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Current Landscape



Vaccine opposition is a threat to global health. Digital and social 
media are a primary source of misinformation and means of 
organizing vaccine opposition.

Since 2019, Project VCTR has tracked vaccine-related 
communication within all 50 US states, across 12+ media sources. 
Each week, PGP’s public health analysts and journalists provide 
weekly insights on trending stories across the U.S, including 
conversation about legislation and advocacy. 

Project VCTR is a free resource designed for health organizations, 
health educators, or members of the press who routinely report on 
public health. For more information, visit www.ProjectVCTR.com

Project VCTR

http://www.projectvctr.com
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Terms to Know



Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, vaccine opposition has increased.1  

From Nov 2020 - Nov 2021, Project VCTR identified 8,894,320 conversations demonstrating vaccine 
opposition and mis/disinformation, an average of 24,368 per day. 

From Nov 2019 - Nov 2020, Project VCTR identified an average of 5,368 per day. 
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First EUA for Pfizer-
BioNTech vaccine

EUA expanded to 12-15 
year olds

FDA 
approves 
Comirnaty

Federal 
vaccine 

mandate

1. Bonnevie, E., Gallegos-Jeffrey, A., Goldbarg, J., Byrd, B., & Smyser, J. (2021). Quantifying the rise of vaccine opposition on Twitter during the COVID-19 pandemic. Journal of communication in healthcare, 14(1), 12-19.

Vaccine Confidence
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Sources: Projects VCTR, UNICEF Misinfo guide

Common 
Motivators

1. Profit
2. Politics
3. Power

Repeat 
Tactics

1. Cherry-pick data
2. Reference to fake 

experts
3. Race-baiting
4. Values-baiting

Recurring 
Themes

1. Negative health impacts
2. Pharma industry
3. Politics/policies
4. Vaccine ingredients
5. Federal Health Authorities
6. Research/clinical trials
7. Religion
8. Vaccine safety
9. Disease prevalence
10. School
11. Family

Types of 
Key Players

1. Traditional Anti-
Vaxxers

2. Conspiracy theorists
3. Opportunists -

White supremacists 
etc

4. Foreign actors
5. Our own politicians

Vaccine Opposition
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Politicization of Public Health

Preemption by 
States 

Anti-Vaccine 
Legislation by 

States 

Trust In & Power 
of Public Health

Preemption: https://apnews.com/article/health-pandemics-infectious-diseases-arkansas-business-6a8c70f9efdd0fb6a3da88ccb59f1334



The online competition between pro- and anti-vaccination 
views. 
Johnson, N.F., Velásquez, N., Restrepo, N.J. et al.
Nature 582, 230–233 (2020).
Nature May 13, 2020

The online competition between pro- and anti-vaccination views. 

nature May 13, 2020
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Confidence in 
Public Health

https://www.npr.org/2021/05/13/996331692/poll-finds-public-health-has-a-trust-problem



Case Study: Shots Heard





344 
Days



Rapid Waves Overwhelm
Organized Swarms Isolate
Threats Weaken
Abusive Words Frighten
Anonymity  Terrorize
Reputation Harm Damage

Anti-Vaxx Attacks

Tactic Goal
Connect & Unite
Reinforce & Strengthen
Reassure & Empower
Protect & Defend
Repair & Recover 
Embolden & Galvanize



June 2021



What You Can Do:
When Attacked



● Have reinforcements ready

● Assess your online presence 
● Prepare your workplace, office, 

or institution 

● Monitor online account security 

● Know your platform’s settings

● “Google” yourself 



10 important actions to 

take immediately:





TAKE CARE 
OF YOURSELF



With the right 

preparation, defense, 

and cleanup, you can 

get through any 

online attack!

Recap



What You Can Do:
With Messaging
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Debunk

● Respond to false information 
where you find it

● Provide science, data, or true 
information

(Prebunk)

Inoculate

● Equip people with counter-
arguments to build resistance 
to future misinformation

● If people see truth before 
fiction, they’re more likely to 
believe the truth 

Report

● Help hold social platforms 
accountable

● Help social platforms hold 
super spreader users 
accountable

3 Main Response Scenarios
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Example From Stronger

Debunk
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Online Example

When someone on your timeline has 
posted misinformation.

