
Plandemic, Propaganda & Politics:
Scientific Misinformation During COVID-19

Item Type Thesis

Authors Miller, Kaitlyn N.

Publisher SUNY Oneonta

Rights Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International

Download date 23/05/2023 21:52:15

Item License http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/1763

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/1763


 

ABSTRACT 
 

PLANDEMIC, PROPAGANDA & POLITICS: SCIENTIFIC MISINFORMATION 
DURING COVID-19 

 
Kaitlyn N. Miller 

Cooperstown Graduate Program 
2021 

 

Is COVID-19 misinformation spread by one political affiliation more than others? 
Misinformation – whether scientific, historical or on social topics – has devastating and 
fatal consequences. Whether the misinformation is disseminated during a public health 
crisis or a war, whether it is in the United States or another nation, propaganda has long 
been a tool to exploit people’s motivations and trust. 
 

A deeper understanding of the spread and acceptance of misinformation will help 
science communicators – and possibly others – to earn the public’s trust. Only then can 
scientists prevent another heavily polarized public health crisis that could result in 
thousands more of needless deaths. 
 

By using a multidisciplinary and mixed methods approach, this research dissects 
the roots of misinformation and why some people are more susceptible than others. For 
example, some Americans find that mask mandates during the COVID-19 pandemic are 
against their constitutional rights to choose. Combining this with Dr. Anthony Fauci once 
saying that there was no reason to be wearing one, these Americans find themselves more 
susceptible to believing anti-mask misinformation. 
 

An analysis of 1000 tweets containing misinformation shows that proponents of 
then-U.S. President Donald Trump are significantly more likely to believe and therefore 
spread misinformation, as opposed to opponents and those without a clear political 
affiliation. 
 

Various topics of misinformation encountered during the data collection are 
researched to find their possible origins. Many, such as fake cures and anti-mask claims, 
are linked to comments made by President Trump and/or his most notorious allies. 
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Introduction 
 

As the COVID-19 pandemic brings the world to its knees, countries are 

scrambling to console, inform and educate their citizens. The leaders of the world 

collaborate with the leading epidemiology experts to decide the best possible avenues for 

stopping the spread. For many countries, this move brought positive results as the number 

of infected cases dropped (Beaubien, 2020). In others, such as the United States of 

America, the leaders not only ignored the warnings and advice of their scientists 

(Jankowicz, 2020), but actively made decisions that go against them (Mason and 

Holland, 2020). The President of the United States of America during 2020, Donald 

Trump, repeatedly made false or otherwise misleading claims that led to fatal outcomes 

(Funke, 2020; Mark, 2020; The Associated Press, 2020; Shepherd, 2020; Hoonhout, 

2020). Hate crimes against Asian Americans have skyrocketed due to the assumption that 

they are Chinese and are the cause behind the public health crisis (Cai, Burch and Patel, 

2021). Despite the consequences being clear and having no science background, many 

American citizens – as well as people around the world who support him – took President 

Trump’s word over the scientists. For example, some pushed medications as cures despite 

little evidence to support it (Penn Medicine, 2020), some claimed masks were useless 

despite evidence to the contrary (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020a), and 

some believed that the pandemic itself was a hoax (Spring, 2020). 

Misinformation is “false information that is spread, regardless of whether there is 

intent to mislead” (Dictionary.com, n.d. (a)) whereas disinformation means “deliberately 

misleading or biased information; manipulated narrative or facts; propaganda” 

(Dictionary.com, n.d. (b)). Distinguishing the two is necessary as this paper will explore 

the impacts of disinformation by high-level political figures and how this becomes 

widespread misinformation. For example, the political figures may deliberately make 

false claims about the status of the country during the COVID-19 pandemic to appear in 

control of the crisis and maintain support from their political base – this is 

disinformation. When a supporter of this political figure, a member of the public with no 

intent to purposely mislead, disseminates this “information” that they believe is factual to 

another individual, that becomes misinformation. 
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Knowing that then-President Trump had repeatedly made false, misleading or 

inaccurate claims during the initial months of the COVID-19 pandemic, I decided to see 

if people were reiterating these claims and if it had anything to do with their political 

views, investigating tweets on Twitter and recording whether or not the authors of these 

tweets had a clear political affiliation on their profiles. I chose Twitter because it is where 

the majority of former President Trump’s social media following could be found prior to 

his account suspension (McCaskill, 2017). 

 Twitter is a social media platform, often considered a microblogging system that 

allows users to post short messages with the option of including photos, links or a video. 

Users are able to “follow” one another to easily see their posts, react to one another’s 

posts and reshare them onto their own pages (See Appendix A for Twitter terminology). 

Sell, Hosangadi and Trotochaud (2020) analyzed a random 1% sample of over 3000 

tweets to explore the common topics people talked about regarding the Ebola outbreak in 

2014. They found only 10% of tweets to contain false or partially false information, but 

25% of total tweets were related to politics and 28% provoked reader responses or led to 

discord. When comparing tweets containing misinformation to those with true 

information, the tweets with misinformation were significantly more political (36% vs 

15%). Of the tweets containing some amount of false information, the most reoccurring 

topic regarded government conspiracy. The study ultimately concluded the importance of 

anticipating politicization of future diseases and how public messages can provoke 

discord. 

 The Ebola-Twitter study by Sell, Hosangadi and Trotochaud (2020) left several 

questions regarding the political tweets unanswered that were not part of their initial 

focus. Without further context than provided, it prompts one to wonder: how did a 

disease outbreak become political? This is where my research deviates and addresses the 

clear politicization of COVID-19 within the United States. By combining the study of 

tweets containing misinformation with a multidisciplinary literature analysis, I aim to 

reveal the public’s motivations behind believing and spreading misinformation, and 

whether these actions were amplified by political influences. 

That said, disinformation is dangerous, especially as a derivative of propaganda. 

Historically, propaganda has been used by political figures looking to gain or maintain 
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power, and the effects of doing so have left impacts on the nation for decades after. 

German Nazi politician and Reich Minister of Propaganda of Nazi Germany, Joseph 

Goebbels wrote in his diary, “The essence of propaganda consists in winning people over 

to an idea so sincerely, so vitally, that in the end they succumb to it utterly and can never 

again escape from it” (Pbs.org, n.d.). For Nazi soldiers, the propaganda proved to be 

effective. They fought ruthlessly to the death, even as defeat became imminent (Barber & 

Miller, 2019).  

Since then, studies have analyzed the impact of propaganda through different 

means such as radio broadcasts (Barber & Miller, 2019) and art (Kidd & Jackson, 2010). 

This impact has led us to see neo-Nazis in present day, continuing to share their ideals 

and recruit new members, despite decades of legal action to punish the original Nazis. 

Michael Kimmel, a sociologist from the United States, conducted in-depth interviews 

with ex-neo-Nazis in Scandinavia to understand better their motivations for joining. 

