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Sources of tracked rumors, perceptions and concernsFig 1.

* Note: 228 rumors, perceptions, and concerns were collected in eight states from 
the period between July 1-31, 2020. Figure 1 indicates the states where Internews, 
REACH, IOM and other CCCM partners were able to collect information during 
the reporting period based on their ongoing activities and respective capacities, 
and does not capture all locations where community messaging and feedback 
collection on Covid-19 is occurring.

Communication and Community Engagement Working Group

The Communication and Community Engagement Working Group (CCEWG) 
is an initiative bringing together humanitarian partners in South Sudan to 
harmonize community engagement activities, discuss and develop best practices 
related to communications with communities, and to address issues pertaining 
to accountability to affected populations. The CCEWG is coordinated by IOM 
and co-led by Internews and the Camp Coordination and Camp Management 
(CCCM) Cluster.  

In the context of the Covid-19 response, the CCEWG contributes to the Risk 
Communications and Community Engagement Technical Working Group (RCCE 
TWG) and co-leads the Rumor Tracking Subcommittee along with UNICEF. 

The Rumor and Perceptions Tracking Overview captures reported instances of 
unverified information being transmitted to and within communities, as well as 
community understandings and interpretations of issues related to Covid-19. This 
overview highlights the recently-collected rumors, perceptions, and concerns on 
a state-by-state basis.

Qualitative data for this overview is drawn from three primary sources: Internews, 
REACH, and IOM CCCM. 

Internews routinely gathers data via its Rumor Tracking Methodology. REACH data 
for this round was collected via field officers in eight states using a semi-structured 
interview tool. IOM CCCM data was derived primarily from Protection of Civilian 
(PoC) sites in Wau and Bentiu, and was collected via focus group discussions, 
key informant interviews, and regular community engagement activities. The data 
was entered into a rumor and perceptions tracking tool approved by the CCCM 
Cluster. CCCM data was also provided by the Danish Refugee Council, and was 
collected via the same tool. 

All corresponding data was then thematically coded and analyzed under 
particular categories. The information reported in this overview is only indicative 
of the rumors, perceptions, and concerns present in the areas in which data was 
collected and is not representative of South Sudan as a whole. 

The reporting period covered by this bulletin is July 1 - 31, 2020.
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State-level analysis prices as community concerns. Hunger in particular 
was highlighted as superseding worries about the 
Coronavirus pandemic. By contrast, one perception 
recorded in Upper Nile indicates that a perceived 
reduction in humanitarian messaging about Covid-19 
gave the community the impression the virus had either 
dissipated or was no longer of concern. These seemingly 
conflicting attitudes likely suggest that humanitarians 
may need to walk a fine line when communicating with 
communities on Covid-19 going forward: there is a need to 
ensure adequate and accurate messaging about the virus 
while ensuring that people do not feel humanitarians are 
unresponsive to other needs.  

Lastly, rumors about infertility as a consequence of 
Covid-19 infection continued to be reported during July, 
specifically in Eastern Equatoria and Western Bahr el 
Ghazal. These perceptions may carry significant protection 
implications, including risks of stigma, social ostracization, 
and SGBV, for those who have or are perceived to have 
Covid-19, and as such may need to be addressed in 
humanitarian messaging.

Eastern Equatoria
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 1

Only one rumor was recorded in Eastern Equatoria during 
the reporting period, which was a rumor recorded in 
Kapoeta Town that Covid-19 causes infertility in men. 
This rumor may carry protection implications for those who 

contract or are perceived to contract the virus, including 
risks of stigma, social ostracization, and SGBV.

Jonglei
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 71

Jonglei

Rumors and perceptions collected from the Bor PoC 
in Bor South County suggest that discussions about 
Covid-19 among the IDP community may be tapering off, 
with reports that the virus “is not frequently talked about 
these days,” “is no longer scary,” and that conversations 
about it have been “exhausted.”

