
Busting Vaccine Myths



Agenda

1. What does the social media landscape look like?
2. Why do people believe myths?
3. We need you!
4. How to PREbunk myths
5. How to DEbunk myths



Common myths



Turbo cancer myth



Sudden cardiac deaths



Vaccine sentiment online
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Why do myths take hold
And how our brains betray us



Why do people fall for myths

Myths fit into people’s beliefs about:

• Their identity
• The people they can trust
• What is normal



Identity

Identity can lead someone to refuse 
vaccines if they see themselves as:

• Too strong to need a vaccine
• Natural/intuitive
• A member of a group that has superior 

knowledge about science
• Part of a group that has been part of 

historical medical malpractice
• Smarter than doctors and scientists



Whom to trust

Not all trusted messengers are created equal

One study found that 

• quality of a relationship 
• frequency of communication 

Outweighed

• expertise
• authority
• knowledge



Social norms

What’s normal?

• We are more likely to conform 
to what is considered normal in 
our peer-group or community

• We use others to help us make 
our own decisions
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We need you!
To prevent the spread of vaccine myths



Access to providers matters

People who do not have access to 
providers are less likely to get vaccinated

The result is health inequity:

• Latino/Hispanic people are 15% less 
likely to get vaccinated

• African American/Black people are 25% 
less likely.

Social and structural determinants of COVID-19 vaccine uptake among racial and ethnic groups



Access to information

Access to vaccine information cannot 
depend on access to a medical home

• We need healthcare experts speaking 
out in public spaces
• Social media
• News media
• Town halls
• Back-to-school events



Social Media Videos



Blima Marcus
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Prebunking
Inoculating others against misinformation



Inoculate against myths

Prebunking

It’s easier to tell people how 
and why myths are wrong 
before they hear them from a 
source they trust



Prebunking works!

Help people anticipate the kinds of 
myths they will be exposed to

• Sign up for our newsletter to learn 
what is trending now

• Make sure trusted experts in your 
community are given a big 
platform

• Flood the field! People believe 
myths because they are far more 
prevalent online than the truth is
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Give people a framework

When people have a 
framework of understanding 
how vaccines work, their 
first response may be 
checking a story against 
that framework.



Social Math

Social math tells a story with data by showing large numbers in 
terms of time or place or making comparisons with familiar things
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Responding to hesitancy
The 4-A method



Background: the VFV method

ASK

ACKNOWLEDGE

AFFIRM

ANSWER

“What is your main concern?”Encourage the patient to be specific and 
name their hesitancy.“What is the one thing that concerns you most? 
Can you tell me more about it?”

Recognize that the person you’re talking to already has knowledge. 
“It’s clear you’ve really looked into this.”

That it’s ok to have questions. “That’s a great question, I heard that 
too so I looked into it.”

Get permission to share some facts. “Can I share with you the facts…” 
OR “Can I get you some credible sources so your research helps you 
make an informed decision.

Remember to do 4-A:



Ask

Get the other person talking so 
you can learn more about 
what’s behind their hesitancy.

• Ask open-ended questions
• Ask questions to drill deeper 

into their concerns
• Ask them to pinpoint their 

main concern



Acknowledge

Listen carefully for what the 
person has gotten right

• Let them know that you 
respect them for digging

• Acknowledge when they 
have correct information

• Acknowledge that they are 
capable of making good 
choices



Affirm

Build trust by supporting the 
idea that

• It’s okay to have questions
• Plenty of people have similar 

concerns
• You have looked into this or 

you are willing to look into it



Answer

Get permission to provide an answer. Do not provide answers 
without permission.

• If at all possible, help them arrive at the correct answer by 
asking questions that build on what they know

• If not possible, provide information on what you know and how 
you know it.

• If necessary, offer to do more searching and get back to them.

Answering is your last step. Don’t skip the others.
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Specific myth strategies
And how to undo their damage
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How to frame a scary story

People make decisions based on emotions

Remind them that:

• They don’t have the full story (medical history)

• A safety signal requires the same symptoms and 
timing multiple times

• Doctors cannot weigh in because of actual HIPAA

• A lot of stories don’t jibe with science



Teach others what’s legitimate

● Assess the source and think critically 
● Go beyond the headlines

○ Headlines are usually not written by authors 

● Identify the author 
○ Are they an expert in the field? If not, do they have a fact checker or 

an editor?

● Check the date 
○ Is this debunked because it has been addressed?

● Analyze any supporting evidence 
○ And if you don’t know how, ask an expert, like your doctor!



Addressing misinformation

In the clinic 

● Use a presumptive recommendation 
● Provide opportunities for families to learn 

how vaccines work, how they are made, 
and how they are tested BEFORE they 
need to make the choice

● If hesitancy appears, use motivational 
interviewing

● All staff in the clinic should be on the 
same page



Addressing misinformation

Among colleagues 

• Listen
• Listen to learn what led them to this misinformation

• Be empathetic
• Emphasize that it’s important to ask questions to get them addressed

• Connect them with credible and trusted sources
• “Would it be okay with you if I looked this up using a source I might 

trust?”
• “Should we ask an expert we both trust about this?”



Addressing misinformation

On social media

● Avoid repeating the misinformation 
○ “Some people have concerns about this 

vaccine, but science has shown us that 
it is well-tested and effective” with 
specific details if possible.

● Use a truth sandwich 
○ A fact
○ Explain how the statement was 

incorrect
○ End with a fact 



Addressing misinformation

In public (addressing something 
in front of a group or audience)

● Emphasize that addressing 
questions is important 

● Use the truth sandwich again!
○ With one twist…

● Pivot to an important point you 
want to make about the main 
topic you are there to address



Addressing disinformation

Sometimes, disinformation requires 
specific interventions:

• Report it online
• Expose what disinformers gain
• Support expertise whenever 

possible
• Explain what makes someone an 

expert
• Elevate the voices of trusted experts 

from within the community



If nothing works?

Do a pull-push-pull

• Accept the person. Reject 
the misinformation
• I value you, 
• but I cannot agree with what 

you are saying
• even though I want to 

remain close



Debunk to your heart’s content

Sign up for our weekly newsletter: 
VoicesForVaccines.org/Resources


