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Vaccine Confidence and Demand Team, Insights Unit

This is a special rapid State of Vaccine Confidence Insights Report addressing public and media 
reactions to the discovery of a new SARS-CoV-2 variant, B.1.1.529. 

This report employs the same methods and inputs from the COVID-19 State of Vaccine 
Confidence Insights Report, yet specifically seeks to better understand consumers’ perceptions 
and sentiments around the SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant. The report details threats to COVID-19 
vaccine confidence, content gaps and information voids, circulating mis- and disinformation, and 
relevant action steps. 

The information in this report is a snapshot from November 24, 2021, through November 29, 2021.
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Backgrounda

On November 24, 2021, the South African government reported the discovery of the SARS-CoV-2 B.1.1.529a variant to 
the World Health Organization (WHO).1 On November 26, 2021, WHO’s Technical Advisory Group declared it a variant 
of concern and named it “Omicron.”2 The first cases of Omicron were detected in South Africa from samples drawn 
on November 8, 2021.3 On November 26, numerous countries, including the United States and the United Kingdom,4 
implemented travel restrictions to countries in Southern Africa.5 By November 29, 2021, 11 countries reported cases of the 
Omicron variant. On November 25, 2021, the number of online conversations about the Omicron variant exceeded online 
conversations of all reported COVID-19 related topics in the last 30 days (See Figure 1).b 

Figure 1.

aCitations in this report are illustrative examples and are not the total number of instances of the corresponding themes.
bWHO Early AI-supported Response with Social Listening (EARS)

https://www.who-ears.com/
https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/south-africa-detects-new-covid-19-variant-small-numbers-2021-11-25/
https://www.who.int/news/item/26-11-2021-classification-of-omicron-(b.1.1.529)-sars-cov-2-variant-of-concern
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/science/science-briefs/scientific-brief-omicron-variant.html
https://twitter.com/POTUS/status/1464317623156580352
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/26/world/europe/coronavirus-omicron-variant.html
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Perceptions, Concerns, and Threats to Vaccine Confidence
News coverage of the SARS-CoV-2 Omicron variant focused on the discovery,6,7 WHO’s classification as a variant of 
concern,7,8 geographic spread of the variant,9,10,11,12 travel restrictions,13,14,15,16 and the potential availability of Omicron-
specific vaccines or boosters.17,18 Increased online searches of keywords such as “variant” and “omicron”c highlighted 
increased consumer interest in the variant. The highest single-day total of news stories and social media posts that 
mentioned Omicron was much higher (n = 1,583,190) than Delta (n = 922,162), Gamma (n = 30,959), and Mu (n = 
356,640).d Following the announcement of the new variant, consumer questions and conversations focused on three 
main topics: 
1. Unknown transmissibility of the variant
2. The effectiveness of the travel restrictions and 

“lockdowns” to slow spread
3. The effectiveness of the COVID-19 vaccines and 

boosters against the Omicron variant. 

Consumers expressed concern about several unknown 
aspects of the Omicron variant. Social media users 
were concerned about transmissibility19 and the 
geographic spread of Omicron.e,20,21 Other social media 
users were concerned about the severity of symptoms 
of the Omicron variant.22,23 However, after news 
reports highlighting remarks by a South African doctor 
that the symptoms were mild,24,25 much of the earlier 
online conversation shifted to focus more on the belief 
that the variant is not a concern.26,27,28

Social media users were also concerned about the effectiveness of the COVID-19 vaccines and boosters in preventing 
the spread of the Omicron variant and preventing symptoms.29,30,31,32 A recent Harris Poll (n = 1,585) found that 50% of 
respondents were very or somewhat concerned the variant would “evade existing COVID-19 vaccines.”33 Additionally, the 
discovery of the Omicron variant increased online arguments for people to get their booster doses as the best protection 
against the variants.34,35,36 Online arguments against booster doses also increased, with some claiming that the story of the 
variant was created to increase the uptake of booster doses37 while others claimed booster doses would not work on the 
Omicron variant.38,39  Concerns about the transmissibility, severity of the symptoms and the effectiveness of the current 
vaccines were similar to concerns identified about the Delta variant in the 11th, 12th, and 13th COVID-19 State of Vaccine 
Confidence Insights Reports.

