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Letter from the Physician GenerAl

Dear Fellow Pennsylvanians,
The COVID-19 pandemic has been tough. But Pennsylvanians have proven that together, we are tougher.
We’ve had many victories against the virus, but we’re not done yet. Now is the time for Pennsylvanians to
get their COVID-19 vaccines.
COVID-19 vaccines are new, and many in our community have questions. And that’s a good thing. There is
so much information—and misinformation— out there about vaccines. It can be overwhelming and difficult
to find unbiased facts.
That’s why we’ve created this Guide to Responding to Vaccine Misinformation & Disinformation. Good
information leads to good decisions. This toolkit has three main sections:
•

A guide for how to respond to mis- and disinformation (MDM) without spreading it further

•

Key messages you can share to combat MDM

•

Sample social media you can use for your own outreach

COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective. They’re our best chance to beat the virus. Every person who
chooses to get vaccinated brings us a step closer to moving past the pandemic.
As a trusted member of your community, your voice matters. In Pennsylvania, we have millions of friends,
family members, and neighbors who are unvaccinated. The information you share could be the deciding
factor that convinces them to get their COVID-19 vaccine..
You have the power to finish this. Together, we can defeat COVID.
Thank you for doing your part. United, I know we can finish this.

Sincerely,
Dr. Denise Johnson
Physician General of Pennsylvania
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Vaccin e Misinformation
& DisinformatioN
How to Effectively Respond to Vaccine Myths

Misinformation vs. Disinformation
Sometimes we see incorrect information presented as a fact. This is especially true for COVID-19 vaccines.
This understandably causes confusion – and vaccine hesitancy – for people who are just trying to learn more.
That’s why it’s important for us to take a stand against misinformation and disinformation (MDM) when we
see it.
•

Misinformation is false or misleading information shared without the intent to harm, deceive, or
manipulate people.

•

Disinformation is the same, but with harmful, deceptive, or manipulative intent.

Responding to Mis- or Disinformation (MDM)
We need every Pennsylvanian helping to spread the facts about COVID-19 vaccines. Here are a few best
practices to keep in mind to help reduce the harmful impacts of MDM. Good information leads to good decisions.

Don’t amplify the mis- or disinformation.
•

Don’t re-post the MDM on social media.

•

Don’t try to engage by making counter comments.

•

DO debunk the MDM with accurate information from authoritative and reliable resources.

Use short, simple, value-driven language in messaging.
•

Using easy to understand language makes it more likely that your message will be read and shared.

•

Use language that reflects positive values of the target audience.

Meet your audience where they are.
•

We all can get stuck in our own media and social bubbles, so make sure you’re meeting your target
audience in the places they usually go to get information (online and in-person).

Communicate through trusted messengers.
•

Work with people who are already credible and trusted by your audience to help spread facts.

•

Find people or organizations who are already held in high esteem by your audience.
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Flood the zone with facts.
•

The best way to counter MDM is to share the facts about COVID-19 vaccines

•

Be first, be right, be credible, and be emphatic!

•

Use all the communications and outreach channels you have available to you.

•

Repeat your messages frequently. People need to see a message on average 7 times before it “sticks.”

The following pages contain facts from the CDC, HHS, FDA, and the PA Department of Health that you can
share to help combat vaccine mis- and disinformation.

For more information and resources about COVID-19 Vaccines, check out our
COVID-19 Vaccine Outreach Toolkit for Pennsylvania available on PA.GOV/COVID.
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Key Messages an d FACTS
Information to Share to Combat Mis- and Disinformation

You have the power to finish this.
•

COVID-19 can have serious, life-threatening complications. There is no way to know how COVID-19 will
affect you. And if you get sick, you could spread the disease to family, friends, and others around you.

•

Some people may even test positive for COVID, but have no symptoms. But you can still spread the virus
to others even if you feel fine.

•

Vaccines can help end the pandemic. Medical studies show the vaccines can prevent COVID-19 and keep
you from getting seriously ill even if you do get it.

•

Stopping a pandemic requires using all the tools available.

