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Main findings 
 
⟹ Vaccines did not receive very significant media coverage in the Russian state 
media in French (namely Sputnik France and Russia Today en français) until 
Russia had a candidate vaccine. 
 
⟹ The readers of these media outlets seem particularly prone to scepticism 
about vaccines, judging by the imbalance in retweets and the privileged 
recirculation of negative news tweeted by RT France and Sputnik France.   
 
⟹ This vaccine hesitancy seems to be encouraged by the systematic coverage 
of the slightest incident concerning a competing vaccine. The contrast with the 
enthusiastic promotion of Russian vaccines is striking. 
 
⟹ A review of fact-checked items showed that Russian state media outlets that 
published content in French were not alone in creating articles that led to the 
propagation of disinformation. These events were also covered by traditional 
media outlets. However, while the content of the articles remains quite similar, the 
headlines of the Russian outlets tend to be more ambiguous and exhibit a lack of 
caution through both the alarmist tone-of-voice of the articles and their factual 
approximations. 
 
⟹ In the analysis of narratives, we find several classic divisive narratives, 
including "anti-establishment" discourse to undermine confidence in the 
authorities, representation of a corrupt financial elite ("big pharma lobby" 
narratives), attacks on civil liberties, or fears for privacy. 
 
⟹ An analysis of the names of the vaccines shows how these outlets seem to 
have set up an artificial confrontation between two drugs: the smaller but 
resourceful Sputnik V “David” on the one hand, against the giant Pfizer “Goliath” on 
the other.  
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Introduction 
 
As vaccination campaigns have ramped up in the past year, they have also become 
targeted by disinformation operations, for a variety of reasons and based on 
narratives that have been present for a long time,1 especially in France.2 These 
operations are all the more successful as the crisis is exceptionally strong and the 
development of vaccines has been exceptionally rapid.3 
 
Our study on the coverage of this topic by the Russian state media in French 
corroborates, at least in the French online space, conclusions that others have 
already reached in other countries or linguistic areas, notably on the amplification 
of negative coverage of foreign vaccines (except the Chinese ones) in order to 
promote those produced by Russia.4 
 
This misinformation campaign concerns all regions and has been documented 
from Australia5 to Eastern Europe6 and other countries of the world.7 An article in 
the Wall Street Journal, quoting U.S. officials, asserts that "Russian intelligence 
agencies have mounted a campaign to undermine confidence in Pfizer Inc.’s and 
other Western vaccines", naming four publications known as being run by the SVR, 
the FSB and the GRU.8 
 
A study by the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR)9 tries to make sense of this 
paradox: the Russian vaccine Sputnik V, whose development has been less 
transparent than that of Western vaccines, initially enjoyed a better reputation in 
Africa than those produced in the West, which have been subjected to peer-
reviewed scientific publications at every stage of their trials. "Surprisingly, in 
Africa, perceptions of Russia’s flagship vaccine, Sputnik V, are largely positive, 
despite it having not undergone the rigorous clinical trials that other vaccines 

 
1 Martin McKee, Walter Ricciardi, Luigi Siciliani, Bernd Rechel, Veronica Toffolutti, David Stuckler; Alessia Melegaro and 
Jan C.Semenza, "Increasing vaccine uptake: confronting misinformation and disinformation", Eurohealth, 2018. 
2 Matthew Dalton, "France, Once a Vaccine Pioneer, Is Top Skeptic in Covid-19 Pandemic", Wall Street Journal, 18 January 
2021. 
3 Yannis Kotziagkiaouridis and Anjuli Bedi, "The COVID-19 disinformation divide: understanding vaccine attitudes", 
World Economic Forum, 4 February 2021. 
4 Roman Osadchuk, "How pro-Kremlin outlets and blogs undermine trust in foreign-made COVID vaccines: Conspiracy 
theories about Western-made vaccines find a willing audience in anti-vax groups", Digital Forensic Research Lab, 27 
January 2021. 
5 Ariel Bogle and Albert Zhang, "Chinese and Russian influence campaigns risk undermining Covid-19 vaccination 
programs", Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 22 January 2021. 
6 EU vs Disinfo, "The Battle for shoulders - Which vaccine should be injected?" , 1 February 2021. 
7 Sheera Frenkel, Maria Abi-Habib and Julian E. Barnes, "Russian Campaign Promotes Homegrown Vaccine and Undercuts 
Rivals", The New York Times, 5 February 2021. 
8 Namely New Eastern Outlook and Oriental Review (SVR), News Front  (FSB) and Rebel Inside (GRU). Michael R. 
Gordon and Dustin Volz, "Russian Disinformation Campaign Aims to Undermine Confidence in Pfizer, Other Covid-19 
Vaccines, U.S. Officials Say", The Wall Street Journal, 7 March 2021. 
9 Beach Gray, "Russian Disinformation Popularizes Sputnik V Vaccine in Africa", Council on Foreign Relations, 10 

