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W ea thering  the  Storm : 
All ha nd s-on  d eck resp onse  
to  the  in fod em ic



W ho a m  I?



Emergence of two, 
concurrent 
pandemics

Disease due to 
SARS-CoV-2

Misinformation due to 
lack of communication 

Ma rch  2020



Ma rch  2020

Scrambling for data

Making sense of the patterns to 
inform policy

Displaying the data

Communicating to public







Scien t ific com m unica t ion



Rea ct ive  Com m unica t ion=
Com b a t ing  m is /d is - in form a t ion



“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



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 

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



Problem



Growing vaccine hesitancy



Inform a t ion  ecosys tem  
is  cha ng ing



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

Misinform a t ion  g oes  fa rther, fa s t er, d eep er, a nd  m ore  
b roa d ly tha n  the  t ru th

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. 

Inform a t ion  ecosys tem  
is  cha ng ing



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



“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





Proactively



Scien t ific 
d iscovery rid e

What do we not know?

How are we finding answers?

What do we know?
Vaccines work = No masks 

How the virus is going to change.

Household attack studies. 
Superspreader events. 



Be firs t
Comms Science



Ant icip a te  concerns

9 months of preparation



Reactive Communication

Evidence-based decision making
Increased confidence in science

Foster trust

Proactive Communication



“If you can’t explain it simply, you 
don’t understand it well enough.”

-Albert Einstein

Nuance Readability

Understand

Read

Act

Scientific 
jargon

Stats

Uncertainty Tra ns la te science



Eq uip  t rus ted  
m esseng ers

Actual person. A face. A warm body 

Consistent voice

Credible voice



Eq uip  t rus ted  
m esseng ers

Science

Tra ns la te  science to  
t rus ted  m esseng ers

Trus ted  m esseng ers  
sp rea d  in fo

Evid ence b a sed  
d ecis ions



Op en a  tw o-w a y s t reet

• 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 inclus ive

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



W ha t  you sa y m a t ters

Tone m a t tersW ord s  m a t ter
Rumors > Misinformation
Research > Invent
Vaccination > Injection
Phama > Drug companies



Reactive Communication

Evidence-based decision making
Increased confidence in science

Foster trust

Proactive Communication

Tra ns la t ion
Trus ted  m esseng ers  

Be firs t
Bid irect iona l
Inclus ive  W ha t  you sa y m a t ters  



Serious Viral Outbreaks Over Past 100 Years

Need ed  now  m ore  tha n  ever



Recog nize  the  
ro le  you p la y 





Tha nk you!

Katelyn Jetelina, MPH PhD
Your Local Epidemiologist
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