Response depends on your comfort in that 
situation. You can comment truth, 
message the person privately, report it to 
the platform, or even do nothing.

Remember: don’t demonize the poster

Debunk
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Observational Correction

Two targets for any corrective message:
1. The Sharer: May have a higher resistance to correction. Values and reputation are at stake.
2. Observers: Anyone who sees this post. 

Research has consistently documented the ability of observational correction to reduce health 
misperceptions across platforms and topics, and including correction from a variety of sources

Debunk



27

Inoculate (Prebunk) Misinformation Before False Beliefs 
Take Hold
Goal: Expose people to a weakened version of the misinfo and equip them with counter-arguments

✔

FACT
Lead with the fact

Make it clear, relevant, sticky

WARNING
Misinformation alert!

Misleading tactics alert!

!

FALLACY
Flag tactics used to deceive

Undermine trust in 
disinformation authors

X

FACT
Provide alternative correct info

Must replace misinformation, 
cannot leave a vacuum

Make correct information stickier 
than misinformation

✔

Source: Misinfo Management Field Guide

Inoculate

https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/vaccine-misinformation-management-field-guide
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Stronger Example

Inoculate



29

Meme Example

Inoculate
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● Social media platforms have committed to taking 
down misinformation about vaccines and COVID-19

● Reporting misinformation helps hold the platforms 
accountable, and helps the platforms hold publishers, 
outlets, and superspreaders accountable

● Each platform has a menu button next to each post 
with a ‘report’ option. Here is a walkthrough of how 
to report on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.

● Focus on posts sharing links to content from major 
vaccine opposition players

Goal: Get misinformation taken down before it spreads

Report

https://stronger.org/resources/how-to-report-accounts


Do’s and Don’ts
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DO
● Be personal and empathetic
● Listen and validate the person’s 

concerns
● Rely on science and data - and 

personal experience
● Account for the varying experiences of 

people in different demographic 
groups

○ Many communities of color 
have valid historical reasons to 
be skeptical of the health 
system

DON’T
● Get political
● Repeat misinformation
● Take it personally
● Vilify the sharer
● Rely on fear

You May Need to Adjust…



FACT CHECKING FURTHER READING

● Public use:
○ Healthfeedback.org
○ Fullfact.org
○ Politifact (poynter)
○ Snopes
○ AFP Fact Check
○ Mayo Clinic “Expert Answers”
○ Fact checks from USA Today, Reuters, AP, 

etc.
● Personal use:

○ Skeptical raptor
○ First Draft Vaccine Insights Hub

● WHO: How infodemics affect the world & 
how they can be managed

● Debunking Handbook 2020 (climate change)
● Vaccine Misinformation Management Field 

Guide
● Changing the COVID Conversation 

Communications Cheat Sheet
● Facebook’s misinformation policies
● Google Fact Check Explorer
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Resources

https://healthfeedback.org/
https://fullfact.org/
https://www.politifact.com/
https://www.snopes.com/tag/covid-19-vaccine/
https://factcheck.afp.com/fact-checking-afp
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/consumer-health/expert-answers/hlv-20049491
https://www.usatoday.com/news/factcheck/
https://www.reuters.com/fact-check
https://apnews.com/hub/ap-fact-check
https://www.skepticalraptor.com/skepticalraptorblog.php/
https://firstdraftnews.org/vaccineinsights/?mc_cid=1f7eda8b3c&mc_eid=72df3a8401%23training
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/epi-win/infodemic-management/post-infodemiology-conference-scientific-booklet.pdf?sfvrsn=adeaa8ca_4
https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/DebunkingHandbook2020.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/mena/reports/vaccine-misinformation-management-field-guide
https://debeaumont.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Poll-Toolkit_1pger.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/help/230764881494641/
https://toolbox.google.com/factcheck/explorer/search/COVID-19%20vaccine;hl=en


TAKE CARE 
OF YOURSELF

Thank you!
Joe Smyser, PhD, MSPH
CEO, PGP
joe.smyser@publicgoodprojects.org
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