During the month of July, expressions of doubt about 
the presence of the virus in South Sudan continued 
to be reported in the Bor PoC, as did skepticism about 
the official case numbers, specifically a belief that the 
national government is deliberately exaggerating the 
number of positive cases for political or financial gain. 
One rumor indicated a belief that the country’s experience 
with Coronavirus thus far has demonstrated that Africans 
are “more resistant” to the virus, citing the relatively low 
number of Covid-19 deaths reported in South Sudan as 
compared to Western countries. 

The below data provides a snapshot of trends reported in 
eight states of South Sudan during the reporting period.1

Overall Trends
In July 2020, very few ‘new’ rumors emerged in the rumor-
tracking data, as the rumors and perceptions recorded 
during the month tended to center around the common 
themes previously reported, including beliefs about the 
transmission of Covid-19 in relation to race, age and wealth, 
as well as doubts about the existence or seriousness of 
the virus in the country. 

In particular, rumors that black people are immune or less 
susceptible to serious cases of Coronavirus continued 
to be reported in July, as were rumors that youth are 
unaffected or unlikely to be seriously impacted by the 
illness. Beliefs that Covid-19 is a disease for the rich 
and that poor people or poor countries are not severely 
impacted also persisted. 

Relatedly, a notable trend emerging from the data 
included reports that communities are ‘bored’ or 
‘exhausted’ with discussions about Covid-19, perceptions 
that were recorded in Jonglei, Northern Bahr el Ghazal, 
and Upper Nile. This attitude is linked to beliefs that the 
impact of Covid-19 in South Sudan has not been as severe 
as anticipated, with some respondents citing a relatively 
low official death toll as evidence that the virus need not 
be taken seriously, which also serves to reinforce ideas 
about African or South Sudanese immunity to the virus. 
Some respondents described community conversations 
about Coronavirus as ‘relaxed’ for this reason. In some 
cases, however, the absence of a large number of official 
deaths as of July was taken as evidence that the virus is 
not present in the country at all. 

Reports of conversation ‘fatigue’ in relation to Covid-19 
may suggest that, at least in some areas, communities 
have possibly become disengaged from humanitarian 
and government efforts and messaging, or else that 
other concerns continue to supplant Coronavirus as 
a chief worry in daily life. In Jonglei, for instance, some 
respondents cited hunger, poverty and high market 
1 Data was not collected in Warrap or Central Equatoria during the reporting 
period. 

“Some people said that Coronavirus can make 
men impotent after they are recovered from it.” 
Female, 26, Kapoeta Town, Kapoeta South, Eastern 
Equatoria. 1 July 2020.

Eastern Equatoria

“The normal discussion about Coronavirus 
has been relatively slowed down as people 
feel that everything about it has been 
exhausted.” 
Male, 53, Bor PoC, Bor South, Jonglei. 13 July 2020. 
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Despite these reports of conversation ‘fatigue’ and 
skepticism, concerns related to inadequate health care 
facilities and congestion in the site lingered. The rumor 
that Covid-19 renders individuals infertile and incapable 
of reproducing was also recorded in the Bor PoC in July. 

In Akobo County, respondents continued to cite religious 
beliefs when reporting community attitudes towards 
Coronavirus, namely a belief that God was in control of 
the virus as well as their fate. The rumors and perceptions 
recorded also suggest that the community views other 
concerns, such as hunger, as more critical and relevant 
to daily life than Covid-19, with one respondent indicating 
“our issue is food and that’s what they [humanitarians] 
should be dealing with.”

Lakes
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 18

Data collected in Lakes in July suggests that a number 
of common rumors once again continued to spread, 
including the beliefs that Covid-19 cannot affect poor 
people, young people, or those living in villages. The 
specific rumors related to race and ethnicity recorded 
during this period included the belief that the virus “does 
not kill black people” and a perception that strong 

blood and genes contribute to resistance or immunity to 
the illness. One rumor reported in Rumbek North County 
was that cattle keepers are not affected by the virus. 

Eating foods or herbs, such as locally-made butter or wild 
fruits, were reportedly preventative according to rumors 
recorded during the month. One response recorded in 
Rumbek North suggested that drinking cow urine mixed 
with dung would prevent infection, a rumor reportedly 
gleaned from social media. 