While they reveal extremely similar motivations to their counterparts in the United 

States, the ones in Scandinavia were enticed by a masculine rite of passage more than 

racialized ideologies. As Kimmel continued to create a profile that represented the 

commonalities between the ex-neo-Nazis he interviewed, a trend started to emerge. The 

boys had once felt alienated, disenfranchised and emasculated. Sometimes this came 

from home life, but some came from being the target of school bullies (Kimmel, 2007). 

Masculinity was such a powerful factor that it created an avenue for Nazism to alter 

young boys’ worldview and beliefs. 

One of the many contested topics that I have come across during my data 

collection is wearing masks. Some believe that mask mandates are against their 

constitutional rights, while some argue that the mandates are for the public good. While 

neither argument is inherently gendered, studies conducted show that men are less likely 

to adopt protective behaviors such as wearing masks or washing hands (Palmer & 

Peterson, 2020; Cassino & Besen-Cassino, 2020). This stems from gender roles that 

expect men to be self-reliant and tough, as opposed to women being protective and weak 

(Reny, 2020). The same notion was reinforced by U.S. President Donald Trump as he 

repeatedly mocked then-presidential candidate Joseph Biden for wearing a mask. It has 

been tied to allegations of cosmetic surgery (Trump, 2020) and claims that Biden’s use of 
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masks is overly cautious (The Washington Post, 2020). Joe Rogan, host of the Joe Rogan 

Experience podcast on Spotify, said on one of his shows “[masks] are for bitches.” The 

conversation continued on with guest Bill Burr as he inquired why Rogan feels that way. 

Rogan double-downed on his statement saying, “it just is” and “it’s just what men do” 

(Rogan, 2020). Two weeks later, U.S. Representative Elizabeth Cheney tweeted a picture 

of her father, former Vice President of the United States Dick Cheney, wearing a mask 

with the caption “Dick Cheney says WEAR A MASK. #realmenwearmasks” 

(@Liz_Cheney, 2020). 

One study showed a dramatic difference between politically Independent (68%) 

and Republican (49%) men agreeing that people should wear a mask when leaving their 

homes at least most the time compared to women of the same political party, 77% and 

68%, respectively. This is compared to Democratic men and women who were both 

polled at 89% (Hamel et al., 2020). Gender and program development advisor at the 

International Media Support, Denmark, Lygnerud Boberg says they have seen a similar 

trend between men and women in previous epidemics. She says, “The reluctance to wear 

a mask is the result of internalized masculinity norms. Politically speaking, libertarian-

leaning people on the right hold freedom as a core value. Those on the left, however, are 

much more invested in the care foundation, ie [sic] protecting the vulnerable. This might 

explain why men on the right, politically speaking, perhaps see mask-wearing as an 

infringement on their masculinity to a higher degree than those men to the left” (Petter, 

2020). 

The debate revolving masks are one of few subjects of misinformation that has 

been discussed in mainstream media. Initially, I hypothesized that misinformation was 

tied to our country’s science literacy. As seen in Table 1, according to the Program for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), the United States ranked 18th out of 79 

different countries and education systems in science literacy at a score of 502, 13 points 

above average (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).  
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Table 1. Average scores of 15-year-old students on the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) science 
literacy scale, by education system: 2018 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).  

However, measuring science literacy across countries, and even in one such as the 

United States, is incredibly difficult and requires consideration to a number of factors, 

i.e., access to education, age, gender, etc. There is no one-size-fits-all way of deciphering 

science literacy which makes any survey weak at best. Additionally, authors of Science 

Literacy: Concepts, Contexts, and Consequences, Snow and Dibner (2016) debunk the 

link between literacy and misinformation with various studies which conclude that the 

evidence of such a correlation is insignificant and inconclusive. However, a 

psychological perspective can help science communicators understand how the general 

public, without an academic science background, make judgements to comprehend new 

discoveries. 

This made me consider if misinformation was connected to the public’s 

motivations. Snow and Dibner (2016) find a strong correlation between topics in science, 

such as stem cell research and nuclear power, and attitudes which leads to my second 

hypothesis: is the public adopting misinformation to support their personal values? This 

could take many forms, such as lockdowns and masks being seen as an infringement of 

freedom, blaming the lockdowns for a disastrous economy, disbelief of science that 

directly invalidates their favorite politician’s claims, or the loss of trust by marginalized 
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communities that have been historically exploited by science. Futhermore, if 

misinformation is being adopted for these reasons, it begs the question whether it is being 

done intentionally or subconsciously, and what the influence on people’s actions is. 

For example, U.S. President Trump repeatedly touted hydroxychloroquine as the 

cure for COVID-19 despite little evidence to support it. While the United States Food and 

Drug Administration, along with medical professionals, openly warned against the use of 

the drug outside of the hospitals due to the possibility of fatal side effects, amplified 

when taken with other drugs, and that there is no evidence that hydroxychloroquine is 

safe or effective for treating or preventing COVID-19, members of the public continued 

to push for it (Cathey, 2020). 

 Multiple theories and experiments by psychologists may illustrate this 

phenomenon. Stanley Milgram conducted his Shock Experiment (Milgram, 1963) with 

all male participants in hopes to understand the justifications made by the war criminals 

during the Nuremberg Trials after World War II. The Nazis claimed they were simply 

following orders and being obedient. Milgram found that ordinary people are likely to 

follow the orders from an authority figure, particularly those they believe are morally 

right and/or legally based (Milgram, 1963). Additionally, there is the Solomon Asch 

experiment on conformity to understand the lengths one would go under the social 

pressure of a major group (Asch, 1951) and like Milgram, it also used male-only 

participants. Most of them believed they were not conforming but went along with the 

group out of fear of being ridiculed or thought of poorly. A few claimed they truly 

believed the answers of the group were right, against their own judgment. 

 Once explained whether there is a correlation between political affiliation and 

misinformation, I will explore the most common false claims and their possible origins 

from several different perspectives, to explain why some people may be more susceptible 

to believing misinformation and reference historical events where disinformation played 

a major role in a country or organization’s response. Science communicators will be able 

to learn from the COVID-19 pandemic and apply these insights to how health 

information should be disseminated in the future. This study can also help scientists, 

frustrated with the public’s acceptance of misinformation, understand their historical and 

current faults as a discipline which could have played a part. Finally, this study provides 
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an opportunity for further discussion on the general public’s trust, or mistrust, of science 

and how science communicators can instill faith in case of another major health crisis. 

 

Methods 
 

 To begin, 1000 tweets containing misinformation were recorded. Data collection 

began several months into the COVID-19 pandemic. Using Twitter’s “Advanced search” 

option, I entered keywords or terms that led to finding misinformation such as “COVID-

19 cure” or “COVID-19 hoax” within the bar that says “All of these words” to signal the 

tweets must contain all of these keywords or terms. I chose the date I would like to look 

at and took it one day at a time. For example, on August 3rd, 2020, “COVID-19 cure” was 

searched. From there, I chose the Latest tweet options so that the opinions of the every-

day citizen were found, as opposed to those with the most followers, retweets and likes. 

