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I N T R O D U C T I O N

According to a survey done in early January 2022, 45% of health department

administrators in Kansas do not feel comfortable or equipped to combat vaccine

misinformation online in their communities. Conducted in June 2021, the Study on

Global Ageing and Adult Health (SAGE) found that public health professionals are

skilled at tracking viruses but are not trained in responding to misinformation online

when it happens. With the vaccine hesitancy movement growing, this white paper

hopes to serve as a resource for local health departments to adequately combat

misinformation and hesitancy in their own communities. 

B A C K G R O U N D

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed doubts on vaccine confidence, particularly in

the Midwest. For example, a study done in June 2020 published in Applied Geography

noted that the state of Kansas was in the top five of states who were spreading the

most misinformation about COVID-19 and vaccinations on Twitter. This misinformation

spread continued in-person conversations, with the Kansans for Health Freedom (KSHF)

chapter growing. KSHF effectively marketed themselves both online and in-person,

reducing trust in public health professionals. In a study of Kansas local health

departments in 2022, over 90% of those surveyed believe that misinformation is a

problem in the state. 

Survey Responses for Combating Misinformation, January 2022



B A C K G R O U N D  C O N T .

In addition, vaccine rates for children have decreased significantly from 2019 to 2022,

with the rates dropping 15% due to a lack of follow-up visits. Groups against

vaccination have used the decrease in childhood vaccines as a vehicle to sow seeds of

doubt into vaccine-hesitant people. As a result, the vaccine hesitancy movement has

grown considerably in Kansas over the last two years. With vaccination rates in rural

communities being historically lower due to availability, Kansas is at an increased

disadvantage with rural vaccine acceptance and risk exposing unvaccinated children

to preventable diseases. 

As explored in the introduction, public health professionals are not equipped to deal

with the rising misinformation while also vaccinating and participating in the community.

Equipping local health department professionals with tools to build trust both in-person

and online will break the cycle of distrust spreading in Kansas while also increasing

vaccination rates for children and adults.

snapshot of what health departments are hearing 
on COVID-19 vaccine misinformation, January 2022



B A C K G R O U N D  C O N T .

Before we dive deeper into the "why" of this work, it is important to understand the

history of the vaccine hesitancy movement and why it has been effective at instilling fear

in young moms, families, and people who don't trust government interventions. When Dr.

Edward Jenner developed the first vaccination for smallpox in 1798, England was fearful

of this "experimental" medical procedure. At the time, vaccination was not regulated or

well researched, so patients rightfully had questions. Jenner was able to convince the

public of the importance of vaccination through empathy and answering questions. 

Fast forward a few centuries to the development of the oral polio vaccine (OPV) in the

1950s. Young children would be able to receive this vaccine free of charge at school. In

the United States, the effort to eradicate polio was a nationwide effort that included

mothers, families, and even the president - who had been disabled by polio and was

passionate about a vaccine. Every day groups felt included in the solution and had their

concerns heard. 

A D D I T I O N A L  C O N S I D E R A T I O N S  F O R  T H I S  W O R K

Empathy is the most effective intervention for combatting misinformation, whether it be

online or in person. However, it is important to also remember that empathy for

yourself is important too. Your work as public health professionals cannot be

done without boundaries. With that said, it is important to have boundaries in

place that promote factual information over fear. If you aren't sure if the

information you're sharing is factual, then don't share it. 

Now, we are in 2022 where the misinformation

spreads quickly online and in-person. Heather

Simpson, a former vaccine skeptic, has

channeled her fear for good. Promoting the

importance of empathy towards other anti-

vaccine supporters. Throughout history, we see

an overarching trend of empathy and trust

weaved into vaccination. It is imperative that we

continue to use these components in the fight to

combat misinformation on vaccines today. 

For Halloween in 2019, Simpson

dressed as the least scary thing

she could think of, Measles. Now,

she is telling the world that

vaccines work, proving that

empathy and compassion work to

change minds for the better. 

view the Newsweek article here

https://www.newsweek.com/i-used-anti-vaxxer-1611342


K E Y  T E R M S

Vaccine Hesitant vs “Anti-Vaccine”: 

People who are vaccine-hesitant are not opposed to vaccines, but typically are opposed to one or two vaccines

on the vaccine schedule because of personal beliefs or concerns over safety. An “anti-vaccine” or “anti-vaxxer” is

a person who is against all vaccines regardless of safety or science. These people are typically “radicalized” by

social media or in-person conversations. It is important to note that vaccine-hesitant people can become vaccine

confident, but it is rare that an “anti-vaxxer” will support vaccines. 

