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Harnessing social media
to challenge scientific misinformation
Ben Rein1,*

Ben Rein is a postdoctoral scholar at Stanford University and a science communicator on social media. In January, 2022, he and his colleagues wrote an open letter
to Spotify to combat scientific misinformation. Here, Rein tells his story, sharing
thoughts and lessons learned from publishing the open letter.
In early April of 2020, I left my home for the first time in weeks amid spiraling panic
and uncertainty. In those early days of the pandemic, the only practical safeguard
was to wear a mask, and while I was accustomed to wearing surgical masks in my
research lab, many of my fellow Walmart shoppers appeared to be less familiar:
masks were worn inside out, upside down, etc. I thought that a short instructional
video might be helpful, so when I got home, I decided to try a video app I had never
used before: TikTok. Soon after posting, I discovered a remarkable surprise:
despite having no followers, my video was accumulating thousands of views and
comments from complete strangers. I posted a second video explaining that I study
neuroscience and offered to answer questions about the brain. Now, about 2 years
and 300 videos later, social media has grown into a foundational pillar in how I
interact with the world. I have come to appreciate it not only as a valuable tool for
disseminating scientific information, but also for mounting efforts to defend science
itself.
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After only a short time on TikTok, I noticed that many videos ‘‘going viral’’ on the
app contained blatant scientific misinformation (O’Connor, 2021). It was not unusual for users
with several hundred thousand followers—or even millions—to post inaccurate content that
sometimes bordered on dangerous. Recognizing the risks of this content circulating, I began
addressing misinformation on a video-by-video basis. Each time I saw a misleading video, I
would offer a ‘‘factcheck’’ against the literature and do my best to clarify the reality of the
topic. Before long, users started tagging me in comments on questionable content, alerting
me of the potential misinformation and asking me to debunk the claims. Challenging misinformation in this format has seemingly been effective (Ecker et al., 2022) and has opened
my eyes to the importance of distributing evidence-based content on these platforms. However, my experience with misinformation took a severe and unanticipated turn at the onset
of 2022.
On January 2, I was enjoying a quiet evening at home when I received an unusual text from
my friend James. He was asking if I had listened to the latest episode of The Joe Rogan
Experience (JRE), the world’s most popular podcast. I opened Spotify and found that in
the most recent episode, host Joe Rogan had interviewed Dr. Robert Malone: a man presented as one of the world’s leading experts on mRNA vaccines and described as ‘‘the inventor of the nine original mRNA vaccine patents.’’ James explained that the show seemed
quite provocative as Malone endorsed several conspiracy theories regarding the COVID-19
pandemic, such as that COVID-19 vaccines may be contributing to sudden death in athletes.
He also asserted that public health officials and mainstream media outlets have ‘‘hypnotized’’
a third of the population, likening the situation to Nazi Germany. James admitted that assessing whether Malone’s arguments were ‘‘medically valid or not’’ was over his head, and my
heart sank with a realization: this episode would reach millions of listeners who were not
trained to assess the validity of the claims, and if it contained misinformation, many would
be persuaded by Malone’s credentials. Another of James’s texts seemed to confirm my
worries: ‘‘. interesting to hear that side of things from time to time when at least it’s someone smart.’’
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Above image: Rein’s ‘‘friends-only’’ TikTok video recruiting colleagues to assist with the open letter.
On January 2, 2022, Rein posted a ‘‘friends only’’ video on TikTok (only viewable by users that follow him and are followed
by him) where he alerted his colleagues on the platform about the JRE episode and asked for assistance in preparing a
response. This mobilized many influential experts into a group that steadily built to the coalition that penned the open letter
to Spotify.

