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A Contagion of Institutional Distrust: Viral Disinformation of the COVID Vaccine and the 

Road to Reconciliation 
New report analyzes new and dangerous trends of disinformation in wake of U.S. Capitol attack  

 

New Brunswick, N.J. (March 26, 2021) — The aftermath of the Jan. 6 attack on the United 

States Capitol has led to the emergence of a new broad, anti-government conspiracy theory 

spreading on social media that is dovetailing with anti-vaccination and anti-public health 

extremism, according to a new report by Rutgers’ Miller Center for Community Protection and 

Resilience. 

 

The report, by faculty and student researchers published as a joint project between the Miller 

Center and the Network Contagion Research Institute (NCRI), chronicles the growth of a 

conspiracy theory about a coming “New World Order” through a totalitarian world government. 

Proponents of the new conspiracy theory are using social media as a mechanism to attach this 

belief system to other existing conspiracy theories in an effort to virally spread disinformation to 

the masses. 

 

“The research undertaken by Rutgers faculty and students, in cooperation with the Network 

Contagion Research Institute, has established that in the wake of the January attack and the 

subsequent deplatforming of QAnon and other extremist groups, extremists have migrated to a 

broader umbrella conspiracy,” said John J. Farmer, Jr., director of both the Miller Center and the 

Eagleton Institute of Politics at Rutgers University-New Brunswick. “Although their agenda to 

undermine institutional trust remains the same, the focus has shifted from election disinformation 

to disinformation about the COVID-19 vaccines and to hate speech directed at Asians, Jews, and 

other vulnerable populations.”   

 

A Contagion of Institutional Distrust: Viral Disinformation of the COVID Vaccine and the Road 

to Reconciliation is the inaugural project of the Network Contagion Research Lab at the Miller 

Center, which engages student researchers to gain a deeper understandings of how conspiracy 

theories operate online to exacerbate institutional distrust. 

 

“Our research demonstrates a growing contagion of institutional distrust that has created a 

demand for conspiracy,” said Joel Finkelstein, director of the Network Contagion Research 

Institute and senior research fellow at the Miller Center, who is directing the joint project. “If we 

don't restore trust to our democracy and one another, the road to public health and political 

reconciliation alike are in jeopardy.” 
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The report outlines five key findings: 

 

o In the wake of the election and events of Jan. 6, articles and memes containing the 

term “New World Order” and other anti-government and anti-“globalist” symbols 

not only exploded on fringe Web communities and fake news platforms but 

surged across mainstream platforms, making them more available to the general 

public.  

o “New World Order” and other anti-government and anti-“globalist” online 

content spiked in tandem with vaccine distribution disruption during an anti-

vaccine protest at Dodger Stadium.  

o Anti-government and anti-“globalist” content on social media increasingly 

includes anti-restriction and anti-vaccine content.  

o NCRI analysis indicates three indicators of anti-restriction and anti-vaccine 

protests at the county level. They include a county’s history of intimidating 

counterprotest activity running concurrent with Black Lives Matter protests, the 

severity of covid restrictions (such as enforced lockdowns) and searches for “New 

World Order” on Google. 

o NCRI aggregates data sets both in the real world and online to perform a 

geographically weighted regression which provides a spatial model for anti-

restriction and anti-vaccine protests for counties across the U.S. 

 

“The student researchers were absolutely instrumental in this research. They designed maps, 

performed quantitative analysis and machine learning procedures, and undertook open-source 

investigations, all of which fundamentally informed the conclusions and findings of our 

research,” said Finklestein.  

 

This report is published by the Network Contagion Research Institute and the Miller Center for 

Community Protection. 

 

The Miller Center, affiliated with Rutgers University’s Eagleton Institute of Politics and Rutgers 

Law School, works with vulnerable communities around the world to enhance their safety and 

standing in society by improving their relationships with law enforcement, with other 

government agencies and with other vulnerable communities.  

 

How to appropriately cite to the report and experts: 

When citing to the report in your article, please use the following attribution: 

 

The report is published by the Network Contagion Research Institute and the Miller Center for 

Community Protection and Resilience at Rutgers University.  

 

When citing one of the experts mentioned in this press release, please use the following 

language: 

 

John J. Farmer, Jr., director of both the Miller Center and the Eagleton Institute of Politics at 

Rutgers University-New Brunswick. 



 

Joel Finkelstein, Director of the Network Contagion Research Institute and a Senior Research 

Fellow at Rutgers’ Miller Center for Community Protection and Resilience 

 

### 

 

ABOUT THE MILLER CENTER FOR COMMUNITY PROTECTION & RESILIENCE 

The Miller Center was established to assist vulnerable communities, particularly communities of 

faith, to enhance their safety and their standing in society by improving their relationships with 

law enforcement, with other government agencies, and with other vulnerable communities. The 

Miller Center seeks to honor, through remembrance, the human capacity to rebuild, even to 

flourish, after unspeakable horrors. 

 

ABOUT THE EAGLETON INSTITUTE OF POLITICS 

The Eagleton Institute of Politics at Rutgers University—New Brunswick studies how American 

politics and government work and change, analyzes how the democracy might improve, and 

promotes political participation and civic engagement. The Institute explores state and national 

politics through research, education, and public service, linking the study of politics with its day-

to-day practice. 

 

ABOUT RUTGERS—NEW BRUNSWICK 

Rutgers University–New Brunswick is where Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, began 

more than 250 years ago. Ranked among the world’s top 60 universities, Rutgers’s flagship is a 

leading public research institution and a member of the prestigious Association of American 

Universities. It has an internationally acclaimed faculty, 12 degree—granting schools and the Big 

Ten Conference’s most diverse student body. 

 

THE NETWORK CONTAGION RESEARCH INSTITUTE (NCRI)  

NCRI is a neutral and independent third party whose mission it is to track, expose, and combat 

misinformation, deception, manipulation, and hate across social media channels. 

Acting as a public benefit corporation, NCRI is a not-for-profit organization that seeks to explore 

safe ways to audit, reveal challenges, devise solutions, and create transparency in partnerships 

with social media platforms, public safety organizations, and government agencies.  
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