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THE SPREAD OF FALSE 

INFORMATION HAS BECOME 

AS DANGEROUS AS THE 

SPREAD OF DISEASE ITSELF
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A recent study shows that even small 
amounts of misinformation sharply worsen 

a disease outbreak because harmful beliefs 

spread faster and persist longer than factual 
guidance

NATURE

SOUCE
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Up to half of online health content can be 
wrong or misleading. The review found that 

misinformation made up 51% of vaccine-

related posts, 28.8% of COVID-19 posts, and 

up to 60% of posts about pandemics

WHO



LANDSCAPE OF FALSE INFO

Old narratives  - new crises 

Post-pandemic skepticism  

“False information fatigue”
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“An infodemic is too much information including false or misleading information in digital 
and physical environments during a disease outbreak.” – WHO definition

WHAT IS INFODEMIC?



HOW DO INFODEMICS IMPACT HEALTH?
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Mental 
health 

problems 
Inappropriate 

protective 
measures

False or 
unsafe 
cures

Reduced 
trust in 

science and 
authorities

Infodemics
Poorer 
health 

outcomes



“We found no links between COVID-19 

outcomes and democracy, populism, 

government effectiveness, universal health 

care, pandemic preparedness metrics, 

economic inequality or trust in science,”…

“Instead, better outcomes appear to have 

gone hand in hand with high levels of trust 

in government and other citizens.”
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TRUST IS A HEALTH DETERMINANT

When people don’t trust institutions, they reject 
guidance, delay care, and turn to riskier behaviour
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When everything is questioned, nothing is trusted 
— including legitimate health advice.
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The psychology of the infodemic: 
Cognitive biases make us vulnerable 
to false information
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WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?
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Treatment is essential, but we have to invest more in

PREVENTION



BUILDING TRUST 
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PEOPLE NEED TO FEEL HEARD 

Communicate honestly and 
transparently 

Do not ignore signals that may seem 
small

Invest in strengthening health literacy 

Develop messages based on the 
needs and risk perception of the 
audiences

Test your messages 

Co-create solutions with communities 



Definition of social listening 
in infodemic managementSocial listening: 

✓Understand 
conversations and 
narratives on a public 
health topic

✓ Identify circulating 
false information

✓ Focus on online and 
offline information 
flow
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• Analysis: to make sense of infodemic signals. Tools can help to share information, analyze text, map 
information flows, find influencers, and identify coordinated activity.

• Risk assessment: determine health risk by a signal. This assessment informs if and how we should 
respond. 

Analysis

Use tools to 
understand your  
infodemic signals

Risk assessment

• What’s the spread?

• How influential is 
the source?

• What’s the risk to 
health?

Respond
(or don’t)

UNDERSTANDING SIGNALS 
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DEBUNKING

• It works, especially when timely and clear

• Well-designed corrections significantly 
reduce belief in false claims. 

• The most effective debunks don’t just say 
“this is false”; they replace the false story 
with a coherent, factual narrative.



Examples
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PREBUNKING

Preparing people to resist false 
information by exposing them to 
weakened examples and showing 
why they’re false  -

a “vaccine for the mind.”

Roozenbeek, J., van der Linden, S. and Nygren, T. (2020). Prebunking interventions based on "inoculation" theory can reduce susceptibility to misinformation across
cultures. Harvard Kennedy School (HKS) Misinformation Review. https://doi.org/10.37016//mr-2020-008



Three main types of pre-bunks

Source: First Draft: A Guide to prebunking: https://firstdraftnews.org/articles/a-
guide-to-prebunking-a-promising-way-to-inoculate-against-misinformation/

18

Fact-based: correcting specific narratives

Logic-based: explaining tactics used to manipulate  

Source-based: pointing out bad sources of information 

PREBUNKING
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PREBUNKING

interactive games

videos

other tools and activities 
that teach the tactics behind 
false information
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WHAT TO CHOOSE?

Prebunking Debunking

Prevents misinformation “infection” Treats existing “infection”

Works on tactics Targets specific myths

Scalable, proactive Precise, reactive

Creates “herd immunity” baseline Handles persistent or new variants



TRUSTED INFORMATION IS A LIFE-SAVING 
RESOURCE —

as vital as vaccines, clean air, or safe water.
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INFORMATIION INTEGRITY IS PART OF HEALTH 
SECURITY 
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Thank you

Olha Izhyk

Risk Communication and Infodemic 
Management Officer izhyko@who.int

mailto:izhyko@who.int
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