
A New Digital Reality: 
How fake news and 
misinformation challenges
the largest vaccination 
effort in history

Rustam Haydarov, Senior Communication Manager

Polio Eradication UNICEF New York HQ



Polio Endgame: The Last Mile

Polio cases by world region
(estimates of total numbers of paralytic polio cases)



Vaccine confidence & 
trust on the way to 
reaching the last 1%...
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Wild Polio remains endemic only in Afghanistan and Pakistan
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Peshawar Incident, 
22 April 2019



An Emerging Challenge: Fake News and Misinformation



A tsunami of fake news hits social and mainstream media

https://twitter.com/viaEyes/status/1120308408060731392
https://www.facebook.com/search/top/?q=polio&epa=FILTERS&filters=eyJycF9jcmVhdGlvbl90aW1lIjoie1wibmFtZVwiOlwiY3JlYXRpb25fdGltZVwiLFwiYXJnc1wiOlwie1xcXCJzdGFydF95ZWFyXFxcIjpcXFwiMjAxOVxcXCIsXFxcInN0YXJ0X21vbnRoXFxcIjpcXFwiMjAxOS0xXFxcIixcXFwiZW5kX3llYXJcXFwiOlxcXCIyMDE5XFxcIixcXFwiZW5kX21vbnRoXFxcIjpcXFwiMjAxOS0xMlxcXCIsXFxcInN0YXJ0X2RheVxcXCI6XFxcIjIwMTktMS0xXFxcIixcXFwiZW5kX2RheVxcXCI6XFxcIjIwMTktMTItMzFcXFwifVwifSIsInJwX2xvY2F0aW9uIjoie1wibmFtZVwiOlwibG9jYXRpb25cIixcImFyZ3NcIjpcIjEwODA2MTAwNTg5MzkyM1wifSJ9
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bwp3lqSgHlo/
https://twitter.com/search?l=ur&q=polio%20%20since:2019-04-19%20until:2019-06-19&src=typd
https://twitter.com/PkPatriot1947/status/1120668076490612736
https://twitter.com/hashtag/boycott_Polio?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5etfw
https://twitter.com/IamOryaMaqbool/status/1120604516460711936
https://twitter.com/AMNPeshawar/status/1121405946016743424
https://twitter.com/Sadia_pak/status/1120331970469355520
https://twitter.com/Abdul____Qadir/status/1120368021804077056
https://twitter.com/abulubaba111/status/1120366379046141952
https://www.facebook.com/thetruth3/posts/248131126023604


April 2019: Google searched for polio-related keywords in Pakistan



The Ripple Effect: Panic, Protests, Stalled Campaign

● Off-line rumours multiply effect of 

online misinformation

● Concerned parents bring 45,000 school 

children to hospitals within days

● A mob sets a health clinic on fire

● A health worker and two police officers 

die in the aftermath of protests

● Polio frontline workers beaten, stoned, 

and harassed 

● Polio campaigns suspended for months Open source: https://twitter.com/imfayazkhalil/status/1120294841055883264



Aftershocks and the long way 
ahead: Rebuilding confidence 
in the Polio Vaccine



Source: EOC Dashboard
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Recorded Refusal Still Refusal

Polio Community Based Vaccination: 
Recorded and Still Refusal Of Polio Vaccine Uptake (Jul-18 to Feb-20)

PESHAWAR INCIDENT



Peshawar Incident 
build up: “epidemic 
of door knocks” 

KNOCK 
ON THE DOOR

January
2019

February 2019

bOPV/IPV

March
2019

April 
2019

(<10 yrs)

FATIGUE:

Key learnings: 
• Although misinformation finds its fuel 

online, it does not usually originate there
• Digital engineers use scientific ways to take 

the experiences, patterns, worldviews and 
emotions that originate offline, and exploit 
them online

• Synergy between online and the real-world 
bricks & mortar communications 

• Need to build systems of resilience to 
‘inoculate’ the public online and off-line 
against rumors and misinformation 



VACCINATION DEMAND OBSERVATORY 
An operational framework for social listening & engagement
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• Global Polio Eradication Initiative

• UNICEF Pakistan (Dennis Chimenya, Bharat 

Gautam, Arifa Sharmin)

• FirstDraft (Claire Wardle, Sarika Bhattacharjee)

• CDC (Elisabeth Wilhelm, Tina Purnat)

• UNICEF New York HQ (Ross McIntosh, Tommi 

Laulajainen, Angus Thomson, Mariana 

Zaichykova, Diane Summers, Vincent Petit)

• Design (James O’Neil)

www.unicef.org

www.polioeradication.org

https://poliok.it/

Questions & suggestions:

Rustam Haydarov, Sr. Communication Manager, 

UNICEF New York HQ

rhaydarov@unicef.org
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