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A na rra t ive cons is t s  of an account  of connect ed 
event s  or expe riences , oft en re t old a s  s t orie s .

We  make  s ense  of t he  world t hrough re t e lling  
and dige s t ing  s t orie s .

S t orie s  t ha t  make  up na rra t ive s  can be  accura t e  
or not .

How we  act  on na rra t ive s  can a ffect  our hea lt h.

S ource : McCa ll, B., S ha llcros s , L., Wils on, M., Fulle r, C., & Ha ywa rd, A. (2021). S toryt e lling  a s  a  re s e a rch tool us e d to e xplore  ins ig ht s  a nd a s  a n int e rve nt ion in 
public  he a lth: a  s ys t e ma t ic  na rra t ive  re vie w. Int e rna t iona l journa l of public  he a lth, 6 6 , 16 04 26 2.



What do narratives and 
s tories  have  to do with 
vaccines  and 
mis information?



While the causes underlying vaccine 
hes it ancy a re  complex, t he  influence  of 
na rra t ives  is  not ably s a lient  a s  
ant ivaccine  advoca t e s  frequent ly re ly on 
pe rs ona l t e s t imonies t o a rg ue  t ha t  
vaccines  a re  ne it he r s a fe  nor e ffect ive . 
Res ea rch finds  t ha t  t hes e  adve rs e  
na rra t ives  have  a  dis proport iona t e  impact
on vaccine  a t t it udes  and behaviors  even 
when pa ired wit h accura t e  s cient ific ris k 
informa t ion, and t his  bia s ing  e ffect  of 
na rra t ive  informa t ion is  s t ubbornly 
difficult  t o count e r. 

S ource : Dahls t rom, M. F. (2021). The  na rra t ive  t rut h about  scient ific 
mis informat ion. Proceedings  of t he  Na t iona l Academy of S ciences , 

118 (15 ), e191408 5 117.



Vaccine misinformation isn’t new.
https:// www.loc.gov /resource/cph.3g03147/

https://historyofvaccines.org/blog/death -the -
vaccinator



Negative narratives impacting vaccine uptake are also not new. 

Thes e  cont inue  t o ha rm confidence  in vaccines , t he  vaccina t ors , 
and t he  hea lt h s ys t em t hey come from.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25483472/#:~:text=Results%3A%20Online%20media%20collected%20and,primary%20concern%20being%20vaccine%20safet
y.

https://www.science.org/content/article/dengue-vaccine-fiasco-leads-criminal-charges-researcher-
philippines



Why is addressing our current information 
environment  so difficult  in public health?

Diminished public t rus t in 
officia ls , coupled wit h 
increas ing  divers ity of 
online  pla t forms , crea t es  
a  cont ext  vulnerable  t o 
t he  spread of 
mis informat ion.

Over t he  pas t  15  years , narra t ives t ha t  influence  knowledge, a t t it udes , 
percept ions, and behaviors  re la t ed t o public hea lt h emergencies  have  
circula t ed fas t e r in our increas ingly dig it ized socie t y. To keep pace , 
hea lt h aut horit ies  mus t  be  quicker t o ident ify and respond t o circula t ing  
narra t ives .

Debunking mis informat ion will have  
limit ed e ffect iveness unless  t he  la rger 
socia l and cult ura l forces  t ha t  bols t e r 
mis informat ion a re  addressed, which 
requires  evidence-based approaches  t ha t  
leverage socio-behaviora l and 
epidemiological ins ight s .