December 2020. 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/332602/Eurohealth-24-3-35-38-eng.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.wsj.com/articles/france-once-a-vaccine-pioneer-is-top-skeptic-in-covid-19-pandemic-11610971051
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/02/disinformation-covid19-vaccine-attitudes/
https://medium.com/dfrlab/how-pro-kremlin-outlets-and-blogs-undermine-trust-in-foreign-made-covid-vaccines-4fa9f9f19df1
https://medium.com/dfrlab/how-pro-kremlin-outlets-and-blogs-undermine-trust-in-foreign-made-covid-vaccines-4fa9f9f19df1
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinese-and-russian-influence-campaigns-risk-undermining-covid-19-vaccination-programs/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinese-and-russian-influence-campaigns-risk-undermining-covid-19-vaccination-programs/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/the-battle-for-shoulders-which-vaccine-should-be-injected/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/05/technology/russia-covid-vaccine-disinformation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/05/technology/russia-covid-vaccine-disinformation.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russian-disinformation-campaign-aims-to-undermine-confidence-in-pfizer-other-covid-19-vaccines-u-s-officials-say-11615129200
https://www.wsj.com/articles/russian-disinformation-campaign-aims-to-undermine-confidence-in-pfizer-other-covid-19-vaccines-u-s-officials-say-11615129200
https://www.cfr.org/blog/russian-disinformation-popularizes-sputnik-v-vaccine-africa
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have." According to the CFR, this is the result of a disinformation campaign waged 
by Russian governmental entities. 
 
This influence operation aims to increase market share and assert Russia's 
scientific leadership, but it is inflicting serious damage by propagating vaccine-
scepticism that compromises the resolution of the global health pandemic.10 

1. Methodology 
 
For our analysis, we looked at the tweets from the Twitter accounts of Sputnik 
France (@sputnik_fr) and RT France (@RTenFrançais), which provided us with a 
picture of the virality of the narratives through the count of retweets. 
 
The request tried to identify all the tweets talking about vaccines with the 
keywords “vaccins”, “vaccin” and “vaccination”. Some of them, it is worth noting, 
do not relate to COVID-19. Our request ran from 1 January 2020, in order to 
capture a full picture of the coverage pre-pandemic, to 15 February 2021.  

 

Timeline of the volumetrics  
 

We notice that until early August 2020, vaccines were not a prominent subject for 
the two flagship Russian state media in French11. Only when a Russian vaccine 
candidate appeared, did volumes increase. The interest in the topic rose again 
sharply after Pfizer announced the positive outcome of its clinical trials in early 
November 2020. 
 

 
Figure 1: Timeline of the tweets and retweets of articles responding to our request from Jan. 1st 20202 to Feb. 15th 2021. 

 
10 Mark Scott, "In race for coronavirus vaccine, Russia turns to disinformation", Politico, 19 November 2020. 
11 115 articles (12,7% of the total) were published between 1st January 2020 and 31st July, and 790 (87,3%) were 
published between 1st August and 15th February 2021. 

https://www.politico.eu/article/covid-vaccine-disinformation-russia/
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For comparison purposes, we ran a query using the same terms on the Twitter 
accounts of two state-owned French media: @France24_fr (the French-language 
account of the France 24 channel, which broadcasts in four languages) and 
@franceinfo (the dual TV & radio news channel of the public groups France 
Télévision and Radio France). 
 
By retaining only the unique tweets, our request returns an equivalent number of 
articles: 1,024 (compared to 923 for the Russian media in our study). The general 
profile of the graph (showing the Russian media in blue and the French in orange) 
is also quite similar, apart from two main differences that are noteworthy but not 
ground-breaking: a surge of articles in the Russian media in August when Sputnik 
V appeared as a good vaccine candidate, and another one in the French media from 
November onwards when Pfizer announced the positive results of its clinical tests. 
 

 
Figure 2: Timeline of unique tweets produced by our selection of Russian (in blue) and French (in orange) state media from 
1 Jan 2020 to 15 Feb 2021. 
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2. Study of narratives 
 
A study of narratives is a complex task. In many cases, there are several 
overlapping narratives in a single article. Therefore, the decision to classify an 
article in a specific category also depends on some subjective choices.  
 

