@Congress of the United States
MWashington, DC 20515

December 10, 2020

The Honorable Joseph R. Biden, Jr., President-elect
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20230

Dear President-elect Biden,

Thank you for committing to a bold and science-based response to the pandemic and naming
leading public health experts to your COVID-19 Task Force. Your focus on addressing the public
health and economic crisis caused by the coronavirus outbreak reflects the gravity of the
challenge our nation currently faces. We write to recommend that you incorporate a focus on
misinformation within your broader COVID-19 response, including by adding a leading
misinformation studies expert to the Task Force. This expertise will be particularly important as
our country’s public health objectives will soon shift to ensuring Americans get vaccinated.

COVID-19 has been an enormously destabilizing force for all of society, especially for our
institutions we depend on for expertise and authoritative information, which have experienced
declining public confidence exacerbated by the Trump Administration. Earlier this year, as public
health agencies began the arduous process to understand how the virus spreads, how to diagnose
it, and how best to contain it, the dearth of authoritative information provided a boon for bad
actors seeking to exploit the public’s fear and confusion. We saw a proliferation of conspiracy
theories on the origins of COVID-19,* criminal efforts to sell fake treatments and bogus cures,?
foreign efforts to generate distrust in our public health efforts,® and a sustained effort by President
Trump to spread disinformation.* In June and July, the World Health Organization (WHO) hosted
its first conference on the role of the ‘infodemic,” which the WHO calls “an overabundance of
information — some accurate and some not — occurring during an epidemic,” underscoring how
the pandemic is operating in an evolving information and media context.®

Understanding and addressing misinformation — and the wider phenomena of declining public
trust in institutions, political polarization, networked social movements, and online information
environments that create fertile grounds for the spread of falsehoods — is a critical part of our
nation’s public health response. Perhaps nowhere is this more pressing than in our efforts to
encourage adoption of COVID-19 vaccines. Like you, we welcomed the news of multiple vaccine
candidates’ impressive efficacy in trials in the last month. While we’re optimistic a vaccine will
aid our country in short order, we worry that misinformation threatens the success of a national
vaccine program. A decade of misinformation on the safety and efficacy of vaccines, propelled in
recent years by social media platforms, has laid the foundation for skepticism and opposition
towards the COVID-19 vaccines. In November, four in ten Americans said they would not agree
to be vaccinated against COVID-19 if an FDA-approved vaccine was available at no cost. While
this is an improvement from September when half of Americans said they wouldn’t agree to be
vaccinated, it’s still a frighteningly high number. Furthermore, these numbers are worse for
women, people with no college degree, and racial minorities, whose distrust is further
compounded by the legacy of sexism and racism in America’s health system.® The COVID-19
infodemic is about to dangerously intersect with a misinformation-laden anti-vaccine movement
that has led to tragic consequences in our country.’



These concerns motivate us to urge you to add a member to the Task Force who has a deep
understanding of misinformation, including its causes, exacerbating factors, and ways to combat
it. Professor Joan Donovan is ideally situated for the role. She is one of the world’s leading
scholars of misinformation, currently acting as the Research Director of the Harvard Shorenstein
Center on Media, Politics and Public Policy and as Director of the Center’s Technology and
Social Change Research Project. This year, Professor Donovan testified at two House hearings on
misinformation — first at the Energy and Commerce Committee in January® and at the House
Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence in October®.

Professor Donovan also has a background in health and life sciences and has recently been
studying COVID-19 misinformation. After earning a Ph.D. in Sociology & Science Studies, she
was a postdoctoral fellow at UCLA’s Institute for Society and Genetics. This year, Professor
Donovan has had her COVID-19 misinformation and disinformation research published in the
prestigious journals of Nature,° the American Journal of Public Health,'* and the MIT
Technology Review!2. She has also been working with the WHO, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to provide
training, education, and research on combating medical misinformation. We’ve enclosed a copy
of her extensive curriculum vitae for you.

Thank you again for your commitment to addressing the unprecedented economic and public
health crisis COVID-19 has precipitated. As we seek to galvanize a whole-of-society effort to
address these twin threats, attention to the threat of misinformation to that response will be
critically important.
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