Exerpted from the National Academy of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine Workshop on Navigat ing Infodemics and Building Trust during Public Health Emergencies, April 2023



Source: FirstDraft https://firstd ra ftnews.org/wp-conten t/up loads/2020/11/FirstDraft_Underthesurface_Fullreport_Fina l.pdf?x21167
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https://firstdraftnews.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/FirstDraft_Underthesurface_Fullreport_Final.pdf?x21167


Source: FirstDraft https://firstd ra ftnews.org/wp-conten t/up loads/2020/11/FirstDraft_Underthesurface_Fullreport_Fina l.pdf?x21167
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How the new information environment can impact 
vaccine  confidence  and  uptake

Type s o f Con te n t

Perception of social support

Vaccine knowledge

Vaccine perceptions (safety, 
efficacy)

Vaccine confidence

Vaccination intent

Can Affect a Person's

Common Vaccine Narratives & Misinformation
• Purity of vaccines / vaccine ingredients
• Vaccine side effects
• Vaccine safety
• Doubts about vaccine efficacy
• Conspiracy theories 
• Vaccine manufacture, testing and approval
• Alternative treatments and cures

Video

Memes

Online news

Online posts

Audio

Messa ges

best predictor of 
vaccine  uptake

Ima ges



What are some of the elements needed for a 
narra t ive  t o “go vira l?”

Tells  a  s tory Uses  humor or s a t ire

Pushes  emot iona l but tons  and 
appea ls  t o audience  va lues

Conta ins  images  or video 
specifica lly forma t t ed for a  
pa rt icula r audience  and 
channe l

Provides  a  s imple  explana t ion 
for a  complex problem

Uses  language  tha t  is  
appea ling  to t he  audience  
(e .g . s lang , memes )



Narratives are 
amplified t hroug h 
ne t works , bot h 
online  and offline .

They a ls o s e lf-
re inforce  one  
anot he r a s  t hey 
a re  repea t ed and 
mut a t e  wit h new 
varia t ions .

Community 
Influencers

Social Media Platforms

News 
Media

Community



Misinformation, 
a longs ide  unaddres sed 
ques t ions  and conce rns  
and informat ion voids , 
can snowba ll int o 
na rra t ives  t ha t  can 
cause  ha rm.

“COVID-19 vaccines were developed too quickly.”

“I  don’t know how they might affect people like me.”

“Are stories about heart damage and 
blood clots true?”

“COVID-19 vaccines aren’t safe!”



Narratives that go unaddressed 
can a ls o fue l mis t rus t .

“Mis t rus t  is  t he  out g rowt h of t he  
pe rcept ion t ha t  promis es  were  
broken and va lues  were  viola t ed.”

--Dr. Barbara  Reynolds



“Zombie” vaccine misinformation perpetuates harmful 
narra t ives  t ha t ...

Vaccines  a ren’t  s a fe .

Tha t  dis eases  s t em from “over t he re .”

Vaccines  can damage  your future .

They keep coming  back because  t hey a re  emot iona lly 
re sonant and s eem easy t o be lieve , oft en because  t hey 
a re  sha red by people  you t rus t .



https:// a pne ws.com/a rt ic le /a rchive -fac t -che cking -8 631011043

ht tps ://www.wa shing tonpos t .com/ne ws/the -int e rse c t /wp/2015 /11/13 /wha t -wa s-fa ke -on-the -

int e rne t -t his -we e k-hiv-blood-in-ba nana s-a nd-se aworld-wha le s -in-plas t ic-ba gs /

ht tps ://mythde t e c tor.ge /e n/bana na-conspiracy-

t ime line -from-e bola -to-corona viruse s /

ht tps ://le a ds torie s .com/hoa x-a le rt /2019 /06 /fa ke -ne ws-zika-virus -

shipme nt -ba na na s-cdc-wa rns .html



Understanding gist: What is the real, underlying  meaning of a  na rra t ive?

Unders t anding  g is t  can a lso he lp you ident ify unde rlying  meanings  and 
va lues tha t  may be  prope lling  a  na rra t ive .

Vaccine s  a ren’t  s a fe .

Tha t  d is ea s e s  s t em from “ove r 
the re .”

Vaccines can damage your future.

The government  and hea lth sys t em don’t  
have  our bes t  int eres t s  a t  heart .

Exa m ple  Na rra t ive Exa m ple  Gist

The  diseases  come from less  developed 
places  but  it  doesn’t  rea lly a ffect  us .

