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Patricia is suffering from an unexplained skin condition - but a
misunderstanding about what might have caused it set off a chain of events
that turned her foot into fodder for anti-vaccine activists.

The picture showed purple and red sores, swollen and oozing with pus.

"Supposedly this is a [vaccine] trial participant," read the message alongside it.
"Ready to roll up your sleeve?"

Within a day, those same feet had been mentioned thousands of times on
Instagram and Facebook. The picture went viral on Twitter as well.

"See they are trying to deliberately hurt us with the vaccine," one tweet read.

The feet belong to Patricia - a woman in her 30s living in Texas. And it's true -
she was a participant in a trial for the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine that started to
be administered on Tuesday.

But this is also true: Patricia never received the actual vaccine. Medical records
show that she received a placebo, a small injection of salt water. (Researchers
do this as a matter of routine, to compare groups that receive a drug or a
vaccine with those who receive the placebo.)

Her illness had nothing to do with injections. But that didn't stop activists
twisting her story to advance their own agendas. And on top of the physical
pain caused by her condition, Patricia received a wave of online abuse.

From misunderstanding to meme

Patricia says her illness began in late October, when she went on a chilly walk.
She noticed feel pain in her le foot. Her husband suggested it might be her
shoes rubbing.

But when she got home, she found that her sole had become painfully swollen.
A big blister had appeared, much too large to be caused by footwear. It was so
big that she had to use one of her daughter's nappies to dress it.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-55227325
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Pictures of the blisters on Patricia's feet have been used to fuel coronavirus conspiracy theories

When the sole of her other foot also blistered and it became difficult to walk,
she visited a number of doctors, who mentioned a number of possible causes.

One of several possibilities they mentioned was fixed drug eruption - a bad
skin reaction to a medicine.

Their minds then went to the vaccine trial she was participating in at the time.
She had received her second injection five days before the blisters first
developed on her feet.

Aer seeing these doctors, Patricia talked to a relative who was so concerned
that she set up a GoFundMe page to raise money for medical bills.

Under America's mostly private health care system, Patricia was already
struggling with medical costs due to a back condition. Now she had to take
time off from her job as an archival assistant due to her foot sores.

The GoFundMe page made a direct link between the blisters and the vaccine
t i l It d "P t i i l t i COVID 19 i t d tl



1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 4/15

trial. It read: "Patricia... was a volunteer in a COVID-19 vaccine study recently
and had a severe adverse reaction".

The original GoFundMe page mistakenly claimed the injury was linked to the vaccine trial

Patricia had agreed with the wording. She didn't realise how it would be used
online.

How did the post go viral?

The story spread quickly. Aer an anti-vaccine influencer posted it, it was
picked up in several places, including an apocalypse-themed evangelical
Christian site that promotes conspiracy theories about vaccines, the Covid-19
pandemic and the US election.

The site posted a version of Patricia's story along with passages from the Bible
describing her feet as having "crusting holes that look a whole lot like the
'grievous sores' described in [the book of] Revelation".

GOFUNDME
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grievous sores  described in [the book of] Revelation .

What you need to know about vaccine safety

No, it won't alter your DNA - vaccine rumours debunked

The human cost of virus misinformation

From there it spread to religion-themed and anti-vaccine Facebook groups
around the world. Links to the story and the photo of Patricia's feet went viral
in Romanian, Polish and Portuguese.

Placebo effect

As word began to spread, Pfizer and Patricia's doctors started looking into her
participation in the vaccine trial.

Normally, participants are not told whether they receive a vaccine or a placebo
- that information is only revealed to researchers once the study is complete,

FACEBOOK
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so as not to influence the results.

But Patricia says that because of the unusual circumstances, researchers and
the drug company revealed to her that she had received the salt water
placebo, not the trial vaccine.

We independently confirmed that fact, and consulted several independent
dermatologists who said a saline solution injected into an arm would not cause
a skin condition to flare up in someone's foot.

BBC Trending

In-depth reporting on social media, from the BBC World Service.

Listen now on BBC Sounds.

Aer receiving the news, and realising how the otherwise well-meaning
GoFundMe page had been portrayed, Patricia was contrite.

"I have to assume some culpability for putting my story out there," she says.
"It's social media. You share it for one second and it can get picked up and go
viral."

"My injury had nothing to do with the vaccine. My bad. People make mistakes."

Her doctor is continuing to search for the real cause behind her condition.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/brand/p01kdgrn
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One of the first posts on Facebook sharing screengrabs of Patricia's fundraiser page

The spread continues

The newly revealed facts of the story didn't stop misleading information from
spreading.