Scrolling through the tweets, I looked for tweets containing misinformation. The tweets 

had to be in English to ensure no misunderstanding on my part. The tweet had to be a 

personal opinion, and not simply a link to a third-party site containing misinformation. 

However, any tweet containing such third-party links was accepted if it there was an 

additional personal opinion within the same tweet. 

I used human judgment to tell if a tweet is serious or an attempt at humor. If a 

tweet was deemed intentionally humorous, it was disregarded. This does not include 

tweets that were authored to be purposely facetious while making claims with 

misinformation. If the tweet was serious, I clicked the profile of the user who authored 

the tweet and search to see if it expressed opinions for (“Pro”) or against (“Anti”) United 

States of America president Donald Trump. If there was no indicator as either, it was 

recorded as “No Political Affiliation” (NPA). Some of the indications of affiliation that I 

looked for are phrases in the user’s bio, previous tweets expressing direct opinions, or 

retweeting messages that show an agreeance of an opinion. Being for or against President 

Trump is not synonymous with specific American political parties. For this reason, any 

indicators had to be about President Trump specifically and not the Republican party. 

Once 1000 valid tweets were recorded, data collection stopped, and the data was 

processed through SPSS Statistics software using a one-sample chi-square test to 
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determine if there is a correlation between political affiliation and tweeting 

misinformation. Frequency and confidence intervals were also established following 

values from Veal (1997). Additionally, I recorded a brief description of the 

misinformation to serve as a reference point to cite what types of misinformation were 

encountered. A few of these descriptions were “fake cure,” “conspiracy theory,” and 

“anti-mask.” These themes were cross-tabulated to the political affiliations to see if one 

affiliation preferred a type of misinformation over the others. To do this, misinformation 

was broken up into categories: Fake Cures, Conspiracy Theories, Virus Hoax and Other. 

“Other” includes types of misinformation that less frequent such as fake statistics, anti-

mask claims, and fake prevention tips. The results were recorded with percentages and 

confidence intervals as well. 

 Using human judgement to decipher humor caused difficulties. Different 

cultures perceive and express humor in different ways. Moreover, it is possible that 

English is not the author’s first language and that intention may be lost in translation. I 

may have looked at a tweet from an American’s perspective of humor and found a tweet 

from another country that was intentionally humorous to the author, but due to a 

difference in how we perceive humor or mistranslation, it may have been counted as a 

legitimate tweet (Jiang, Li & Hou, 2019). 

Another source of uncertainty is in the assessment of political affiliation or lack 

thereof.  It was significantly easier to determine an author was a proponent of President 

Trump than it was to determine if they were an opponent. Proponent indicators could be 

in the form of hashtags or sayings in their “bios” such as “#KAG2020” (“Keep America 

Great,” President Trump’s 2020 Presidential Election Slogan) or “I stand with Trump!” 

At times, the tweets containing misinformation also contained clear political affiliations. 

If neither form of indicator was available, I looked for other tweets on their profile which 
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were originally authored by the user or retweeted by them. These tweets would need to 

show clear support to be counted. Figures 1-2b show examples of such cases.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Screenshot of a tweet containing misinformation and an indication that this 
author is a proponent of U.S. President Donald Trump (@SalvadorMaurice, 2020). 

Figure 2b. Screenshot of the author of the tweet from Figure 2a’s bio. While the tweet was 
significant enough to show support, some tweets do not. In this case, information from 

their bio such as this would be significant enough (@Deleno12, n.d.). 

Figure 2a. Screenshot of a tweet containing misinformation and "VOTE TRUMP 2020!" 
which indicates this author's support of U.S. President Donald Trump (@Deleno12, 

2020). 



 10 

Looking for evidence of the author being against U.S. President Donald Trump 

proved to be a bit more difficult. While there were a small handful of opponents with 

indicators in their bios, many were determined by other tweets they had authored or 

retweeted from other users. Figures 3-5 show examples of this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Screenshot of a tweet used as an indicator of a user's political affiliation. This 
tweet is not the one recorded for misinformation (@MikeyMoBeer, 2021). 

Figure 4. Screenshot of a tweet used as an indicator of a user's political affiliation. This tweet is 
not the one recorded for misinformation (@MK_MAQ12, 2020). 

Figure 4. An example of a user's profile bio indicating their stance as an opponent to U.S. 
President Donald Trump (@Shorty2222, n.d.). 
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If there were no indicators that clearly indicated a user’s political affiliation, they 

were labeled as neither. This third option reduced bias, so I did not have to make a 

personal judgment.  

Due to the novel nature of the virus, what scientists knew about it was 

continuously changing. All of what was deemed misinformation is based on what was 

known and generally accepted by the public health field at the time. After data collection 

was completed, there were no changes to what was accepted. 

 With the contended era of “fake news,” some media sources have been deemed 

trustworthy and others biased. To eliminate possible bias of having a preference for one 

news organization over another, sources were chosen based on the most recent version of 

the Ad Fontes Media Media Bias Chart. Ad Fontes Media is an independent non-partisan 

and crowdsourced organization which evaluates media sources based on political bias 

and reliability (Ad Fontes Media, n.d. (a)). Sources were used for fact basing if their 

reliability score was 48.0 and above, which was the threshold for most reliable as fact 

reporting. If the sources fell in this category, their political bias had to fall between -9 and 

9 (negative represents being skewed politically left and positive represents being skewed 

politically right). The total number for extreme bias is -38.5 and 38.5. I decided on this 

level of allowed bias because of their high reliability determined by Ad Fontes Media’s 

rubric grading. However, preference was given to sources that fell between -5.5 and 5.5 

which, according to Ad Fontes Media, is considered “minimal, balanced or central bias” 

(Ad Fontes Media, n.d. (b)). 

Unfortunately, international sources are not always included on the chart but 

provide relevant perspectives. For this reason, any international sources that are not on 

the chart or do not meet the necessary criteria are only used for interpretive or analytical 

purposes. Other sources that are not listed on the chart but have been deemed reliable are 

independent fact-checker websites such as snopes.com, factcheck.org and politifact.com. 
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Results 
 

Out of 1000 tweets deemed to contain misinformation, 57 (5.7%) had authors that were 

against (Anti) former U.S. President Donald Trump, 816 (81.6%) had authors that were 

for (Pro), and 127 (12.7%) showed no clear political affiliation (NPA). Their confidence 

intervals are 1.3, 2.5 and 1.9, respectively (Veal, 1997). These figures are represented in 

Figure 6.  

 
Figure 6. Bar graph representing the frequency of misinformation by political affiliation. 