Distribution of narratives: 

We exported the complete set of 923 articles posted by these two media on their 
respective Twitter account during our timespan and extracted the 251 articles that 
were retweeted at least 15 times (taking into account only the retweets of the 
accounts of the French-speaking Russian media, not all the tweets posted by other 
users linking to these articles). Exactly 163 of the articles (65.7%) in our set were 
published by Sputnik France and 85 (34.3%) by RT France. However, the latter 
reached 37.1% of the retweets, showing a slightly higher virality for this outlet 
compared to the volume of articles it produced. We performed a narrative analysis 
by labelling the articles according to the wording of their title, and, if relevant, to a 
main narrative and a sub-narrative. Two of the articles are not stand-alone articles 
on the vaccine but live coverage pages and one has no connection to the pandemic 
crisis but uses the word "vaccine" in a figurative way.12 They were removed from 
our set. 
We qualified the narratives present in the titles of the remaining 248 articles 
according to the following grid: 
  

Main narrative # of 
tweets13 

# of 
articles 

Share of 
all tweets 

Share of all 
articles 

Promotion of a Russian 
vaccine 

2,530 88 28.9% 35.6% 

Denigration of a 
competing vaccine 

3,083 59 35.2% 23.9% 

Criticism of a Western 
vaccination campaign 

1,466 37 16.8% 15.0% 

Vaccine hesitancy 776 34 8.96% 13.8% 

Anti-western narrative 511 13 5.84% 5.26% 

 
12 "'Vaccine against extremism': Morocco to teach Jewish history and culture in schools', Sputnik, 13 December 2020. 
13 All the tables in this report showing a "number of tweets" should be understood as unique tweets and retweets alike. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210125222716/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/international/202012131044922350-vaccin-contre-lextremisme-le-maroc-va-enseigner-lhistoire-et-la-culture-juives-a-lecole/
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Positive news on 
vaccination14  

147 7 1.68% 2.83% 

Chinese vaccine 164 6 1.87% 2.43% 

Demoralisation/fear 75 3 0.86% 1.21% 

 
The distribution of these narratives is illustrated in the graph below. The 
discrepancies between the number of articles and the number of retweets highlight 
that some negative messaging, especially the articles we tagged as "denigration of 
a competing vaccine", appears to have a higher virality. 
 

 

Promotion of a Russian vaccine:  
A large number (88 articles or 35.5% of our whole set) aims to promote a Russian 
vaccine solution, which may seem contradictory to the vaccine hesitancy that the 

 
14 Excluding Russian and Chinese vaccines which appear in the “Chinese vaccine” and “Promotion of a Russian 
vaccine” categories. 

Figure 3: Distribution of narratives among our set of tweets (left) and articles (right). 
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editorial lines of these outlets also like to entertain to attack competing vaccines.15 
Sputnik V is mentioned in 48 articles (54.8% of those tagged under this narrative). 
The scientific lead of Russian laboratories is also highlighted in 14.8% of the 
articles. Several of these articles also mention Vladimir Putin's name in the title or 
lend geopolitical significance to these vaccines, which are seen as an alternative to 
a dominant model, where the West is seen as hegemonic. 
 

Denigration of a competing vaccine: 
We have qualified under this narrative 59 articles (23.8% of our set) which either 
deal with a vaccination incident16 involving a Western vaccine, frequently inflated 
to the point of increasing its emotional impact with a possible intention to induce 
feelings of anxiety among readers, or which aim to increase doubt about the 
efficiency of competing vaccines. In practice, many of these narratives could have 
been described as "anti-vaccine". However, we have chosen to isolate these 
narratives as “denigration of competing vaccine” in order to illustrate the tension 
between two seemingly contradictory messages in the Russian state media: on the 
one hand, to cast doubt on non-Russian vaccines, and on the other, to promote 
Russian vaccines. 
 
The "vaccination incident" sub-narrative is massively prevalent (45.8% of the 
articles tagged in this category), but also much more viral, with 62.2% of the 
tweets. Trust in vaccine efficiency sub-narrative amounts to 22% of the articles 
(13.2% of the tweets). "Financial interest" or "conspiracy" sub-narratives appear 
minor (6.78% and 3.39% of the articles). A fire in a factory producing vaccines in 
India was covered in two articles and was classified as an "industrial accident". 
 

Sub-
narrative 

# of tweets # of articles Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
articles 

Vaccination 
incident 

1,585 27        62.2% 45.8% 

Trust in 
vaccine 
efficiency 

408 13 13.2% 22% 

Financial 
interest 

116 4 3.76% 6.78% 

 
15 Ariel Bogle and Albert Zhang, "Chinese and Russian influence campaigns risk undermining Covid-19 vaccination 
programs", Australian Strategic Policy Institute, 22 January 2021.  
EUvsDisinfo, “Attacking the West, putting Russians in danger”, 29 March 2021. 
16 Almost all, if not all, of these incidents are real in the sense that they did occur. However, most fall into one of two 
categories: either a minor incident (e. g. mild discomfort following vaccination) that is exaggerated so as to amplify it, 
or a serious incident (death or serious illness) whose link with vaccination is exaggerated or presented as probable 
when in reality it is hypothetical or even unlikely. See on this subject the section on misinformation techniques at the 
end of this report. 