Within a week, Patricia's foot had reached the Twitter feeds of British people
with large followings who spread coronavirus conspiracy theories. It ended up
in Facebook groups devoted to local areas and parenting, in the US and the
UK.

And Patricia got messages from pseudoscience influencers, looking to discuss
her story on their YouTube channels.

Beyond Fake News

The best of BBC reporting, education and training to help you understand the
challenges posed by misinformation and fake news. READ MORE

She also received a torrent of abuse on social media.

She says people called her "an idiot, a drug addict, a convicted felon, con
f
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artist, a person of questionable character and worse."

Anti-vaccine activists sent her angry messages saying she should never have
taken part in the trial. At the same time, others sent her abusive messages
accusing her of deliberately fuelling disinformation.

Patricia insists she never meant to deliberately deceive. She disabled her social
media profiles because of the messages, and says she's particularly upset by
the anti-vaccine lobby.

"The fact that these anti-vaxxers are using this to fuel their agenda is
infuriating," she says.

Raising money

Patricia still has medical bills to pay. With the help of her relative, the
GoFundMe page - which was briefly removed by the site over concerns it was
promoting misinformation - is back up, in edited form.

This time, it reads: "Patricia is still suffering from the painful skin condition on
her feet; however, the cause has become unclear."

GoFundMe has offered a refund to anyone who donated money under the
false impression the injury was caused by the vaccine trial. The page has now
raised more than $5,000.

Patricia's story is just one example of a recurring pattern. Fringe activists find
a story that seems to supports their entrenched views, and work to spread it
rapidly online, regardless of the underlying truth.

For her part, Patricia just "wants this to all be over". She's hoping that her
doctor can find the cause of her condition, and that she can get back to work
soon.

Subscribe to the BBC Trending podcast or follow us on Twitter
@BBCtrending or Facebook.

Related Topics

Coronavirus testing Coronavirus vaccines Fake News

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01kdgrn/episodes/downloads
https://twitter.com/BBCtrending
https://www.facebook.com/pages/BBC-Trending/832942320102956
https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/ck2l9qxx17nt
https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/c87z0we2g0zt
https://www.bbc.com/news/topics/cjxv13v27dyt


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 9/15

More Videos from the BBC

'I know it's me, but I see a
different person'

Siberia's 'door to the
underworld' is growing at
an alarming rate

The mysterious 'Gates of
Hell' have been burning for
50 years

'How do I introduce my
black partner to my
parents?'

'Trump should not visit
Scotland to play golf'

'My religion was stopping
me from going to university'

Recommended by Outbrain

Elsewhere on BBC

BBC

What do these first ladies' portraits reveal
about them?

Recommended by Outbrain

BBC

The people who want to send smells
through your TV

https://www.bbc.co.uk/reel/video/p0938qc7/-i-know-it-s-me-but-i-see-a-different-person-?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.com/reel/video/p08lmh4z/siberia-s-enormous-hole-in-the-ground-is-getting-bigger?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.com/reel/video/p08vxl52/how-the-soviets-accidentally-discovered-the-gates-of-hell-?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-us-canada-55370482?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-scotland-55553493?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/education-55772773?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20210118-the-secret-lives-of-the-first-ladies?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20210104-the-reason-why-you-cant-smell-television-shows-yet?obOrigUrl=true


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 10/15

Top Stories

BBC

How Africa's largest city is staying afloat

BBC News

Covid-19: New fear grips Europe as cases
top 30m worldwide

BBC

How effective is a single vaccine dose
against Covid-19?

BBC

England’s sleepy ‘Scientology town’

White House criticises 'chaotic' vaccine rollout

A senior Biden aide says the Trump administration had no plan for vaccine distribution across the US.

5 hours ago

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20210121-lagos-nigeria-how-africas-largest-city-is-staying-afloat?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-54199825?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20210114-covid-19-how-effective-is-a-single-vaccine-dose?obOrigUrl=true
http://www.bbc.com/travel/story/20210103-englands-sleepy-scientology-town?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-55784361


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 11/15

ADVERTISEMENT

Features

Taiwan reports large incursion by Chinese war jets

7 hours ago

Israel vaccinates 16 to 18-year-olds ahead of exams

4 hours ago

https://www.bbc.com/privacy/cookies/international/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55788359
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55788922


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 12/15

The homeless addict who became a
professor

In pictures: Defiant Russians rally for
opposition

The man who invited the world over for
dinner

How India calculates value of women's
housework

The paper that helped the homeless Long watch: Is this Russian cult leader a
fraud?