For an equal distribution of misinformation, the expected N is 333.3 for each 

stance. When the data is run through a one-sample chi-square test the residuals are -276.3 

(Anti), 482.7 (Pro) and -206.3 (NPA). The chi-square statistic is 1055.702 and the p-

value smaller than .001. Due to the significance from the p-value and as shown by the 

confidence intervals, the data demonstrate that scientific misinformation correlates with 

being a proponent of former U.S. President Donald Trump.   

A crosstabulation of the distribution of political affiliations with each 

misinformation category yielded a p-value of the chi-square of 0.241, which means I 

cannot reject the null hypothesis that the distributions are equivalent. This means that 
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each misinformation category follows the same distribution as the whole sample of 

tweets, as shown through the corresponding confidence intervals in Table 2 and Figure 7. 

 

 Anti Pro NPA Total Tweets 

Fake Cures 5.5% (1.6) 82.5% (2.9) 11.9% (1.6) 745 

Conspiracy Theories 6.7% (4.3) 78.6% (7.8) 14.5% (5.9) 103 

Virus Hoax 10% (8.3) 68% (12.7) 22% (11.1) 50 

Other 3.9% (4.3) 84.3% (7.8) 11.7% (5.9) 102 

All combined 5.7% 81.6% 12.7% 1000 
Table 2. Frequency of misinformation categories by political affiliation with confidence intervals in paratheses. The last 

column shows the total number of tweets. 

 

 
Figure 7. Bar graph representing the frequency of political affiliations by individual misinformation categories. They 

follow equivalent distributions as the full sample (Figure 6). 

To understand properly the implications of mis/disinformation and their possible 

influences on science communication, we must analyze the short and long-term effects of 

political actions during major events on the general public’s feelings towards said events. 
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This requires a multidisciplinary approach that includes the perspective of experts from 

sociology, psychology, anthropology, history etc. Science communication research tends 

to lack the diverse habits and structures of other disciplines, leaving room for bias and 

other research gaps (Gerber et al., 2020). As an anthropologist, I am inclined to use an 

anthropological approach. Nevertheless, it would ultimately result in an incomplete 

analysis of the results as anthropology alone cannot explicate the spread of 

misinformation. 

 

Misinformation Claims 

  

 A number of themes were identified during data collection. There I will explore 

the possible origin of the most common themes of misinformation found in this study and 

refer to the correct information about them. 

 

“___________ is the cure to COVID-19.” 
Examples of this category are shown in Figures 8 and 9. 

 

 
Figure 8. Screenshot of a tweet containing misinformation about hydroxychloroquine being a cure for COVID-19 

(@DavidLevescont1, 2020). 
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Figure 9. Screenshot of a tweet claiming hydroxychloroquine is the cure for COVID-19, citing former President Donald 

Trump as their source (@chidionunkwo, 2020). 

 

Possible Origins: 

On March 19th, 2020, U.S. President Donald Trump announced three drugs as 

possible treatments and therapies for COVID-19 symptoms: hydroxychloroquine, 

chloroquine and remdesivir. President Trump clarifies that hydroxychloroquine and 

chloroquine have been approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) already 

and that remdesivir has been either approved or will be soon as well. However, according 

to the FDA Commissioner, Dr. Stephen Hahn, who was present at this event, remdesivir 

was still in its clinical trials and only prescribed through “compassionate use” 

Trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov, 2020a). Its authorization was announced on May 1st. On 

the same day, President Trump is joined by Dan O’Day, the CEO of Gilead – the 

company that developed the drug. President Trump deviates the conversation from 

COVID-19 to discuss the cures that Gilead has found or are still working on, such as 

hepatitis C and the HIV epidemic. After repeating “it’s an actual cure” twice and being 

reaffirmed by O’Day, President Trump turns back to COVID-19 and asks how it 

compares to the other diseases. O’Day suggests it is too early to tell but feels as though 

remdesivir can work when combined with other therapies (NBC News, 2020). 
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In a now-deleted tweet by Dr. Stella Immanuel, she said “Covid has cure. 

America wake up.” Included in the tweet is a video of her speaking at a press conference 

claiming that hydroxychloroquine is a cure for COVID-19 (Spencer & Fichera, 2020). On 

July 28th, President Donald Trump retweeted this tweet. This retweet was deleted as the 

original was but was archived by ProPublica (n.d.). Despite several studies showing the 

possible dangers of hydroxychloroquine and its ineffectiveness, President Trump 

announces that he has been taking it daily with a zinc supplement and suggests it is safe 

(Cathey, 2020). As the FDA revokes the emergency use of hydroxychloroquine, the 

president’s trade advisor who helped him distribute the drug, Peter Navarro, tells the New 

York Times, "This is a Deep State blindside by bureaucrats who hate the administration 

they work for more than they're concerned about saving American lives” (Stolberg, 

2020). 

By the end of July, the NIH finished their trials on hydroxychloroquine and found 

it ineffective. On August 3rd, President Trump tells White House reporters, “Hydroxy has 

tremendous support, but politically it is toxic, because I supported it. If I would have said, 

'Do not use hydroxychloroquine under any circumstances,' they would have come out and 

they would have said it's a great thing” (Trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov, 2020b). 

In July, President Trump met with Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

Secretary Ben Carson, MyPillow founder and CEO Mike Lindell and White House chief 

of staff Mark Meadows. Lindell recently invested in Phoenix Biotechnology after being 

approached by the company’s vice chairman and director, Andrew Whitney.  HUD 

Secretary Carson, with Lindell, backed the use of oleandrin to combat COVID-19 at the 

July meeting. In August, Lindell refers to oleandrin as a “cure” to Axios during an 

interview. He continues on to say, “This is the most amazing miracle thing I've ever seen 

in my life, so I went all in.... If you want to know what I think, I think it's being 

suppressed because somebody doesn't want this out there because it works” (Swan, 

2020). Lindell has been a staunch supporter of President Trump. On June 9th, Lindell met 

with the president, Vice President Mike Pence and campaign officials at the White House 

to assist with their campaign advertisements (Wingrove, 2020). 
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The Facts: 

Several drugs and natural herbs have been claimed to be cures such as 

hydroxychloroquine, chloroquine, remdesivir, oleandrin and ginger. There is currently no 

cure for COVID-19 but a few of these are used as and/or contested treatments. A 

misconception is that treatment and cure are synonymous. A treatment improves the 

patient’s quality of life and relieves a condition’s symptoms. A cure eliminates the 

disease altogether to restore the patient’s health (Merriam-webster.com, n.d). 

Hydroxychloroquine has been used as an experimental treatment for patients with 

COVID-19 as it has proven effective for malaria and some auto-immune diseases. After 

several months, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) concluded their clinical trial and 

found that hydroxychloroquine did not benefit hospitalized adults (National Institutes of 

Health (NIH), 2020b).  

