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‘ W) Check for updates

The overlooked dangers of anti-vaccination groups’ social media presence
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In 2014, a large measles outbreak swept through the Disneyland
theme park in California, infecting over 50 people." Several of
the children who initially spread the disease were intentionally
left unvaccinated by their parents.'

Outbreaks such as the one in the Disneyland theme park are
becoming increasingly common due to falling vaccination rates.
Undoubtedly, organized anti-vaccination groups have contrib-
uted to the drop in vaccination compliance and anxieties con-
cerning vaccination. These groups often have a strong presence
on social media and well-developed websites that attract people
to their cause. But these sites have drawn very little critical
attention. In order to combat falling vaccination rates, it is
important for those supporting vaccination to be aware of,
examine, and counter the claims of these groups.

One representative example of a group with a highly visible
website is “A Voice for Choice.”® The stated mission of this
California-based non-profit organization is to “promote peo-
ple’s rights to be fully informed about the composition, quality,
and short- and long-term health effects of food and pharma-
ceutical products.” The group also aims to educate parents
regarding the supposed dangers of vaccination and, based on
these “risks,” to lobby for increased vaccine exemptions. As of
January 2017, 3,809 people have “liked” the group’s Facebook
page.’

Far from being fully informative, A Voice for Choice pro-
motes long debunked theories regarding vaccination that are
unsupported in the peer-reviewed, scientific literature. For
example, A Voice For Choice posits on its website that it is
“rare that any kid completely escapes from some effect caused
by the toxic materials in vaccines.” It links vaccinations to can-
cer, autoimmune disease, seizures and even peanut allergies.

A Voice for Choice also purports to offer parents comprehen-
sive information about vaccine ingredients. However, in reality
it is a platform that promotes misleading information. For
example, A Voice for Choice’s website states that vaccines con-
tain aluminum, a “neurotoxin,” in an amount that exceeds levels
deemed safe by the EPA. Aluminum is incorporated into some
vaccinations as an ‘adjuvant’ to increase the immune response.*
An infant may receive about four milligrams of aluminum from
vaccinations during the first year of his or her life.”

However, the website omits the fact that infants may also
receive about 7 milligrams of aluminum from nursing, as it is
found naturally in breast milk.® It also fails to mention that
adults ingest 7 to 9 mg of aluminum per day.”

Even more troubling is the group’s disregard for the concept
of herd immunity. In one part of the website, the group con-
cludes that all California schools “as a whole” have a vaccina-
tion rate that far exceeds the levels needed to maintain herd
immunity. The group does not substantiate how it reaches the
conclusion that every school in California has a vaccination
rate sufficient to achieve herd immunity. In fact, in 2015, the
California Department of Public Health reported that in Marin
County, only 87.8% of children in childcare were fully vacci-
nated.® In 2016, a charter school in California shut down tem-
porarily after one student contracted measles.” The California
Department of Public Health reported that the vaccination rate
for kindergarteners in that school was 43%."® Contrary to the
evidence, the website conveys that the vaccination rate is so
high that parents can easily opt out and still benefit from herd
immunity. In the name of “choice” the website actually pro-
motes free riding—the act of getting a benefit without being a
participant in a beneficial group activity.

Another example of the of the website’s failure to provide
scientific rigor to its claims is the ease in which individuals can
freely post their “vaccine injury stories.” On one part of A
Voice for Choice’s website, parents can post how their children
were medically affected by vaccinations. The website encour-
ages parents to post pictures of their children before and after
vaccinations and to describe how their physical abilities were
altered. It is unclear if any of the stories posted are verified by
the website. There is no indication that parents are required to
show any medical proof that a vaccine in fact affected their
child.

The website also purports to offer scientific information on
both sides of the debate regarding vaccination. Nonetheless,
there is no mention of the grave dangers that parents expose
their children to by failing to vaccinate them. One study has
shown that children who obtain vaccine exemptions may be as
much as 35 times more likely to contract measles than those
who are fully vaccinated."’ A child infected with measles may
develop a high fever and without medical attention, encephali-
tis and even death. Similarly, a child infected with mumps can
develop complications such as meningitis and in some rare
cases deafness.

The website not only fails to cite the harms caused by not vac-
cinating, but also omits any evidence to support its claims regard-
ing the dangers of vaccination. The website states that it is rare for
any child to escape the toxic effects of vaccination without citing
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any supporting scientific evidence for its assertion. Rather, it
scares readers into believing that vaccinations will inevitably
harm the health of their children. The website also omits the tre-
mendous number of scientific studies that discount any connec-
tion between vaccination and the risk of developing autism or
other diseases. While the website ostensibly aims to give parents
“informed choice” and “transparency,” in reality it merely pro-
vides unsubstantiated information which cannot lead as the group
claims to informed choices.

Another prime example of the distorted reporting of the
website is its coverage of controversial remarks that Dr. Wil-
liam Thompson, a former senior scientist at the Centers for
Disease Control (CDC), made regarding vaccination. Dr.
Thompson, referred to by the website as a whistle-blower, ini-
tially claimed that he omitted statistically significant data in a
scientific study which showed that African American males
were at a greater risk of developing autism as a result of the
MMR vaccine. He relayed this data to another scientist, who
subsequently published a paper claiming that the data showed
a clear link between vaccinations and autism in African-Ameri-
cans. However, the website omits the full story. The study was
retracted one month later due to “concerns about the validity
of the methods and statistical analysis” leading the journal to
lose “confidence in the soundness of the findings.”"*

Also missing from the website is any mention of how falling
vaccination rates can directly harm children and adults who
are physically unable to get vaccinated, including infants, trans-
plant patients, the immunosuppressed, the elderly and those
with cancer. Since their immune systems are compromised,
even minor infections may be life threatening for them. These
individuals depend on herd immunity of the community to
ensure that they remain uninfected. When parents choose not
to vaccinate their children, they directly expose their children
as well as other especially vulnerable members of the commu-
nity to significant risk.

There is growing concern about anti-vaccine sentiment in
the United States and other countries. There is also growing
concern that false and misleading claims about science and
public health are having significant impact on politics and pol-
icy in the U.S. A Voice for Choice is an example of how an
anti-vaccination group can harness the power of social media
to promote uncorroborated claims that engender fear. The
effect that these websites have demands more serious, critical
attention from public health officials, academics, the medical
community and the media. Disagreement with proven facts is a
choice that anyone can choose to make. Disseminating

falsehoods, misinformation and distortions of the facts about
vaccines is not a choice that ought to go unremarked and
unchallenged.
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