parent (second generation).25  Howev-
er, compared to other EU nations, Belgium faces challenges in effectively integrating immigrants into the labor 
market. Despite existing legal frameworks, people of foreign origin still encounter discrimination when seeking 
employment. While activation policies show greater success with native residents, targeted measures have prov-
en more effective in enhancing labor market outcomes for immigrants. Regrettably, such targeted policies remain 
scarce in Belgium, and anti-discrimination measures tend to benefit EU migrants more than non-EU migrants. 

Nonetheless, migration does have a positive impact on Belgium’s GDP. However, this contribution could be sig-
nificantly increased, given the substantial influence of immigration on the country’s overall demographic situa-
tion. Some commentators even assert that Belgium is missing out on a significant economic opportunity due to 
its current approach to migration and integration.

Case 1 (Belgium) - Does migration really cost $11 billion per year for Belgium?

A viral tweet in May 2021 claimed that asylum seekers cost Belgium €11 billion per year and that only 20% 
work. The data was not sourced, and official statistics contradicted these claims. In reality, only 1,634 asylum 
applications were made that May (vs. 17,000 claimed), and reliable employment data was unavailable. The 
€11 billion figure had no evidence base. In contrast, the National Bank of Belgium reported a 3.47% GDP 
increase partly due to immigration.

Disinformation Classification: Fabricated Content
Narrative Used: Migrants as an economic burden
Platform: Twitter
Fact-checked by: Factcheck.Vlaanderen
Purpose: To stigmatise migrants as fiscally harmful and exploit public concern over national budgets.

Case 2  (Finland)  - False Allegation: Social Workers Trafficking Migrant Children for Money

A disinformation campaign targeting Arabic-speaking communities in Finland claimed that Finnish child 
protection authorities were kidnapping and trafficking migrant children. This narrative—spread across Nor-
dic countries—was debunked by Faktabaari and tied to broader efforts to undermine trust in public institu-
tions. In reality, the Finnish Ministry of Social Affairs and Health funded the LAMPE project to strengthen 

migrant-sensitive child protection services.

Disinformation Classification: Fabricated Content / 
Conspiracy Theory
Narrative Used: State as enemy of migrant families
Platform: Social media, ethnic community channels
Fact-checked by: Faktabaari, NORDIS
Purpose: To erode trust in welfare institutions and 
fuel anti-government sentiment

To conclude, the given cases show that the Welfare System and Economy is one of the most affected themes in 
both countries. Either mis- and disinformation or narratives can be used to manipulate perception of societies 
against immigrants and migration.

Theme 2 - Migration as a Threat to Security

When discussing about immigration, there is polarisation within the population in Belgium and Finland. The fre-
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quent debate focuses the division on “us” and “them”.26  Furthermore, countermedia27  (also known as alternative 
media) and right-wing populists have increased their use of these created “threats” such as “they’’ are coming to 
“our country,” “invading ‘our’ country,” and “bringing instability”, as well as rising levels of crime cases to benefit 
their political, economic, and/or personal goals.28  Media find that their economic interests align with polarising 
content as it leads to more viewership29 , and therefore, more ad revenue.  

Similar motivations can be seen as far back as the 16th century. For example, Evil May 1517, a date when London-
ers violently rioted against Flemish, German, and Italian merchants and craftsman. These migrants were accused 
of “ruining the local economy and harassing women and girls.”30  The Londoners were most likely threatened by 
the foreign merchants competing within their markets and rioted as a way of ridding London of said merchants. 
This is also a phenomenon recognised elsewhere in Europe as well. 31 

Polarisation of attitudes toward migrants, such as those towards Muslims, is an issue in Finland as it is elsewhere 
in the Nordic region and in Belgium.32 33 Referring to refugees as “radicalised”, they become the other, a threat to 
society.34  The presence of Muslim immigrants in Belgium sometimes leads to a clash between cultures and this 
can lead to Islamophobia. For example, during celebrations after the last World Cup’s matches, Moroccan fans 
on the streets clashed with the police, Moroccan immigrants were shown as targets in the statements made by 
an extremist political party and this situation brought the integration problems in the country to the surface 
again.  35

For Belgium, the 22 March terror attacks were the bloodiest terrorist attacks in its history.36  On 22 March 2016, 
ISIS-affiliated terrorists attacked and killed 32 civilians. Two of the three bombing attacks took place in Zaventem 
International Airport and one took place in Maelbeek metro station which is very close to the European Commis-
sion and European Parliament alongside their working offices. 

This terrorist attack has affected both the public zeitgeist and the political sphere of Belgium. Right-wing nation-
alist and populist parties have considerably increased their votes in the last decade in Belgium.37  The results of 
the 2019 Parliament elections in Belgium prove that Vlaams Belang, the Flemish far-right party has increased its 
vote remarkably and have taken 11.95% of votes, gaining 18 seats in parliament, while they had 3.7% of the votes 
and just 3 seats in 2014.