https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinese-and-russian-influence-campaigns-risk-undermining-covid-19-vaccination-programs/
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/chinese-and-russian-influence-campaigns-risk-undermining-covid-19-vaccination-programs/
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/attacking-the-west-putting-russians-in-danger/
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Industrial 
accident 

159 2 5.16% 3.39% 

Conspiracy 128 2 4.15% 3.39% 

Civil liberties 49 1 1.59% 1.69% 

No sub-
narrative 

304             10 9.86% 16.9% 

 
It is also interesting to note that 66.7% of all the denigration articles mention the 
name of a pharmaceutical company in their title. Pfizer is by far the first vaccine 
cited in this smear campaign, reaching 65% (26 articles) and almost three quarters 
of the tweets. It could be argued that this vaccine was the first Western vaccine to 
be used and that it is normal that it received the most extensive coverage. However, 
such an over-representation leads us to believe that there is a desire on the part of 
the Russian state media to embody the Western pharmaceutical industry under a 
specific, symbolic brand name. In the second position, according to press reports, 
the AstraZeneca vaccine was also targeted by a disinformation campaign17. 

Vaccine 
mentioned 

# of 
tweets 

# of 
articles 

Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
articles 

Pfizer 1,585 26 73.7% 65% 

AstraZeneca 460 10 21.4% 25% 

Johnson&Johnson 60 2 2.79% 5% 

Moderna 45 2 2.09% 5% 

Note: only articles whose titles mentioned a company name are shown in the table above, excluding 33.3% of the articles 
of our set. 

Criticism of a vaccination campaign 
We have subdivided the 37 articles (14.9%) in this category into three parts 
(French, European and Western) in order to better analyse it: unsurprisingly, 
56.8% of the articles (21) concern France, while 29.7% (11) concern Europe and 
13.5% (5) the West in general. We also compiled the figures to study their sub-
narratives. Many of the criticisms concern confidence in the authorities in their 
choices, for example in prioritising which country’s inhabitants should receive the 
vaccine first, in managing procurement, or in the pace of deployment. The main 
sub-narratives refer to suspicions of undue enrichment, or even corruption, or 
infringements of civil liberties (controversy over the obligation to vaccinate, 

 
17 Manveen Rana and Sean O’Neill, "Russians spread fake news over Oxford coronavirus vaccine", The Times, 
16 October 2020. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/russians-spread-fake-news-over-oxford-coronavirus-vaccine-2nzpk8vrq
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restrictions on movements) or breaches of privacy or personal data ("vaccine 
passport", registers). 

 

Sub-narrative # of tweets # of 
articles 

Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
Articles 

Financial interest 501 10 46.3% 40% 

Civil liberties 250 9 23.1% 36% 

Trust in vaccine 
efficiency 

199 3 18.4% 12% 

Discrimination/identity 131 3 12.1% 12% 

Note: only articles for which we have assigned a sub-narrative are shown in the table above, excluding 17.6% of the articles 
of our set. 

Vaccine hesitancy 
We classified 34 articles (13.8% of the total) under this label. The relatively small 
number of articles in this category is probably due to the methodological choices 
we made. In practice, a number of the articles that we classified as "denigration of 
a competing vaccine" could be included under this label: the tone of the articles, 
amplification and repetition of incidents also contribute to a general mistrust of 
vaccines. Proof of this finding: we have attributed to almost 80% of the articles in 
this category the sub-narratives "trust in vaccine efficiency" and "conspiracy".18 
Though, civil liberties19 are non-negligible in this chapter too. 

 

Sub-narrative # of tweets # of 
articles 

% of 
tweets 

% of 
articles 

Trust in vaccine 
efficiency 

435 19 57.5% 57.6% 

Conspiracy 144 7 19.0% 21.2% 

Civil liberties 96 4 12.7% 12.1% 

Victimization 33 1 4.37% 3.03% 

Environment 30 1 3.97% 3.03% 

Vaccination incident 18 1 2.38% 3.03% 

 
18 We have thus classified elements that do not fall within the scope of fact-checking because demonstrating their falsity 
would be impossible or absurd. For example: "the covid vaccine is the work of the devil". This restrictive definition of a 
conspiracy theory is the reason for the limited number of articles labelled as such. 
19 This sub-narrative covers all fears for individual freedoms (such as freedom of movement), but also those concerning 
privacy or the preservation of personal data (online databases, "vaccination passport", etc.). 
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Note: only articles for which we have assigned a sub-narrative are shown in the table above, excluding 2.9% of the articles 
of our set. 

 

Anti-western narrative 
This narrative covers 5.26% (13) of the articles in our set.20 Given the small 
number of articles falling under this narrative as well as the uncertainties in the 
attribution of narratives, any analysis is quite hazardous. The articles in this 
section deal a lot with post-colonial subjects (e.g. amplification of a controversy 
around statements made by a French researcher21 suggesting trials in Africa to see 
if the BCG vaccine would prove effective against COVID-19)22 or with geopolitics 
and the reshuffling in the balance of power caused by vaccines. A number of these 
narratives regard Iran. 
 

