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Objectives

Part I:
1. Consider the concept of Ideological Immunity and what we can do 

about it
2. Describe the communication challenges in the era of social media, 

“pre-prints”, and medical mistrust
3. Discuss the ethics of prescribing unproven medications

Part II:
1. Review and reflect on the determinants of vaccine hesitancy 





Limited perspective



HIV AIDS 







Review

Submit

AcceptReject

“Pre-print”

Publication process



Coke and 
Mentos a 
Hoax!



SC Senate Medical Affairs Committee Public 
Comments session, 9/15/2021

“We are no longer living in a time when a 
doctor’s knowledge exceeds that of the 

general public.” 



Americans don’t 
like…

• Elites
• Authority
• Intellectuals
• Being told what to do
• Finding out that they are wrong

But they are not anti-science per se





Meta-analysis of Randomized Trials of 
Ivermectin to Treat SARS-CoV-2 
Infection
Published July 9, 2021

Retraction published: Open Forum 
Infectious Diseases, March 2022
https://doi.org/10.1093/ofid/ofac056

https://doi.org/10.1093/ofid/ofac056


Ivermectin meta-analysis

https://academic.oup.com/ofid/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ofid/ofab358/6316214

https://academic.oup.com/ofid/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ofid/ofab358/6316214
https://doi.org/10.1093/ofid/ofab358


Deeper problem



Americans don’t 
like…

• Elites
• Authority
• Intellectuals
• Being told what to do
• Finding out that they are wrong

But they are not anti-science per se

They may be anti-Science 
Establishment, and they don’t like 
sarcasm







Communication Disconnects

• May 2021: CDC’s new guidance 
that fully vaccinated people don’t 
need to wear masks in most 
circumstances

• “Data have emerged again that 
[demonstrate] that even if you 
were to get infected during post 
vaccination that you can’t give it 
to anyone else,” Walensky said in 
response to a question about the 
new CDC guidance for vaccinated 
people and masks. 



SARS-CoV-2 Outbreak, Including COVID-19 Vaccine 
Breakthrough Infections, Associated with Large Public 
Gatherings — Barnstable County, MA, July 2021

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/pdfs/mm7031e2-H.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/pdfs/mm7031e2-H.pdf


Thomas Huxley, 
1870

The slaying of a beautiful 
hypothesis by an ugly fact



Ideological Immunity

FACTS



“Facts are not rejected 
because they are seen 
as wrong, but because 
they are seen as being 

irrelevant.”



SC Senate Medical Affairs Committee Public 
Comments session, 9/15/2021

“We are no longer living in a time when a 
doctor’s knowledge exceeds that of the 

general public.” 

How is this a BioEthics concern?



Ivermectin prescriptions dispensed



So, what’s wrong with just prescribing Ivermectin?

Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence

Maybe it does work



How do we know what 
we know?



Doctors 
commonly 

prescribe meds 
for off-label use



What are the 
ethics of using 

an unproven 
treatment?

• Undermine evidence-based medicine
• Anecdote = Evidence
• De-value Scientific Method
• Support Quackery as acceptable
• Enter a new “Dark Age” in which Medicine 

is no longer respected, but suspected
• Lend legitimacy to conspiracy theorists
• Divert resources from effective treatments
• Ignores “First, do no harm”
• Is satisfying consumer demand a good 

enough reason to compromise?
• How can we be so sure we are right?



Science is 
Iterative

• What we learn today may 
be overturned tomorrow
• When Science is viewed 
as a foreign, inaccessible, 
elite language, it is 
mistrusted
• Science should not be 
presented as Dogma



What are the 
ethics of using 

an unproven 
treatment?

• What about the Right to Try Act?
• We used unproven therapies during the 

Ebola outbreak
• Unfolding crises with great uncertainty
• Interests of patient may not align with 

interests of the medical provider
• Making decisions based on false premises

https://www.fda.gov/patients/learn-about-expanded-access-and-
other-treatment-options/right-try

https://www.fda.gov/patients/learn-about-expanded-access-and-other-treatment-options/right-try
https://www.fda.gov/patients/learn-about-expanded-access-and-other-treatment-options/right-try
https://www.fda.gov/patients/learn-about-expanded-access-and-other-treatment-options/right-try


Undermining 
Science feeds 

conspiracy 
theory



Pre-prints getting 
headlines in 

Science



I would rather have 
questions that can’t 
be answered…

…than answers that 
can’t be questioned.

-- Richard Feynman



When I find out that 
I’m wrong, I change 
my mind.

What do you do?
-- Richard Feynman



SOCO • Be skeptical
• Remember the 

Seven Men and an 
Elephant

• Be like Feynman

• Beware of 
Ideological 
Immunity

• Remember Science 
is the New Dogma

• Give complex 
topics the 
complexity they 
deserve



Comments?
Questions?
Discussion?



Part II: Vaccine Hesitancy

















“Messenger” RNA and 
microchip tracking

Change my DNA?











https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/DebunkingHandbook2020.pdf

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi
/full/10.1177/1529100612451018

https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/DebunkingHandbook2020.pdf
https://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/DebunkingHandbook2020.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1529100612451018
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1529100612451018




Public Trust 
in Health 

Information 
Sources





https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2214120?query=TOC

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMp2214120?query=TOC


kellyjm1@g.cofc.ed
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