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We a t h e r in g  t h e  St o r m :



W ho a m  I?



W ho a m  I?



Emergence of tw o, 
concurrent  pa ndemics

Disea se  due to SARS-CoV-2

Mis informa tion  due to la ck 
of communica t ion  

Ma rch 2020



Ma rch 2020

Scra mbling  for da ta

Ma king  sense  of the  pa t terns  
e lsew here  to inform policy

Disp la ying  the  da ta

Communica te  to pub lic





Ga ps Ident ified :
1. Scient ific “t ra ns la t ion”
2. Pla tform for d irect  

communica t ion



W a ves  of Scient ific Communica t ion

Data-driven 
Updates

Scientific Translation Behaviors Vaccine & variants



Mis in fo r m a t io n



W hy is  th is  ha p p ening ? 



"W e’re  not  jus t  
fight ing  a n 

ep idemic; w e’re  
fight ing  a n 

infodemic. Fa ke 
new s  sp rea ds  fa s ter 

a nd  more ea s ily 
tha n this  virus , a nd  

is  jus t  a s  
da ngerous ." 

-Dr. Tedros Adha nom Ghebreyesus
Feb  15, 2020



Infod em ic

Mis inform a t ion  

Isla m  e t  a l., 2020 COVID-19–Related Infodemic and Its Impact on Public Health: A Global Social Media Analysis



Infod em ic

Mis inform a t ion

Sub op t im a l cont ro l of 
the  p a nd em ic 



Infod em ic

Mis inform a t ion

Sub op t im a l cont ro l of 
the  p a nd em ic 



Infod em ic

Mis inform a t ion

Sub op t im a l cont ro l of 
the  p a nd em ic 



Infod em ic

Mis inform a t ion

Sub op t im a l cont ro l of 
the  p a nd em ic 

Pierri e t  a l., (2022) Online misinformation is linked to early COVID-19 vaccination hesitancy and refusal. Na ture



Co m b a t in g Mis in fo r m a t io n



1. Know  the  la nd sca p e:
Inform a t ion  ecosys tem  is  
cha ng ing



Voshoughi, Roy, Ara b . (2018) The  sp rea d  of t rue  a nd  fa lse  new s  online . Science

Misinformation goes farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly 
tha n the truth

m ore  p eop le  
re tw eeted  

sp rea d  
th roug h  p eer-

to-p eer

s ix t im es  
fa s t er a t  

sp rea d ing

d iffused   m ore  
b roa d ly

re tw eeted  b y 
m ore  un iq ue  

users

rea ched  fa r 
m ore  p eop le



1. Know  the  la nd sca p e:
Our re la t ionsh ip  to  
in form a t ion  is  
em ot iona l

• Language that plays on fear gets high 
engagement. 



1. Know  the  
la nd sca p e:
Mis inform a t ion  
circula tes  in  sp a ces  
tha t  fee l sa fe



2. Recog nize  w ha t 's  
sp rea d ing : Lis ten

• 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.



3. Find  the  kernel of 
t ru th



Mis- - in form a t ion

Ina ccura te  conclus ion: “The va ccine  itse lf w ill kill you.”



- in form a t ionMis -

Ina ccura te  conclus ion: "Va ccines  ca use  infertility"



- in form a t ionMis -

Ina ccura te  conclus ion: "mRNA w ill cha nge my DNA"



4. Sta rt  com b a t ing : 
Lea d  w ith  t ru th

"Yes, VAERS s ta tes  tha t 4 ,000 
people  ha ve died from the 
va ccine" 

"Yes , mRNA sounds  like  DNA"

"No, w e don't know  long term 
outcomes  of the  COVID19 
va ccine" 



4. Sta rt  com b a t ing :
Offer a lt erna t ive  exp la na t ion  



The reports  ma y conta in informa tion tha t  is  incomple te , ina ccura te , coincidenta l, or unverifia b le .
Inclus ion of events  in  VAERS da ta  does  not  imp ly ca usa lity

Alterna t ive  exp la na t ion : 



Alterna t ive  exp la na t ion : 

"No, we don't know long term outcomes of 
the mRNA va ccine" 

• Va ccine ingredients  a re  clea red from the  body quickly
• In the  his tory of va ccines , s ide  effects  ha ve only popped up 

w ithin 6-8 w eeks



Alterna t ive  exp la na t ion : 
• mRNA do not have the “secret door code”(called 

nuclear access signal) that would allow it to enter
• mRNA cannot be converted to DNA. This would require 

a tool called “reverse transcriptase”, which the vaccine 
doesn’t have.

• mRNA cannot insert itself into the DNA. The mRNA 
would need a tool called “integrase” to do this, which 
the vaccine doesn’t have.

Ina ccura te  conclus ion: “mRNA w ill cha nge 
our DNA”"



Alterna t ive  exp la na t ion : 



4. Sta rt  com b a t ing :
La ng ua g e m a t ters



Co m b a t in g m is in fo r m a t io n

• Know the landscape
• Where it’s spreading
• Driven by emotion and safety

• Recognize what's spreading
• What are questions?

• Find the kernel of truth
• Countering

• Lead with truth
• Offer alternative
• Paying attention to language



Lessons  Lea rned



Fig ht ing  
m is inform a t ion  is  
exha us t ing

"A lie  ca n  g o a round  the  w orld  
b efore  the  t ru th  g et s  it s  p a n t s  

on ."
-W ins ton Churchill



Recog nize  the  
ro le  you p la y 



Be p roa ct ive ins tea d  
of rea ct ive



Be inclus ive

Johnson e t  a l. (2020) The  online  com pet it ion be tw een p ro- a nd  a nt i-va ccina t ion view s. Na ture .



Serious  Vira l Outb rea ks  Over Pa s t  100 Yea rs

W e need  to p repa re for the  future



W e need  to p repa re for the  future



“Science is a tool that should be 
available to every American. More 

inclusive engagement in science 
benefits the American people, the 

environment, and the economy. The 
American public must be both 

knowledgeable about and involved in 
science research and its products, 

thereby fostering trust.”

A crit ique…



1. Communicate the threat clearly. 
The majority of Americans get their 
news and health information from 
social media

2. Address the circulating 
misinformation

3. Engage with community 
stakeholders to amplify evidence-
based information through 
grassroots networks;

4. Improve health communication
5. Listen

A crit ique…



"Misinformation is not like a plumbing 
problem you fix. It is  a  socia l 

condition, like crime, tha t you must 
cons ta ntly monitor a nd a djus t to."

-TOM ROSENSTIEL





Dr. Katelyn Jetelina, MPH PhD
ka telyn.k.je telina @uth.tmc.edu

Ques t ions?

mailto:katelyn.k.jetelina@uth.tmc.edu
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