The mistaken perception that those who wear masks are 
sick and should be avoided was recorded once again, as 
were rumors about potential treatments for Covid-19, 
which supposedly include aspirin tablets and anti-biotics. 

Northern Bahr el Ghazal
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 27

Data collected in Northern Bahr el Ghazal during the 
reporting period suggests the continued circulation of a 
number of common myths about Covid-19 transmission 
and susceptibility, including beliefs that the virus is for “rich 
and white people only.” In one rumor reported in Aweil 

South County, community members are reportedly “bored 
about it” as the perception that Covid-19 affects only 
colder climates has led people to believe they are not at 
risk in South Sudan. One rumor indicated a belief that those 
who sit in air conditioning and eat cold foods are more 
susceptible to the virus.

Despite the active transmission of common rumors, several 
responses also highlighted communities’ worries about the 
lack of isolation facilities, inadequate personal protective 
equipment, and concerns that pandemic preparedness 
has “spoiled social interactions” for the community. 

One respondent in Aweil West County reported that 
community members perceived Covid-19 as a punishment 
from God, and that the pandemic is a sign that the son of 
God will return. 

Unity
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 51

In Unity State, rumors about race and ethnicity in relation 
to Covid-19 continued to be recorded during the month 
of July, particularly in the Bentiu PoC, where the virus is 
reportedly still viewed by some IDPs as a “white people’s 
disease.” A few respondents indicated that they had heard 
this type of rumor within the community during the week 
prior to data collection, suggesting that misinformation 

“Youth are saying that Coronavirus is real 
but cannot affect us because our bloods are 
strong and can resist this virus.” 
Male, 40, Nyoti Angui, Rumbek Centre, Lakes. 8 July 
2020. 

Lakes Northern Bahr el 
Ghazal

“Many people are asking: why is Coronavirus 
killing only the rich and government official? 
Does it mean that the disease is only for rich 
people? The local people here will not be 
affected by Coronavirus.” 
Male, 40, Pamat, Aweil North, NBeG. 8 July 2020.

Unity

“Covid-19 kills only aging groups and mostly 
white people in the Western world, but not in 
African countries.” 
Male, 25, Bentiu PoC, Unity. 24 July 2020. 



4

of this nature may be actively circulating in spite of the 
ongoing debunking efforts and community messaging by 
humanitarian actors in the site.  

Eating certain foods or plants, such as sour fruits or 
neem leaves, continued to be reported as a preventative 
measure, specifically in Panyijiar County, while rumors 
recommending the consumption of python or crocodile 
meat were also recorded in the same area. One rumor 
also suggested that avoiding all animal products, such 
as milk and meat, was necessary to prevent infection, as 
there was a perceived association between animals and 
Coronavirus. 

Upper Nile
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 10

Although few rumors and perceptions were recorded in 
Upper Nile during the month of July, the data collected 
in Maban County suggests that community discussions 
about Covid-19 may be beginning to subside, as some 
respondents reported that “nobody is talking” about the 
virus, and that “people have relaxed and no longer take 

the disease seriously.” Some indicated a perception that 
humanitarian actors have scaled back messaging and 
awareness-raising about Covid-19, prompting concerns 
about community members who do not yet understand 
the preventive guidance and questions about whether a 
vaccine has already been discovered.

One perception reported in Aburuoc in Fashoda County 
indicated a belief that spiritual practices would prevent 
the spread of Covid-19 in the area, and that the gods 
“would not allow the virus to reach its homeland.” Such 
practices were reportedly undertaken by elders, although 
the specifics were not disclosed.

Western Bahr el Ghazal
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 13

In Western Bahr el Ghazal, the perception of the virus 
as non-existent in the country was once again reported 
in July, as was the rumor that Covid-19 is a manmade 
sickness, “a weapon being used in the fight between 
China and America.” Rumors that traditional herbs and 
teas can prevent people from becoming infected also 
continued to percolate, as did the belief that Coronavirus 
is not new or different, but is the same as other common 
illnesses in the country, like measles.