Remdesivir was also studied by the NIH and was found to shorten recovery times 

in COVID-19 patients (National Institutes of Health (NIH), 2020a). Oleandrin, produced 

by the oleander plant, is toxic and poison users. A study was done by researchers from 

Phoenix Biotechnology and the University of Texas Medical Branch, Galveston, into the 

uses of oleandrin against SARS-CoV-2 cultured cells. The results have not been 

published or peer-reviewed, but claim to stop cell replication (Brooks, 2020). Lastly, 

while ginger has been used for medicinal purposes across numerous cultures (Pieroni et 

al., 2020), there has been no known research to show the correlation of ginger curing 

COVID-19. 
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“Masks don’t work.” 
Examples of this category of claims are shown in Figures 10 and 11. 

 

 
Figure 10. Screenshot of a tweet claiming that masks do not help stop the spread of COVID-19 (@toddrushton1, 2020). 

 

 
Figure 11. Screenshot of a tweet claiming masks do not work and insinuating forcing someone to wear one is an 
infringement of their personal freedoms (@lieutenantgira2, 2021). 

 

Possible Origins: 

Where the anti-mask arguments come about is a murkier issue, with several 

contributions. On March 8th, 2020, Dr. Anthony Fauci was interviewed by CBS News 

and made several comments such as “…Right now in the United States, people should 

not be walking around with masks” and …There’s no reason to be walking around with a 

mask. When you’re in the middle of an outbreak, wearing a mask might make people feel 
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a little bit better and it might even block a droplet, but it’s not providing the perfect 

protection that people think that it is” (Spencer, 2020b). In March, the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) also stated that only those infected should be 

wearing masks or those caring for someone who cannot. Former U.S. President Donald 

Trump referred to people possibly wearing masks saying, “I would do it…you can use 

scarves, you can use something else” (Jingnan, Aubrey & Wroth, 2020). 

 On April 3rd, the CDC cited new studies about the transmission of COVID-19 and 

changed positions, telling the public that they should wear a mask when out and about 

(Spencer, 2020b). The same day, President Trump acknowledged the change, reiterating 

that it is voluntary, and no one has to do it. He continues on to say he does not think he 

will be doing it, repeatedly. Nonetheless, President Trump’s relationship with masks 

shifts. He tells the public that he worn one, then say he thinks he needs to take it off in 

front of other world leaders to be more professional. In August, he tells the public that 

wearing a mask is the patriotic thing to do. Then at the September 29th Presidential 

Debate, President Trump says that he thinks he needs it and begins mocking former 

presidential candidate Joseph Biden for wearing masks often (Victor, Serviss and 

Paybarah, 2020). 

 The Trump family has also gone back and forth while wearing masks. Donald 

Trump Jr., the former president’s son, shared a meme on June 30th, 2020, implying that 

just covering your face won’t work because virologists use full protective gear when 

doing research (Trump, Jr., 2020). Despite this, Trump Jr. on the same day appeared on 

Fox News to say he does not “think it’s too complicated to wear a mask” and practice 

basic hygiene, when asked about his opinion of the Republican National Convention 

mandating mask-wearing (Fox Business, 2020). 

 During the 1918 Flu Pandemic, the mask ordinances were met with politically 

motivated resistance. Their arguments lacked scientific evidence and instead were 

arguments that mask ordinances were an infringement on their freedom and liberty, and 

thus, unconstitutional (Hauser, 2020). In terms of the COVID-19 pandemic, these 

concerns were repeated. Multiple instances of protestors refused to wear masks based on 

their beliefs of it being unconstitutional (TYT Sports, 2020; Biefeldt, 2020). While 

President Trump nor former U.S. Vice President Mike Pence have directly said that 
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masks are unconstitutional, when asked about their campaign rallies not abiding by the 

COVID-19 safety guidelines recommended by public health officials, Vice President 

Pence deflected. He responds saying the people have a right to participate in the political 

process, and even during a health crisis, the American people “don’t forfeit our 

constitutional rights” which possibly created confusion (Forgey, 2020). 

 

What’s True: 

 Citing an experiment conducted in Denmark, some anti-maskers tried to prove 

that masks are not effective because the study could not prove it (Bundgaard et al., 2020). 

As the researchers, Henning Bundgaard and various others, note that the argument for 

masks is to protect others from being infected, not to protect themselves. They could not 

test this without having contagious participants. In fact, the participants did not follow the 

researcher’s mask-wearing guidelines which drastically affected the results. Only 46% 

participants wore the mask as told, while 47% “predominantly” adhered to the guidelines, 

and 7% did not. Moreover, the researchers also note several other challenges such as 

incorrect wearing, or the assortment of types of masks. Therefore, they followed up with 

their experiment to say, “The findings, however, should not be used to conclude that a 

recommendation for everyone to wear masks in the community would not be effective in 

reducing SARS-CoV-2 infections, because the trial did not test the role of masks in 

source control of SARS-CoV-2 infection” (Bundgaard et al., 2021). 

 Whether the misconception is that masks are supposed to protect the wearer or 

that the virus is too small to be stopped, masks do work but they are not foolproof. 

According to the CDC, masks can “reduce the emission of virus-laden droplets” and can 

“block the exhalation of fine droplets and particles” (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2020c). In July 2020, Microbiology Lab at Providence Sacred Heart Medical 

Center & Children's Hospital recorded a demonstration of coughing with and without a 

mask toward agar culture plates (Providence.org, 2020). The Micrology Director, Dr. 

Rich Davis, tweeted “A mask blocks virtually all of them” (@richdavisphd, 2020). Both 

the World Health Organization and Johns Hopkins Medical School agree, claiming masks 

can prevent the spread of the virus (Maragakis, 2021b; Who.int, 2020). 
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“COVID-19 was created by __________ for ___________.” 

“COVID-19 is a hoax.” 
Examples of this type of claims are shown in Figures 12 and 13. 

 

 
Figure 12. Screenshot of a now-deleted tweet alluding to the pandemic being planned for population control 

(@wizzy_roman, 2020). 

 

 
Figure 13. Screenshot of a tweet claiming that the pandemic was developed by China, while also showing support for 

then-President Donald Trump (@banned_non, 2020).  

Possible Origins: 

 These topics of misinformation are expansive, and it felt best to discuss the two 

together. In short, some people believe that the COVID-19 was planned, dubbing it the 

“Plandemic.” Who planned it varies, such as Bill Gates (Reuters, 2020a) and the 

democratic congresspeople of the United States of America (Reuters, 2020c). The 
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conspiracy theory about Bill Gates is rooted in older misinformation where people 

believe he is for population control (Reuters, 2020a). He also warned in 2015 of how an 

infectious virus was the greatest risk to humans (Wakabayashi, Alba & Tracy, 2021). The 

conspiracy theory has gained traction from a number of conservative media outlets, such 

as Fox News host Laura Ingraham asking then-U.S. Attorney General and longtime 

Trump supporter William Barr about Gates desire for “tracking mechanisms” (Fox News, 

2020). Former campaign advisor of former President Donald Trump and ally Roger Stone 

told Joe Piscopo, host of the radio program “The Answer” that Gates is using the 

pandemic to microchip people (Fredericks, 2020). 