After the 22 March attacks, an increased amount of mis- and disinformation was used to target Muslim commu-
nities in Belgium and spread false information about the terrorist attacks.

Case 3 (Belgium) - Disinformation: All Muslims Are Terrorists Exploiting Welfare

In a video distributed by a Russian media outlet shortly after the March 2016 Brussels terrorist attacks—and 
recirculated in far-right forums in 2023—it was claimed that Muslims are terrorists exploiting the welfare 
system by polygamy. The narrative falsely suggested Muslims used benefits to finance terrorism. No Europe-
an country permits polygamous marriage, and the claim had no factual basis.

Disinformation Classification: Fabricated Content
Narrative Used: Muslim demographic threat / welfare abuse
Platform: Russian state media, online video platforms
Fact-checked by: EUvsDisinfo
Purpose: To vilify Muslims and fuel anti-immigration sentiment

Case 4  (Finland) - Unsubstantiated Claim: Migrants Rape Underage Schoolgirls

Following the 2015 migration wave, a recurring narrative spread on Finnish social media claimed that mi-
grants rape underage schoolgirls. These claims were traced to pro-Kremlin disinformation sources and 
lacked credible evidence. The Finns Party and countermedia outlets amplified the message, creating fear and 
hostility toward migrants.

Disinformation Classification: Fabricated Content / Moral Panic
Narrative Used: Migrants as criminal threat
Platform: Alt-media, Facebook, Twitter
Fact-checked by: EUvsDisinfo, NORDIS
Purpose: To instigate xenophobia and moral panic

Cases above show that mis- and disinformation and narratives are widely used to polarise societies against mi-
gration and immigration in both countries. Immigrants are shown as a threat to society, and this has a wider 
negative impact on integration policies and public support. This polarisation also may be seen in the Culture and 
Identity topics.

Theme 3 - Migration as a Threat to Culture and Identity

Immigration may uncover cultural differences between people. Many mis- and disinformation examples show us 
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that these cultural differences may be easily used to manipulate people and can create social problems. One of 
the most common themes in opinions that concern possible impacts of migration is a danger to national identity 
and culture. The social impacts of it could include longings for a unified national culture or even seen as a danger 
to national identity.38 

Furthermore, culture and religion are often intertwined, and religious differences are seen as one of the main 
causes of cultural differences. Because the fact is that even an immigrant has the ability to learn the host language 
in a short time, it’s very unlikely that immigrants convert their religion because it is seen as a kind of bond of the 
immigrant’s ancestral culture and many of them barely want to lose that connection with their origins. 

The increasing population of persons who have migration roots can be used in a misleading and manipulative 
way. Even those who are successfully integrated in the society might find themselves in various classification cat-
egories because of their migration roots, even if these immigrant roots go back several generations and these new 
generations describe themselves differently from their ancestors. As an example of disinformation about demog-
raphy from 28/04/2019 has claimed that the majority of newborns in Brussels are from the Muslim community.39  
Even Belgians think40  that the muslims make up 10% or even in some cases 60% of the Belgium population; in 
fact the Muslim community make up approximately 7% of the total Belgium41  population, and 23% of Brussels. So 
those numbers are also fabricated, and such disinformation can lead people to believe that they are under threat. 
This can make it more difficult to implement integration policies.

Especially in the Nordics, the question of identity is strongly connected to the questions of the welfare state. Nor-
mally this is seen, for example, through the idea that native population have “built” the system and immigrants 
would “just come and enjoy the benefits without having the need to pay for taxes’’.42  Furthermore, accusations 
in the Cultural and Identity questions have been studied continuously, and according to a report prepared by the 
NATO Strategic Communication Centre of Excellence presents that several common narratives attacking different 
culture and identity attitudes have been created by Russian interference in the aim of affecting public opinion and 
understanding on different “threats” in the Baltic Region.

In addition, there is a strong division along identity and culture, for example, the Finnish identity is one of  “Euro-
pean”, “white”, “Christian”, “intelligent”, “educated”, “civilised”, and “middle-class”. In contrast to the qualities of 
Europeans, an example is presented about Syrians, in which case in 2015 they were portrayed as not meeting the 
same standards as “we” in Europe with our cultural and identity factors, instead they are being characterised as 
a threat.43 44   This means not meeting the same standards as we are holding of our culture, and therefore, anyone 
who does not fit our perspective are viewed as “outsiders”. 45 

Case 5  (Finland) - Ukrainian vs. Muslim Refugees: Double Standards and Islamophobic Framing

During and after the continued influx of Ukrainian refugees (2023–2024), Finnish countermedia and online 
commentators increasingly pushed a narrative contrasting “deserving” Ukrainian refugees with “dangerous” 
Muslim refugees.

