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Setting the Stage 



About Us
The Coalition for Trust in Health & Science’s vision is that all people make 
informed and personally appropriate health decisions for themselves, their 
families, and communities based on information that is accurate, 
understandable, and evidence-based. 
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We are building this future by leading a big tent 
coalition of diverse members – spanning health and 
science – aligned to promote trust and evidence-
based information through collaboration, collective 
learning, and timely evidence-based resources.



Continued Declines in Trust
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2026: 77% of U.S. adults now say they have a great deal 
or fair amount of confidence in scientists to act in the 
public’s best interests. This is about the same as last year 
BUT… public confidence in scientists remains lower than 
it was at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 



Who Is an Expert?
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Threats to the Field
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Evolving Information Ecosystem 
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What Exactly Are Mis- and Disinformation?
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• Misinformation: false or misleading information shared without the 
intent to deceive or cause harm

Example: “Vaccines are not safe during pregnancy.”

• Disinformation: spreading false or misleading information 
with the intent to deceive or cause harm

Example: “The COVID vaccine is unsafe and ineffective, 
but buying these supplements is a proven way to protect 
your family.”



How Do People Encounter Misinformation? 
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What Are the Hallmarks of Misinformation?
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It is designed to elicit emotion

CURIOSITY

ANGER/
OUTRAGE

FEAR

TRIBALISM

DISTRUST

CONCERN



Why Does Misinformation Even Exist?
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Misinformation
• Innocent falsehoods, misunderstandings

• A desire to share content that aligns with personal identity, reflects cultural 
norms/values, and/or because you think you are being helpful to those 
within your “audience”

Disinformation 
• There is often a connection to profit (e.g., monetary, political, 

followers/likes) and/or to erode trust and create division



The Impact on Our Field
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Health misinformation significantly erodes trust between patients and 
professionals. Its impact is wide, including: 

• Reduces people’s willingness to follow preventative health measures and 
their adherence to treatments and public health measures 

• Makes it harder to manage a crisis effectively as professional organizations 
struggle to provide accurate and timely information

• Disproportionately affects vulnerable populations, exacerbating health 
disparities



Who Is at Risk of Consuming and Spreading Misinformation? 
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• Anyone can consume misinformation (regardless of education level, age, 
social position, or the information sources/news outlets with which you 
engage)

• Anyone can spread misinformation…it could be you!

• As an individual consumer of information, you don’t want to participate in 
the spreading of false information

• As a health professional, you have an ethical duty not to share incorrect or 
unsubstantiated health information



The Playbook: Prominent Tactics 

15

Unfortunately, topics in health and science are especially prone to misinformation and 
have become prevalent on social media, in the news, and among highly visible 
individuals. It unfolds in various ways…

• Conspiracies: stories where there is a defined enemy out to deceive or cover up

• Fake experts: often cite false credentials or decry real experts 

• Selectivity: point to obscure or discredited content to support their views while 
ignoring objective evidence contrary to their point(s) 

• Impossible expectations: demanding perfection when no medical intervention is 
entirely 100% safe and effective all the time

• Misrepresentation and false logic: use of illogical arguments or jumping 
to erroneous conclusions



Misinformation Is All Around Us
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It moves fast! And it is rarely behind a paywall



A Note About AI…
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• A recent KFF poll finds that 32% of adults report using AI chatbots in the past year 
for health information

• Of that group, 65% of users say that a major reason was to get “quick or immediate 
information or support” 



Activity 
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“I give my children vitamin 
A to prevent measles.”

“Fluoride in the water 
supply is causing 

intellectual disabilities in 
our children.”

“I got a ‘Base Tan’ to 
protect against sunburn for 

the rest of the summer.”

“The pharmaceutical 
industry has a cure 

for cancer but suppresses it 
to make billions.”

“I did my own research and 
concluded that vaccines are 

not worth the risk.”

“Turmeric cured my 
diabetes.”

“Preventive screenings only 
serve to make money off of 

healthy people.”



What Are You Hearing?
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The exercise is to write down or say to a partner the most egregious 
piece of misinformation or disinformation they have heard from a 
patient. 



Why Are You Hearing It?
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Let’s take a step back and get curious about how someone came to 
believe this…

• Where might they have picked it up?

• What other factors in their lives could make this information 
appealing and believable?



