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Zombie ideas: Why failed policy ideas 

persist?

 Peters and Nagel (2020) call “ideas 

that will not die, no matter how 

often they are disproved” zombie 

ideas 

 Drug policies are rarely driven by 

evidence (only) – ideas without 
evidence base often drive drug 

policies



Zombie ideas in drug policies

 Cannabis is the gateway 
to “hard” drugs

 Drug-free society

 Illicit drugs are more 
dangerous

 Legalisation/decriminalis
ation is a public
health/security disaster

 Harm reduction condones 
drug use 

Alex Stevens, 2024. 



It is difficult to debunk misconceptions

 2013,  Alberto Brandolini: 

"The amount of energy 

needed to refute bullshit is an 

order of magnitude larger 

than to produce it."



Dunning-kruger effect: superficially educated 

people have the most confidence 



How to respond - 

common pitfalls

 Reacting impulsively –
aggressive communication can 
be counterintuitive  

 Overloading with data - 
numbers alone don’t change 
minds

 Unintentionally reinforcing 
stigma -
using dehumanizing imagaries 
and metaphores of the 
opponent

 Focusing only on rebuttal –
can set the agenda for the 
opponent – instead, pro-
actively set your own 
narrative  



Debunking handbook

 Debunking is a 

problematic concept: 

if we do it carelessly, 

debunking efforst can 
reinforce the very 

myths we seek to 

correct



Familiarity backfire effect

 A backfire effect is where a 

correction inadvertently increases 

belief in, or reliance on, 

misinformation relative to a pre-

correction or no-correction 
baseline

 ”If you repeat a lie often enough it 
becomes truth.” – attributed to 

Joseph Goebbels 



Fact first approach

 The best approach is to focus on 

the fact you would like to 

communicate



Example: myth first approach vs fact first 

approach 



Repeating the facts can overcome the 

effect



Overkill backfire effect

 “too many” counterarguments 

against a false claim might produce 

unintended effects or even 

backfire



Worldview 

backfire 

effect
We accept facts that reinforce our 

beliefs/identity about the world



Web of belief: do we 
address the core 
beliefs?

 Willard Van Orman Quine coined 

the term: a metaphor for our 

belief systems, which include 

core beliefs (at the web's 
center), intermediary beliefs, 

and peripheral beliefs.

 Often there are genuine 

concerns and fears behind the 

moral panic hysteria – people 

feel that some values are 

threatened  



FRAMING

 Try to make your argument in a 

way that is less threatening to

the identity/values of people



AFFIRM SHARED VALUES – EXAMPLES IN DRUG 
CONTEXT

Value: We all want our 
loved ones to come 
home safe at night.

Value: Every life has 
dignity and worth.

Value: Strong 
communities look after 

each other.

Value: Young people 
deserve honest 

information to make 
safe choices.

Value: Everyone should 
have access to 

healthcare without fear.

“That’s why we support 
supervised consumption 
facilities — they keep 

people alive and 
connected to help.”

“People who use drugs 
deserve the same 

chance at health and 
safety as anyone else.”

“Providing naloxone isn’t 
just good policy — it’s 
neighbours protecting 

neighbours.”

“When we give them 
scare stories instead of 
facts, we put them in 

greater danger.”

“Criminalisation pushes 
people away from 
services — harm 

reduction brings them 
in.”



Not enough to debunk – you should 
provide alternative explanation!



3 Conclusions of a 

2017 meta-analysis 
the generation of arguments in line with 
the misinformationReduce

conditions that facilitate scrutiny and 
counterarguing of misinformationCreate

misinformation with new detailed 
information but keep expectations lowCorrect



Report from 

Liberties (2021)

 Attacks against NGOs and how to 

respond

 Shrinking space for civil society 

requires us to be more resilient  

 https://www.liberties.eu/en/sto

ries/civic-space-guide/43904

https://www.liberties.eu/en/stories/civic-space-guide/43904
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MYTH BUSTING VS. 

TRUTH SANDWICH

 Don’t repeat unhelpful frames

 Say what you stand for using a 
values statement

 Point out that the problem is 
that your opponent is lying for 
some malign reason (e.g. to 
divide or distract the public). 
Allude to but don’t repeat the lie 

 Return to what you stand for, 
expressing it as the solution or 
way 
forward



If you speak in public…

 Metaphors: “Harm reduction is a safety belt that saves the lives of people 
even if they take risks.”

 Stories/anectodes: “This reminds me a story of our client who came to us…”

 Expression of moral conviction: “We must protect the lives of the most 
marginalised people in our society.”

 Contrasts: “Criminalisation disconnects people from society, harm reduction 
reconnects them.”

 Reflection of the group’s sentiment: “I know what is going through your 
minds.”

 Rhetorical questions: “Is it really more important to imprison people than to 
stay alive?”

Adapted from: WHO, How to respond to vocal vaccine deniers in public, 2017. 



IF you have to speak in the media…

Tell the truth

Be inclusive (“We”)

Remember humour is a double-edged sword

Keep it simple

Don’t use professional jargons/acronyms

Don’t 
repeat

the accusations/ counter-arguments

Prepare key messages / repeat them



Harm reduction in 

communication

 Compassion – you need to 

emphatise with your audience 

even if you disagree with what 

they think 

 Pragmatism – you have to 

carefully choose what message 
you use for what audiences



This event has been co-funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do  not necessarily reflect those of 
the European Union or HaDEA. Neither the European Union nor the granting authori ty can be held responsible for them.
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Thank you for your 
attention!
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