Consumers online were concerned about 
President Biden’s travel restrictions, some 
stating they did not go far enough,40,41,42,43 
while others were concerned that they did not 
work44,45 and some said they were racist.46,47,48,49 
Some social media users were worried that 
implementing travel restrictions would hurt the 
South African and US ecomony50,51 while others 
worried about implementing travel restrictions 
instead of focusing on equitable distribution of vaccines to developing nations.52,53

Many social media users expressed a lack of concern when the Omicron variant was discovered and classified as a variant 
of concern by WHO.54,55,56,57,58   Others stated they believed the Omicron variant is no worse than the common cold.59,60  A 
Harris Poll (n = 1,585) found unvaccinated respondents were the least concerned about the Omicron variant, although 
61% were somewhat concerned.61 Together, this general lack of concern presents a serious threat to vaccine uptake and 
confidence, as fewer people may pursue COVID-19 vaccines and boosters and heed community mitigation strategies, and 
also could influence people’s belief that the vaccines prevent severe symptoms from acquiring SARS-CoV-2 . 

cGoogle Trends
dMeltwater
eCDC-INFO

https://www.cdc.gov/cdc-info/index.html
https://fortune.com/2021/11/26/new-covid-variant-south-africa-nu-mutations-delta-dominant-strain/
https://www.inquirer.com/wires/ap/world-races-contain-new-covid-threat-omicron-variant-20211126.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/26/who-labels-newly-identified-covid-strain-as-omicron-says-its-a-variant-of-concern.html
https://www.foxnews.com/health/who-omicron-covid-19-variant-of-concern
https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2021/11/27/1059501446/covid-coronavirus-omicron-variant
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/27/the-world-is-on-alert-as-the-uk-reports-cases-of-omicron-covid-variant.html
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2021-11-28/officials-warn-of-new-winter-covid-19-wave-with-new-highly-transmissible-variant
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/29/omicron-variant-spreads-across-world-heres-what-we-know.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/11/26/world/europe/coronavirus-omicron-variant.html
https://www.usatoday.com/story/travel/airline-news/2021/11/26/covid-travel-restrictions-omicron-white-house-ban-africa/8764805002/
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/29/biden-says-he-doesnt-expect-more-travel-restrictions-or-lockdowns-as-omicron-covid-variant-spreads.html
https://www.thedailystar.net/news/world/usa/news/us-joins-restricting-travels-african-countries-over-new-covid-variant-2903926
https://www.bostonherald.com/2021/11/28/battle-against-covid-19-omicron-variant-goes-to-the-lab-as-vaccine-manufacturers-scramble-for-answers/
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/11/26/pfizer-biontech-investigating-new-covid-variant-jj-testing-vaccine-against-it.html
https://twitter.com/allyaranda/status/1466515046041743363
https://twitter.com/TownAngele/status/1464725081658216448
https://twitter.com/Virago_Spirit/status/1464981676552073222
https://twitter.com/nozipho_poswa/status/1463956167554707457
https://twitter.com/SheilaRicci/status/1463934598304444420
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/safrican-doctor-says-patients-with-omicron-variant-have-very-mild-symptoms-2021-11-28/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-11-28/who-says-too-early-to-understand-omicron-severity-virus-update
https://twitter.com/TonyHinton2016/status/1465454437984575488
https://twitter.com/sailorrooscout/status/1464622927333232640
https://twitter.com/DrEliDavid/status/1465790169576091648
https://www.instagram.com/p/CWvyVjgsSh6/c/17926657315927275/
https://twitter.com/LinimentCake/status/1464677262842732551
https://www.instagram.com/p/CWvyVjgsSh6/c/17916872351005041/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CWvyVjgsSh6/c/17979906529442638/