How the pandemic has changed the world
economy

The deadly ingredient smuggled onto US
menus

https://www.bbc.com/news/stories-55559382
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55783944
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-55703174
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-55762123
https://www.bbc.com/news/stories-55751369
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55765995
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-51706225
https://www.bbc.co.uk/reel/video/p09447nl/the-delicious-flavour-with-a-toxic-secret


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 13/15

Elsewhere on the BBC

Most Read

Viewpoint: Africa no longer needs lectures
from the US

Football phrases

15 sayings from around the world

Taiwan reports large incursion by Chinese war jets 1

US police vehicle ploughs into crowd 2

White House criticises 'chaotic' vaccine rollout 3

JoJo Siwa 'never been this happy' aer coming out 4

Russia hits out at West as it downplays protests 5

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-55698454
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/51MWxHsTD7YhW4gTWWtPvKf/end-to-end-with-15-football-phrases-from-around-the-world?intc_type=promo&intc_location=news&intc_campaign=fifteenfootballphrases_article&intc_linkname=radio4_sm_mid_c3
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55788359
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-55788920
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-55784361
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-55785788
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55790699


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 14/15

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

BBC News Services

On your mobile

Clashes erupt during Dutch Covid curfew demo 6

Man missing for 18 days 'survived on mushrooms' 7

Israel vaccinates 16 to 18-year-olds ahead of exams 8

The homeless addict who became a professor 9

A man who invited the world over for dinner 10

https://www.bbc.com/privacy/cookies/international/
https://www.bbc.com/privacy/cookies/international/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10628994
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssGz1X2kc82oUp8QO2Nqhna0f39BglDigcTfA6UvBX6RsEW7nBdKbA1niH8oGffD65QOhdKT2vE0Ns2miOAzfoXq24S2vh_cPqbhvPpn811hJc_e5iXdVGpTWImZrLh1yau24dX&sig=Cg0ArKJSzLahdhX4QyRq&urlfix=1&adurl=http://insight.adsrvr.org/track/clk%3Fimp%3D355178b5-d06f-41d6-9c8b-7179c1668cab%26ag%3Dgd6f8nk%26sfe%3D124586ad%26sig%3Dm2qnIrN_ieRhmhGlnYlvyPQVUo_QE2IWpZT58_BRB6g.%26crid%3Dmkphfzk8%26cf%3D1986306%26fq%3D1%26td_s%3Dwww.bbc.com%26rcats%3Dy29%26mcat%3D%26mste%3Dbbc.com%26mfld%3D3%26mssi%3DNone%26mfsi%3Dk4413hdyv5%26sv%3Dcasale%26uhow%3D16%26agsa%3D%26wp%3DYA4GrQAAAACEZs-7EBZSU291zuQJxdMwuBFlDA%26rgco%3DUnited%2520States%26rgre%3DArizona%26rgme%3D753%26rgci%3DTempe%26rgz%3D85281%26dt%3DPC%26osf%3DWindows%26os%3DWindows10%26br%3DChrome%26svpid%3D184803%26rlangs%3D01%26mlang%3D%26did%3D%26rcxt%3DOther%26tmpc%3D12.48%26vrtd%3D%26osi%3D%26osv%3D%26daid%3D%26dnr%3D0%26vpb%3D%26c%3DOAFQBw..%26dur%3DCi8KFGNoYXJnZS1hbGxxLWFsbGlhbmNlIhcImv__________ARIKcS1hbGxpYW5jZQoZCgc3dTQ2MjZ3EIFnIgsI17ykfhIEbm9uZQo-CiFjaGFyZ2UtbWF4RG91YmxlVmVyaWZ5QnJhbmRTYWZldHkiGQjx__________8BEgxkb3VibGV2ZXJpZnkKPwoiY2hhcmdlLWFsbERvdWJsZVZlcmlmeUJvdEF2b2lkYW5jZSIZCOf__________wESDGRvdWJsZXZlcmlmeQpICiFjaGFyZ2UtYWxsTW9hdFZpZXdhYmlsaXR5VHJhY2tpbmciIwil__________8BEg5tb2F0LXJlcG9ydGluZyoGCMCEPRgMEIFn%26durs%3DXBf60i%26crrelr%3D%26npt%3D%26svscid%3D192640%26mk%3DGoogle%26mdl%3DChrome%2520-%2520Windows%26ipl%3D192640_504935716%26fpa%3D870%26pcm%3D3%26ict%3DUnknown%26said%3D121ADB4006D3848D%26auct%3D1%26r%3Dhttps://www.FrysFood.com/f/zero-hunger-zero-waste%253FCID%253Ddis_dis_25221.KPM.ZHZW
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssSAejYOlSaqXLRyNfHUELkXaRqOshK4w6fYLK9idvHLeuGhVRFpce2kJFBAm-r_g2QKHwM6KDoNjTI2M8y1bGb1wQqahSvY58aQveXQJGz4F5kAgp99qTfIbO5L_O2nPtnf9SF5951r-KAKWSVmUv3sGTRcQCpo04JD33rM912AMl1A9B3WzrStARs7GGiPEnvGu1pqqzmg0rWfxFuIutCbTlINISs83r4GPT3ETJH83XOzXg86lYTGPxpOn9vfcs-oBe7K5TetPu-sGUxRKFcktKIlVamTq2RPL2jwuRrKPkOcm9Dr8t_rnUdD3JdbO7p7Da1AyDrCW3AKQOWINVbR-dGkpLNJmxnaKR2QGAaqzCN9RSpuaK5F3Hi0fFAO7VBJtg1-XGXXSbD-cdvYJE9x31bXoz82OggBbAM7QIJzwXGgSCUSPenfBbHlGJEsh9W2jzCe4VYdUIEXeXxhPJ6k8jcqKngEGp4_2WIzJ4OgcRsVWB44Nkc1o0tKnUU9GBleIQjJKERuqRgM2Y_YCchJjv1Q2IL27Q_HlYN0YhzVefJ6Zxlo-AEsdTW_4RmEc-BVVvEo1Y8b_UUwy_qA9wHpoFLz1CJtU_N8iyHY1YfBSM9PIFBJ4c4uzWVTf5VOWuMvw8GjoZ9FiHyJfr4smvLD3CQCGoMaF9hRQ5d4_2jqObwLt-3rmJ_bx2Uwd2QBztZB5eyG0ICzxh-6q3f3e0aazDVnZquAINtmYXdzazbhttG5wmEzi9bxuKq2lW6zm-PXyYfl04sGv72Qvj6Rq4gwCaUH5vO42WmXqrs63qM_iouT17XKTlaeRiNfq_uR-Nfhr9arYS5_9yYSfRoGa6GFJb6r_x0_gJopypGQRK4m01TtuLurDCwxndDeWZHW0d30PVdakwAYEjdfMflorFjt7XTxI8vMyKNpzWgQRtB1ZMORtPmWEYwz9ox5GXoJdXiaGB9X3HktoSU1ftZ00fvV4Tc4on1UrNLoBENQQ5fcLjOzEiK32R8Ky3KOHUPUIUmqBe9QQVI9NksXisehS8mLK6X7LFrzmf5W4KBsq0N1NePZiom6LgvyRboP11CKXoWqWxW-3nTBbRFy5qooWQWqEAdDAncPmGQe7r_QVDzj4MVPt0bBs_J7OumD8Bo&sai=AMfl-YRVs7hUVp_3Xsp7jacn249PoYk69B-0X0fZoaHdUAbsM3tD_nyqbeIEoDYNG4OrfYkR5AUcaiosuVR25Mp0Y4QLH2waSNzPbtkGmj27LxtH13FIJ_ehwf-HJnfYsbeoXqZSGM2E7OlzMLSg2Ym4iGWz7B2t_UAjPnM-3BHi&sig=Cg0ArKJSzDmS6tGBWRt0&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.vari.com/quickflex-moveable/walls.html%3Fdclid%3D%25edclid!
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-55788924
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-55785789
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-55788922
https://www.bbc.com/news/stories-55559382
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-55703174