The rumor that Covid-19 causes infertility also appeared 

in July in Wau County, with the respondent indicating that 
the virus is perceived to “destroy the human reproduction 
organs.” One rumor from the Wau PoC suggested that a 
vaccine had already developed and was available in Juba. 

Western Equatoria
Number of rumors, perceptions, concerns: 37

Western Equatoria continued to be one location where 
some respondents expressed doubt about the existence 
and seriousness of Coronavirus in South Sudan. Such 
beliefs were linked to a perception that, if the pandemic 
were present in the country, or if the risks were as grave as 
communicated, they would have seen a large number of 
deaths reported as in other countries. 
This perception is likely reinforced by continued reports 
of conspiratorial beliefs about the virus, such as a rumor 
that the virus was deliberately manmade to cause 
harm or to financially benefit from the development of a 
vaccine, or that the national government in South Sudan is 
reporting cases as a way of securing funding from abroad. 
Rumors about the nature of the virus itself continued, such 
as the belief that the virus is merely a normal flu, and 
one emerging rumor in that Covid-19 has become weak 
and is no longer able to cause death. The perception 
of COVID-19 as a virus for “rich people” continued to 
percolate, as did common myths that youth cannot 
become infected, or that the virus affects only white people.  

Upper Nile

Western Bahr el 
Ghazal

“Some community members in the PoC AA 
believe that the Covid-19 vaccine is currently 
available in Juba.” 
Female, 32, Wau PoC, WBeG. 25 July 2020. 

“Community members in Bunj town said 
that these days nobody is talking about the 
Coronavirus. They asked WHO to give them 
updates about the disease, whether it finished 
or not.” 
Male, Bunj, Maban County, Upper Nile. 10 July 2020. 

“The virus does not reach poor people in poor 
countries and the virus is very active in the 
rich countries.” 
Male, 35, Akorogbodi, Yambio County, Western Equatoria. 
13 July 2020. 

Western Equatoria
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Recommendations
1. Rumors, perceptions, and concerns recorded during July 2020 included a notable trend of communities reportedly feeling tired or bored of 

conversations about Covid-19. Humanitarian actors should continue messaging about Covid-19 to ensure awareness of the risks posed by the 
virus and to support communities in undertaking preventive measures, while also acknowledging that other issues may be at the forefront of 
community concerns and that there is a need to ensure that aid actors are not viewed as unresponsive to other humanitarian needs. Communities 
may benefit from having Covid-19 guidance more thoroughly integrated into non-Covid initiatives or programming. As well, there may be a need to 
reorient or reconsider whether messages designed to suppress community transmission of the virus are capable of being sustained long-term, or 
whether they effectively communicate the long-term reality of Covid-19, as some perceptions recorded in July included questions about whether 
the pandemic is over or is no longer a concern. 

2. Rumors that Covid-19 can only infect or seriously impact those of certain races, ethnicities, or nationalities, continue to be reported across the 
country. Humanitarian actors should continue to debunk and counteract these rumors, as they carry the risk of reduced compliance with suggested 
guidance due to the false perception that certain groups of people may be immune or less at-risk for transmission.

3. Rumors that infertility is a consequence of Covid-19 infection have been reported in Eastern Equatoria, Western Equatoria, NBeG, and WBeG since 
rumor tracking began in March 2020. In July 2020, this rumor was recorded in Eastern Equatoria and Western Bahr el Ghazal. Humanitarian actors 
should develop messaging to specifically counteract rumors of this nature, as they have implications related to stigmatization, social ostracization, 
and risks of gender-based violence, repercussions likely to have disproportionate impacts on women and girls.

Postscript
This bulletin was produced by the Communication and Community Engagement Working Group (CCEWG) and relies on data collected by staff working with Internews, 
REACH, IOM and CCCM partners. This analysis is designed to support communication and engagement strategies with affected populations through risk-communication 
outreach and targeted program implementation. 
If you are interested in further analysis or would like to provide any feedback to our service, please contact us at: ccewgss@gmail.com
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