•

Now is the time to get your vaccine.

There is no way to know how COVID-19 will affect you.
•

COVID-19 can have serious, life-threatening complications.

•

And if you get sick, you could spread the disease to family, friends, and others around you.

•

We are becoming more aware that many people may be affected by post-COVID conditions – a wide
range of new, returning, or ongoing health problems that occur more than four weeks after being first
infected by the virus.

•

Although most people with COVID-19 get better within weeks of illness, some people experience postCOVID conditions including “long COVID” and multiorgan effects (including impacts to heart, lung,
kidney, skin, and brain functions)

•

You can experience these post-COVID issues even if you had mild or no symptoms from your initial infection.

•

Getting a vaccine is the best way to protect yourself from getting sick with COVID-19 and avoiding both
the initial illness and potential post-COVID conditions.

Hydroxychloroquine is not effective at treating COVID-19 – and can be harmful if misused.
•

Hydroxychloroquine is an arthritis medicine that also can be used to prevent malaria.

•

On June 15, 2020 the FDA revoked authorization to use hydroxychloroquine to treat COVID-19.

•

A large randomized clinical trial in hospitalized patients found that hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine
are unlikely to kill or inhibit the virus that causes COVID-19.

The FDA has authorized several treatments for COVID-19.
•

Treatment for COVID-19 depends on the severity of infection.

•

For milder illness, resting at home and taking over-the-counter medicine to reduce fever is often sufficient.
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•

More severe cases may require hospitalization. Treatment may include supplemental oxygen, assisted
ventilation, and other supportive measures.

•

There are currently three COVID-19 treatments authorized for adult and pediatric individuals with
mild-to-moderate COVID-19 that are not hospitalized, and one treatment for patients hospitalized
with COVID-19.

COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective.
•

Vaccines help our bodies develop immunity to a specific virus, without us having to get the actual illness.

•

COVID-19 vaccines help us to develop immunity to the virus that causes COVID-19.

•

Even though the vaccines were developed quickly, no steps were skipped.
o

The U.S. vaccine safety system ensures vaccines are as safe as possible before releasing them to
the public.

o

The clinical trials for these vaccines included tens of thousands of volunteers with diverse genders,
ages, and ethnic backgrounds (including communities of color).

o

CDC also continues to closely monitor COVID-19 vaccines and if a connection between a safety
issue and a vaccine is found, the FDA and the vaccine manufacturer will work toward a solution.

mRNA vaccines are new, but researchers have been studying and working with them for decades.
•

Interest has grown in these vaccines because they can be developed in a laboratory using readily
available materials. This means the process can be standardized and scaled up, making vaccine
development faster than traditional methods of making vaccines.

•

mRNA vaccines have been studied before for flu, Zika, rabies, and cytomegalovirus (CMV). As soon as
the necessary information about the virus that causes COVID-19 was available, scientists began
designing the mRNA instructions for cells to build the unique spike protein into an mRNA vaccine.

•

Future mRNA vaccine technology may allow for one vaccine to provide protection for multiple diseases,
thus decreasing the number of shots needed for protection against common vaccine-preventable diseases.

•

Beyond vaccines, cancer research has used mRNA to trigger the immune system to target specific
cancer cells.

•

The FDA holds them to the same safety and effectiveness standards as all other types of vaccines in the U.S.

You cannot get COVID-19 from the vaccine. mRNA vaccines do not contain the live virus that
causes COVID-19.
•

They tell our cells to make more of the spike protein, which is recognized by our bodies as bad.

•

Our bodies then learn to target the bad proteins with white blood cells as part of an immune response.
That way, if we are infected in the future, our bodies will respond earlier and better, preventing the virus
from making us sick.
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mRNA, or messenger RNA, is genetic material that tells your body how to make proteins. It does
not interact with or affect your DNA.
•

mRNA never enters the nucleus of the cell, which is where our DNA (genetic material) is kept.

•

The cell breaks down and gets rid of the mRNA soon after it is finished using the instructions.

The benefits of the vaccines far outweigh the potential side effects.
•

All three vaccines are highly effective at preventing severe illness, hospitalization, and death from COVID-19.

