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An infodemic is accompanying the
pandemic

”

• The phenomenal output of science is producing an
unprecedented stream of information
• An infodemic is an overabundance of information –
good or bad – that makes it difficult for people to make
decisions for their health
• Misinformation1, disinformation2 and fake news can
cause real harm to health, public trust, social cohesion
and emergency response
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inaccurate information 2 false or inaccurate information intended to mislead

We’re not just fighting an
epidemic; we’re fighting an
infodemic. Fake news spreads
faster and more easily than this
virus, and is just as dangerous.
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
Director-General, World Health Organization
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What is needed:
The right information, in the right
way, at the right time
• Ensure people have access to easy to understand
factual information in a timely manner
• Support rapid adoption of healthy and lower risk
behaviours to protect health during an epidemic
• While it is not possible to completely eliminate,
it is possible to manage the infodemic
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Throughout the life cycle of a research project,
scientists and medical journals

•
•

may inadvertently contribute to the infodemic
can help to manage the infodemic

How research is conducted
• The sheer number of studies published is putting
pressure in the scientific community
• The speed of research may affect quality
 Study design, implementation, review and
funding can all be affected
 Since the beginning of the pandemic more
than 30 papers have been retracted,
withdrawn, or noted with concern
• Are there stronger mechanisms to maintain
research quality standards while absorbing the
pace and volume of research ?
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How science is curated
• Peer review and editorial decision-making
 The role of peer review
 Retraction of publications can erode trust
• Open access publishing and pre-print servers
 Early access to findings benefits scientists, public
health professionals, and policy-makers
 Immediate and widespread sharing of unvetted
scientific information in the public domain
• Synthesis of new science and knowledge – science
briefs, living reviews, meta-analyses
• How can scientists and journals be proactive in
ensuring the work they publish is understood as
intended?
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How findings are presented for
public health and policy
• Shifting recommendations on the basis of newly
emerging evidence can erode public trust
• Erosion of trust and confusion lead to a sense of
helplessness and the spread of harmful
misinformation that begins a vicious circle1
• How can a public health approach acknowledge
uncertainty and incorporate an evolving knowledge
base in guidance and decision-making?
1. The COVID-19 infodemic-The Lancet Infectious Diseases
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How findings are presented
to the general public
• When people act on misleading information it can
affect their health and prolong the pandemic
• Mass media often favour quick, sensationalist
reporting over balanced interpretation
• Social media makes everyone an ‘expert’
• Scientists more often need to explain their methods
and interpretation as well as their findings
• Presenting the ‘so what’ of science requires
communication of risk and choices, community
engagement and infodemic management
• How can scientists and communicators work to
converge on common public health messaging?
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Challenges, solutions and the
way forward
• The infodemic is adding a new dimension to the
global pandemic and economic crisis
• Scientists, journal editors and science
communicators all have a critical role to play
• The aim of this panel is identify solutions to enhance
the quality of research and how it is curated and
disseminated to help manage the infodemic:
 For policy makers
 For health professionals
 For the general public

• As scientists, what commitments can we
make to improve the situation?
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