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Overview

▪ What people know

▪ What people don’t know (what they ask)

▪ How to help them

– Meet them where they are

– Help them help you

– Provide reliable sources of information

– Don’t be afraid to ask questions yourself!



What people know about tick bite prevention





But . . .









What people don’t know about ticks and 
Lyme disease



Web metrics—Top Lyme and Ticks topic pages, 2018

Web page Hits

Signs and symptoms | Lyme 1,467,882

Treatment | Lyme 637,920

Tick removal and testing | Lyme and Ticks combined 631,127

Symptoms of tickborne illness | Ticks 457,000

Lyme disease rashes and look-alikes 443, 022

Diagnosis and testing | Lyme 307,338

Frequently asked questions | Lyme 301,873

Data and statistics | Lyme 291,822

Transmission | Lyme 256,139

Geographic distribution of ticks that bite humans 252,184



Public Inquiries—CDC-INFO and Escalated Queries

▪ Anyone can submit an inquiry to CDC via phone (1-800-CDC-INFO) or web 
form (https://wwwn.cdc.gov/dcs/ContactUs/Form) 

▪ In 2018, 1222 Lyme disease inquiries were answered by CDC-INFO

– Approximately 500 additional inquiries were escalated for additional 
information from the program (us)

– The week of May 20, 2018 had the highest number of inquiries (99)

https://wwwn.cdc.gov/dcs/ContactUs/Form


Public Inquiries—Most common questions for CDC-
INFO in 2018

Prepared response Times used
Can I get a tick tested to determine if it was infected with the Lyme disease 
bacteria? 192

Can CDC tell me the name of a good physician for Lyme disease? 117

How is Lyme disease treated? 109

What are the signs and symptoms of Lyme disease? 96

What is the best way to remove a tick? 69

If I know I've been bitten by a tick, are there any drugs I can take to reduce my 
chances of getting Lyme disease? 60

How is Lyme disease diagnosed? 35

What is Lyme disease? 32

How does surveillance (tracking of cases) work for Lyme disease? 29
Can CDC tell me which labs are good and which are bad for Lyme disease 
testing? 27



So now what?



Meet people where they are



Low health literacy is widespread

▪ 9 out of 10 adults have limited 
health literacy

▪ Limited health literacy requires 
clear communication

– Clear communication means 
using familiar concepts words, 
numbers, and images

– Clear communication can 
improve health literacy

Only 12% of US adults scored in the 
highest literacy proficiency 
(Level 1=lowest proficiency; 
Level 5=highest proficiency).

Literacy scale for adults age 16-65



Low health literacy is widespread

▪ Pre-testing materials is the best way to know if the message is 
appropriate

– This doesn’t have to be fancy, expensive, or complicated—
Ask your neighbor, your kids, someone outside of work to 
see if it makes sense

▪ Learn more about health literacy at

– https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html

– https://health.gov/communication/literacy/quickguide/facts
basic.htm

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html
https://health.gov/communication/literacy/quickguide/factsbasic.htm


Getting people to say “yes” to prevention is complicated

▪ The public is looking to us for information and tools to “fix” 
the problem.  

▪ The public may not regularly take steps to protect 
themselves.

▪ We know that we can influence some people some of the 
time. (But we don’t know when...risk perception is different 
for each person; people have vastly different tolerances for 
risk.)

▪ Influencing behavior change is one of the most difficult 
challenges in public health. 



Provide reliable sources of information

Lather, rinse, repeat



Help people to help you!



Don’t reinvent the wheel—Order CDC publications 
at no charge!

https://wwn.cdc.gov/pubs/CDCInfoOnDemand.aspx?ProgramID=148

https://wwn.cdc.gov/pubs/CDCInfoOnDemand.aspx?ProgramID=148


Social media

▪ Tickborne disease social media is scheduled to accompany Lyme Disease 
Awareness Month in May.

– Weekly Facebook posts in English and Spanish

– Daily Tweets—Including a Lyme haiku challenge starting May 6, 2019!

Permethrin on clothes

Can keep ticks from biting you

Follow instructions



Social media

Sometimes 
things are more 
popular than 
you expect 
them to be.  



Traditional media (news)

▪ Two types of communication:

– Proactive (press releases, embargoed interviews, etc.)

– Reactive (responding to questions as they come in)

▪ We do proactive communications for articles likely to get a lot of media 
attention.

▪ In general, most of our Lyme disease media is reactive, but seasonal.

▪ It can be a bit scary to get media requests, but by and large they are 
calling you for your expertise.  Practice is the best way to improve in these 
situations. 



Our annual response to “Is this going to be a bad year 
for ticks/Lyme disease?”

▪ Predicting the number of Lyme disease or other tickborne infections, and 
how an upcoming season will compare to previous years, is complicated. 

▪ Ticks that spread disease to people can have up to 2 to 3-year lifecycles, 
and many factors can affect their numbers, including temperature, rainfall, 
humidity, and the amount of available hosts for the ticks to feed on, such 
as mice, deer and other animals. 

▪ In any given year, the number of ticks in an area will be different from 
region to region, state to state, and even county to county.

ALTERNATIVELY . . .

With over 300,000 cases of Lyme disease 
diagnosed each year, every year is a bad 
year for Lyme disease. Here’s what you 

can do to prevent it!



Traditional media (news)

▪ CDC’s Press Office helped us to develop a Digital Press Kit to provide 
information about TBDs to reporters.

– https://www.cdc.gov/media/dpk/diseases-and-conditions/lyme-
disease/index.html

▪ Feel free to use any of these messages!

https://www.cdc.gov/media/dpk/diseases-and-conditions/lyme-disease/index.html


For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Questions? 