Positive news on a vaccine 
It would be an understatement to say that positive news is rare in the articles of 
our set! Indeed, positive news on a vaccine (either a Western one or a description 
of the global vaccination campaign in general, since we labelled under the 
"promotion" narrative positive news on a Russian vaccine) represent seven 
articles (2.83% of the total). Virtually all these articles are factual announcements 
of the discovery or the deployment of a Western vaccine. 
 

Chinese vaccine 
We considered the coverage of the Chinese vaccines separately from the Russian 
and Western ones; six articles (2.43%) of our set are dedicated to it. Two of the 
articles concern the Chinese agreement for the delivery of COVID-19 vaccines to 
Morocco. One article covers similar agreements between China and several African 
countries. The tone-of-voice of these articles is quite positive. 
 

Demoralisation/fear 
Only three articles in our set fall into this category, suggesting for instance that the 
pandemic crisis could find no solution at all. The fact that we assigned this 
narrative to only three articles in our set should not occult the general negativity 
in the tone of the coverage but is mostly due to the very restrictive label: many of 
the articles that could have been considered as "fear mongering" were given other 
tags, such as "denigration of a Western vaccine" or "vaccine hesitancy". 
 

Positive and negative messaging 
We eventually studied the tonality of the coverage, adding on one side the 
narratives "promotion of a Russian vaccine" and "positive news on a vaccine", on 

 
20 This small number is somehow artificial and many of the articles that we labelled as "denigration of a Western 
vaccine" could be considered as "anti-western narratives" as well. 
21 A doctor suggests trials in Africa for a vaccine against COVID-19, comparing it to clinical trials on prostitutes., 
Sputnik France, 3 April 2020 
22 It should be remembered here that the Russian state media outlets operating in French do not only target a French  
audience, but also all French-speaking countries, particularly in Africa 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200405193710/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/france/202004031043470494-un-medecin-propose-de-tester-en-afrique-un-vaccin-contre-le-covid-19-comparant-aux-essais-sur-les/
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the other all the other narratives. Despite the efforts dedicated to the promotion of 
Russian vaccines, 61.5% of the articles and even 69.4% of the tweets concern 
negative messaging on vaccines. The discrepancy between the number of articles 
and the number of tweets shows that articles carrying negative messaging are 
more viral than the positive ones (negative messaging articles were retweeted 40 
times on average, positive ones 28.2 times). 
 

Tone # of tweets # of 
articles 

Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
articles 

Negative narratives 6,075 152 69.4% 61.5% 

Positive narratives 2,677 95 30.6% 38.5% 

 
 
Distribution of the sub-narratives within articles containing negative 
messages: 
 

Sub-narratives # of tweets # of 
articles 

Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
articles 

Trust in vaccine 
efficiency  

1,118 38 22.9% 33.0% 

Vaccination incident 1,937 28 39.7% 24.3% 

Financial interest 633 15 13.0% 13.0% 

Civil liberties 395 14 8.10% 12.2% 

Conspiracy 271 9 5.58% 7.83% 

Discrimination/identity 297 7 6.09% 6.09% 

Industrial accident 159 2 3.26% 1.74% 

Victimisation 33 1 0.68% 0.87% 

Environment 30 1 0.62% 0.87% 
 

Targeted entities 
Attempting to define an entity that would be targeted by a hostile narrative is 
tricky, particularly in an information operation, because of the difficulties in 
defining a "target". If, for example, an operation aims to denigrate an institution in 
the eyes of a population, is the “target” the institution or the population? Despite 
this methodological difficulty, for 161 articles, we have attempted to identify an 
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institution or person as being "targeted" by the narrative of the article. We felt it 
prudent not to compile statistics on this designation, because of the possible 
uncertainties in these designations and the small number of articles that could 
produce distortions. However, we note some salient points. For example, we 
considered that 15 of the articles were aimed at the western pharmaceutical 
industry, which is a redundant finding considering the fact that almost 50% of all 
articles have as their main narrative either the denigration of a competitor or the 
criticism of a vaccination campaign. France is particularly targeted (the 
government in nine articles, its laboratories in four, two articles on Pasteur and 
two mentioning Sanofi, and the country more generally in two articles). The 
European Union is targeted by six articles (four singling out the European 
Commission, two focusing on the European Medicines Agency). It is worth noting 
that Bill Gates is covered by five articles, making him the most designated 
individual. Finally, the measures taken by social networks to counter 
misinformation give rise to debate: three articles are aimed at Twitter and one at 
Facebook. 
 

Main country mentioned in all articles 
Unsurprisingly, Russia and France are by far the two most mentioned countries in 
the articles of our set, the first leading by the number of articles, the latter by 
engagement. 
 