Someone is  ga ining a  short  t e rm benefit  a t  
t he  risk of our future  hea lth.

wha t is sa id wha t is hea rd



Inequity and hea lth sys t em and g ove rnment  act ions  a lso can 
sha rpen mis t rus t and make  it  more  difficult  t o addre ss  
people ’s  hea lth informa t ion needs .

https:// internews.org /resource/inequity -driven -mistrust -its -impacts -to -infodemic -management -and -health -response -and -what -to -
do-about -it/



Social norms and cues, especially in online spaces, are 
a lso  a  part of narra tives tha t can  affect vaccine  confidence .

https://www.sac -
isc.gc.ca/eng/1620651064206/1620651084248

https://www.bbc.com/news/technology -57379034

https://www.dazeddigital.com/life -
culture/article/51696/1/influencers -in-indonesia -
are-the -first -in-line -for -the -covid -vaccine

Po s itive  e xa mp le s

https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1620651064206/1620651084248
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1620651064206/1620651084248


Addressing larger narratives that can harm vaccine confidence defy 
easy solut ions . They can’t  be  solved with communica t ions  a lone .

https://theconversation.com/got-polio-messaging-underscores-a-vaccine-campaigns-success-but-creates-false-sense-of-security-as-memories-of-the-disease-fade-in-us-190518

https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/people-lost-faith-childhood-vaccines-
during-covid-pandemic-unicef-says-2023-04-20/

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanmic/article/PIIS2666-5247(23)00299-9/fulltext

https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2022/11/28/1139403803/who-renames-monkeypox-as-
mpox-citing-racist-stigma

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/12/30/covid-vaccine-hesitancy-leads-to-child-health-concerns-in-
png



How to address these narratives?

Debunking  na rra t ives  is  ext remely difficult  
t o do beca use  oft en, t hey cont a in a n 
e lement  of t rut h a nd beca use  t hey a re  
a lrea dy widesprea d.

It ’s  be t t e r t o prevent  ha rmful hea lt h 
na rra t ives  from t a king  root in t he  firs t  
pla ce .

Source : Tuckerman, J., Kaufman, J., & Danchin, M. (2022). Effect ive  approaches  t o combat  vaccine  hes it ancy. The  
Pedia t ric Infect ious  Disease  Journa l, 41(5 ), e243 .



How t o more  e ffe ct ive ly a ddre s s  
fut ure  a nt i-va ccine  na rra t ive s



Remember, t his  will t ake  t ime . 
Dis placing  dominant  na rra t ives  
is  very difficult .



1. Understand the information 
environment .

Conduct  s ocia l lis t ening  and infodemic 
management act ivit ie s  and deve lop 
ins ight s  report s

Rout inize  s ociobehaviora l da t a  
collect ion and ana lys is t o unders t and 

changes  in pe rcept ion and behavior

ht t ps ://iris .who.int /handle /106 65 /3 70 317

ht t ps ://demandhub.org/behaviora l-and-s ocia l-drivers -of-vaccina tion-bes d/



2. Consider values and gist when 
deve loping  more  e ffect ive  mes s ages .

Leverage  pa rt ic ipa t ory and nove l eva lua t ion me t hods  t o 
unders t and na rra t ives  and how t hey move t hrough 
communit ie s (e .g . s ocia l ne t work ana lys is , s ocia l media  
na rra t ive  ana lys is , Mos t  S ignificant  Change , Phot oVoice ).

Tes t  mes s ages  and ma t e ria ls  more  rapidly and 
cons is t ent ly via  dig it a l pre t e s t ing  and A/B t e s t ing .

ht t ps ://www.vit a ls t ra t egies .org /res ources /us ing -a-b-t es t ing-for-campaig ns-on-
dig it a l-media /

ht t ps ://www.be t t e reva lua t ion.org/met hods -approaches /approaches



Develop peer -t o-pee r approaches  t o s ha ring  vaccine  
informat ion and addres s ing  vaccine  mis informat ion which 
includes  ba lancing  pe rs ona l experience , s t oryt e lling  and 
fact -bas ed cont ent .

3 . Ut ilize  re la t ions hip-bas ed out reach 
s t ra t eg ie s .

Adapt  approaches  s uch as  Mot iva t iona l Int e rviewing  
t o online  cont ext s  t o reach online  obs e rve rs .

ht tps ://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books /NBK5 72168 /

ht tps ://www.sciencedire ct .com/s cience /art icle /p ii/S 074 75 6 3 222004 29 0

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK572168/


4. Keep your promises and publicize 
t hem.

Share  prog ram s ucces s es  and act ionable  “news  you can us e” 
for diffe rent  s t akeholde rs  in diffe rent  forma t s  (e .g . 
lives t reams , s ocia l media  t ile s , infog raphics ).

Crea t e  communit y feedback loops for 
s t akeholde rs  t o improve  hea lt h s e rvice  

de live ry and prog ramming .



5. Invest in and strengthen digital 
communica t ion with t he  public .

Deve lop pro-vaccine , pro-s ocia l na rra t ives t ha t  work 
for each priorit y popula t ion and deve lop s egment ed 

approaches for reaching  t hem.

Capacit y build and appropria t e ly re s ource  hea lt h promot ion 
and communica t ions  funct ions  t o improve  qua lit y and 
quant it y of s ocia l media  cont ent  and more  channe ls t hrough 
which people  can s eek informat ion.



Tha nk you.

ewilhe lm@us a id.g ov

https:// kn ow le d g e s u cce s s .org /20-e s s e n t ia l-re s ou rce s -covid -va ccin e -hig h -p riorit y-p op u la t io n s /

Furt he r COVID-19  va ccine  re s ource s  
a nd  count ry e xa mple s



Addit iona l 
S lides



Na rra t ive s  do not  need t o re ly on words  
a lone  t o s prea d.

Toda y’s  informa t ion environment  ha s  
provided new cha lleng es .



What about 
debunking?





Narrative, norming and digital techniques are used to 
evade  con ten t m odera tion  and boost an ti-vaccine  con ten t

Source: Machado, D. F. T., de Siqueira, A. F., Shimizu, N. R., & Gitahy, L. M. C. (2021). It-who -must -not -be-named: Covid -19 misinformation, tactics to 
profit from it and to evade content moderation on YouTube.

Disgu ise  Tactics
• Pronouns
• Written  text
• Hand gesture s
• Synonym s
• Anagram s
• “Lee tspeak”
• “Just a sking questions”
• Contradictory or ironic 

title s
• Upload of past content 
• Live  stream s 
• Disguised  channe ls

Re p lica t ion Tactics
• Content m irroring
• Backup channe ls

Dispe rs ion Tactics
• Collabora tion
• Alte rna tive  se rvices



What can affect someone’s exposure and ability 
t o act  on hea lth informat ion, e s pecia lly online?

Form of int e rne t  a cce s s , 
whe t he r on smart phone  or 
comput e r

Alg orit hms  a ffec t  wha t  
informa t ion we  see ; we  a re  like ly 
t o s ee  cont ent  and connect ions  
t ha t  we  ag ree  wit h

Access  t o t he  int e rne t  can be  
expens ive , which may shape  
use r behavior

Dig it a l lit e ra cy skills  a ffe ct  how 
we ll some one  ca n na vig a t e  a nd 
unde rs t a nd dig it a l informa t ion

S ocia l norms  a ffec t ing  who 
should acce s s  socia l media  and 
why (g ende r)

Lang uag e  used t o browse  
int e rne t  and use  socia l media



But harmful narratives are common in other 
areas of hea lth  too

Vaccinations Alternative 
Medicine

Nutrition 
and Diet

Mental 
Health

Sexual and 
Reproductive 

Health

Chronic 
Diseases

HIV/AIDSCancer

Exercise and 
Fitness

Allergies and 
Intolerances

Chronic Pain Substance 
Abuse

Sleep Health Aging and 
Anti-Aging

Genetic 
Testing and 
Personalized 

Medicine

Environmental 
Health

Health topic a reas tha t a re represented in hea lth misinformation resea rch
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