


Objectives
1. Describe the impact of the internet/social network on vaccination

2. Describe the importance of risk communication and how it can mitigate 
vaccine misinformation

3. Provide examples on how to optimize use of social media to support 
immunization advocacy



Antivaccine propaganda history
 Antivaxxers present since the 18th century

 Reverend Edmund Massey in England called the vaccines “diabolical 
operations” in his 1772 sermon, “The Dangerous and Sinful Practice of 
Inoculation”

 He decried these vaccines as an attempt to oppose God’s punishments 
upon man for his sins



Early vaccine problems
 In 1959, researchers discovered that infectious SV40 had been 

contaminating the Salk vaccine and early batches of OPV that had been 
given to more than 100 million people worldwide between 1954 and 1961; 
in the past decade scientists have confirmed that some of the Sabin polio 
vaccine seed stocks were contaminated with infectious SV40 until at least 
1978

 Some British parents refused to vaccinate their children in the 1970s and 
1980s against pertussis in response to the publication of a report in 1974 
that credited 36 negative neurological reactions to the whole-cell pertussis 
vaccine



Andrew Wakefield
 Published Lancet paper in 1998 claiming a possible link between MMR 

vaccination and autism

 The paper said that no causal connection had been proven, but Wakefield 
called for suspension of the triple MMR vaccine until more research could 
be done at a press conference and in a video news release 

 Partially retracted by Lancet in 2004, fully retracted in 2010 when evidence 
of major ethical breech and conflict of interest surfaced



Internet and Social Media
 Internet and Social Media inherently democratic

 Everyone has an equal platform

 No editorial control on content, less censorship

 “Alternative” and conspiracy theories abound

 Very easy to “share” and become “viral”

 Can be unduly influenced by “troll farms” and spam networks



Vaccination and the Internet
 Analysis of YouTube videos about immunization found that 32% opposed 

vaccination and that these had higher ratings and more views than pro-
vaccine videos 

 Analysis of MySpace blogs about HPV immunization found that 43% 
portrayed the immunization in a negative light; these blogs referenced 
vaccine-critical organizations and cited inaccurate data 
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Vaccination and the Internet
 Study of Canadian internet users tracked the sharing of influenza vaccine 

information on social media networks, such as Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube, and Digg. Of the top search results during the study period, 
60% promoted anti-vaccination sentiments. 

 A study that examined the content of the first 100 anti-vaccination sites 
found after searching for “vaccination” and “immunization” on Google 
concluded that 43% of websites were anti-vaccination (including all of the 
first ten)
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Anti-vaccine tactics on the web
 skewing science

 shifting hypotheses

 censoring opposition

 attacking critics

 claiming to be “pro-safe vaccines”, and not “anti-vaccine”

 claiming that vaccines are toxic or unnatural

Kata A. Anti-vaccine activists, Web 2.0, and the postmodern paradigm—an overview of tactics and tropes used online 

by the anti-vaccination movement. Vaccine. 2012 May 28;30(25):3778-89.



https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/jan/10/older-people-more-likely-to-share-fake-news-on-facebook



Fighting Back
 The Internet is a double-edged sword – can be used to fight back

 Need to learn how to use it! Sign up on Twitter, FB, Instagram etc.

 Understand how to spot fake news – Snopes.com can help verify

 Think before you click, check before you share

 Report fake news!

 Put pressure on social media providers to be accountable!



Early Pushback (2015)





FB and other sites finally cracking down



Influencing outcomes
 Advocates need to become science-literate

 Scientists need to become advocacy-literate

 Advocates can easily be flustered when dealing with well-read antivaxxers

 Scientist unable to explain well and can be drowned out by much clearer 
messaging by antivaxxers



Risk Communication
 Help people understand that science and medicine is NOT absolute

 Messaging to reflect risk-benefit

 Provide easy-to-understand examples: risk of getting hit by lighting (1 in   
1 million) for example for getting a severe side effect, versus a much bigger 
chance (90%) of being protected from measles when explaining measles 
vaccination

 Help people think like a scientist – verify facts, and a skeptical attitude 
towards general, sweeping and sensational statements

 Check reputable sources for information



Advance vaccine warrior 101
 Challenge trolls on Facebook – easier said than done, and can lead to 

“troll” frenzy but stand your ground if necessary

– if it’s your post, you can delete or block unrelated and ad hominem 
material

- if you are a content expert, ask them about their credentials while 
giving yours

- never lose your temper and stick to your guns as long as you are sure 
of your facts

 Don’t waste too much time with trolls who are not making sense – block 
or state your case and leave; better to explain to people with an open mind



Advance vaccine warrior 101
 Make your own content! The best journalists are still not doctors. If you 

are a decent writer, be brave and send articles to newspapers and 
magazines!



Say YES to interviews and press cons



Harness Social Media
 Post about the benefits of vaccines

 Debunk anti-vaxxer propaganda

 Be vigilant against fake news and impersonators

 Keep an open attitude and never lose your temper

 Use high impact messaging with pictures!





Summary
 Vaccine confidence is under threat, and we need to 

harness all our resources to counter these threats

 Social media has been used by the anti-vaccine 
movement as a potent weapon; we need to use those 
same tools to fight back, and promote and reinforce 
how important vaccines are to health

 Reclaim writing and media skills, defend vaccines in 
social media, tell the TRUTH and save lives
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