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Weathering the Storm
All-Hands-On-Deck Response to Misinformation
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Emergence of two, 
concurrent pandemics

Disease due to SARS-CoV-2

Misinformation due to 
lack of communication 

January 2020



March 2020
Scrambling for data

Making sense of the patterns elsewhere 
to inform policy

Displaying the data

Communicating to public



Importance of scientific/data communication





Big Gaps:
1. Lack of science translation
2. No direct platform
3. Infodemic



"We’re not just fighting 
an epidemic; we’re 

fighting an infodemic. 
Fake news spreads 

faster and more easily 
than this virus, and is 
just as dangerous." 

-Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
Feb 15, 2020



Infodemic

Mis/Dis-information 

December-April 2020



Mis-information (No malicious intent)
vs.

Dis-information (Deliberate)
vs.

Scientific Debate 



Infodemic

Mis/Dis-information

Suboptimal control of an 
emergency



Infodemic

Mis/Dis-information

Suboptimal control of an 
emergency

Pierri et al., (2022) Online misinformation is linked to early COVID-19 vaccination 
hesitancy and refusal. Nature



Information ecosystem is 
changing



Voshoughi, Roy, Arab. (2018) The spread of true and false news online. Science

Misinformation goes farther, faster, deeper, and more 
broadly than the truth

more people 
retweeted 

spread through 
peer-to-peer

six times faster at 
spreading

diffused more 
broadly

retweeted by 
more unique 

users

reached far more 
people



• Our relationship to information is 
emotional
• Language that plays on fear gets high 

engagement. 

Information ecosystem is 
changing



Problem



Growing vaccine hesitancy



How do we fix this? 

Reactive
Proactive



Reactive Communication: 
1. Combat disinformation on the ground

• Find the kernel of truth



Mis- -information

Inaccurate conclusion: “The vaccine itself will kill you.”

VAERS Vaccine death counts since 2001



Inaccurate conclusion: "Vaccines cause infertility"

Mis- -information



Reactive Communication: 
1. Combat disinformation on the ground

• Find the kernel of truth
• Provide the “why” 



The reports may contain information that is incomplete, inaccurate, coincidental, or unverifiable.
Inclusion of events in VAERS data does not imply causality

Alternative explanation: 



Language matters



Recognize the role 
you play 



Reactive Communication: 
1. Combat disinformation on the ground

2. Systematic change



Pierri et al., (2022) Online misinformation is linked to early COVID-19 vaccination hesitancy and refusal. Nature

Tweets shared by users geolocated in the U.S. that link 
to a low-credibility source



Loss of trust



What do we do?



Open a two-way street

• Legitimate concerns exist 
• Look for questions. Open a tip line
• Communication is a two-way street
• Know where people are talking

Hearing
• Easy: accidental; automatic.
• Passive: involuntary; 

effortless.
• Physical Function: involves 

the ears.

Listening
• Hard: requires practice and 

being alert.
• Active: a conscious effort; 

requires focused involvement.
• Internal Behavior: involves mind 

and body.



Be inclusive

Johnson et al. (2020) The online competition between pro- and anti-vaccination views. Nature.



What do we do?

Public 
health 

problem

Investment

Surveillance

Prevention

Intervention



"Misinformation is not like a plumbing 
problem you fix. It is a social condition, like 

crime, that you must constantly monitor 
and adjust to."

-TOM ROSENSTIEL



Serious Viral Outbreaks Over Past 100 Years

…It is desperately needed
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• Recognize the role misinformation plays in our ecosystem

• Combat when presented the opportunity with empathy

• Advocate for change

How you can drive change:


