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Overview

1. Prevalence of misinformation on social media

2. Why misinformation spreads on social media 
platforms

3. Journalistic norms

4. Strategies for addressing misinformation
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Prevalence of social media 
misinformation



Vaccine misinformation on SNS

• Complicated by:
– Vaccine type
– Platform of study

33% 
of vaccine content 
on social media is 
misinformation

Suarez-Lledo, V., & Alvarez-Galvez, J. (2021). Prevalence of health misinformation on social media: 
Systematic review. Journal of medical Internet research, 23(1), e17187.

– Temporal nature
– Platform access

37% 
of vaccine content 
on YouTube is 
misinformation

26% 
of vaccine content 
on Twitter is 
misinformation



Cancer misinformation on SNS

Johnson, S. B., Parsons, M., Dorff, T., Moran, M. S., Ward, J. H., Cohen, S. A., ... & Fagerlin, A. (2022). Cancer misinformation and 
harmful information on Facebook and other social media: a brief report. JNCI: Journal of the National Cancer Institute, 114(7), 1036-
1039.



Unequal attention
• 32% vaccines
• 22% drugs/smoking
• 19% noncommunicable 

diseases (cancer, 
diabetes)

• 10% communicable 
diseases: Zika, Ebola

• 9% diet/eating disorders
• 7% therapies & medical 

interventions

Suarez-Lledo, V., & Alvarez-Galvez, J. (2021). Prevalence of health misinformation on social media: 
Systematic review. Journal of medical Internet research, 23(1), e17187.



People believe it

https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/press-release/covid-19-misinformation-is-ubiquitous-78-of-
the-public-believes-or-is-unsure-about-at-least-one-false-statement-and-nearly-at-third-believe-at-
least-four-of-eight-false-statements-tested/



Why misinformation spreads 
on social media



Information overload
My search:

February 18, 2023



Information voids and overload



Changing environment
My search:

April 3, 2023



Fewer gatekeepers & source cues



Changing environment



Virality of misinformation



Virality of misinformation



Virality of misinformation



Polarization in health and science

Public Opin Q, Volume 83, Issue 4, Winter 2019, Pages 817–836, https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfz041
The content of this slide may be subject to copyright: please see the slide notes for details.

https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfz041


Politicization and polarization in health



Politicization in health



Politicization in health



The role of journalists



Journalistic norms

• Timeliness
– Repeated sources

• Conflict

• Objectivity
– Often “balanced”



Conflict and balance



False balance

Report 
claim
49%

Balance 
and 

correct
39%

Correction 
only
11%

Balance 
only
1%

HPV stories



Strategies to address 
misinformation



Solutions for misinformation

1. Promoting

2. Prebunking

3. Debunking



(1) Promoting: Fill Information Voids 

• Promoting high quality information fills information 
voids
– Credibility about trust and expertise

https://news.gallup.com/poll/328136/ethics-ratings-rise-medical-workers-teachers.aspx



(1) Promoting Weight of Evidence

Source: Brewer, P. R.,&McKnight, J. (2017). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cjuGCJJUGsg&t=6s



(1) Promoting Weight of Evidence

Source: Brewer, P. R.,&McKnight, J. (2017). 



(1) Promoting consensus



(2) Prebunking

• Prebunking involves:
– Warning about likely misinformation
– Giving tools to recognize and resist

• Teaching people about:
– Common misinformation strategies (rhetorical)
– Facts on controversial topics (factual)
– Common misinformation actors (source-based)
– How media function (media literacy)



(2a) Rhetorical prebunking

• Most disinformation 
campaigns use 
similar techniques
– Fake experts
– Logical fallacies
– Impossible 

expectations
– Cherry picking
– Conspiracy theories

https://skepticalscience.com/history-FLICC-5-techniques-science-denial.html



(2a) Rhetorical prebunking

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-yK2tQdLDw



(2b) Factual prebunking

• Goal: Identify 
(likely) myths

• Topic-based 
misinformation 
often recycled

https://firstdraftnews.org/articles/a-guide-to-prebunking-a-promising-way-to-
inoculate-against-misinformation/



(2b) Factual prebunking

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tEYQRnjbJBs



(2c) Source-based prebunking

• 65%
of anti-vaccine 

misinformation on social 
media from 12 accounts

• Largely for financial or 
political gain

https://counterhate.com/research/the-disinformation-dozen/



(3) Debunking

• Debunking (or correction): responding to specific, 
concrete instances of misinformation
– Rhetorical
– Factual



(3) Observed correction

• PUBLIC correction
• When bystanders witness correction

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA @ekvraga@mastodon.social



(3) Observed correction reduces misperceptions
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(3) REACT to misinformation

• Repeat corrections

• Empathetic replies

• Alternative explanations

• Credible sources

• Timely response

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA

Vraga, E. K., Ecker, U. K. H., Žeželj, I., Lazić, A., & Azlan, A. A. (forthcoming). To Debunk or Not Debunk? 
Correcting (Mis)information. In T. Purnat & B. Yau (Eds.) Managing infodemics in the 21st century –
Addressing new challenges in the information ecosystem. Springer Nature.



Swiss Cheese



Working together



Deciding which strategy

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA @EKVRAGA

Lewandowsky et al. (2020). The Debunking Handbook 2020. Available at https://sks.to/db2020. 
DOI:10.17910/b7.1182

Observed 
correction

Sharing high 
quality 

information



The “Swiss cheese” model for 
misinformation

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA @EKVRAGA

Bode & Vraga (2021): https://thebulletin.org/premium/2021-05/the-layered-swiss-cheese-model-for-
mitigating-online-misinformation/



Resources

• Debunking handbook

• Skeptical science website

• Journalists’ handbook on scientific consensus

• COVID-19 vaccine confidence handbook

• CDC manual on health communication

https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/debunking-handbook-2020/
https://skepticalscience.com/history-FLICC-5-techniques-science-denial.html
https://journalistsresource.org/media/scientific-consensus-news-tips/
https://hackmd.io/@scibehC19vax/home
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/clearwriting/docs/health-comm-playbook-508.pdf


Thank you!

ekvraga@umn.edu

DR. EMILY K. VRAGA

mailto:ekvraga@umn.edu