 On February 28th, 2020, former President Trump began ranting about the 

democrats’ attempts to hurt his political career where he uses the term “hoax” several 

times. It is then that he refers to the democrats’ reaction to how he is handling the 

pandemic a “hoax” but unfortunately, due to poor phrasing, many – from all sides of the 

political spectrum – believed he meant the virus itself is a hoax. President Trump clarifies 

both the next day (Rieder, 2020) and over Twitter (@realdonaldtrump, 2020b). However, 

months prior to the 2020 United States Presidential Election, democratic – and some 

republican – officials pushed to broaden mail-in voting to make it safer for Americans to 

take part despite the pandemic. On June 22nd, President Trump tweeted, “Because of 

MAIL-IN BALLOTS, 2020 will be the most RIGGED Election in our nations history - 

unless this stupidity is ended. We voted during World War One & World War Two with 

no problem, but now they are using Covid in order to cheat by using Mail-Ins” 

(@realdonaldtrump, 2020a). 

 

What’s True: 

 There is no evidence of Bill Gates, the U.S. democrats, or anyone else planning 

the COVID-19 pandemic (Reuters, 2020c; Reuters, 2020a; Spencer, 2020a). 
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“COVID-19 is just another cold and/or flu.” 
Examples of this claim are shown in Figures 14 and 15. 

 

 
Figure 14. Screenshot of a tweet claiming that COVID-19 is one of the many strains of influenza (@rflemin47487330, 

2021).  

 
Figure 15. Screenshot of a tweet claiming that COVID-19 and the flu are one in the same, and that the media is making 

it seem scarier than it really is (@bdawgydawg007, 2020).  

 

Possible Origins: 

 On multiple occasions, U.S. President Donald Trump compared COVID-19 to the 

flu either directly or by comparing it through faulty science, such as death statistics or the 

misconception that COVID-19 would go away with the warmer weather coming. It was 

not until March 31st, over a month since his first comparison of the two, that President 

Trump explicitly says that COVID-19 is not the flu (Beer, 2020). The misinformation 

regarding COVID-19 being a cold most likely derives from the misunderstanding that 

there are several types of coronaviruses, but these are a family of viruses which 

differentiate by type (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020b). Some common 

human coronaviruses do cause the common cold (Lanese, 2020). 
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What’s True: 

 While influenza and COVID-19 produce similar symptoms because they are both 

contagious respiratory diseases, they are not the same disease nor are they caused by the 

same virus. (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021; Maragakis, 2021a; 

Pekosz, 2020). 

 

“COVID-19 is not deadly. Its mortality rate is ________.” 
Examples of this type of claim are shown in Figures 16 and 17. 

 

 
Figure 16. Screenshot of a tweet claiming COVID-19 is not deadly (@LisasaysSA1st, 2020). 

 

 
Figure 17. Screenshot of a tweet claiming that COVID-19 is not deadly. The user references mortality rates, presumably 

produced by the World Health Organization (WHO). The tweet also includes a photo of Fox News on television 
presenting infection fatality ratios, citing the Center for Disease Control (@faith_nAmerica, 2020). 
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Possible Origins: 

Connected to several other forms of misinformation, fake statistics meant to 

underrepresent mortality during the COVID-19 pandemic have spread. Like all of those, 

this is a complicated topic to debunk as there are multiple arguments behind it. Some 

Twitter users claim that the number of deaths caused by COVID-19 are grossly inflated 

because many of them have pre-existing conditions (Aschwanden, 2020). Others have 

cited mortality rates from various websites, saying that either that the rates are not 

significant or are better than the flu. Lastly, some posts contained graphics claiming the 

United States’, and the world’s, number of annual deaths for 2020 is average (Fichera, 

2020). 

Former U.S. President Donald Trump made various claims both on Twitter and in 

press briefings that the mortality was down 85% since the beginning of the pandemic 

(McDonald, 2020). President Trump also claimed that the United States was doing better 

than most countries (Keith, 2020). On October 24th, 2020, he tweeted, “The Fake News is 

talking about CASES, CASES, CASES. This includes many low[-]risk people. Media is 

doing everything possible to create fear prior to November 3rd. The Cases are up because 

TESTING is way up, by far the most, and best, in the world. Mortality rate is DOWN 

85% plus” (@realdonaldtrump, 2020c). 

 

What’s True: 

 The total annual number of deaths for the United States in 2020 has not been 

released yet. Despite this, the CDC has estimated hundreds of thousands of excess deaths 

(Reuters, 2020b). Finding the cause of death is determined by each coroner’s expert 

opinion. Whatever initiates the chain of events resulting in death determines the 

immediate cause of death (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2003). For 

example, if someone has asthma but catches COVID-19, which leads to an asthma attack, 

the cause of death is COVID-19. This person’s asthma would not have been triggered if it 

were not for COVID-19. That said, there is no mortality rate that public health officials 

can agree on because the number is continuously changing. There is a lag between case 

counts and death records, which can and has skewed the mortality rates, especially as 

cases rose (Keith, 2020). 
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 For President Trump, the White House did not provide a source for the 85% 

statistic but by using a graph that he had referenced during a press briefing, it is presumed 

he means case fatality rate. This graph, created by Dr. Jay Bhattacharya, a professor of 

medicine and an economist at Stanford University, is adjusted to represent case numbers 

by death rates without the lag. If this is the source that President Trump had been alluding 

to, his number is on par with the graph’s numbers. Unfortunately, even these numbers do 

not support the various incorrect mortality statistics that are being shared by Twitter users 

(McDonald, 2020). 

 

Discussion 
 

The Derivation of Trust 

Polls show that many Americans respect then-U.S. President Donald Trump’s 

authority and trust what he says. One study argues that President Trump showing some 

support for masks led to those who would not have worn them otherwise to do so, and 

that his pronouncements have significant consequences (Hahn, 2020). In March of 2020, 

as President Trump pushed for chloroquine, one elderly couple drank fish tank cleaner 

because the bottle contained the same pharmaceutical name. The two mixed it in their 

soda and drank it, hoping it would protect them from COVID-19. They were scared. Not 

long after, the husband died and the wife remained in critical care (Shepherd, 2020). Like 

them, many trusted that President Trump was coming from a well-informed place. This 

explains why a significant number (81.6%) of tweets containing misinformation were 

authored by proponents of former President Trump, which were often claims that connect 

with misleading or false statements made by him. Opponents, conversely, made up 

significantly fewer at 5.7%, and those with no clear political affiliation at 12.7%. 