•

Some people may experience side effects after getting vaccinated. These are normal and are signs that
the body is building immunity.

•

If you have side effects, they are often mild and temporary and only last a few hours to a few days.

•

Common ones include pain at the injection site, tiredness, chills, and headache.

•

Millions have received the COVID-19 vaccines, and no long-term side effects have been detected.

•

There are no known effects on fertility from the vaccine.

Vaccines don’t affect fertility or pregnancy.
•

If you are trying to become pregnant now or want to get pregnant in the future, you can get a
COVID-19 vaccine.

•

Pregnant people are more likely to get severely ill with COVID-19 compared with non-pregnant people.

•

If you are pregnant and get COVID-19, you are at increased risk for preterm birth (delivering your baby
earlier than 37 weeks) and other potential poor pregnancy outcomes.

•

We don’t have any data that suggests that the COVID-19 vaccines affect fertility.

•

They’re not live vaccines.

•

The sort of proteins that are used in the vaccines do not alter anyone’s DNA or genetic material.

•

There is no evidence that fertility problems are a side effect of any vaccine, including COVID-19 vaccines.

•

In general, vaccines are safe prior to pregnancy. And in some cases, we encourage people to get
vaccinated before pregnancy for certain viruses.

•

Top medical organizations are encouraging pregnant women to get vaccinated, including:
o

American Medical Association

o

American Society for Reproductive Medicine

o

Association of Women’s Health

o

Obstetric and Neonatal Nurses
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Getting vaccinated means having one less risk to worry about.
•

In our Black and African American communities, some vaccine hesitancy is linked to historical unethical
practices and current inequality in medical research and care.

•

Many of the same safety concerns found in other communities are also found among Black and African
American communities.

•

The development of and clinical trials for all three COVID-19 vaccines deliberately included Black and
African American participants to ensure the testing was representative of our broader U.S. demographics.

•

Black and African American communities have been disproportionately affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

•

Getting your COVID-19 vaccine offers protection from the worst impacts of COVID-19. They are
effective at preventing you from getting the virus. And they protect you from getting seriously ill even
if you do get it.

•

Plus, early information shows that the vaccines may help keep people from spreading COVID-19 to others.

•

Help protect yourself, your family, and community by getting your COVID-19 vaccine.

You do not need insurance or an ID to get your vaccine.
•

The vaccine is free. You will never be asked for a credit card number or payment to make an
appointment.

•

You do not need a Social Security Number, or health insurance to make an appointment or get
your vaccine.

•

Many vaccination sites ask for insurance and Social Security information so they can charge
administrative fees to insurance companies or the federal government, but those aren’t required for
you to get your vaccine.

Your immigration status and privacy are protected.
•

Everyone can get a COVID-19 vaccine, no matter your immigration status.

•

You will not be asked for any proof of immigration status when you arrive for your appointment.

•

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and U.S. Customs and Border Protection will not
conduct enforcement operations at or near vaccine distribution sites or clinics.

•

Medical information in the U.S. is private and cannot be shared with immigration officials.

6

Your privacy is protected.
•

In the United States, medical information is private and cannot be shared with tech companies,
immigration officials, or others.

•

HIPAA (Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act) Privacy Rule standards address the use
and disclosure of individuals’ health information – known as “protected health information” by covered
entities, including:
o

Healthcare providers

o

Health plans

o

Healthcare clearinghouses

o

Business associates (outside persons or organizations using individually identifiable health
information to provide services like claims processing, data analysis, utilization review, and billing)

•

Under HIPAA, your protected health information data can’t be shared with big tech companies – so you
don’t have to worry about being tracked by them.

•

The federal government and state government do collect information on vaccine administration
data, but use it to determine vaccination rates, trends, and statistics. Your individual information is
never published.

Learn about COVID-19 vaccines from trusted sources.
•

Talk to your healthcare provider, doctor, nurse, or pharmacist about your vaccine questions and concerns.