Country # of tweets # of 
articles 

Share of 
tweets 

Share of 
articles 

Russia 1,536 54 20.7% 29.2% 

France 1,606 40 21.6% 21.6% 

USA 775 18 10.4% 9.76% 

Germany 219 8 2.95% 4.32% 

Algeria 124 5 1.67% 2.70% 

Iran 179 4 2.41% 2.16% 

Mexico 157 4 2.12% 2.16% 

China 154 4 2.07% 2.16% 

United Kingdom 131 4 1.77% 2.16% 

Spain 107 4 1.44% 2.16% 

Hungary 100 4 1.53% 2.16% 
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Brazil 77 4 1.04% 2.16% 

India 187 3 2.52% 1.08% 

Australia, Belgium, 
Israel, Morocco, 
Philippines, South 
Africa 

35 
to 

227 

 
2 

0.47% 
to 

3.06% 

 
1.08% 

Argentina, Austria, 
Bulgaria, Cameroon, 
Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC), 
Finland, Greece23, 
Guinea, Italy, Norway, 
Palestinian territories, 
Senegal, Serbia, South 
Korea, Sweden, 
Switzerland 

 
 

15 
to 

104 

 
 
 

1 

 
 

0.20% 
to 

1.40% 

 
 
 

0.54% 

Note: no more than one country mentioned has been listed (if several: the main one). Articles whose title does not mention 
a country are not shown in the table above, excluding 25,8% of the articles of our set. 

 

3. Review of narratives covered by fact-checkers 
 

Several articles in our set covered events or situations which led to a spread of 
disinformation debunked by French fact-checkers. Most of the time, the articles 
mainly covered the events and did not directly endorse the disinformation items. 
Still, in a lot of cases, they often contributed to maintaining some doubts and 
ambiguity around them.  
 
Misinformation is most often not the result of the facts presented, as much as of 
what they suggest or the insinuations they create. Although the body of these 
articles includes information very close to that published in the traditional media, 
they regularly play on doubt or ambiguity. One of the main consequences is that 
these articles can be disseminated in spheres prone to conspiracy: even if they do 
not actively support conspiracy theories, they are formulated in a sufficiently 
ambiguous way to suggest that such theories are possible. 
 
Below we present several examples of articles published by Russian state media 
that covered events that led to the spread of disinformation debunked by fact-

 
23 Greece was mentioned in only one article that was retweeted 876 times. This extraordinary virality makes this single 
article represents 11.8% of all the retweets of our set. We consider this article to be a statistical distortion. It doesn't 
especially target Greece but regards an event that incidentally happened in Greece. This is the reason why we removed 
the figures for this article from the table above. 
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checkers. Several of them constitute distortions of the truth; others are more 
contentious and work more through suggestion.  
 
We also note that while the content of the articles sometimes provides caution and 
distance from false information debunked by fact-checkers, the headlines, and 
sometimes also the first paragraph of the articles, are generally written in a way 
that at least leave some room for doubts that can be used to support the reality of 
an alternative narrative. A cursory glance would be enough to allow the reader to 
be convinced of the reality, or at least the likelihood, of the narrative, leading them 
to spread it further on their social networks. Only a more careful reader will have 
assessed the caveats in the body or even at the end of the article. This strategy is 
made more efficient by the fact that 59% of Twitter users sharing an article are 
said not to have opened the link beforehand.24 We also note that several traditional 
French media (several of them are quoted in some of the fact-checked articles), 
either through negligence or to draw an audience by making the information more 
appealing thanks to clickbait titles25, have sometimes presented some of the 
information debunked below in a manner quite similar to the Russian state media. 
 

Israel: increase in contamination despite mass vaccination 

 
"RT published on its Twitter feed a video report stating that an increase in contaminations had been 
observed in Israel despite mass vaccination, suggesting that the vaccine is failing to slow down 
infections." 

 
This video, broadcasted notably on Twitter, is not included in our set as it is not 
directly linked to an article. The tweet has obtained very high engagement rates 
(almost 650 retweets). CheckNews (Libération) and RTL showed that this tweet 
suggests a misinterpretation of COVID-19 figures in Israel, drawing false 

 
24 Maksym Gabielkov, Arthi Ramachandran, Augustin Chaintreau and Arnaud Legout, "Social Clicks: What and Who Gets 
Read on Twitter?" ACM SIGMETRICS / IFIP Performance 2016, Jun 2016, Antibes Juan-les-Pins, France.  
25 Olivier Darcy, “Headlines lacking context exploited by anti-vaccine activists to wrongly suggest danger, study finds”, 
CNN, 18 March 2021 

https://twitter.com/RTenfrancais/status/1357012909860265985?s=20
https://www.liberation.fr/checknews/2021/01/24/les-chiffres-de-l-epidemie-en-israel-signent-ils-l-echec-de-la-campagne-de-vaccination-massive_1818225/
https://www.rtl.fr/actu/international/coronavirus-en-israel-non-l-explosion-des-cas-ne-prouve-pas-l-inefficacite-du-vaccin-7800959556
https://hal.inria.fr/hal-01281190
https://hal.inria.fr/hal-01281190
https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/2021/03/18/media/covid-19-vaccine-headlines/index.html
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conclusions. The wording of the tweet can be considered as disinformation 
according to the data available at that time since it suggests that the vaccination 
should have stopped the increase of contaminations at the time in Israel, while, in 
reality, more time and more vaccinations were needed before reaching a real 
impact. 
 