As I sat listening to the episode, my concerns swelled when I learned that Dr. Malone had
recently been banned from Twitter for spreading misinformation, and that YouTube had already
removed this episode of JRE. Meanwhile, the episode appeared to be flourishing on Spotify,
brandishing a banner labeling it as the show’s ‘‘most shared’’ episode. I felt that something had
to be done, but this was an event of staggering magnitude; while it was one thing to address a
single TikTok video, challenging the world’s largest podcast would be a very different test, and I
frankly felt outmatched. ‘‘If you care about this, you should do something,’’ my wife told me,
offering encouragement. ‘‘Isn’t this why you use social media in the first place?’’ She was right,
but I knew that my voice alone would be entirely insignificant; moreover, COVID-19 was not my
expertise .
When I started using TikTok in 2020, there didn’t seem to be many scientists or doctors
posting on the app. However, this has changed dramatically. Today there are numerous experts representing a variety of disciplines, each tackling different topics in their videos and
using their own communication style. I’ve been extremely fortunate to join this community, and
as I sat anxiously in my living room that night, I thought of the many extraordinary people I had
connected with. I decided to create a ‘‘friends only’’ video on my TikTok profile that could only
be seen by users who follow me and are followed by me. In it, I described the episode and
asked if anyone wanted to work together to prepare some sort of response. ‘‘I’m seriously
concerned,’’ I said, showing a tweet with more than 75,000 likes that read: ‘‘YouTube removed
the Joe Rogan interview with Dr. Malone. Now I’m 100% certain what he was saying was the
truth and the elites aren’t happy.’’ I posted my video to TikTok and tensely awaited responses
from colleagues.
Over the next few days, more than 30 creators left supportive comments, which built to a
larger conversation among experts spanning several disciplines of science and medicine.
Immediately, the group faced a huge question: what were we going to do? How could
we protect listeners against the episode’s misleading claims? We considered publishing a
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point-by-point scientific rebuttal, but we knew this would be tedious as the show contained
more than 3 h of dialogue. Everything changed when a prominent misinformation researcher
named Abbie Richards got involved. She discovered that, unlike other media platforms like
YouTube and Twitter, Spotify did not have a publicly available policy designed to mitigate
misinformation on the platform. Moreover, the music giant had signed JRE to a $100 million
deal in 2020, making the podcast available only on Spotify. While content creators like Rogan
have a responsibility to protect their viewers by adhering to safety guidelines, perhaps this
was indicative of a larger issue with Spotify, that the platform was failing to clearly specify and
enforce those guidelines. Publishing a factcheck of the show’s claims felt like dumping water
on a fire that was already raging; by asking Spotify to publicly outline a clear misinformation
policy, perhaps we could safeguard against future ‘‘fires’’ and help build a more secure future
for science and media. When Abbie suggested that we write an open letter to Spotify, the
group agreed enthusiastically. She had identified an oversight at the core of Spotify’s operation, and we intended to fortify it.
We spent several days drafting the letter and contemplating various approaches we might take.
Early on, the group made the very deliberate decision to not ask for JRE to be censored or
removed from the Spotify platform, as it would be inappropriate to demand silencing of Rogan or
his guest. Instead, we settled on our single, reasonable request: for Spotify to publish a misinformation policy. We hoped that the platform would acknowledge and address its lack of this
critical feature, one that is not only common among similar platforms, but also increasingly crucial
in the modern age of technology and media.
With a first draft of our letter, we began soliciting revisions from a broad group of scientists
and physicians. Each perspective added breadth to a growing spectrum of insights and
inched us closer to a message that felt like a scientific and medical consensus. Watching the
members of this diverse group blend their values and beliefs into a single representative
statement was remarkable. Simultaneously, a subset of the group comprising epidemiologists, immunologists, virologists, and clinicians were preparing a separate document in
which they weighed the episode’s claims against the scientific literature and pointed out
any major discrepancies. In an exceptionally rare occurrence, a diverse group of specialists
was unifying around this singular peer-review process. It was truly an honor to experience
these experts at work, in a feat that felt like a democratic defense of the philosophy of
science.
We prepared a Google Form for individuals to digitally sign the document and distributed it privately, asking signees not to post about it publicly on social media. Through this private sharing
approach, we recruited 258 doctors, nurses, scientists, educators, and science communicators to
sign the letter in just a few days. Notably, most of those who signed the letter were recruited via
direct messaging on various social media platforms. Although some may view social media as
impractical or even vain, many have acknowledged that these platforms can be powerful tools.
Social media platforms are full of highly reputed STEM professionals, many of whom actively
engage in research or clinical practice. These websites can be robust engines for networking, and
the connections formed on these apps served as the foundation for this letter and the subsequent
impact that it had.
As this was all rapidly unfolding, the magazine Rolling Stone expressed interest in breaking the
story of our open letter, and we set a publication date. As that date grew nearer, several key
decisions had to be made. We first discussed whether those who played a critical role should be
acknowledged on the letter with an asterisk or other symbol but decided against this to avoid
exposing these individuals to attacks. A much larger decision came next: what to do with the
separate factcheck document. It had grown to more than 30 pages of text outlining each major
claim and providing an accompanying scientific rebuttal with cited sources. Ultimately, the
difficult decision was made to not publish the document, though I personally remain incredibly
grateful for the tremendous effort that each group member invested in this. Their hard work
served as the internal backbone for our mission, affirming that the published data supported our
position.
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On the morning of January 12, 2022, the Rolling Stone article was published (Dickson, 2022).
Initially, the story picked up steam slowly and was only posted on other smaller news outlets.
Though as the story grew larger and reached new audiences, the murmurs of opposition to the
letter also seemed to grow steadily louder. Emails appeared in my inbox referring to me as ‘‘a
danger to our country’’ or ‘‘another whacked out psychology tapeworm parasiting [sic] on truth.’’
Another e-mailer, puzzled by the meaning of my PhD degree (in neuroscience), informed me that
they did ‘‘a tiny bit of investigation’’ into my training and ‘‘it turns out that your doctorate degree is
in philosophy.’’ Within 24 h of the Rolling Stone article, I was targeted by a hostile post from a
popular creator on Substack, a website that hosts subscription newsletters. Many of the post’s
250 comments contained threats and offensive language, often violent and antisemitic. Notably,
my experience was very mild compared to the extreme hate and harassment endured by many
others who signed the letter. To protect my mental health, I had chosen to take a backseat and not
engage with the media regarding the open letter; I also decided to step back to create space for
more disciplinarily relevant experts. Many of those who had the courage to face the media
encountered even more severe and horrific repercussions, but those stories are exclusively theirs
to tell, not mine.
In the following days, opposition to the letter appeared to vastly outweigh support. Responses on
Twitter seemed largely negative: hashtags signifying opposition to the open letter, such as
#ThanksJoeRogan and #ThankYouSpotify, were among the top trends. Several signees contacted me asking to have their signature removed over concerns that they might be fired from their
job. I later learned that the same Substack user who had targeted me was doxing other signees,
and his followers were encouraging each other to create chaos by calling the signees’ workplaces
and demand they be fired. These anonymous attacks were intended to scare experts into silence
(O’Grady, 2022), and they were working.