https://theharrispoll.com/americans-are-more-worried-about-omicron-variant-than-delta-poll-finds/
https://twitter.com/GavinNewsom/status/1464639929867137032
https://twitter.com/POTUS/status/1465367679439720457
https://twitter.com/DanRather/status/1461376568597499908
https://twitter.com/anthoniomandika/status/1464887006014722050
https://twitter.com/CaccioppoliMike/status/1464764213860044802
https://twitter.com/USlawreview/status/1464972103577477121
https://twitter.com/ShirleySerious/status/1464318889718792196
https://twitter.com/asandybooz/status/1464863526594523136
https://twitter.com/leftycoastr/status/1464335863928680450
https://twitter.com/nofish_nonuts/status/1464743582393274372
https://twitter.com/SpeakerFecteau/status/1465993796001357824
https://twitter.com/kylenabecker/status/1465803926737989634
https://twitter.com/kkidia/status/1464221608315346944
https://www.facebook.com/POTUS/posts/428288259247708?comment_id=428298862579981
https://twitter.com/LangmanVince/status/1464406793573044227
https://twitter.com/FiveTimesAugust/status/1464443675459702789
https://twitter.com/MrCharlieHTown/status/1465025986723041288
https://twitter.com/VosJames/status/1464883919661285385
https://twitter.com/MatiH_ID/status/1464951745495322632
https://twitter.com/SaskiaPopescu/status/1464275703831179271
https://twitter.com/brocolitis/status/1464687081133948930
https://www.instagram.com/p/CW6MZcwMXPU/c/17927268991901427/
https://twitter.com/RedPill82594119/status/1464677776036753410
https://twitter.com/vancemurphy/status/1464660146156494850
https://twitter.com/CargoL1fe/status/1464652910139113475
https://twitter.com/StockGod12/status/1464977717158424579
https://twitter.com/BethBry21419/status/1465123624478818314
https://theharrispoll.com/americans-are-more-worried-about-omicron-variant-than-delta-poll-finds/
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Misinformation Themes
Below are the most common mis- and disinformation themes related to the SARS-CoV-2 Omicron Variant. When compared to 
previous reports’ findings on other variants, these are all new misinformation themes except for the first conspiracy theory. 

Conspiracy Theories: A group of people created and released the Omicron variant to achieve a secret agenda. 
1. Some people believed the pharmaceutical industry created the variant for financial profit.62,63,64

2. Some users made statements about how the Omicron variant was created and released to draw the population’s attention 
away from the deaths and adverse events related to the COVID-19 vaccines.65,66,67 

3. Some users stated that the Omicron variant was created and released to distract the public from the trial of Ghislaine 
Maxwell.68,69,70,71,72,73 Some social media users believe the US government,74,75 “elites,” or “high ranking individuals” are trying to 
distract the public from the trial.76,77,78,79 Some believe the media is also involved in the cover up.80,81,82,83

The media is reporting on the Omicron variant to create fear in public. Online consumers expressed their belief that the 
media was using the discovery of the Omicron variant to frighten the general public.84,85,86 Some social media users believe 
that the media was working with pharmaceutical companies and the governments to increase uptake of the booster, 
keep the population under control, help pharmaceutical companies make money, and help government officials stay in 
power.87,89,90,91,92,93,94

There is no scientific evidence supporting travel restrictions. Some social media users spoke out against the travel restrictions 
by claiming no evidence exists to support their effectiveness. Although there is still a scientific debate on this topic and the 
limitations of the current evidence, several studies95,96,97 including a meta-analysis98 and a systematic review99 present evidence 
that limiting travel has an effect on slowing the spread of COVID-19 and other viruses. 

