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The Center for Countering Digital Hate is a not -for -profit NGO that seeks to 
disrupt the architecture of online hate and misinformation.  
Digital technology has changed forever the way we communicate, build 
relationships, share knowledge, set social stand ards, and negotiate and assert 
our society's values.  
Digital spaces have been colonised and their unique dynamics exploited by 
fringe movements that instrumentalise hate and misinformation. These 
movements are opportunistic, agile and confident in exerting  influence and 
persuading people.  
Over time these actors, advocating diverse causes - from anti -feminism to 
ethnic nationalism to denial of scientific consensus - have formed a Digital 
Counter Enlightenment. Their trolling, disinformation and skilled advo cacy of 
their causes has resocialised the offline world for the worse.  
The Center's work combines both analysis and active disruption of these 
networks. CCDH's solutions seek to increase the economic, political and social 
costs of all parts of the infrastr ucture - the actors, systems and culture - that 
support, and often profit from hate and misinformation.  
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Introduction  
Vaccines are one of the most 
consequential, safe, efficient and 
effective medical discoveries in history. 
Few other inventions have saved so 
many lives. And yet today, amidst the 
Coronavirus pandemic, vaccination finds 
itself undermined as never before.  
mǸ ƞǮ œƽǇǸƚŽǧ Ǉƒ ƼœƽƲƞƽŶʦǮ ƞƽȘŽntions - 
social media - that has subverted public 
confidence in vaccines, by empowering 
ideologues, hucksters and the perhaps 
well -meaning but misinformed - people 
trying to make sense of the severity and 
complexity of the scientific issues being 
discussed - to identify and communicate 
with potential converts at zero cost.  
Conspiracy theories proliferate where 
there is deep epistemic anxiety, that is, 
when people feel uncertain about what 
is true or false. 1 Covid-19 is new and 
unfamiliar. The scale of its impact is 
immense and yet when it comes to our 
best hope for vanquishing the disease, 
many have little understanding of how 
vaccines actually work or of the role they 
have played historically in eliminating 
diseases that once crippled and killed.  
Our health authorities have, 
understandably, focused on acute 
management of the Coronavirus threat 
and its spread . Out of sheer necessity , as 
they try  to comprehend the disease, the 
ƼŽǮǮœƓŽ ƚœǮ ůŽŽƽ ʥǸǧǾǮǸ ǇǾǧ ůŽǮǸ ƓǾŽǮǮʦʀ 

 
 
1 Douglas KM, Sutton RM, Cichocka A. The 
Psychology of Conspiracy Theories. Curr Dir 
Psychol Sci. 2017;26(6):538 -542. 
doi:10.1177/0963721417718261 
2 Richard Stein, GERMS, 5 December 2017, 
http://www.germs.ro/en/Articles/The -golden -age-
of -anti -vaccine-conspiracies -671#text  
3 ʣĖǾŰƲŽǧůŽǧƓɺ șƚǇ ǸǇƵŶ >ǇƽƓǧŽǮǮƼœƽʒǮic] that his 
ʣǾƽŶŽǧǮǸœƽŶƞƽƓ Ǉƒ ǸƚŽ ǮŰƞŽƽǸƞƒƞŰ ŰǇƽǮŽƽǮǾǮʤ ƞǮ ǸƚœǸ 

This has given anti -vaxxers an 
opport unity to exploit subtle shifts in 
recommendations as scientific 
knowledge grows and position 
themselves in opposition to an aloof , 
fallible medical establishment in the 
ǮœƼŽ șœȟ ǸƚœǸ ǤǇƵƞǸƞŰœƵ ʥǤǇǤǾƵƞǮǸǮʦ ŶŽƒƞƽŽ 
themselves in part by contrasting their 
auth enticity to a real or imagined 
political ʥŽǮǸœůƵƞǮƚƼŽƽǸʦǮʦ failures.  
Big Tech may sell itself on its granular 
knowledge of users, but it took a series 
of measles outbreaks in the developed 
world in 2019 for them to even 
acknowledge or begin to address the 
role their services played in creating 
șƚœǸ ƚœǮ ůŽŽƽ ŰœƵƵŽŶ œ ʣbǇƵŶŽƽ !ƓŽʤ ƒǇǧ 
the anti -vaxx movement. 2 Even then, 
tech giants responded by doing the 
absolute minimum. Facebook announced 
it would downrank or hide anti -vaxx 
content, while Twitter and YouTu be 
would label it . No platform announced its 
intention to remove anti -vaxx content 
despite accepting the scientific 
consensus that vaccines are safe. 3 
Now these feeble measures are being 
tested by a pandemic that will only be 
overcome by the most ambitiou s 
vaccination programme in human 
history. The decision to continue hosting 
known misinformation content and 
actors left  online anti -vaxxers ready to 
pounce on the opportunity presented by 

people should get their vaccines, said Facebook 
șǇƽʦǸ ǮǸǇǤ ƞǸǮ ǾǮŽǧǮ ƒǧǇƼ ǤǇǮǸƞƽƓ ƞƽƒǇǧƼœǸƞǇƽ 
ǸƚœǸʦǮ șǧǇƽƓʀʤ 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mnunez/2019/10/2
3/mark -zuckerbergs -answer -to-an-anti -vaxxer -
question -highlights -facebooks -problematic -
response -to-misinformation/#5ccb846370b7  