This was a dark and distressing period. But through the darkness, there came glimmers of
light and hope. In an address to the nation on the day after the letter’s publication (White
House, 2022), US President Joe Biden called on media outlets to ‘‘deal with the misinformation and disinformation that is on your shows.’’ On January 24, legendary musician Neil
Young took a public stance against Spotify, demanding that they either remove JRE or his
music from the platform. He was soon joined by many other prominent artists and podcasters
including Joni Mitchell, Brené Brown, and Mary Trump (Andrews, 2022). The chief of the World
Health Organization also backed Young’s position (Sherwood, 2022). Neil Young’s
proclamation truly triggered an international movement: stories about the open letter not
only appeared on major news outlets in the United States but also broadly throughout
Canada and the UK, as Prince Harry and Meghan Markle publicly expressed their concerns
about Spotify’s lack of a misinformation policy (Murray, 2022). #DeleteSpotify, #CancelSpotify,
and other similar tags trended on Twitter. A poll from early February (Spangler, 2022) suggested that 19% of Spotify users have canceled or plan to cancel their subscription over
the JRE event. In the 2 weeks following the Rolling Stone article, Spotify’s stock value
dropped by roughly 25% as the tide seemed to turn and demand for a formal response
steadily grew. On January 30, these events reached a peak. With pressure building,
Spotify CEO Daniel Ek issued a public statement to address the controversy, announcing
that Spotify had published its misinformation policy on its website. Soon after,
Joe Rogan posted a video on his Instagram account addressing the issue, taking
responsibility, and pledging to be more careful with controversial topics on his
‘‘Perhaps most of
future podcasts. In a truly remarkable turn of events, our group had effectively
I discovered that
accomplished its goal.
This time was unlike any other in my life. I watched wide-eyed as the colossal
dominos of this story fell, each kicking up a new flurry of dust with its own challenges and twists. These events fueled an international movement and stirred
decisions that may shape the future of digital media. Through it all, I discovered
that a group mobilized for justice can make a powerful impression, and that it all
may start with a simple conversation. I learned about the invaluable significance of
drawing on the skills of those from different backgrounds. I found that the world

all,

even when we feel
powerless, each of
our voices can be a
mighty weapon in
the fight for good.
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can be harsh and rigid, but it can also be flexible and bright. Perhaps most of all, I discovered
that even when we feel powerless, each of our voices can be a mighty weapon in the fight for
good. By banding together to demand a better information ecosystem, we effectively ‘‘voted
with our clicks’’ and enacted meaningful change.
This experience remodeled my view of social media and science communication. These platforms
are not just for sharing opinions and gathering likes; they can be powerful vectors for scientists to
reach, educate, and connect with the public, a challenge that has plagued the field for generations. These apps are hubs for building networks that can unite in powerful ways and drive social
change (Yammine et al., 2018). Social media has captured the attention of the entire world and
become the ever-beating heart of society, a virtual center that we all rely on for information and
more. These platforms can spark global movements and spin public opinion in ways that can be
benevolent or wicked.
But the work is far from over. Every day, misinformation continues to propagate and reach millions
of social media users. The world is moving online, and in the dark corners of these digital spaces
that humanity is beginning to occupy, science is quietly waging war with disinformation. This is a
high-stakes conflict, and each explosion of viral misinformation threatens to endanger users and
erode public trust in science. Our open letter and the subsequent events may have shifted the
conversation around misinformation, but the crisis is ongoing. I worry that if scientists and medical
professionals do not find a seat at this table, the field may fall behind. So, are you going to pull up
a chair?
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