Disinformation vs Misinformation:

Disinformation is information that is spread online or in-person that is intended to deceive and cause concern.

Disinformation is typically well organized and will make trustworthy experts seem “stupid” and are “conspiracy

theory” in nature. Misinformation is similar, but it is not typically intended to mislead. It can be shared by someone

online or in-person without them knowing it isn’t true. Misinformation can also be shared with incorrect information

and correct information together. 

Media Literacy: 

This term refers to a person’s ability to discern between true information and fake information online. For older

individuals and those less tech-savvy or who don’t have access to the internet, this is a large issue as people can

be easily persuaded to believe something. 

Freedom of Choice: 

This is a term coined by individuals who do not want to receive vaccinations. It has become relevant during the

COVID-19 pandemic as a response to vaccine mandates and government intervention. 

Health Literacy:

This term refers to one's ability to understand health and healthcare on both an individual basis and on a

community level. Many have been groomed to not ask questions and put misplaced trust in bad actors - leading

to confusion and anger. Confronted with a pandemic with complex symptoms, it can be easy for health literacy to

not be understood.  

T H E O R Y  O F  P R A C T I C E

The lack of vaccine confidence is not just a Kansas issue. However, the COVID-19

pandemic has made vaccination a political issue. With science becoming political, it has

been difficult to convince traditional science deniers and conspiracy theorists that vaccines

prevent disease. Rural Kansas has been highly affected by this issue, with most

unvaccinated adults in Kansas being from rural areas. It is important for us to explore

“freedom of choice” language being used by many. This “choice” stems from individuals

not wanting interference from government or other people. Because of this, rural

communities are not accepting vaccine mandates and recommendations for vaccinations,

exposing them to vaccine preventable disease. 



T H E O R Y  O F  P R A C T I C E  C O N T .

Renee DiResta with Stanford

University’s Virality Project notes

that “health departments are not

central to the narrative because

they didn’t want the backlash at

the time.” Health departments

traditionally have less access to

public groups thus building

networks have been difficult. 

This lack of trust in the government coupled

with the lack of vaccine availability has

decreased confidence in vaccinations for both

childhood vaccinations and COVID-19. A

report from the Kaiser Family Foundation in

early 2021 reported that more than 1/3 of

providers in rural America are not even

recommending the COVID-19 vaccine for

children under 18 years old – which is a

determent for already vaccine-hesitant

parents.

 
Organizations such as the Community Care Network of Kansas and K-State Research and

Extension are creating unified messaging for these rural communities to increase vaccine

confidence. However, local health departments have not been traditionally included in

these conversations. Along with inadequate training on vaccine misinformation, health

department professionals did not want the backlash that comes with hesitancy, taking a

reactive rather than proactive approach. 

A G R A R I A N  I M P E R A T I V E  T H E O R Y ' S  R O L E  I N  V A C C I N E
M I S I N F O R M A T I O N  

The Agrarian Imperative Theory details that farmers and ranchers cling to their land and

resources to maintain survival. This theory encourages farmers to migrate to areas that

will help them survive better. Because of this theory, many areas in Kansas have

become farming lands due to resources. These communities traditionally do not feel

that they need government assistance with healthcare or food, as survival depends on

them for their communities to thrive. 

Similar to the Black and Latinx communities' distrust of the government, the rural

community exhibits a similar understanding of mandates and healthcare because it does

not recognize their individual rights, liberties, and capacities. Because these groups do

not believe in the government, they are health and media illiterate. They prefer to get

their news from each other and don't fully understand the need for government

intervention. Through the strategies mentioned in this paper, we can re-build the trust

that was lost in rural Kansas. 



R E C O M E N D A T I O N  # 1

u n i t e d  m e s s a g i n g  a c r o s s  p l a t f o r m s

According to many reports from the de Beaumont Foundation, united messaging is key to community

engagement in areas with low social media literacy rates. In many communities, health departments are the first

line of defense against vaccine misinformation both online and in-person. KALHD recommends developing at

least one social media platform to inform the community of updates. After social media is developed, it is

important to have aligned messaging across social media and in person. This could include flyers,

communication tools online, or an in-person community awareness campaign. Whatever you choose, it will

encourage the community to listen to the health department. 

social media and webpage examples courtesy of SEK Multi-County Health Department

KDHE  &  KALHD CAN HELP !  