https://twitter.com/npbraden/status/1464653530204155907
https://twitter.com/SoundsLikeMe4U/status/1465345361321422851
https://twitter.com/ComradeMDU/status/1465025525311807496
https://twitter.com/zz10274388/status/1465060124876148736
https://twitter.com/StopPlaasmoorde/status/1465031450026250252
https://twitter.com/Francenozoica/status/1464018548943110149
https://twitter.com/SusanStJames3_/status/1465017453549871114
https://twitter.com/TheiCookSlug/status/1465072551676153857
https://twitter.com/jamesjameson331/status/1465069961131569156
https://twitter.com/DreaSunshine/status/1465014437111160843
https://twitter.com/tjlark21/status/1465070212156432399
https://twitter.com/burn_loot/status/1464976476600737799
https://twitter.com/heyyy_reyna/status/1464727256035696641
https://twitter.com/lone_rides/status/1464969433286389763
https://twitter.com/heyyy_reyna/status/1464727256035696641
https://twitter.com/lone_rides/status/1464969433286389763
https://twitter.com/Thomaspridgen/status/1464323936234078209
https://twitter.com/Crypto2103/status/1464612752572522497
https://twitter.com/Justy_patriot/status/1464326105318498306
https://twitter.com/lundeee/status/1464744398151897090
https://twitter.com/Justy_patriot/status/1464327052539138057
https://twitter.com/search?q=(Ghislaine%20AND%20variant)%20until%3A2021-11-29%20since%3A2021-11-25&src=typed_query&f=top
https://twitter.com/B1GBAZ2/status/1465057975173844997
https://twitter.com/IronLyranian/status/1465005284242432001
https://twitter.com/isi_gift/status/1464884147361652739
https://twitter.com/wyattaustere1/status/1464359076406738949
https://twitter.com/EsmeraldaGrape/status/1464861499097337857
https://twitter.com/hazelbrunette/status/1465027067242639360
https://twitter.com/barkhausmedia/status/1465028345779965960
https://twitter.com/GaryLMcArdle1/status/1464981312977215499
https://twitter.com/MelinMetaMan/status/1464980750441365506
https://twitter.com/anthoniomandika/status/1464887006014722050
https://academic.oup.com/jtm/article/27/5/taaa081/5842100?login=true
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1753-6405.13016
https://www.scielosp.org/article/bwho/2014.v92n12/868-880D/en/
https://www.scielosp.org/article/bwho/2014.v92n12/868-880D/en/
https://gh.bmj.com/content/6/3/e004537.abstract
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Content Gaps and Information Voids
Content gaps and information voids emerged following the announcement of the discovery of the SARS-CoV-2 Omicron 
variant. Questions from consumers emerged organically on social media channels, websites, news articles, internet forums, 
and through inquiries to CDC-INFO in response to news coverage about the variant. Below are the most frequently asked 
questions by theme:

Questions about the transmissibility and symptoms of the Omicron variant:
 � Are the symptoms of the Omicron variant different than the original strain of COVID-19 or the Delta variant?
 � Given anecdotal reports that the Omicron variant’s symptoms are mild, should people expose themselves to this variant to 
get infection-acquired immunity?

Questions related to the COVID-19 vaccines and booster doses:
 � How effective are the COVID-19 vaccines and boosters against acquiring and having severe symptoms from the Omicron 
variant?

 � If vaccines are working, why are there new variants?
 � Are the vaccines creating variants?
 � Why should people get a booster dose if new variants continue to emerge?
 � Should I wait to get my booster dose until a new booster dose is designed specifically for the Omicron variant?
 � Are people vaccinated against COVID-19 who also have infection-acquired immunity more protected from the Omicron 
variant than people only vaccinated against COVID-19?

Other questions related to the Omicron variant announcement:
 � Why are the US government and CDC waiting to announce more travel restrictions for other countries with reported cases 
of the Omicron variant?