https://dx.doi.org/10.1177%2F0963721417718261
http://www.germs.ro/en/Articles/The-golden-age-of-anti-vaccine-conspiracies-671#text
http://www.germs.ro/en/Articles/The-golden-age-of-anti-vaccine-conspiracies-671#text
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mnunez/2019/10/23/mark-zuckerbergs-answer-to-an-anti-vaxxer-question-highlights-facebooks-problematic-response-to-misinformation/#5ccb846370b7
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mnunez/2019/10/23/mark-zuckerbergs-answer-to-an-anti-vaxxer-question-highlights-facebooks-problematic-response-to-misinformation/#5ccb846370b7
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mnunez/2019/10/23/mark-zuckerbergs-answer-to-an-anti-vaxxer-question-highlights-facebooks-problematic-response-to-misinformation/#5ccb846370b7
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mnunez/2019/10/23/mark-zuckerbergs-answer-to-an-anti-vaxxer-question-highlights-facebooks-problematic-response-to-misinformation/#5ccb846370b7
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Coronavirus. As a result, they have 
gained almost eight million foll owers 
since 2019 and continue to grow. Our 
research shows anti -vaxxers  now enjoy  
a following of 58 million, based primarily 
in the US with significant numbers in the 
UK, Canada and Australia too. This is 
ŽƽǇǾƓƚ ǸǇ ŰǇƼǤǧǇƼƞǮŽ œ ƒǾǸǾǧŽ ȘœŰŰƞƽŽʦǮ 
ability to c ontain the disease.  
This sophisticated ecosystem has grown 
by exploiting weaknesses in each social 
ƼŽŶƞœ ŰǇƼǤœƽȟʦǮ ǤǇƵƞŰƞŽǮ Ǉƽ œƽǸƞ-vaxx 
and health misinformation . Each 
platform plays a role in feeding and 
growing the whole. Full -time anti -vaxx 
campaigners  doubled their reach by 
broadcasting their message on YouTube 
channels that peddle conspiracy theories 
and false cures. In turn, these 
campaigners lend their brand and 
audience of activists to a thriving 
industry of anti -vaxx entrepreneurs 
using Facebook as a shopfront. Both 
groups have benefited from the reach of 
professional conspiracists on YouTube 
and from a network  of Facebook Groups 
that turns vaccine sceptics into true 
believers using psychological hacks like 
the dopamine hit for  ʥƵƞƲŽǮʦ œƽŶ ǸƚŽ ƒŽœǧ 
of abuse for nonconformity.  
This failure was not an accident but was 
the result of deliberate decisions. Social 
platforms chose not to alienate an anti -
vaxx user base that we estimate is worth 
up to $1 billion a year to them. Some 
platforms have even brok en their own 
promises by still  profiting directly from 
anti -vaxx content: we found Facebook 
accepting  paid anti -vaxx adverts and 
YouTube displaying  adverts on anti -vaxx 
videos. The price for the social media 
ŰǇƼǤœƽƞŽǮʦ Ɠœƞƽ ƞǮ ǤœƞŶ ůȟ ǸœȞ-funded 
health systems, to which Big Tech, of 

 
 
4 NBC News, 7 February 2020, 
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social -

course, notoriously makes little 
contribution.  
It is time for change . Social media 
companies can start by enforcing the ir 
own policies on Covid -related and health 
misinformation. Fundamentally, 
ǮǇƼŽǇƽŽ ŰœƽʦǸ ůŽƵƞŽȘŽ ǤǧǇǤœƓœƽŶœ 
ǸƚŽȟʦȘŽ ƽŽȘŽǧ ůŽŽƽ ŽȞǤǇǮŽŶ ǸǇʀ bƞȘŽƽ 
the findings in this report and the lavish 
profits social media companies have 
made tolerating this activity, a nything 
less would be gross negligence. They 
can also contribute to the global effort to 
contain Coronavirus by paying back the 
billions in profits they have made from 
the anti -vaxx movement to our 
ƚŽœƵǸƚŰœǧŽ ǮȟǮǸŽƼǮʅ ƞƒ ǸƚŽȟ ŶǇƽʦǸɺ this 
report gives legis lators  the moral and 
factual arguments to create a levy to do 
so. In the meantime, other businesses 
can play their part too, by listening to 
campaigns like the Center for Countering 
DƞƓƞǸœƵ iœǸŽʦǮ ÜǸǇǤ aǾƽŶƞƽƓ aœƲŽ «ŽșǮ 
and Stop Hate for Profit, and make s ure 
that  Big Tech pays an economic cost for 
spreading misinformation.  
This report also makes it clear that 
platforms have acted negligently. They 
have failed in their duty of care; a 
statutory duty of care model such as 
that underpinning the UK Online Harm s 
Bill could mean that in future executives 
face criminal charges if  serious harm 
result ed.4 
Lies cost lives. Just as people around the 
world  have hunkered down and taken 
steps to protect our communities ɺ ƞǸʦǮ 
beyond  time for the social media 
companies to  finally  do their bit . 
Imran Ahmed  
CEO, CCDH

media/facebook -anti -vaxxers -pushed -mom-not -
give-her-son-tamiflu -n1131936 

https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/facebook-anti-vaxxers-pushed-mom-not-give-her-son-tamiflu-n1131936
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/facebook-anti-vaxxers-pushed-mom-not-give-her-son-tamiflu-n1131936
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/facebook-anti-vaxxers-pushed-mom-not-give-her-son-tamiflu-n1131936
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Anti -vaxxers are a growing threat to a 
Coronavirus vaccine  
Covid has been a growth opportunity for 
anti -vaxxers. Our investigation of 409 
English language anti -vaxx social media 
accounts shows that they now have 58 
million followers.  
For 147 of the largest accounts, with 49 
million followers, we have calculated 
that they have gained at least 7.8 million 
followers since 2019, an increase of 19%. 
This figure reflects only the 147 accounts 
where it was possible to use SocialBlade, 
the Internet Archive or a survey of 
Facebook groups we first conducted in 
March 2019 to establish the number of 
followers they had at a point as close as 
possible to 1 January 2020.  
Most of these accounts were selected 
because they have shared popular anti -
vaccine misinformation this year or 
because our research showed that they 
belong to influential figures in the anti -
vaxx movement. While Facebook now 
prevents many anti -vaxx pages and 
groups from  appearing in search results, 
we discovered many such pages by 
ůǧǇșǮƞƽƓ ǸƚŽ ʣÒœƓŽǮ ƵƞƲŽŶ ůȟ ǸƚƞǮ ÒœƓŽʤ 
œƽŶ ʣÕŽƵœǸŽŶ ÒœƓŽǮʤ ǮŽŰǸƞǇƽǮ Ǉƽ Ƽœƽȟ 

anti -vaxx pages that were already 
known to us.  
Our investigation of these accounts 
shows that the majority are run f rom the 
US, but a significant number have 
connections to other English -speaking 
countries too. Analysis of transparency 
data for the 215 Facebook pages in our 
sample shows that 90 percent have 
administrators based in the US, while 20 
percent have at least one administrator 
based in Canada, Australia, New Zealand 
or the UK. 
It is also clear that the anti -vaxx 
movement is most popular on Facebook, 
but has a significant following on every 
mainstream social media platform. In our 
sample, anti -vaxx Facebook grou ps and 
pages command over 31 million 
followers, well over half of the combined 
following of all the accounts we studied. 
Anti -vaxx accounts have nearly 17 
million subscribers on YouTube and 7 
million on Instagram, but appear to be 
weakest on Twitter where they have 2 
million followers.  
The anti -ȘœȞȞ ƼǇȘŽƼŽƽǸʦǮ ƒœƞƵǾǧŽ ǸǇ 
capture a larger following on Twitter 
may be down to hesitancy to express 
anti -vaxx views on what is a relatively 
open platform. This is supported by the 
fact that 89 percent of the Faceboo k 
pages in our sample have more followers 
than likes, with the key difference that 
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likes are visible to other users. 5 In 
contrast, just 44 percent of the top 50 
Facebook pages have more followers 
than likes. 6 
The scale and growth of the anti -vaxx 
movemen t revealed by our research is 
particularly concerning given that 
scientists estimate that 82 percent of 
the population would need to become 
immune to Covid, either through getting 
the disease or through a vaccine, in order 
to safely manage outbreaks. 7 
New polling of 2,861 US and UK adults 
commissioned from YouGov for this 

 
 
5 Facebook, retrieved  30 June 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/help/17137810332379
2 
6 SocialBlade, retrieved 30 June 2020, 
https://socialblade.com/facebook/top/50/likes  
7 Sanche S, Lin Y, Xu C, et al. High Contagiousness 
and Rapid Spread of Severe Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome Coronavirus 2. Emerging Infectious 

report indicates that vaccine refusal and 
use of social media are linked, and that 
too few people currently plan to get a 
Coronavirus vaccine. 
Amongst those who use social media 
more than  traditional media to access 
news and updates about Covid, 63 
percent in the UK and 56 percent in the 
US say they will definitely or probably 
get a vaccine. This compares to 72 
percent in the UK and 66 percent in the 
US amongst those who get more 
informati on from traditional rather than 
social media. 8  

Diseases. 2020;26(7):1470 -1477. 
doi:10.3201/eid2607.200282. 
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20 -
0282_article?deliveryName=USCDC_333-
DM25287  
8 YouGov poll, fieldwork 24 -25 June 2020  

https://www.facebook.com/help/171378103323792
https://www.facebook.com/help/171378103323792
https://socialblade.com/facebook/top/50/likes
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20-0282_article?deliveryName=USCDC_333-DM25287
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20-0282_article?deliveryName=USCDC_333-DM25287
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/article/26/7/20-0282_article?deliveryName=USCDC_333-DM25287
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Big Tech powers an anti -vaxx 
ecosystem  
In March 2019, Facebook announced 
new policies to tackle anti -vaccine 
misinformation on its platform following 
a series of measles outbreaks in the US. 9 
However, Facebook stopped far short of 
removing known spreaders of anti -
vaccine misinformation from its website. 
mƽǮǸŽœŶ ƞǸ ŶŽŰƞŶŽŶ ǸǇ ʣǧŽŶǾŰŽ ǸƚŽ ǧœƽƲƞƽƓ 
of groups and Pages that spread 
misinformation about vaccina tions in 
«ŽșǮ aŽŽŶ œƽŶ ÜŽœǧŰƚʀʤ10 Both YouTube 
and Twitter followed suit, again stopping 
short of removing anti -vaxx 
misinformation from their platforms. 11 
This report reveals that these measures 
were ineffective because they 
underestimated the sophisticat ion of the 
anti -vaxx ecosystem and its ability to 
circumvent these basic measures 
intended to limit its reach, growth and 
profitability.  
By encompassing a wide range of actors 
present on every platform, this 
ecosystem has defied interventions that 
were not  only weak but which only 
targeted an extremely narrow band of 
anti -vaxx accounts and misinformation.  
It means that anti -vaxx campaigners 
rendered virtually invisible by Facebook 
have continued to grow their pages on 

 
 