KALHD hosts training opportunities for LHDs during our

mid-year and annual meetings. Training opportunities are

also mentioned in the weekly immunizations newsletter.

In addition, KDHE has contracted with CML Collective to

develop flyers and campaign materials for health

departments for free. The Public Health Communications

Collaborative also has various resources available for

health departments to share online. 

Along with the resources listed here, KALHD is

partnering with the Immunize Kansas Coalition to

develop a step-by-step guide for social media using

messages from Immunize Kansas Coalition's Get Caught

Up campaign. twitter post courtesy of KDHE



R E C O M E N D A T I O N  # 2

a p p r e c i a t i v e  i n q u i r y  +  m o t i v a t i o n a l  i n t e r v i e w i n g

We have all learned that relationships matter and they are the way that trust is maintained. K-State

Research and Extension (KSRE) has developed a model for developing meaningful relationships

through appreciative inquiry. Appreciative inquiry is a tool used by organizations across the world to

create purposeful change throughout the community. 

L E S S O N S  F R O M  T H E  F I E L D  

 K-State has integrated appreciative inquiry with their extension agents and created a

campaign that encourages vaccination at regular well visits. 

"The pandemic has strained so many relationships, so it's important that we work to restore them. Appreciative
Inquiry is an intentional way to get the process of rebuilding relationships underway by identifying what's

working now and dreaming about what could be. Like many community-based organizations in Kansas
Extension is turning towards the positive for vaccination, wellness and relationships."

H O W  K A L H D  H E L P S

KALHD is working with the Immunize Kansas Coalition to develop training for health department professionals

on how to motivate patients to get vaccinated. KALHD also has developed resources for appreciative inquiry

on our vaccine resources page. 

diagram by University of Waterloo



R E C O M E N D A T I O N  # 3

c o m m u n i t y  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  t h r o u g h  d i v e r s e  f u n d i n g

All effective interventions require funding streams. Thankfully, many local, state, and federal

partners have created funding resources for vaccine education interventions. Because of the

COVID-19 pandemic, more resources have become available for health departments to spread

the word about vaccines. 

H E R E ' S  A  F E W  P L A C E S  T O  S T A R T

Rura l  Hea l th  In fo rmat ion  Hub
G o o d  f o r  r u r a l  h e a l t h  p r o v i d e r s  w h o  p r o v i d e  v a c c i n e s .  T h e r e  i s  a l s o
v a c c i n a t i o n  r e s o u r c e s  g e a r e d  t o w a r d s  h e a l t h  d e p a r t m e n t s .  

Depar tment  o f  Hea l th  and  Human  Serv ices  
I n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  f e d e r a l l y - f u n d e d  g r a n t s  f o r  v a c c i n e  e d u c a t i o n .
Y o u  c a n  a l s o  v i e w  a l l  g r a n t s  a t  w w w . g r a n t s . g o v

Nat iona l  Assoc ia t ion  o f  C i ty  and  County  Hea l th  Of f i c i a l s
Y o u  d o n ' t  h a v e  t o  b e  a  m e m b e r  t o  a c c e s s  N A C C H O ' s  f u n d i n g
r e s o u r c e s ,  W i t h  C O V I D - 1 9 ,  t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  g r a n t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r
e d u c a t i o n  a v a i l a b l e .  

The  Mercury  Pro jec t
T h e  M e r c u r y  P r o j e c t  i s  a  g l o b a l  g r o u p  o f  r e s e a r c h e r s  w h o  a r e
w o r k i n g  t o  c o m b a t  m i s i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  f i n d  i n t e r v e n t i o n s  t h a t  s u p p o r t
a c c u r a t e  i n f o r m a t i o n .  T h e i r  w e b p a g e  i n c l u d e s  a d d i t i o n a l  r e s o u r c e s
a n d  f u n d i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a s  t h e y  b e c o m e  a v a i l a b l e .

