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Public Health Communications in a Changing Landscape





“When public health works it’s invisible” 

“Public health saved your life 

today and you didn’t even know it”



New information 
landscape 

90 percent of Americans use 
social media



Declining trust in 
news media 

National and local news, 
Democrat and Republican 



Source: Pew

Declining trust in institutions: 



Declining Trust in Government 



Declining Trust in CDC 



Unsure About “Wellness Influencers”   



Source: Edelman Report

Rise in Curiosity Driven Class: 
Answer to any question at your fingertips 



Paradox

More information = less certainty



Source: Voshoughi, Roy, Arab. (2018) The spread of true and false news online. 

Science

more people 
retweeted 

spread through 
peer-to-peer

six times faster 
at spreading

diffused more 
broadly

reached far 
more people

Falsehoods’ social media advantage 



Falsehoods’ social media advantage 

Truth

Goal: describe nature 

● Takes time, research 
● Often inconvenient
● Incomplete and evolving 
● Narrated by nerds like us
• Held more formally

• Institutions
• Medical journals, Government 

reports 

Falsehood

Goal: attract followers

• Instant, anyone can invent 
• Simple
• Attractive 
• Multiple versions; pick your favorite 
• Narrated by influencers 
• Held informally



Source: Dorian Johnson

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dorianjo?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afsd_profile%3AACoAAB4zjIYBqYfwEYp9A-qiS5Rb88RxcGU-Q3g




“If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.”

-Albert Einstein

Plain language builds bridges



Battle Against Misinformation



Concerns, questions, confusion

Slide adapted from Brown Information Lab with permission

Falsehoods

Misinformation is the tip of the iceberg



Engagement: Building Bridges

Braver Angels Conference, 
Kenosha, WI, June 2024

● “What are the reasonable limits 
of Public Health authority?” 

● Bhattacharya v Willis 



Great Barrington Declaration 
• October 2020; Stanford, Harvard, Oxford 

epidemiologists; 934,000 signatures
• One page
• “Focused protection”: Protect the most vulnerable, 

and “let it rip” for young healthy people 
• Epidemiologically and societally possible?

• Federal response: “There needs to be a quick and 
devastating take down…”



What I Learned 
from Jay

Perceived refusal to consider 
alternative views 

His words:
● Dismissed 
● Excluded 
● Censored
● Shut down
● Labeled anti-science
● Attacked  
● Black listed 



About 4 in 10 Americans think there should have 
been fewer restrictions during the pandemic 



Transparency Empathy Consistency

• What do you know?

• What do you NOT know? 

• How are you finding answers?



Transparency Empathy Consistency



Transparency Empathy Consistency

• Actual person. A face. 

Credible voice

• Consistent voice

• Reliable cadence 

• Structure



Slide 26

Local Pandemic Response Example

F R E QU E NT ,  C O NS I S T E N T  C OM M U N I C AT IO N S

• Daily PH status updates (1000+)

• Videos (200+) 

• Press releases

• Open media access

• Website

• Social Media

Hospitals 

& Clinics

Schools

Board of

Supervisors

Long-term

Care Facilities

Volunteers 

(VOAD)

Weekly

Meetings 

CRT’s 



Households

Trusted messengers

Households

Emerging ModelHistoric Model



Identifying Trusted Messengers: Two Questions 

Trusted 

messenger 

candidates 

In whom 

have they 

already 

established 

trust? 

Where does 

this family 

naturally 

engage in  

community? 



Schools

EmployerCommunity 
Services

Library

Health 
Clinic

Place of Worship

Food Bank

Family’s “circle of trust”: Example

Family



Messengers

Local example: 

● Rhett Krawitt
● Marin 8 year old with leukemia
● Put a face to “community 

responsibility” 
● Policy champion to eliminate 

PBE’s (SB 277) 

● Healthy today!





Messengers







YLE California ● Launched August 2025
● Weekly newsletter, videos, SM
● PH news and guidance
● 20K-25K readers across state
● Growing

● Personal, quick
● Looks more casual than it is



Matt@yourlocalepidemiologist.co

Thank you!
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