Unflinching Empathy
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“What’s required is simply that somewhere in the 
monologue there be an instant — even a fleeting 
phrase — in which we can feel empathy for the 
speaker. 

Perhaps she’s sick with worry over an ill 
grandchild.... Perhaps she’s sleepless over how to 
keep her business afloat and her employees paid... 

Done right, the exercise delivers a one-two punch: 
repugnance for a behavior or worldview coupled 
with recognition of shared humanity.”

By Rachel KadishBy Rachel KadishBy Rachel Kadish



Unflinching Empathy
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“Unflinching empathy, which is the muscle 
the lesson is designed to exercise, …can 
teach us to start a conversation with the 
strangest of strangers, to thrive alongside 
difference. It can even affect those life-or-
death choices we make instinctively in a 
crisis. This kind of empathy has nothing to 
do with being nice, and it’s not for the faint 
of heart.”



Trustworthy Communication in Practice: 
Skills to Meet This Moment 



What Is at Stake

25

Breakdowns in communication can lead to distrust and the adoption of 
misinformation 

"I don't know any other issue where we have 
more women screaming for people to listen 
and we are constantly ignored," Becca told me.

“The second thing I am struck by, though, is 
how clear and cogent these women sound 
when they describe how they arrived at their 
beliefs, and how deeply they felt betrayed by 
the medical establishment.”



Taking Action: In Person
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It is tricky to engage in an interpersonal conversation where misinformation is 
being shared, but these steps might help:

• Listen with empathy and don’t dismiss or ridicule 

• Do your best to engage the person sharing misinformation one-on-one 
(avoid public shaming or online confrontation)

• Use inclusive language like “I understand,” “I’ve been confused too,” “our 
community,” “we,” and “us”  

• Be aware of your body language



Motivational Interviewing (MI)
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• Centered on empathy, it is one of the most effective tools in our toolkit

• MI is designed to empower people to change by drawing out their own 
meaning, importance, and capacity for change

• It requires the professional to engage with the patient as an equal partner 
and refrain from unsolicited advice, confronting, instructing, directing, or 
warning



MI In Practice: Elicit-Provide-Elicit
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• The Elicit-Provide-Elicit approach is designed to draw out the patient’s 
experiences, perspectives, and ideas

• First explores what the patient already knows (“What have you heard about 
vaccines?”)

• Then seeks permission to offer what the professional knows (“May I tell you my 
experience with vaccines?”)

• And wraps with an exploration of the patient’s response (“Does my experience 
leave you with any questions or things you would like to discuss?”)



MI In Practice: Tips for Engagement
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• Professionals must listen very carefully during MI and try to understand what 
the patient is saying by repeating or rephrasing

• Summarizing ensures shared understanding and reinforces key points made 
by the patient and professional

• Think of MI as an exchange of information that respects that both the 
professional and patient have expertise and agency

• Notably, it takes time and practice 



Engaging with Skeptical Patients 
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Recent research found shared beliefs among adults aged 25-45 who are 
“skeptical-but-persuadable” about medical information. These are people who 
may not trust the medical guidance they receive but are open to changing 
their minds. 

• Most have and trust a primary care 
physician, and their doctor is their 
most-trusted source of medical 
information

• They are concerned about profit 
motives in healthcare—a root cause 
of mistrust

• They believe self-advocacy is needed 
to manage constant and conflicting 
information 

• Positive messages—about doctors, 
science, and misinformation—are 
preferable



Tips for Engaging with Skeptical Patients 
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• Affirm that people are “doing the right thing” by checking the facts

• Provide guidance in a factual, balanced manner that acknowledges their 
skepticism, doesn’t belittle critics, and admits that guidance can change as 
knowledge increases

• Reinforce local providers as trusted sources for people to talk with about 
their care

• Direct patients to vetted resources prepared by independent, unbiased 
doctors



The Shift Toward “Natural” and “Wellness”
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In recent years, the U.S. has seen a strong shift toward natural and wellness 
solutions. It is driven, at least in part, by social media and prominent figures, 
as well as an increased preference toward personal control over health 
decisions and distrust of industry. 