As mentioned, misinformation during the COVID-19 pandemic has had fatal 

outcomes. During a press briefing in April of 2020, President Trump discussed how he 

hopes scientists can find a way to inject something like a disinfectant, that will clean the 

body if one catches COVID-19 (Panetta, 2020). It is important to note that he never 

actually suggested consuming disinfectants and clarified that it was sarcasm shortly later 

(Chiu et al., 2020). However, it highlights a concern as 46 Texans reported drinking 
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bleach during that same month (Mark, 2020), and a few days after President Trump’s 

comments, many more followed (O’Laughlin, 2020; Reimann, 2020). These outcomes 

beg a life-or-death question: why are some people willing to risk their safety over the 

words of a politician? The answer is trust. Proponents of President Trump have put their 

confidence in him, and psychologists believe this happens when one realizes they cannot 

rely on their own knowledge and understanding to reason with the information given. In 

this case, the general public is bounded by what they understand regarding scientific 

information, and thus, seek out who they perceive as trustworthy sources to learning 

more about COVID-19 (Dascal, Gloning & Leßmöllmann, 2019). 

  When searching for a reliable source, the general public is more inclined to trust 

someone who has been correct several times over the person who made a single mistake. 

This is a trait that humans develop from an early age which prompts us to defer to others 

for information (Dascal, Gloning & Leßmöllmann, 2019). Dr. Anthony Fauci, one of the 

lead members of the Trump Administration’s White House Coronavirus Task Force, 

originally was adamant against masks and then changed his position. The shift caused 

Americans not to trust him any longer, especially as it conflicted with President Trump’s 

stance on masks (Cobler, 2020; Romero, 2020). On the other hand, former President 

Trump, as noted, has been repeatedly debunked by public health officials in reliable 

media sources, yet many still trust him. This contradiction can best be explained through 

a combination of obedience to authority, self-interested motivations, conformity and fear 

that has driven a need for allegiance. 

 Dr. Thomas Pettigrew, social psychologist, published a paper outlining major 

psychological phenomena that may explain why people are such unshakeable proponents 

of President Trump. One of these is relative deprivation, which describes how a person 

feels when being deprived of something they feel they are entitled to. It can reflect 

anything from economics to social class. No matter the root of it, President Trump 

represents a voice from people who feel underrepresented or forgotten about (Pettigrew, 

2017). 

The two other phenomena that Pettigrew outlines are authoritarianism and social 

dominance orientation (SDO). Both illustrate the ideas that authorities know what is best 

for us so we should listen, and that it is imperative children learn obedience and respect 
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for authority. Emphasized by Stanley Milgram’s Shock Experiment, despite participant 

understanding that physical harm or death could be inflicted on another human being as a 

result of an incorrect response, the influence of authority heavily influenced their 

decision making, against their own moral judgement (Milgram, 1963). Moreover, people 

with SDO are motivated by self-interest and self-indulgence (Pettigrew, 2017). These 

motivations can explain why his proponents are against advice from public health 

officials that affect what they want to do, such as wearing masks and going into 

lockdown (Martina, Renshaw & Reid, 2020). 

Former President Trump’s speeches have been laden with authoritarian 

statements, using insults and absolutist terms to belittle anyone that goes against or 

questions him. The statements stretch from political adversaries to journalists, going as 

far to adopt the term “fake news” to undermine trust in the media (Lee & Quealy, 2019; 

Benkler, Farris & Roberts, 2018). Much like what is represented through Solomon 

Asch’s experiment on conformity, it is possible that proponents of President Trump are 

afraid of criticizing him out of fear of being ridiculed either by their peers or the former 

president himself (Asch, 1951). Much like the ex-neo-Nazis in Scandinavia or men like 

Joe Rogan, obedience can feel more crucial because it reflects their masculinity. If then-

President Trump is mocking then-presidential candidate Joseph Biden for wearing a 

mask, proponents of President Trump will not want to wear one to avoid being seen 

similarly. 

Besides ridicule, proponents of President Trump may also fear speaking against 

him to preserve his supporter base. To them, not being loyal to a political figure that they 

believe is acting on the proponents’ best interests will not only risk being ridiculed by a 

community they have become a part of, and they risk losing all they could benefit by 

remaining obedient to both of these situations.  

Whether the motivations are driven be self-interest or be external coercion, it is 

likely that proponents’ trust in President Trump can be further explained by self-

determination theory (SDT). SDT unriddle a person’s desire for three psychological 

needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Social 

environmental factors can antagonize someone if it appears that critique can undermine 

these needs. For President Trump proponents, one of these factors is accepting that he is 
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wrong which, in turn, risks losing their feeling of competence. Repeating this can 

ultimately lead to losing proponents, which then leads to the loss of autonomy and 

relatedness. By losing these two, someone may no longer feel a sense of security or 

belonging. Humans are social creatures by nature and tend to avoid being punished in 

social situations (Turner, 1987). 

 

Propaganda: Then and Now 

Trust and motivations are dangerous human traits that can be exploited. When 

then-President Trump used his democratic opponents to chip away at trust in the mail-in 

voting, he made these COVID-19 safety measures political. This is considered 

propaganda and it has been used throughout history to exploit the public’s trust and 

motivations. Propaganda can be powerful enough that it changes people’s behaviors 

through perceptions, attitudes and opinions (Neumann, 2004). It was at the heart of Nazi 

Germany, as Adolf Hitler rose to power by recognizing the feelings of his audience and 

making them believe he would stand with them where past leaders abandoned. He 

preached of unity, representing voices that felt unheard. Similarly, throughout Russian 

history, including from its empire days to today, leadership promoted patriotism and 

loyalty. Alexander II developed six hundred new sanctions against Jews, which was 

followed by an anti-Semitic campaign that devised a fake document that was supposed to 

appear written by Jewish leaders planning world domination. The Okhrana, secret police 

of the Russian tsars, planned to use it as a rally cry to start a nationalist political party 

(Cull, Culbert & Welch, 2003). 

Both Nazi Germany and Russia manipulated people’s motivations to gain their 

trust. Evaluating these historic events with the prior sociological and psychological 

perspectives explains why proponents of former President Trump will believe what he 

says. Nonetheless, this leaves two groups recorded in the dataset with unexplained 

reasons for falling susceptible for mis/disinformation. While authority, conformity and 

SDT can all play a role, there is a slight deviation. The United States of America has also 

used propaganda since it was only thirteen colonies. Political leaders pushed for 

patriotism, creating a trust in our leadership and a belief that they have access to all the 

expert advice needed to keep us safe (Cull, Culbert & Welch, 2003). 
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Mistrust Through Marginalization 

Trust can also be broken. Some marginalized groups in the United States find it 

hard to trust medical experts after being neglected and discriminated against (Funk, 

Kennedy & Tyson, 2020). After such experiences, it is possible that someone sharing 

misinformation is not doing it out of support for a politician, but due to their own mistrust 

for a system that has historically failed them. The Tuskegee syphilis study left African 

American men untreated, despite the ability to, nor ever gave the men the option to opt in 

or out of the study. The choice was made for them (Park, 2017). More recently, there 

have been complaints filed against immigration detention centers that are neglecting the 

Latinx migrant detainees’ health and performing an alarming number of hysterectomies. 