The implication was that the former are “European, civilised, and Christian,” while the latter are “uncivilised 
and destabilising.” These false dichotomies were found especially in platforms like WTF Media and Telegram 
channels aligned with the Finns Party.

Disinformation Classification: Misleading Content & False Context
Cultural Narrative Used: European identity vs. Islamic threat
Platform: Alt-media, Telegram, Facebook
Fact-checked by: NORDIS, Faktabaari
Purpose: To solidify cultural exclusion, racial profiling, and support anti-immigration political agendas.

Viewing the cases about identity and cultural differences can also be seen from the perspective of a theory of 
Orientalism. Here Westerners are viewed as different from the orientals, the “others”. The perspective separates 
differences in race, culture, history and society. Instead, “others” are opposite to Europeans which we recognise 
as “normal”, mature and rational to mention.46  And these elements by highlighting opposing and unknown 
qualities of other cultures, some cases have been proven to use these and create false threats to be spread to the 
population.47

Case 6 (Belgium)  - False Claims of Muslim Majority Among Newborns in Brussels

A recurring disinformation campaign resurfaced in early 2023 claiming that “Muslim newborns are now the 
majority in Brussels.” This narrative was amplified through social media and far-right platforms aiming to 
frame demographic change as a cultural threat. However, demographic data contradicts this claim.

According to the Observatoire des Religions et de la Laïcité, Muslims make up about 23% of Brussels’ popula-
tion — not a majority, and certainly not 60% as alleged in the fabricated posts.

Disinformation Classification: Fabricated Content
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Cultural Narrative Used: Islamisation and replacement theory
Platform: Facebook, Telegram
Fact-checked by: EUvsDisinfo, Factcheck.Vlaanderen
Purpose: To provoke fear of identity loss among the native population and polarise public opinion.

As it is presented above, Cultural and Identical differences are used in a manipulative way by mis- and disinfor-
mation and narratives as it was also seen in the first and second theme. By using those kind of manipulations, the 
public’s faith in integration policies is being undermined and it is emphasised that there is no common ground 
with migrants and that they pose a threat to the national existence.

Conclusion

The research conducted within the framework of the IMMUNE 2 INFODEMIC project clearly demonstrates that 
migration remains one of the most prominent and vulnerable themes exploited by mis- and disinformation in 
both Belgium and Finland. Across the domains of economy, security, and cultural identity, false or misleading 
narratives are used to manipulate public perception, polarise societies, and hinder evidence-based policymaking.

Mis- and Disinformation as Tools of Manipulation

Throughout the examined cases, actors ranging from individual social media users to political groups and foreign 
information operations have leveraged digital platforms to spread emotionally charged and misleading content. 
These narratives—such as migrants being a drain on welfare, a source of crime, or a threat to national culture—
resonate strongly with public anxieties and are deliberately constructed to simplify complex migration realities 
into easily digestible but harmful stereotypes.

In Belgium, economic fears are amplified through false statistics on migration-related costs, while in Finland, 
state institutions such as child protection services have been targeted with conspiracy-laden accusations. Simi-
larly, in both countries, Muslim communities have been framed as demographic threats or associated with ter-
rorism, reinforcing exclusionary and Islamophobic attitudes.

Patterns and Purposes

The analysis reveals several recurring patterns:

• Framing migrants as “others” who undermine the cohesion, safety, and prosperity of the native pop-
ulation.

• Fabrication of statistical or visual evidence to support misleading claims (e.g. fake cost figures or 
misused protest images).

• Polarisation through identity-based narratives, especially around religion, gender roles, and national 
belonging.

• Amplification by political and ideological actors, both domestic (e.g. far-right parties) and foreign 
(e.g. Russian media networks).

These narratives are not merely misleading—they are corrosive. They erode trust in public institutions, justify 
exclusionary policies, and inhibit constructive public discourse around migration and integration.

Implications for Democratic Societies

Democratic societies depend on a well-informed public capable of engaging critically with information. Infodem-
ics, especially when targeting sensitive topics like migration, compromise this foundation. They exacerbate social 
tensions, obstruct fact-based debate, and ultimately undermine democratic resilience.

In light of Finland’s recent accession to NATO and Belgium’s ongoing political fragmentation, the strategic use 
of disinformation around migration must also be viewed as a hybrid threat—not only a societal challenge but a 
matter of national and European security.

Moving Forward: Building Resilience

To counter these threats, the following measures should be prioritised:

• Promoting digital and media literacy, particularly among vulnerable demographics and youth.

• Strengthening fact-checking mechanisms and supporting independent journalism.

• Enhancing cross-sector collaboration between civil society, government, and tech platforms to mon-
itor and respond to disinformation campaigns.
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• Encouraging inclusive narratives that reflect the complexity and humanity of migration experiences.

As demonstrated through this research, tackling infodemics requires more than correcting falsehoods—it de-
mands a proactive, structural response rooted in democratic values, social cohesion, and international coopera-
tion.
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