9 Wired, 7 March 2019, 
https://www.wired.com/story/facebook -anti -
vaccine-crack-down/  
10 Facebook, 7 March 2019, 
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting -
vaccine-misinformation/  
11 TechCrunch, 23 February 2019, 
https://techcrunch.com/2019/02/22/youtube -
demonetizes -anti -vaccination -videos/  

the platform by advertising themselves 
on the YouTube and Instagram channels 
of anti -vaxx entrepreneurs who couch 
their misinformation in the language of 
the fast growing wellness industry. 
Searches for the anti -vaxx phrase 
ʣƽœǸǾǧœƵ ƞƼƼǾƽƞǸȟʤ ǧŽœŰƚŽŶ œƽ œƵƵ-time 
high in March this year. 12 
In return, those anti -vaxx campaigners 
have allowed actors who profit from the 
sale of dubious supplements and 
treatments to reach into a deep pool of 
potential customers left intact by 
aœŰŽůǇǇƲʦǮ ŶŽŰƞǮƞǇƽ ƽǇǸ ǸǇ ǧŽƼǇȘŽ 
groups and pages known to spread anti -
vaxx misinformation.  
Research into the structure of the anti -
vaxx movement by a team led by George 
Washington University social physicist 
Professor Neil Johnson suggests that the 
heterogeneous ecosystem and varied 
approaches to messaging allows anti -
vaxxers t o more easily form connections 
with other online communities than pro -
vaxx groups. This helps anti -vaxx 
Facebook pages enmesh themselves 
more deeply into other networks 
containing undecided users who might 
be susceptible to persuasion and 
conversion. The researchers predicted 
that these features will allow anti -vaxx 

The Verge, 14 May 2019, 
https://www.theverge.com/2019/5/14/18623494/
twitter -vaccine-misinformation -anti -vax-search-
tool -instagram -facebook  
12 Google Trends, retrieved 30 June 2020, 
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=to
day%205 -y&q=natural%20immunity  

https://www.wired.com/story/facebook-anti-vaccine-crack-down/
https://www.wired.com/story/facebook-anti-vaccine-crack-down/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting-vaccine-misinformation/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting-vaccine-misinformation/
https://techcrunch.com/2019/02/22/youtube-demonetizes-anti-vaccination-videos/
https://techcrunch.com/2019/02/22/youtube-demonetizes-anti-vaccination-videos/
https://www.theverge.com/2019/5/14/18623494/twitter-vaccine-misinformation-anti-vax-search-tool-instagram-facebook
https://www.theverge.com/2019/5/14/18623494/twitter-vaccine-misinformation-anti-vax-search-tool-instagram-facebook
https://www.theverge.com/2019/5/14/18623494/twitter-vaccine-misinformation-anti-vax-search-tool-instagram-facebook
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=today%205-y&q=natural%20immunity
https://trends.google.com/trends/explore?date=today%205-y&q=natural%20immunity
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views to dominate the network of views 
on vaccines within ten years. 13 
In order to combat this trend, it is 
therefore important to identify the 
unique components and architecture of 
the anti -vaccine movement and propose 
bespoke counter -strategies. This report 
separates the movement into four broad 
sub-communities which we study in 
depth.  
Campaigners  are full -time activists 
working to popularise anti -vaxx ideas. 
This includes professional anti -vaxxers 
who earn a living from their activism, 
grassroots activists who use Facebook 
pages to share anti -vaxx misinformation 
and non -profit organisations that push 
anti -vaxx narratives.  
Entrepreneurs  use their involvement in 
the anti -vaxx movement to promote a 
business. Typically entrepreneurs will 

ŽƼǤƵǇȟ œ ʥƼœǧƲŽǸƞƽƓ ƒǾƽƽŽƵʦ ƵŽœŶƞƽƓ 
users from freely accessible anti -vaxx 
content to paid -for products and 
services, from books to alternative 
medical treatments.  
Conspiracists  approach the issue of 
vaccines from an interest in conspiracy 
theories more generally. Unlike 
campaigners, they do not focus on the 
issue of vaccines or health full -time, but 
like entrepreneurs they sometimes use 
their involvement in the issue to promote 
a business. 
Communities  are people with an interest 
in anti -vaxx ideas who have formed 
groups in which to share and discuss 
those ideas. Communities are almost 
always Facebook groups or smaller 
Facebook pages, some of which are 
private. A minority of commu nities are 
run by entrepreneurs.  

  

 
 
13 Nature, 13 May 2020, 
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586 -020 -
01423-4 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01423-4
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01423-4
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Anti -vaxxers exploit weak restrictions 
to grow their audiences in the pandemic  
Total following:  7.3 million  
Covid growth:   +1 million 
Platform focus:  Instagram  
The core of the anti -vaxx movement is 
made up of dedicated campaigners who 
have been making the same arguments 
for more than a decade. With the dawn 
of the Coronavirus pandemic and the 
global drive to find a vaccine, their 
arguments have found new audiences.  
These campaigners form the 
foundations of the anti -vaxx movement, 
not only producing new attacks on 
vaccines or new theories about why they 
might be dangerous, but presenting 
those arguments in a polished and 
authoritative way that lends the entire 
movement cred ibility.  
However, despite significant growth, 
full -time anti -vaxx campaigners only 
reach a small part of the wider 
ƼǇȘŽƼŽƽǸʦǮ œǾŶƞŽƽŰŽʀ ćƚŽǧŽœǮ 
entrepreneurs reach half of the 
ƼǇȘŽƼŽƽǸʦǮ ǤǇǸŽƽǸƞœƵ œǾŶƞŽƽŰŽɺ œƽŶ 
conspiracists just over a third, 
campaigners reach just 12 percent. 
Instagram was the biggest 
growth area for anti -vaxx 
campaigners  
Instagram accounts for more than half of 
anti -ȘœȞȞ ŰœƼǤœƞƓƽŽǧǮʦ ƒǇƵƵǇșŽǧ ƓǧǇșǸƚ 
during the Covid pandemic, attracting an 
extra 571,000 people. Robert F. Kennedy 
Jr. led this trend by leveraging his 
reputation as an environmental activist 
in conjunction with graphic memes that 
șǇǧƲ șŽƵƵ ƞƽ mƽǮǸœƓǧœƼʦǮ ƒǇǧƼœǸ ǸǇ 
promote conspiracy theories about Bill 
Gates and 5G mobile phone signals, 
adding over 336,000 people to his 
follo wing in a matter of months.  

Anti -vaxx filmmaker Del Bigtree and 
Nation of Islam influencer Rizza Islam 
have also mastered Instagram as a 
medium, adding another 187,000 
followers between them.  
This rapid growth contrasts with more 
sluggish growth on Faceboo k where new 
policies on anti -vaccine misinformation 
appear to have had a limiting effect on 
many groups and pages, suggesting that 
Facebook would be wise to ensure that 
similar techniques are being applied to 
its management of Instagram, which it 
wholly ow ns. 
Some of the most influential anti -
vaxx nonprofits are funded by 
just two men  
ÜǇƼŽ Ǉƒ ǸƚŽ ƼǇȘŽƼŽƽǸʦǮ ƵœǧƓŽǮǸ 
campaigners are also funded in large 
part by just two men. The anti -vaxx 
entrepreneur Joseph Mercola helps fund 
both the National Vaccine Inform ation 
Center and the Organic Consumers 
Association, which between them reach 
1.7 million people. 
The Informed Action Consent Network, 
which in turn supplies the resources for 
DŽƵ =ƞƓǸǧŽŽʦǮ œƽǸƞ-vaxx show The 
HighWire, is largely funded by the 
financier Ber nard Selz, who himself has 
significant investments in 
pharmaceutical companies and some of 
the tech giants that make the modern 
anti -vaxx movement possible.  
Key Campaigners  
>ƚƞƵŶǧŽƽʦǮ iŽœƵǸƚ DŽƒŽƽǮŽ was founded 
in 2016 by Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a son 
of Robert F. Kennedy and nephew of 
former president John F. Kennedy who 
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built a reputation over decades of 
campaigning on environmental issues.  

At the time of its founding the 
organisation was called the World 
Mercury Project, reflecting a theory that 
the mer cury compound thimerosal made 
vaccines unsafe, despite the fact that 
thimerosal use was largely phased out in 
2001.14 This focus on mercury creates a 
continuity with environmental activism 
against methylmercury, a more 
dangerous mercury compound that can 
poison waterways and food chains that 
Kennedy himself has linked to the very 

 
 
14 Mercury, Vaccines, and Autism, Jeffrey P. Baker 
MD PhD, Am J Public Health, February 2008, 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2
376879/  
15 ibid. 
Robert F. Kennedy Jr., International Center for 
Nutri tional Research, 2005, 
https://www.icnr.com/articles/thimerosalcoverup.
html  

different compound that was once 
widespread in vaccines. 15 
In recent months Kennedy has 
leveraged his celebrity to become a 
leading advocate of popular Covid -
related conspiracy the ories about Bill 
Gates and 5G mobile phone signals. 16 
æƚƞǮ ƚœǮ ǮŽŽƽ  ŽƽƽŽŶȟʦǮ ƒǇƵƵǇșƞƽƓ Ǉƽ 
Instagram rise from 121,000 at the start 
of the outbreak to 454,000 today. In 
contrast, the official social media 
ŰƚœƽƽŽƵǮ Ǉƒ >ƚƞƵŶǧŽƽʦǮ iŽœƵǸƚ DŽƒŽƽǮŽ 
have grown on ly fractionally during the 
outbreak.  
 ŽƽƽŽŶȟʦǮ ƼǇǮǸ ƞƼǤǇǧǸœƽǸ ǧǇƵŽ ƞƽ ǸƚŽ 
anti -vaccination movement is lending his 
credibility as an environmental 
campaigner and son of the Kennedy 
political dynasty to other key figures by 
appearing alongside them at event s or 
taking part in interviews. Kennedy has 
played this role with other campaigners 
like Del Bigtree, alternative health 
entrepreneurs like Rashid Buttar, and 
even widely discredited figures like 
Andrew Wakefield. 17 

16 Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Instagram, 6 May 2020, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_3IQlYFXgJ/  
Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Instagram, 12 June 2020, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBWE8 -OnYFE/ 
17 The Truth About Vaccines, YouTube, 4 May 
2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VzsZhsvety0  
Washington Post, 5 May 2020, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc -md-

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2376879/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2376879/
https://www.icnr.com/articles/thimerosalcoverup.html
https://www.icnr.com/articles/thimerosalcoverup.html
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_3IQlYFXgJ/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CBWE8-OnYFE/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VzsZhsvety0
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2020/05/05/anti-vaxxers-wakefield-coronavirus-vaccine/
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Kennedy has appeared on another eight 
anti -vaccine channels with over 3.2 
million subscribers during the Covid 
pandemic, and this publicity is likely to 
have contributed to the growth of his 
own social media accounts.  
Informed Consent Action Network 
(ICAN) is run by Del Bigtree, the producer 
of  the popular anti -vaccination film 
Vaxxed, who earns $182,000 a year as 
ǸƚŽ ƓǧǇǾǤʦǮ >Mµʀ18 A talented on -screen 
ǤŽǧƒǇǧƼŽǧɺ m>!« ǤǧǇŶǾŰŽǮ =ƞƓǸǧŽŽʦǮ 
magazine -style anti -vaccine YouTube 
show The Highwire . Bigtree broadcast 
his first video on Covid in late Feb ruary, 
ƵƞƽƲƞƽƓ ǸƚŽ ŶƞǮŽœǮŽ ǸǇ œ ʣǤǾǮƚ ƒǇǧ ȘœŰŰƞƽŽ 
ƼœƽŶœǸŽǮʤʀ19 He has since ramped up 
production of videos on Covid to meet 
demand, more than doubling the 
ŰƚœƽƽŽƵʦǮ ƒǇƵƵǇșƞƽƓ ƒǧǇƼ ɍɆɺɆɆɆ ǸǇ ǇȘŽǧ 
174,000.  
Bigtree begins his videos by telling 
ȘƞŽșŽǧǮ ʣm ŶǇƽʦt want corporate sponsors 
telling us what to investigate or what to 
Ǯœȟɺ ƞƽǮǸŽœŶɺ ȟǇǾʦǧŽ ǇǾǧ ǮǤǇƽǮǇǧǮʀʤ20  
iǇșŽȘŽǧɺ ƒƞƵƞƽƓǮ ƒǇǧ m>!«ʦǮ ƵœǧƓŽǮǸ ŶǇƽǇǧɺ 
the Selz Foundation, show that its $1.8 
million grant in 2018 accounted for over 
two -thirds of its revenue. 21 
This funding is directed by Bernard Selz, 
the multi -millionaire owner of Selz 

 
 
va/2020/05/05/anti -vaxxers -wakefield -
Coronavirus -vaccine/  
18 Informed Consent Action Network, Form 990, 
ProPublica, December 2018, 
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organiz
ations/814540235  
19 The Highwire with Del Bigtree, YouTube, 27 
February 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qV izW1OgQZ
Q 
20  Ibid. 
21 The Selz Foundation, Form 990, ProPublica, 
December 2018, 
https://projects.propublica.o rg/nonprofits/display_

Capital, registered in the tax haven of 
Delaware. 22 Selz Capital owns multi -
million dollar holdings in the drug 
companies Flexion Therapeutics and 
Constellation Pharmaceutical s, as well as 
$26 million in Amazon shares, $15 million 
in Microsoft, $10 million in Google and 
$1.6 million in Paypal. 23 

 
The National Vaccine Information 
Center (NVIC) is one of the oldest and 
most influential anti -vaccination 
campaign organisations, but has 
experienced only moderate growth 

990/133180806/11_2019_prefixes_11-
20%2F133180806_201812_990PF_201911291689
9773  
22 Selz Capital LLC, US Securities and Exchange 
Commission, retrieved 21 June 2020, 
https://www.sec.gov/cgi -bin/browse -
edgar?action=getcompany&CIK=0001288125&ty
pe=&dateb=&owner=include&start=0& count=100
&output=xml  
23 Selz Capital LLC, Fintel, retrieved 21 June 2020, 
https://fintel.io/i/selz -capital -llc 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2020/05/05/anti-vaxxers-wakefield-coronavirus-vaccine/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2020/05/05/anti-vaxxers-wakefield-coronavirus-vaccine/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/814540235
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/organizations/814540235
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVizW1OgQZQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVizW1OgQZQ
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/133180806/11_2019_prefixes_11-20%2F133180806_201812_990PF_2019112916899773
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/133180806/11_2019_prefixes_11-20%2F133180806_201812_990PF_2019112916899773
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/133180806/11_2019_prefixes_11-20%2F133180806_201812_990PF_2019112916899773
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/133180806/11_2019_prefixes_11-20%2F133180806_201812_990PF_2019112916899773
https://www.sec.gov/cgi-bin/browse-edgar?action=getcompany&CIK=0001288125&type=&dateb=&owner=include&start=0&count=100&output=xml
https://www.sec.gov/cgi-bin/browse-edgar?action=getcompany&CIK=0001288125&type=&dateb=&owner=include&start=0&count=100&output=xml
https://www.sec.gov/cgi-bin/browse-edgar?action=getcompany&CIK=0001288125&type=&dateb=&owner=include&start=0&count=100&output=xml
https://www.sec.gov/cgi-bin/browse-edgar?action=getcompany&CIK=0001288125&type=&dateb=&owner=include&start=0&count=100&output=xml
https://fintel.io/i/selz-capital-llc
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during the Covid pandemic despite 
pivoting to misinformation about the 
disease. This may be because the NVIC 
is primarily active on Facebook where 
many larger anti -vaccination pages and 
groups have seen their growth curtailed 
by a series of policies introduced after 
measles outbreaks in 2019. 24  

 

 
The Organic Consumers Association 
(OCA) was founded as the Pure Food 
Campaign in 1998 in order to campaign 
against genetically modified crops, and 
has come to adopt anti -vaccination 
views through its alliances with leading 
figures in the alternative medicine 
ƼǇȘŽƼŽƽǸʀ æƚŽ µ>!ʦǮ œƽƽǾœƵ œŰŰǇǾƽǸǮ 
reveal it gave a total of $161,000 to the 

 
 
24  Combatting Vaccine Misinformation, Facebook, 
7 March 2019, 
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting -
vaccine-misinformation/  
25 Organic Consumers Association, Form 990, 
ProPublica, December 2018, 
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_
990/411908341/01_2020_prefixes_39 -
42%2F411908341_201812_990_20200128170756
49  

anti -vaccine organisations the National 
Health Freedom Coalition and US Right 
to Know in 2018. 25 
Both the NVIC and the OCA have 
received millions of dollars in funding 
from Joseph Mercola, an anti -vaccine 
entreprene ur, and are members of his 
Health Liberty coalition. 26  Websites for 
both organisations advertised products 
sold by Mercola. 27 

 
 
Figures connected with the Nation of 
Islam  are responsible for popular anti -
vaccine content targeting the Black 
community. The most popular of these is 
Rizza Islam who has over 462,000 
followers on Instagram and has told his 
followers that vaccines give Black 
children autism. 28  Rizza Islam 
collaborates with other parts of the anti -

26  Health Liberty, retrieved 22 June 202 0, 
http://www.health -
liberty.org/sites/healthliberty/about -
healthliberty.aspx  
27 Washington Post, 20 December 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/
2019/10/15/fdc01078 -c29c-11e9-b5e4 -
54aa56d5b7ce_story.html  
28  Rizza Islam, Instagram, 27 November 2019, 
https://www.instagram.com/p/B5W -0CSFuHV 

https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting-vaccine-misinformation/
https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting-vaccine-misinformation/
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/411908341/01_2020_prefixes_39-42%2F411908341_201812_990_2020012817075649
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/411908341/01_2020_prefixes_39-42%2F411908341_201812_990_2020012817075649
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/411908341/01_2020_prefixes_39-42%2F411908341_201812_990_2020012817075649
https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/display_990/411908341/01_2020_prefixes_39-42%2F411908341_201812_990_2020012817075649
http://www.health-liberty.org/sites/healthliberty/about-healthliberty.aspx
http://www.health-liberty.org/sites/healthliberty/about-healthliberty.aspx
http://www.health-liberty.org/sites/healthliberty/about-healthliberty.aspx
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2019/10/15/fdc01078-c29c-11e9-b5e4-54aa56d5b7ce_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2019/10/15/fdc01078-c29c-11e9-b5e4-54aa56d5b7ce_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2019/10/15/fdc01078-c29c-11e9-b5e4-54aa56d5b7ce_story.html
https://www.instagram.com/p/B5W-0CSFuHV
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vaxx movement, taking part in a recent 
discussion about Black Lives Matter on 

DŽƵ =ƞƓǸǧŽŽʦǮ iƞƓƚćƞǧŽ čǇǾæǾůŽ 
channel.29  

 

  

 
 
29  The HighWire with Del Bigtree, YouTube, 4 June 
2020, 

https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=mTHiFmAmL
JI&bpctr=1592822887  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mTHiFmAmLJI&bpctr=1592822887
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mTHiFmAmLJI&bpctr=1592822887
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Platforms provide anti -vaxx 
entrepreneurs with a shopfront  
Total following:  28 million  
Covid growth:   +854,000  
Platform focus:  Facebook 
Anti -vaxx entrepreneurs reach the 
largest audience of any part of the anti -
vaxx movement, but they have only 
seen moderate growth throughout the 
Covid pandemic. This appears to be a 
consequence of their investment in 
Facebook, which imposed new controls 
on groups and pages promoting anti -
vaccine misinformation after a series of 
measles outbreaks in 2019.  
Despite these restrictions, anti -vaxx 
entrepreneurs act as conduits through 
which the wider movement can access 
its largest possible audience. This 
enormous  reach is a consequence of the 
huge variety of businesses connected 
with the anti -vaxx movement, offering 
everything from spiritual advice, to diet 
plans, to supplements that promise to 
help overcome cancer.  
Facebook is a shopfront for anti -
vaxx products  
The most influential anti -vaxx 
entrepreneurs use Facebook as the 
ƼǇǾǸƚ Ǉƒ œ ʣƼœǧƲŽǸƞƽƓ ƒǾƽƽŽƵʤ ǸƚœǸ 
directs potential customers from social 
media content to newsletter signup 
pages, and from there to free video 
content and finally paid content or 
products.  
This is a well -established digital 
marketing technique, but it also serves a 
second purpose for anti -vaxx 

 
 
30  NIH, retrieved 23 March 2020, 

https://nccih.nih.gov/health/colloidalsilver 

entrepreneurs, in that it allows them to 
make claims about their products and 
services in the relative privacy of a 
newsletter that they might not be willing 
to make in a more public setting.  
In one case outlined below, the 
influential anti -vaxx entrepreneurs 
Rashid Buttar and Ty Bollinger invite 
ǤǇǸŽƽǸƞœƵ ŰǾǮǸǇƼŽǧǮ ǸǇ ʣŽȞƞǸ ǸƚŽ ǤǾůƵƞŰ 
ŶǇƼœƞƽʤ œƽŶ ǤǾǧŰƚœǮŽ œŰŰŽǮǮ ǸǇ œ 
private website in order to view th eir 
ǤǧǇŶǾŰǸǮ ůŽŰœǾǮŽ ʣǸƚŽǧŽ œǧŽ ŰŽǧǸœƞƽ 
things that you cannot say if you are in 
ǸƚŽ ƚŽœƵǸƚ șǇǧƵŶ ǸǇŶœȟʀʤ 
aœŰŽůǇǇƲʦǮ ǧǇƵŽ œǮ ǸƚŽ ƼǇǾǸƚ Ǉƒ ǸƚƞǮ 
marketing funnel means it has a special 
responsibility to ensure that its platform 
is not being used to make unauthorised 
health claims about products.  
Anti -vaxx entrepreneurs have paid 
Facebook for advertising  
Eleven of the anti -vaxx entrepreneurs 
identified by this report with a combined 
following of 13.6 million have paid 
Facebook for advertising. They include a 
number of adverts from David Wolfe, an 
anti -vaccine wellness guru, for colloidal 
silver, a product that th e National 
Institute of Health in the US has stated 
ʣƞǮƽʦǸ ǮœƒŽ Ǉǧ ŽƒƒŽŰǸƞȘŽ ƒǇǧ ǸǧŽœǸƞƽƓ œƽȟ 
ŶƞǮŽœǮŽ Ǉǧ ŰǇƽŶƞǸƞǇƽʀʤ30  In a separate 
post about the product on his Facebook 
page with 12.3 million followers, Wolfe 
ŰœƵƵŽŶ ǸƚŽ ǤǧǇŶǾŰǸ ʣƼȟ ɿɇ 
recommendation und er the current 
ŰǧƞǮƞǮʤʀ31 

31 \  

https://nccih.nih.gov/health/colloidalsilver
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Other adverts accepted by Facebook 
ƞƽŰƵǾŶŽ ǇƽŽ ƒǇǧ ʣæƚŽ æǧǾǸƚ !ůǇǾǸ ĆœŰŰƞƽŽ 
Docu-ÜŽǧƞŽǮʤ ǇƒƒŽǧŽŶ ůȟ æȟ œƽŶ >ƚœǧƵŽƽŽ 
Bollinger, a package of videos promoting 
anti -vaccine misinformation. 32 
Key Entrepreneurs  
David Wolfe  has the lar gest social media 
following of any anti -vaccine advocate 
covered in this report, with 12.3 million 
followers on Facebook alone. He has 
shared a number of posts linking Covid 
to attempts to impose vaccinations. 33 
Wolfe has adapted his marketing funnel 
for Covid, directing new signups from 
Facebook posts and Google ads to a 
video hosted on the Vimeo platform. 34 
æƚŽǧŽɺ ƚŽ ǤǧǇƼƞǮŽǮ ǸǇ ƚŽƵǤ ŰǾǮǸǇƼŽǧǮ ʣǸǇ 
become immune, I mean really immune, 
so you never get coughs, colds, flus, 
ƒŽȘŽǧǮɺ œƽȟǸƚƞƽƓʀʤ35 The video and  its 
œŰŰǇƼǤœƽȟƞƽƓ ʣƞƼƼǾƽƞǸȟ ǤǧǇǸǇŰǇƵʤ ƒǇǧ 
Coronavirus direct readers to purchase 
ćǇƵƒŽʦǮ ʫɇɉɍ ůǧœƽŶ Ǉƒ ŰǇƵƵǇƞŶœƵ ǮƞƵȘŽǧɺ œ 
potentially dangerous fake cure. 36  
Facebook has allowed Wolfe to 
recommend his brand of colloidal silver 
both in posts on his page and in an 
advert on the platform. 37 

 
 
32 Facebook Ads Library, retrieved 22 June 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_st
atus=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_s
earch_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_pa
ge_id=411516962540551&sort_data[direction]=de
sc&sort_data[mode]=rele vancy_monthly_grouped  
33 David Wolfe, Facebook, 21 May 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/p
hotos/a.10151816699691512/1015720087640151
2/  
34  David Wolfe, Facebook, 24 March 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/p
hotos/a.10150364951666512/1015702182734151
2/  
35 David Wolfe, retrieved 22 June 2020, 
https://www.thebestdayever.com/immunity -
summit -david -avocado-wolfe -welcome37224427  

In the marketing funnel for paid access 
ǸǇ ćǇƵƒŽʦǮ ʣƞƽƽŽǧ ŰƞǧŰƵŽʤɺ ƚŽ ŰǇƼǤƵœƞƽǮ 
œůǇǾǸ ʣŽȞǸǧŽƼŽ ƵŽȘŽƵǮ Ǉƒ ŰŽƽǮǇǧǮƚƞǤʤ œƽŶ 
ʣǮhadow -ůœƽƽƞƽƓʤ Ǉƽ ǮǇŰƞœƵ ƼŽŶƞœ ǸƚœǸ 
ƚŽ ŰƵœƞƼǮ ƚœȘŽ ǧŽǮǾƵǸŽŶ ƞƽ œ ʣɋɆ-90% 
ŶǧǇǤ ƞƽ ǸǧœƒƒƞŰʤ ƒǇǧ șŽůǮƞǸŽǮ ƵƞƲŽ ƚƞǮɺ 
ƵƞǮǸƞƽƓ ʣœƽǸƞ-ȘœȞȞŽǧǮʤ œƼǇƽƓǮǸ ǸƚǇǮŽ 

36  Immunity Protocol, David Wolfe, retrieved 22 
June 2020, https://www.davidwolfe.com/wp -
content/uploads/2019/01/Nourish -Your-
Immunity.pdf  
37 David Wolfe, Facebook, 29 March 2020, 
http s://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/v
ideos/1002006253528456/  
Facebook Ads Library, retrieved 22 June 2020, 
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_st
atus=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_s
earch_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_pa
ge_id=102515706511&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=
desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly
_grouped 

https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=411516962540551&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=411516962540551&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=411516962540551&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=411516962540551&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=411516962540551&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10151816699691512/10157200876401512/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10151816699691512/10157200876401512/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10151816699691512/10157200876401512/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10150364951666512/10157021827341512/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10150364951666512/10157021827341512/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/photos/a.10150364951666512/10157021827341512/
https://www.thebestdayever.com/immunity-summit-david-avocado-wolfe-welcome37224427
https://www.thebestdayever.com/immunity-summit-david-avocado-wolfe-welcome37224427
https://www.davidwolfe.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Nourish-Your-Immunity.pdf
https://www.davidwolfe.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Nourish-Your-Immunity.pdf
https://www.davidwolfe.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Nourish-Your-Immunity.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/videos/1002006253528456/
https://www.facebook.com/DavidAvocadoWolfe/videos/1002006253528456/
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=102515706511&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
https://www.facebook.com/ads/library/?active_status=all&ad_type=all&country=ALL&impression_search_field=has_impressions_lifetime&view_all_page_id=102515706511&sort_data%5bdirection%5d=desc&sort_data%5bmode%5d=relevancy_monthly_grouped
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