K A L H D  C O N T I N U E S  T H E  C O N V E R S A T I O N

Along with the websites included above, KALHD will keep a catalog of all available funding

resources for vaccine education on the vaccine resources page of our website. By providing

these resources, we hope to continue to build health department capacity.  

https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/funding/topics/vaccination
https://www.hhs.gov/open/prevention/funding-opportunities/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/open/prevention/funding-opportunities/index.html
https://www.naccho.org/programs/community-health/infectious-disease/immunization
https://www.ssrc.org/programs/the-mercury-project/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAjJOQBhCkARIsAEKMtO1ZdLSdKk1oj4i4Vxbe2MZe_P6VjARkqKXwrUCxLlhADdCezwLYcZEaAk8yEALw_wcB


“Supported by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) of the

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) as part of a financial

assistance award totaling $79,278,482 with 100% funded by the CDC/HHS. The

contents are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily represent the official

views of, nor an endorsement by, the CDC/HHS, the U.S. Government, or the

Office of the Kansas Governor. For more information, please visit

https://www.cdc.gov. [revision 10/01/21].”

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

S O U R C E S  &  R E F E R E N C E S

Kaiser Family Foundation COVID-19 Vaccine Monitor Dashboard 
Kansas Department of Health & Environment COVID-19 Vaccine Dashboard
Geospatial Analysis of Misinformation in COVID-19 Related Tweets - Applied
Geography
Impact of Rumors and Misinformation on COVID-19 in Social Media - Journal of
Preventative Medicine & Public Health
"Vaccine Access For Kids In Rural America Is A Struggle" - Newsy 
Changing the COVID Conversation: Articles & Dashboard - de Beaumont
Foundation
COVID-19 Vaccine Education Initiative - Ad Council COVID Collaborative
Why People Farm: Refinements to the Agrarian Imperative Theory - Ag Week

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

Shots Heard Round the World: Better Communication Holds the Key to
Increasing Vaccine Acceptance 
5 Research-Backed Steps to a Pro-Vaccine Social Media Event - University of
Pittsburgh 
Vaccinating Rural America: Q&A with Dr. Amanda Cohn - Rural Health Monitor
Social Media in Public Health Departments: A Vital Component of Community
Engagement - de Beaumont Foundation
The Case for Tracking Misinformation The Way We Track Disease - Big Data &
Society 
MedlinePlus Evaluating Internet Health Information - National Library of
Medicine

https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/poll-finding/kff-covid-19-vaccine-monitor-vaccine-attitudes-rural-suburban-urban/?utm_campaign=KFF-2021-The-Latest&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=198873613&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--9IdjdOP-lwznh64WDuit1WMRgaVbiGwLTxWf95CLNOwjsGKcmNmBfkCEyOICd90DNDgF1yr8mLucY-IhMygEVNSs6Lg&utm_content=198873613&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/poll-finding/kff-covid-19-vaccine-monitor-vaccine-attitudes-rural-suburban-urban/?utm_campaign=KFF-2021-The-Latest&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=198873613&_hsenc=p2ANqtz--9IdjdOP-lwznh64WDuit1WMRgaVbiGwLTxWf95CLNOwjsGKcmNmBfkCEyOICd90DNDgF1yr8mLucY-IhMygEVNSs6Lg&utm_content=198873613&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.kansasvaccine.gov/158/Data
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8176902/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32498140/
https://www.newsy.com/stories/vaccine-access-for-kids-in-rural-america-is-a-struggle/
https://www.newsy.com/stories/vaccine-access-for-kids-in-rural-america-is-a-struggle/
https://debeaumont.org/changing-the-covid-conversation/
https://www.adcouncil.org/covid-vaccine
https://www.agweek.com/opinion/why-people-farm-refinements-to-the-agrarian-imperative-theory#:~:text=The%20Agrarian%20Imperative%20was%20published%20in%202010%20in,human%20life%2C%20such%20as%20food%2C%20clothing%20and%20energy.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41590-021-00998-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41590-021-00998-y
https://www.upmc.com/media/news/041321-hoffman-shots-heard
https://www.upmc.com/media/news/041321-hoffman-shots-heard
https://www.ruralhealthinfo.org/rural-monitor/amanda-cohn-vaccination/
https://journals.lww.com/jphmp/fulltext/2020/01000/social_media_in_public_health_departments__a_vital.18.aspx
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/20539517211013867
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/20539517211013867
https://medlineplus.gov/webeval/webeval.html
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