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• Trust Democracy is here to strengthen 
democracy in New Zealand through research, 
education and demonstrating different ways of 
making democracy work as it should.

• Public health: the science and art of promoting 
health, preventing disease and prolonging life 
through the organised efforts of society.



Outline

• Role of the PHCC

• Supporting evidence-informed policy

• Improving Government decision-making processes

• Informing the public on health issues, and

• Providing some protection from disinformation



Role of the PHCC

• Purpose and Rationale

• What it is

• What it does



• Funded by an endowment from the 
Gama Foundation.

• Small team based at University of 
Otago, Wellington

• Officially launched in February 2023

Purpose
To promote policy, practice, and public awareness that protect and 
improve the health, wellbeing, and equity of the people of Aotearoa 
New Zealand and health of the environment in which we live.



• Aotearoa has a wealth of public health 
expertise and research

• COVID-19 Pandemic highlighted the 
importance of independent expert 
commentary for public health

• Public health challenges and 
opportunities are increasing, with 
‘transformational’ changes needed



• Pool of independent voices is 
shrinking (limitations on NGOs, 
Regional Public Health Units, CRIs)

• Public health research competes 
with well-resourced commercial 
and ideological interest groups



Importance of evidence-
informed strategy in 
responding to a pandemic 

Effective Science + 
Good Political Leadership
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What we do: 

• Host The Public Health Expert Briefing, an online platform 
for sharing expert analysis and commentary (formerly the 
Public Health Expert Blog).

• Highlight important research and evidence through other 
channels including media releases, op-eds, social media,  
policy submissions, presentations. 

• Network with researchers, journalists and policy 
professionals. 
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Supporting Evidence informed 
policy

• Agenda setting, including 
• Identifying emerging issues
• Reframing issues

• Evidence translation, particularly improved interventions

• Tracking and updating evidence on key issues



The Briefing

• Expert commentary and analysis from public health 
researchers, including:
• Highlighting new NZ research
• Placing international research in context
• Commentary on breaking news
• Analysis of policy



















• Content analysis of 
coverage of water 
quality issues

• Proactive strategic 
communication 
on water quality

Media analysis



Beyond the Briefing

• Promotion of research through 
social media, media releases

• A regular newsletter
• Networking with media and policy 

professionals
• Research
• Advice and support
• Presentations and workshops

PUBLIC HEALTH COMMUNICATION CENTRE
AOTEAROA



Improving Government decision-
making processes

• Supporting high-level global health and development 
agendas

• Managing the Commercial determinants of health, E.g.  
Greater transparency, Controls on lobbying

• Specific shift to long-term thinking



High-level global health & 
development agendas

SDG 16   
“Promote peaceful and 
inclusive societies for 
sustainable development, 
provide access to justice 
for all and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels”



Addressing the Commercial 
Determinants of Health

Commercial determinants of health (CDOH) 
= the systems, practices, and pathways 
through which commercial actors drive 
health and equity

“…shift towards market fundamentalism and 
increasingly powerful transnational 
corporations has created a pathological 
system in which commercial actors are 
increasingly enabled to cause harm and 
externalise the costs of doing so.”

Anna B Gilmore, Lancet 2023; 401: 1194–213

Introductory article in 
Lancet series on CDOH



Improving government processes

Addressing lobbying by commercial interest groups



Shift to long-term thinking

Important re-framing to support response to 
catastrophic risks



Politicisation of response



Informing public on health issues & 
providing some protection from 
disinformation

• Trust in science

• Impact of disinformation

• Health seeking behaviour

• Social licence



Trust in public health, science, 
government

Effective communication critical in a 
pandemic response:

• For informing and motivating essential 
behaviour change by individuals and 
organisations

• Because behaviour of individuals 
influences  population risk

• Ultimately building trust in collective 
action and social license 



A public health 
triumph: nothing 
happened

Trust in public health, 
science, government



Trust in public health, science, 
government



Misinformation = false information that 
is spread, regardless of intent to 
mislead

Disinformation = deliberately 
misleading or biased information; 
manipulated narrative or facts; 
propaganda.

