Vaccine motivation
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There’s a lot of resources and hope being channelled into a vaccine for COVID-19. However,
what do we know about people’s willingness to take a vaccine when — or if — one becomes
available?

A large survey of over 4,000 people in Australia found that 86% intended to get the vaccine
(1). This proportion is greater than in the US and the UK, where around 67-69% and 64%
respectively of people say they would be willing to get the vaccine (2-4).

These overall rates, however, mask some quite wide variations within countries, most
notably in the US, where in some areas, less than half of people would be willing to be
vaccinated (4). Elsewhere, willingness to get vaccinated ranges from 31% in Poland (5) to
93% in Indonesia (6).

A number of factors are related to people’s willingness, or its corollary, ‘hesitancy’. Some of
these are socio-cultural factors. For example, women are less likely to be willing, as are
young people (4, 7), those on lower incomes (8), and those with lower education levels (1,
4). Also, in the US, non-white and non-Asian Americans are less willing to be vaccinated (4).

Other factors include political opinions and beliefs. In France, for example, those who had
voted for a far left or far right candidate in the last presidential election — as well as those
who abstained from voting — were much more likely to say that they would refuse to be
vaccinated (8). This relationship with political views is consistent with other vaccines, and
overlaps with general mistrust among these groups (at each end of the political spectrum)
of government, of media (4), and of the health system (3, 7). Therefore, not surprisingly,
one of the other strongest predictors of willingness to get vaccinated against COVID-19 is in
fact having been vaccinated against seasonal influenza last year (3, 9).

A number of recent studies have also been looking at specific attitudes related to COVID-19
and COVID-19 vaccines. More positive attitudes towards a vaccine — and greater likelihood
of taking up the (hypothetical) offer of vaccination — are associated with: perceiving oneself
to be at greater risk of exposure to, or infection with, SARS-CoV-2 (2, 7); perceiving COVID-
19 to be a severe disease; believing that the vaccine was safe (2, 3); and believing that the
vaccine would be efficacious (2, 3). The Australian study found that levels of health literacy
were also associated with willingness to be vaccinated against COVID-19 (1).

However, the efforts of governments, researchers, and industry around the world to
develop an efficacious vaccine may now also face an additional hurdle — and one that may
grow in consequence over time. In places like Germany, the proportion of people who say
they don't want to get a vaccine or are unsure about it due to concerns about its safety and
potential side-effects is increasing as time passes (10). So, there’s still a lot to do — maybe
more than ever —in terms of building community confidence in a vaccine, and ensuring that
enough people take it to have a population-level effect.
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