 � Why are the US government and CDC not giving more vaccines to developing countries?
 � Why did the US government implement travel restrictions when they do not work?
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Ways to Take Action
Message dissemination

 � Create, disseminate, and amplify messages, especially on social media, that booster doses and primary COVID-19 vaccine 
doses are the best method of protection against severe COVID-19 or complications caused by infection. 

 � When data on the Omicron variant’s transmissibility and severity of symptoms are available, quickly disseminate findings 
and limitations of the data to the public. 

 � Create and disseminate messages about what is currently unknown about the Omicron variant to build the public’s trust in 
the scientific and medical community.

Partner with trusted messengers
 � Amplify messages that promote the benefits of vaccination for all eligible people, and that show how vaccination protects 
the broader community and reduces the chance for new variants to emerge.  

 � Expand talking points for healthcare providers to specifically address patients’ needs, concerns, and questions about the 
Omicron variant and the continued need for vaccination and booster doses.

 � Encourage physicians to share what is and is not known about the variant with their patients when asked.

Address misinformation
 � Continue to share messages about why variants occur and how they are natural, and expected as viruses evolve. Consider 
providing examples from other viruses. 

 � Amplify messages about the safety of COVID-19 vaccines, highlighting the low number of adverse events following a high 
number of administered vaccines, and vigilant safety monitoring. 

Additional research:
 � Support research efforts to better understand the transmissibility and severity of symptoms. 
 � Support research efforts that gather evidence regarding how new variants impact people’s concern, perception of risk, and 
motivation to follow vaccine guidelines and community mitigation strategies. 
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Appendix: Inputs and Sources
Type Input Cadence Sources Tactics for Utilization

Social Media 
Listening 
& Media 

Monitoring

Communication 
Surveillance Report

Daily on 
weekdays

 �Google news
 �Meltwater
 �CrowdTangle
 �Native platform searches

 � Share of voice topic analysis to identify themes
 � Emerging topics 

Meltwater Daily  �Facebook, Twitter, Instagram
 �Blogs
 �News media
 �Online forums

 � Share of voice topic analysis
 � Emerging theme topics
 � Identify high reach/velocity topics

OADC Channel 
Comment Analysis

Daily on 
weekdays

 �Native platform searches  � Sentiment analysis
 � Identify message gaps/voids

Direct Reports

CDC-INFO Metrics Weekly  �CDC-INFO inquiry line list  � Sentiment analysis
 � Identify information gaps/voids

Web Metrics Weekly  �Top pages
 �Google search queries

 � Identify information gaps/voids,
 � Identify keywords/search terms, changes in web 
traffic

Research

Poll Review Weekly  �Harris Poll, PEW research, 
Gallup Poll, KFF 
 �New data related to vaccine 
hesitancy

 � Identify socio-behavior indicators related to 
motivation and intention to vaccinate 

Literature Review Weekly  �PubMed, LitCovid, ProQuest 
Central 
 �New data related to vaccine 
hesitancy

 � Identify current vaccination intention
 � Identify barriers to vaccination

Third Party 
Reports

Tanaq Social Listening 
+Media Monitoring 
Report

Weekly  �Meltwater
 �Sprout Social
 �First Draft
 �Native platform searches

 �Trending topics
 �Demographic and geographic conversation 
monitoring

CrowdTangle 
content insights 
report

Biweekly  �Facebook  � Top pages (voices), groups
 �General trends/sentiment analysis
 �News analysis through posts

First Draft 
News Vaccine 
Misinformation 
Insights Report

Monthly  �Proprietary methods  �Media trends analysis
 � Emerging threats and data deficits
 �Online vaccine narratives

Project VCTR Weekly  �Proprietary methods  �National and regional trends in negative 
attitudes toward vaccination
 �Conversations around Legislation

Virality Project Weekly  �Proprietary methods  �Mis- and disinformation trends related to COVID-19 
vaccine

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7532331/
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