Forced sterilizations are another historic cause of scientific mistrust (Treisman, 2020). 

Humans look for certain traits when trying to decide if they can trust another. These traits 

can differ based on the person searching (Dascal, Gloning & Leßmöllmann, 2019). 

People of color may feel more inclined to trust someone who looks like them, such as Dr. 

Stella Immanuel, the doctor who claimed hydroxychloroquine could cure COVID-19. 

 

Science Communication and Tips for Building Mutual Trust 

Trust ultimately decides the permeability of information. For science 

communicators, mistrust has proven to be an obstacle during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

From March 2020 to the following October, online surveys were conducted to gain 

insight into the attitudes towards the government and science within the United Kingdom. 

Trust in science and science professionals had little change over the course of time 

whereas trust in politicians and government officials saw a decline. While in comparison 

to the response towards politicians the trust in science was relatively steady, there was a 

slight decline. When participants were asked if they believe scientists have a good 

understanding of COVID-19, the responses slightly increased and decreased repeatedly 

(Wintoncentre.maths.cam.ac.uk. n.d.). 

Similar research has been done in other countries. In Germany, participants in a 

survey went from 73% of participants trusting science in May 2020 to 60% in November 

of the same year (Askvall et al., n.d.). Italy also saw a significant decline in trust. 
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Massimiano Bucchi, member of the scientific committee of the Observa Science in 

Society research center who conducted Italy’s surveys, insists that to gain the public’s 

trust, it must be returned. Citizens were blamed for the second wave due to their 

“irresponsible”  behavior, creating a divisive barrier(Bucchi, 2021). In September 2020, 

British Health Secretary Matt Hancock said, “don’t kill your gran by catching 

coronavirus and then passing it on” (Shirbon, 2020) because in his opinion, young people 

were endangering the lives of the elderly with their complacency regarding the pandemic 

(Shirbon, 2020). This blame-shifting only further creates an “us vs. you” dynamic. 

Instead, politicians and scientists should reinforce responsible behavior, and keep lines of 

communication open and clear (Bucchi, 2021).  

If science communicators are to rebuild trust, they must reevaluate how they 

engage in dialogue. Rather than approaching naysayers, skeptics and conspiracists with a 

confrontational need to persuade, it is necessary that scientists speak with the intent to 

inform. This can come in many forms. In the Debunking Handbook, a recommended plan 

is to lead with the fact(s), acknowledge the misinformation but only once, explain how 

the misinformation misleads, and reinforce the fact(s) multiple times (Lewandowsky et 

al., 2020). For example, if someone were to say, “hydroxychloroquine is the cure for 

COVID-19,” do not begin the rebuttal with “that is not true.” Instead, it would be more 

beneficial to say, “there is no known cure to COVID-19” or “scientific research has 

shown that hydroxychloroquine does not cure COVID-19.” 

When conveying scientific information, it is important to avoid jargon or 

complex, technical language and to include clear visuals whenever possible. The aim 

should be to present the information in an accessible form so that it can be easily 

remember after the interaction (Lewandowsky et al., 2020). Moreover, communicators 

should humanize the information wherever possible to leave room for emotion and 

empathy (Bournemouth.ac.uk. 2021). Local health authority for the Houston Health 

Department, Dr. David Persse, in April 2020 explained developments on the COVID-19 

vaccine by using the beloved candy M&Ms as an example. By referring to parts of the 

candy to symbolize protein shells and RNA. Dr. Persse went as far as describing the 

smashing of M&MS to illustrate the idea of what is inside the vaccine. The example 
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avoided jargon where possible, made it visual, and connected the information to a 

common object everyone could imagine (ABC13 Houston, 2020). 

Connecting with the public does not always have to be through press conferences. 

Sometimes, it can be as simple as collaborating with other avenues of communication 

such as museums. Museums are one of the most trusted sources of information, ranking 

higher than newspapers, governmental agencies and other non-governmental 

organizations. In fact, many believe museums should make suggestions or 

recommendations that support their missions (Colleen Dilenschneider, 2019) and 

professionals in science-focused museums and related educational centers think they 

should be discussing controversial issues (Association of Science and Technology 

Centers, 2011). 

In summary, science communicators should convey information with the 

following ‘decalogue’ in mind: 

1. Speak to inform, not to persuade. 

2. Lead with a fact, not a negation of someone else’s stance. 

3. Acknowledge dis/misinformation once and explain why it is misleading. 

4. Repeat the fact(s) as many times as possible. 

5. Treat the listeners with respect, not as an “other.” Avoid confrontational or 

negative language. Do not assign blame. 

6. Humanize the information by connecting it to the public, leaving room for 

emotion and empathy. 

7. Avoid jargon, complex or technical language. 

8. Present the information visually either through clear charts and graphs, or 

through metaphors they can understand. 

9. Be sure it is simplified in a way that can be easily recalled later, especially for 

those with no prior science knowledge. 

10. Take advantage of other forms of communication, such as through museums 

and libraries. 
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Conclusion 
 

During a time such as the COVID-19 pandemic, fear can take over and that is 

when self-determination theory can take over. Humans across the world and throughout 

history have found themselves deceived by swindlers and con artists looking to take 

advantage of one’s fear of death. Perhaps more driving than social ostracization, our will 

to live can surpass our own judgements and force us to take a leap of faith (Kang & 

Pedersen, 2017). That may possibly be the greatest tragedy of humankind. Former U.S. 

President Donald Trump’s thoughtless rambles during press briefings and over Twitter 

have led to misinformed people who look to him for answers around the world. This 

negligence has had fatal repercussions. 

For science communicators, their work is cut out for them. What must be learned 

from this pandemic and previous presidential administration is not that it is us vs. them, 

or that selfishness takes the front seat no matter the possible result. It is that people, such 

as these who believed mis/disinformation, are not unintelligent, but desperately clinging 

onto what they value most or sincerely do not know who to believe. We must not turn 

them away in ridicule but acknowledge their perspective and inform them based on the 

facts known.  
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Appendix A: Twitter Terminology 
  

For those unfamiliar with Twitter’s platform, here is a brief list of terms used 

when referencing data: 

 

Tweet(ing) – the post itself, allowing up to 280 characters 

User – a general term for the person operating the Twitter account 

Author – the person who wrote the specific tweet 

Retweet(ing) – considered a verb or a noun depending on its context. It is the act 

of sharing another user’s tweet to your profile, but when not in action, refers to the shared 

post. 

Bio(s) – short for “biography,” it is the option to include a brief statement by the 

user on their profile 

Hashtag(s/ing) – also known as the pound symbol (#). By adding a hashtag in 

front of a word or phrase, it hyperlinks it so other users may search it to find tweets or 

other profiles partaking in similar conversation. This term can refer to the symbol itself or 

the collective word(s) or phrase that follows. 
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