Misinformation and 
disinformation

Effectiveness of previous infection in preventing reinfection = 
56.0% against Omicron variant

Source: Altarawneh et al, NEJM, 8 Feb 2022



We ran out of foil this evening. You'll need it tomorrow before the government EMR (Electro-Magentic 
Radiation) attacks that the MSM is not reporting. If you donate to @NzFubar we will distribute more 
foil from the First Aid tent #EndTheMandatesNow #convoynz2022 #Convoy2022NZ

Misinformation and 
disinformation

https://twitter.com/NzFubar?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1497164761326579714%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nzherald.co.nz%2Fnz%2Fpolitics%2Fprotesters-turn-to-tinfoil-hats-as-increasing-sickness-blamed-on-government-beaming-radiation-rays%2FFDCP6NEFJUQWWINL2GXI7OKS6E%2F
https://twitter.com/hashtag/EndTheMandatesNow?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1497164761326579714%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nzherald.co.nz%2Fnz%2Fpolitics%2Fprotesters-turn-to-tinfoil-hats-as-increasing-sickness-blamed-on-government-beaming-radiation-rays%2FFDCP6NEFJUQWWINL2GXI7OKS6E%2F&src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/convoynz2022?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1497164761326579714%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nzherald.co.nz%2Fnz%2Fpolitics%2Fprotesters-turn-to-tinfoil-hats-as-increasing-sickness-blamed-on-government-beaming-radiation-rays%2FFDCP6NEFJUQWWINL2GXI7OKS6E%2F&src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Convoy2022NZ?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1497164761326579714%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nzherald.co.nz%2Fnz%2Fpolitics%2Fprotesters-turn-to-tinfoil-hats-as-increasing-sickness-blamed-on-government-beaming-radiation-rays%2FFDCP6NEFJUQWWINL2GXI7OKS6E%2F&src=hashtag_click


believed they had come across 
misinformation in the past six 
months

57%

82%

90%

are ‘somewhat’ or ‘very’ concerned 
about the spread of misinformation 
in New Zealand.

think misinformation is influencing 
people’s views about public health.



Health Belief Model: Cognitive framework for identified factors that  
increase or decrease health seeking behaviour

HBM Domains Beliefs & situations that promotes action, eg Covid-19 
vaccination

1. Perceived Susceptibility I am susceptible to this health risk or problem (Covid-19)

2. Perceived Severity The threat to my health is serious

3. Perceived Benefits I perceive the benefits of the recommended action 
outweigh the barriers or costs

4. Perceived Barriers I do not see significant barriers to acting

5. Cues to Action Cues to action are present to remind me to act

6. Self-efficacy I am confident I can carry out the action successfully

Impact of misinformation/disinformation



Health Belief Model: How Misinformation/Disinformation can erode key 
beliefs that support health seeking behaviour

HBM Domains Beliefs & situations that promotes action, 
eg Covid-19 vaccination

Misinformation/Disinformation that reduces 
likelihood of action, eg Covid-19 vaccination

1. Perceived 
Susceptibility 

I am susceptible to this health risk or 
problem (Covid-19)

Diet and wellness is sufficient to prevent illness 
(Covid-19)

2. Perceived 
Severity 

The threat to my health is serious Covid-19 is mild illness, the pandemic is fake

3. Perceived 
Benefits 

I perceive benefits of the recommended 
action outweigh the barriers or costs

Vaccination is ineffective and dangerous

4. Perceived 
Barriers 

I do not see significant barriers to acting So much uncertainty and risk with vaccination, 
better to delay

5. Cues to 
Action 

Cues to action are present to remind me to 
act

High exposure to antivax messages, especially for 
marginalised/underserved populations

6. Self-efficacy I am confident I can carry out the action 
successfully

Infection is inevitable so best just to accept it like 
other viral infections

Impact of misinformation/disinformation



NZ children face a ‘perfect storm’ of 
dangerous diseases as immunisation 
rates fall
August 10, 2022 6.52am NZST

“There is a mountain of vaccine misinformation to 
confront”

—Teresa Olsen, Head of Hutt Valley Māori 
health provider Kōkiri Health



Responding: 
Disinformation sources

41

Limited role of fact-checking

Naz Khanjani said on Instagram 
lockdowns, travel restrictions and 
quarantine wasn't "necessary" and 
that the virus is "just like any other 
flu".

"I can easily say I've had other 'normal' 
flus which have been 100 times worse 
than this one,"



Responding: Disinformation sources

Jami-Lee Ross (+ Billy Te Kahika NZ Public Party)





Protecting 
the 
messenger

Voices for Freedom billboard campaign 
starting Feb 2022

Cam Slater, right wing blogger, 7 May 2022



Protecting the messenger
Fake account
• Median of 12 tweets per day during 

2022
• Active from 5.00am to 9.00pm most 

days



Conclusion

• Advancing public health depends on well-functioning 
democratic processes, including public sector 
infrastructure for strategic thinking, delivering 
interventions, and research and evaluation.

• Fundamentally, it depends on addressing the 
determinants of health, including the commercial 
determinants of health, which requires strong 
democratic institutions and processes.
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