1/24/2021 Covid: 'How a picture of my foot became anti-vaccine propaganda' - BBC News

https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-55179300 15/15

On smart speakers

Get news alerts

Contact BBC News

Terms of Use About the BBC Privacy Policy Cookies Accessibility Help Parental Guidance

Contact the BBC Get Personalised Newsletters Why you can trust the BBC Advertise with us

AdChoices / Do Not Sell My Info

© 2021 BBC. The BBC is not responsible for the content of external sites. Read about our approach to external
linking.

Home

News

Sport

Reel

Worklife

Travel

Future

Culture

Music

TV

Weather

Sounds

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10628994
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/help-50068132
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/10628323
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/20039682
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/terms
https://www.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/privacy
https://www.bbc.co.uk/usingthebbc/cookies
https://www.bbc.co.uk/accessibility
https://www.bbc.co.uk/guidance
https://www.bbc.co.uk/contact
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bbcnewsletter
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/help-41670342
https://www.bbcglobalnews.com/home/
https://www.bbc.com/usingthebbc/cookies/how-can-i-change-my-bbc-cookie-settings/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/help/web/links/
https://www.bbc.com/
https://www.bbc.com/news
https://www.bbc.com/sport
https://www.bbc.com/reel
https://www.bbc.com/worklife
https://www.bbc.com/travel
https://www.bbc.com/future
https://www.bbc.com/culture
https://www.bbc.com/culture/music
https://www.bbc.co.uk/schedules/p00fzl9m
https://www.bbc.com/weather
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds

