Tidsskriftet 9 &,

Inoculation against vaccine hesitancy?

RAGNHILD @RSTAVIK

ragnhild.orstavik@tidsskriftet.no

Ragnhild @rstavik, MD, PhD, assistant editor-in-chief of the Journal of the
Norwegian Medical Association and senior researcher at the Norwegian
Institute of Public Health.

Over a short time, science has produced effective vaccines
against COVID-19, but has yet to fully answer the question of
how we can persuade as many as possible to be vaccinated.

Photo: Einar Nilsen

Inoculation against vaccine hesitancy? | Tidsskrift for Den norske legeforening


mailto:ragnhild.orstavik@tidsskriftet.no

One morning in 1962, Roald Dahl sat at his daughter Olivia's bedside. She was
recuperating after a bout of measles. 'How do you feel?' he asked. 'T'm tired', she
answered. The next morning she was dead (1).

Twenty-four years later, the by then world-famous children's author wrote a letter to his
local health authorities, asking parents to use the vaccine that had meanwhile become
available (1). Dahl appeals to their emotions, both in describing Olivia's illness and by
referring to parents who refuse to vaccinate their children as criminals. But he also
appeals to some kind of good sense: according to the author of Charlie and the
Chocolate Factory, the likelihood of a child suffering serious adverse effects from the
vaccine was lower than that of them choking on a bar of chocolate (1, 2).

What are the effects of such approaches? Now, three years after the WHO declared
vaccine hesitancy to be one of the world's ten most prominent health hazards and
almost two years into the COVID-19 pandemic, our knowledge of how to counter
opposition to vaccines remains limited, and the experts continue to disagree (2). There
is a lot to indicate that scare tactics do not work (3-5). On the contrary, they may have
the opposite effect: in a study from 2014, parents who were shown pictures of children
sick with measles became more convinced that the vaccine could trigger autism than
they were before they saw the pictures (6). It may be that the parents' fear is channelled
towards what they know (autism), rather than towards a disease they have never seen
before (measles) (2, 4). Shaming people (calling them criminals) does not change their
opinion, but only serves to put them on the defensive (3, 5). Facts, such as the example
with the chocolate bar, take us part of the way, but not all of the way to the goal (3-5).

The research on vaccine uptake is in fact full of surprises: in a recent study on parental
attitudes to the HPV vaccine, it was shown that mothers who had a history of cervical
cancer were no more likely than other mothers to let their children be vaccinated (7).
Thus, it is perhaps unsurprising that even sick family members are not enough to
convince people to take the COVID-19 vaccine (8).

«There is a lot to indicate that scare tactics do not work»

The reasons for declining to take the vaccine can be divided into roughly three groups:
concern for adverse effects, erroneous ideas about the way the vaccine works, and
belief in conspiracy theories (such as the view that the disease is a scam, or that the
vaccine is purely a money-making ploy) (9). The latter group is the hardest to convert,
even during the ongoing pandemic. No matter what they hear, they will perceive it is as
confirming the core message of the conspiracy theorists: that the vaccine is harmful,
that COVID-19 is harmless, and that the authorities cannot be trusted (10). Behind this
message lie well organised groups that are helped along by social media (10). And
behind the interpretation of what others perceive as logic and reason, lie psychological
mechanisms that we all share: when we are convinced of something, we tend to seek
confirmation that we are right, rather than being curious about alternative explanations.

The largest group of sceptics, however, consists of those who are uncertain, worried or
want to wait and see (3, 4, 11). This is the group that we must try to reach —
systematically and with strategies adapted to a heterogenous target group. Health
workers can use motivational interviews that ask open questions and seek to identify
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what the uncertain person is afraid of (9). This, and small drops of argumentation that
contradicts the message of the conspiracy theorists, as a kind of inoculation against the
information that people may obtain from other sources (3, 9).

All those who have chosen not to take the COVID-19 vaccine so far should be met
with openness and a standing offer of a first dose. Not necessarily because this is
morally the right thing to do, but because this will give us the greatest chance of
success.
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