•

You can also do more reading and research at:
o

PA Unites Against COVID

o

PA Department of Health (DOH)

o

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

o

U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
###
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SOCIAL MEDIA
Combatting Mis- and Disinformation on Social Media

A lot of mis- and disinformation is spread on social media. To combat it, we need your help with sharing facts
across as many channels as possible.
Share vaccine information on your social media channels using our graphics, videos, and sample posts as a
guide. All of these materials are available for download on the PA Unites Against COVID Community
Resources page.
When you post, don’t forget to use the following hashtags to join the conversation!
•

#PAAgainstCOVID

•

#GotMyShotPA

The example posts below show a sample of the graphics currently available with suggested text for your
posts. Additional graphics will be added to the inventory, so check back often for updates.

Graphic

Sample Text
Closer Look Sample:
It's normal to have questions about the COVID-19 vaccines. Good
information to helps you make good decisions. Get the answers to your
questions at PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Hydroxychloroquine Sample:
Hydroxychloroquine is not effective at treating COVID-19 – and can be
harmful if misused. It’s for arthritis and preventing malaria. A large
randomized clinical trial in hospitalized patients found that it was unlikely
to kill or inhibit the virus that causes COVID-19. Learn more at
PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

FDA Treatments Sample:
If you get COVID-19, the FDA has authorized several treatments. Your
healthcare provider will determine what’s best for you based on your
individual case. Learn more now at PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID
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Graphic

Sample Text
Homework Sample:
Searching for answers about the COVID vaccine? PA can help you with
your most important questions. Get the facts. Learn more now at
PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Clinical Trials Sample:
You have the power to be informed. COVID-19 vaccines are safe and
effective. They help our bodies build immunity to the virus and were
developed and tested in clinical trials with tens of thousands of volunteers
of diverse genders, ages, and ethnic backgrounds (including Black and
African Americans). Get the facts. Learn more now at PA.GOV/COVID
#PAAgainstCOVID

mRNA Sample:
mRNA vaccines are new, but researchers have been studying and working
with them for decades. They don’t contain the live virus that causes
COVID-19, and do not interact or affect your DNA. Learn more now at
PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Potential Risks Sample:
There is no way to know how COVID-19 will affect you. It can have serious,
life-threatening complications. And if you get it, you could spread it to
others or have long-term health impacts. That’s true even if you had mild
or no symptoms after your initial infection. Learn more now at
PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID
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Graphic

Sample Text
Get Answers Sample:
Many of us have friends and family who are hesitant to get the COVID-19
vaccines. Or you might be hesitant yourself. And that’s ok. It’s normal to
have questions about new things. Talk to your doctor, nurse, or pharmacist.
Or do your own research at PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Fertility & Pregnancy Sample:
Vaccines don’t affect fertility or pregnancy – and there is no evidence it
would be different for COVID-19 vaccines too. If you’re pregnant now or
want to get pregnant in the future, you can get a COVID-19 vaccine. Top
medical orgs like the American Medical Association and many others
recommend getting vaccinated before (or if you are already) pregnant.
PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Black & African American Communities Sample:
Getting vaccinated means having one less risk to worry about. The
development of and clinical trials for all three COVID-19 vaccines
deliberately included Black and African American participants to ensure
the testing was representative of our broader U.S. demographics.
Getting your vaccine offers protections from the worst impacts of COVID19. Learn more at PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID

Privacy Sample:
In the U.S. medical info is private and cannot be shared with tech
companies, immigration officials, or others. Though the federal and state
government do collect info on vaccine administration data, it’s only used
to determine vaccine rates, trends, and stats. Your individual info is never
published. Learn more about COVID-19 vaccines at PA.GOV/COVID
#PAAgainstCOVID

Benefits of Vaccines Sample:
All three vaccines are highly effective at preventing severe illness,
hospitalization, and death from COVID-19. Some may experience side
effects after getting vaccinated. These are normal and are signs that the
body is building immunity. It’s temporary. Millions have gotten their
vaccine with no long-term side effects detected. Learn more about
COVID-19 vaccines at PA.GOV/COVID #PAAgainstCOVID
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