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Communicating science in a 
pandemic: when social media 

shapes the public discourse



My science communication trajectory

2006 – PhD
2007 – Blog
2009 – Science blogs community / PAHO blog 
about Flu
2011 – Podcasts
2012 – Postdoc 
2013 – YouTube
2016 – Sci comm professionally
2020 – 1 AC (After COVID)



Brazilian media consumption

According to Reuters Institute Digital News Report 
2020:

• The most interested in local news – 73%
• Among the highest in:

• Video preference
• Social media use
• Sharing via instant messaging

• Mostly online (87%), from social media (67%) –
TV fell to 66%

• Mostly on smartphones (76%)
• From Facebook (54%), WhatsApp (48%) and 

YouTube (45%)



Concern about fake news

• Brazilians are the most concerned about 
what is real and what is fake on the internet 
– 84%

• Mostly from politicians – 40%

• Mostly from WhatsApp – 35%

• But…

Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2020



Partisan media

*Among social media users it’s 47%
**Since 2013

Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2020

15
17

13 14

22

30

20

34

43*

80
78

76

68
65

60
58

55
51

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Germany Japan UK Denmark Italy USA France Spain Brazil**

Share my point of view No point of view



Proportion that use WhatsApp groups 
with people they don’t know 

Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2019
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The problem with WhatsApp

• Lower trust in the news
• More likely to use partisan news sites
• Private messages can’t be taken down
• Information is mostly in audio and 

video
• Information can’t be accessed outside 

due to data capping
• Informational islands



O que os jovens brasileiros pensam sobre C&T? - Instituto Nacional de Ciência e Tecnologia em Comunicação

Pública da Ciência e Tecnologia (INCT-CPCT), 2019

Where should I be?

How youth (15 to 24) consume science



Where should I be?

How youth (15 to 24) consume science

Fisher, M. and Taub, A. (2019,  August 15) How YouTube Misinformation Resolved a WhatsApp Mystery in Brazil. The 
New York Times,  https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/15/the-weekly/how-youtube-misinformation-resolved-a-whatsapp-
mystery-in-brazil.html

Wikipedia/Institutional sites

My YT channel

Telegram / YT*

Telegram / YT*

My Instagram

My Twitter

Podcast guest



Twitter



Twitter – Promoting others

User Profile Followers

Atila Iamarino
(@oatila)

Science 
communicator

1,085,123

Luiza Caires 
(@luizacaires3)

Science journalist 33,078

Otavio Ranzani
(@otavio_ranzani)

Physician
Epidemiologist

16,091

Mellanie Fontes-
Dutra (@mellziland)

Neuroscientist 9,003

Marcio Bittencourt
(@MBittencourtMD)

Physician
Cardiologist

6,014

Principais vozes da ciência no Twitter: Mapeando a conversa de cientistas e especialistas sobre a COVID-19 - IBPAD 
and Science Pulse, 2020



Instagram + Telegram



YouTube



YouTube – Promoting knowledge



YouTube -Repercussion



Lessons

• It takes time to build communities
• Consistency is important
• Each media demands a specific format
• Cross-media collaboration
• Others will be inspired
• There will be backlash

• And scientists are not prepared to deal with it
• Public authorities are necessary



Our limits

• We are at the highest mobility since March/2020
• 23% of Brazilians tried some kind of “COVID 

treatment”1

• Mostly for prevention
• With regional and religious concentrations

• Brazilians still trust vaccines, but fear 
hospitalizations

https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/equilibrioesaude/2021/05/um-em-cada-quatro-usou-remedio-para-tratar-
precocemente-ou-prevenir-covid-19-mostra-datafolha.shtml



Thank you