Four cases of facial paralysis reported in people who have received the 
Pfizer vaccine 

 
"Pfizer's vaccine causes side effects: there have been four cases of Bell's Facial Paralysis out of 18,000 
vaccinated people, according to the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in a document containing 
data from a clinical trial on volunteers. Although it is often temporary, the FDA has recommended 
increased surveillance." 

 
An article by the Observateurs de France 24 denies this rumour, which was widely 
circulated on Facebook even before Sputnik took it up. The fact-check points out 
that "the data collected by the FDA does not allow a link to be established between 
the vaccine and the appearance of this pathology" (a form of paralysis known as 
Bell's paralysis) – a crucial detail that is nowhere to be found in the Sputnik article.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210117141359/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/sci_tech/202012101044907682-quatre-cas-de-paralysie-faciale-recenses-chez-des-personnes-ayant-recu-le-vaccin-de-pfizer/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210117141359/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/sci_tech/202012101044907682-quatre-cas-de-paralysie-faciale-recenses-chez-des-personnes-ayant-recu-le-vaccin-de-pfizer/
https://observers.france24.com/fr/am%C3%A9riques/20201216-intox-vaccin-covid19-paralysie-faciale-effets-secondaires-vaccination
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South African Supreme Court Chief calls for an end to 'devil's work' on 
Covid-19 vaccines 

 
"South African Supreme Court Chief calls for end to 'devil's work' on covid vaccines - The Chief of the 
Supreme Court of South Africa, the country most affected by the pandemic on the continent, has ruled 
against 'devil's work' on covid vaccines. He also called for people not to be "forced" to be vaccinated. 
His stance has drawn fierce criticism, as well as heated debate on social networks, Reuters reports." 

 
The article uses a special procedure because it is formally correct and contains 
nothing to be fact-checked: the statement it reports was indeed delivered and the 
article even specifies, quoting Reuters, the controversy it caused. However, we 
have chosen to label it "conspiracy", even if it is only a reported statement, because 
the formula "works of the devil" is part of a conspiracy theory and is not designated 
as such by Sputnik France. The pushback against this anti-vaccine conspiracy 
theory in the article is also quite limited. Moreover, a reader who would read only 
the title (or who would retweet the article without opening it) would have no 
indication of distance from this diabolical attribution. 
 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210125173950/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/afrique/202012121044919280-le-chef-de-la-cour-supreme-dafrique-du-sud-appelle-a-renoncer-aux-vaccins-anti-covid-uvres-du/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210125173950/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/afrique/202012121044919280-le-chef-de-la-cour-supreme-dafrique-du-sud-appelle-a-renoncer-aux-vaccins-anti-covid-uvres-du/
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Pfizer vaccine: an American nurse faints after receiving a Covid injection 

 
"A few minutes after receiving an injection of the Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine, a nurse in 
Tennessee fainted in front of the cameras while holding a press conference." 

 
As Le Monde's Décodeurs showed, this story concerns a nurse who fainted due to a 
vasovagal episode with no serious health consequences during a press conference. 
However, distorted images and then unfounded rumours made it look like she had 
died and that her body was made to disappear after this incident. The report by RT 
France is quite neutral and does not support the conspiracy theory, but the fact 
that such a minor incident is amplified promotes it and contributes to its spreading, 
especially by users who did not read the article.  
On Facebook, three French conspiracy pages used for example the RT article about 
Tiffany Dover to sow distrust about COVID-19 vaccines.  
 

 

 
 

https://web.archive.org/web/20201227112201/https:/francais.rt.com/international/81913-vaccin-pfizer-infirmiere-americaine-sevanouit-apres-avoir-recu-une-injection-contre-covid
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2021/02/14/ou-est-l-infirmiere-tiffany-dover-la-theorie-complotiste-qui-obsede-les-spheres-antivaccins_6069912_4355770.html
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Norway: 13 deaths of elderly people after injection of the Pfizer/BioNTech 
vaccine 

 

 
"In Norway, where almost 33,000 people have already received at least one dose of the Pfizer/BioNTech 
vaccine, there have been several cases of death among older people who have been vaccinated, 
although they initially had "serious disorders".” 