Tips for Engaging on “Natural” and “Wellness”

33

• Acknowledge and support that the patient wants to be healthy

• ASK if you can share information (it could be a note of caution: “too much 
turmeric can harm your liver…” or educating on evidence: “vitamin A does 
not prevent measles, but the vaccine does”)

• Acknowledge that there is a spectrum: it is not always an either-or (“healthy 
eating is imperative to good health, but so is having preventive screenings”)

• Manage your own expectations… You might not be able to convince the 
patient, but try to keep the dialogue open 



The Truth Sandwich
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An effective way to engage with misinformation is the “truth sandwich” – the 
message begins and ends with true statements and includes a correction of 
false information in the middle



The Bypass Method
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Rather than correct falsehoods, “bypass” by offering accurate 
information that implies the opposite of the misinformation and/or 
personal experiences that are hard to continue arguing about 

For example…

“Vaccines have kept my 
children from contracting 
harmful and often deadly 

diseases.”

“Vaccines are unhealthy.”



MedScape Case Studies

36

The AI-Driven Diagnostic Request: A patient requests lab work and a diagnosis 
based on output from AI

• The professional script: “I understand how scary these AI responses can feel —
they’re designed to sound authoritative. But they often can’t differentiate 
between overlapping conditions. Can you tell me more about the symptoms 
that led you to consult AI? … I’d like to share why an exam and your clinical 
history might point us in a different direction.”

• Why it works: This validates the patient’s anxiety while reinforcing the 
professional’s role as interpreter of the data, moving the conversation from “AI 
said this” to clinical reasoning. 



MedScape Case Studies
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The ‘TikTok’ Supplement Inquiry: A patient asks about a natural extract they saw 
on TikTok and wants to take it for their symptoms

• The professional script: “I’m not familiar with this extract. If you can share 
where you heard about it, I can look into whether there’s any data about it. In 
the meantime, let’s look at the tried-and-true options for the concerns you’re 
describing.”

• Why it works: It maintains professional humility and allows the patient to 
express their concerns while steering them toward evidence-based practices.



MedScape Case Studies
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The Acetaminophen Concern: A pregnant patient with a viral syndrome and low-
grade fever hesitates to take Tylenol, citing recent claims by US health officials 
linking it to autism

• The professional script: “It’s completely understandable that you’re being 
cautious. However, an untreated fever poses a much bigger risk to your baby 
than taking Tylenol. I would recommend using the lowest effective dose for the 
shortest time possible to protect you both.”

• Why it works: When you don’t engage with the source of the confusion and 
instead focus on the issue at hand, you avoid accidentally reinforcing 
misinformation or triggering an argument.



A Note About Language 
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Alternatives:
• Misleading information
• Rumors
• Falsehoods
• Claims
• Misrepresentations
• Gossip



Trust-building Language 
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Reframing common terms based on social research



Outside the Exam Room
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• Preventing the spread of mis-/disinformation starts with everyone!

• Anyone can stand up to science – not just the scientists 
For medicine – not just the physicians 
For public health – not just the officials 

• Taking even the smallest steps can help to counter the current 
threats to truth 



Finding Credible Information Online 
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• Understand the purpose and owner of the website 
• Websites with .org / .edu / .gov* are generally a safe bet

• Commercial websites can provide accurate 
information; however, some might be trying to 
promote or market products

• Apply similar fact-checking and critical thinking to 
all forms of media consumption: social media, 
books, newspapers, etc.



Critical Questions
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Before sharing health-related information, stop and ask yourself:

• Is the content designed to manipulate through appeals to emotion 
rather than credible scientific evidence?

• Could acting on this “information” impact my health or that of others? 

• Is the content from a credible source, and is it consistent with 
guidance from other reputable sources and knowledgeable experts? 



Professionals as Influencers 
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• To fill the void, professionals of all stripes are
joining social media to ensure promotion of 
accurate content

• Dr. Mike has over 30 million followers 
across Instagram, TikTok, and 
YouTube

The New Yorker, March 2016



And Remember… 
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• In defending science and health, we are defending:
• Ever-evolving facts
• A quest based on curiosity and discovery 

• It is likely that we have all shared, posted, or repeated something that turns 
out to be untrue

• Together, we can take small steps to promote science and attempt to turn 
the tide on the threats we are currently facing

• I welcome you to reflect on one small step you can take moving forward



Questions



Connect With Us

Online:

www.trustinhealthandscience.org

Via email:

admin@trustinhealthandscience.org

LinkedIn:
www.linkedin.com/company/
coalition-for-trust-in-health-science/
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