 
The title and first paragraph of this article suggest that there is a link between the 
death of 13 elderly people in Norway and the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine. 
However, the France Télévision fact-check team, supported by the Norwegian fact-
checking site Faktisk, confirmed that "the Norwegian health authorities have not 
been able to determine whether the vaccine was responsible for these deaths, 
which occurred after vaccination, even though they cannot rule it out". The death 
of these elderly people in the weeks following the injection is "likely a coincidence". 
Yet the coverage of this incident by RT was not much more alarming than those by 
other media (e.g. by France Info). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210207120832/https:/francais.rt.com/international/82822-norvege-13-deces-personnes-agees-injection-vaccin-pfizer-biontech
https://web.archive.org/web/20210207120832/https:/francais.rt.com/international/82822-norvege-13-deces-personnes-agees-injection-vaccin-pfizer-biontech
https://www.francetvinfo.fr/sante/maladie/coronavirus/vaccin/vrai-ou-fake-covid-19-peut-on-affirmer-que-le-vaccin-est-responsable-de-la-mort-de-personnes-agees-en-norvege_4262699.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20210129200620/https:/www.francetvinfo.fr/sante/maladie/coronavirus/covid-19-l-agence-norvegienne-du-medicament-etablit-un-lien-entre-13-deces-et-les-effets-secondaires-du-vaccin_4260397.html
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Swiss pensioner dies five days after being vaccinated, the Medicines 
Agency reacts 

 
"Immunised against Covid-19 using the vaccine developed by the American Pfizer and the German 
BioNTech, a resident of a retirement centre in Switzerland died five days later. According to the 
Therapeutic Products Agency, "there was most likely no link between the death and the vaccination"." 

 
This article was not produced by Sputnik, but by Agence France Presse. The 
Russian media took over the agency under the terms of a sharing agreement. 
 
Below is, on the left, the beginning of the AFP dispatch and on the right the version 
as published by Sputnik (the rest of the text is unchanged in the version published 
by Sputnik). 

 
Here we see a particularly pernicious technique of misinformation. Sputnik relies 
on an international agency whose efforts to be rigorous and to fight against 
disinformation are recognised. AFP's signature on the Sputnik website aims to 
instil confidence (even if readers do not hide their mistrust of "mainstream 
media"). 
 
Sputnik is playing on a well-known phenomenon: many readers read no further 
than the headlines (title and first paragraph), especially in the context of Twitter, 
where only these two elements appear in the tweet. But AFP's headline is clearly 
reassuring, insisting on the absence of any proven link between the death and the 
vaccination. Sputnik dilutes this reservation, but no caveat as to this relationship 
appears in the headline. The first reserve only appears at the end of the first 
paragraph. Moreover, fact-checked articles, like this one by the 20 Minutes 
dedicated unit, reporting on an incident in Switzerland, explained that "the link 
between the vaccine and a death in Lucerne (Switzerland) is "highly improbable". 

https://web.archive.org/web/20210127105453/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/europe/202012311045006108-un-retraite-suisse-meurt-cinq-jours-apres-avoir-ete-vaccine-lagence-du-medicament-reagit/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210127105453/https:/fr.sputniknews.com/europe/202012311045006108-un-retraite-suisse-meurt-cinq-jours-apres-avoir-ete-vaccine-lagence-du-medicament-reagit/
https://www.20minutes.fr/monde/2945571-20210105-vaccination-cas-deces-lies-vaccin-anti-covid-aucun-element-confirme-stade
https://www.20minutes.fr/monde/2945571-20210105-vaccination-cas-deces-lies-vaccin-anti-covid-aucun-element-confirme-stade
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4. Conclusion and next steps 
 
⟹ Amongst research papers and press articles published worldwide on 
Russia's influence operations regarding the global "great game of vaccines”, this 
study shows that the French-speaking space is a part of these operations, at least 
through the prism of the state media Russia Today and Sputnik France. 
 
⟹ The contrast between the denigration of Western vaccines as well as the 
promotion of some vaccine hesitancy alongside the enthusiastic promotion of 
Russian vaccines is striking. 
 
⟹ While French traditional media are not exempt from criticism in their 
coverage of the vaccine issue, as fact-checking shows, we have identified serious 
lapses in the rigour of the Russian state media. 
 
⟹ Even if overt disinformation is not the most widespread, we found in 
particular that the wording of articles from Russian media outlets, and especially 
headlines, was regularly deceptive and seemed designed to fuel suspicion or even 
contribute to the dissemination of misleading information about vaccines26. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
26 Similar tactics have been documented in the Spanish-speaking area: Sheera Frenkel, Maria Abi-Habib and Julian E. 
Barnes, "Russian Campaign Promotes Homegrown Vaccine and Undercuts Rivals", The New York Times, 5 February 2021. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/05/technology/russia-covid-vaccine-disinformation.html
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