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“Is any medical procedure more misunderstood or 

charged with anxiety than vaccination?“

Honigsbaum, The Lancet 2015
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• Improve quality of life

• Mitigate antimicrobial resistance

• Reduce the burden of vaccine-preventable diseases

Sauer et al. 2021
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Need for effective healthy aging strategies



Social sciences and research on vaccines

• What we do …

• We analyze…

• vaccine hesitant behavior

• perceptions and attitudes that are related to 

culture and worldview (e.g. VH among religious 

groups, “herd” immunity)

• critical view on social, political and economic 

dimensions (e.g. perceptions towards mandatory 

vaccinations)
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Social sciences and research on vaccines

• How do we work?

• Qualitative methods: interviews with adults (e.g. 

parents); small number but in-depth understanding

• We attempt to capture the voices of the patients, 

clients and health workers
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Critical view of campaigns
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„... we are 

waiting for 

you“



Kutalek MedUni Vienna Trust in vaccines



• Tetanus: In 2018, 92 cases of tetanus were 

reported in the EU/EEA, of which 48 were 

confirmed cases. Adults aged 65 years and above 

were the most affected age group 75%), with 

women accounting for the majority of cases 

(68,5%). The current epidemiology of tetanus in the 

EU/EEA may be explained by lower vaccination 

coverage or waning immunity in older populations. 

(ECDC 2020)
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Burden of VPDs among adults in the EU 
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10 Health threats
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https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019



Vaccine hesitancy

• “Vaccine hesitancy refers to delay in acceptance or 

refusal of vaccines despite availability of 

vaccination services. Vaccine hesitancy is complex 

and context specific varying across time, place and 

vaccines. It includes factors such as complacency, 

convenience and confidence.” (MacDonald, SAGE 

Working Group on Vaccine Hesitancy 2015)

• „important distinction to be drawn between 

hesitancy and outright rejection“ (Yaqub et al. 

2014)
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„Acceptance of vaccination is an 

outcome behavior resulting from a 

complex decision-making process 

that can be potentially influenced by 

a wide range of factors.“

MacDonald, SAGE Working Group on Vaccine Hesitancy 2015
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Continuum of Vaccine hesitancy

MacDonald, SAGE Working Group on Vaccine Hesitancy 2015



• Communication!

• Behavior of opinion leaders (e.g. politicians, 

influencers)

• Behavior of health care providers

• Political factors (mandatory vaccinations, 

imperialism, historic)

• Health system factors (primary care institutions)
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Factors that may influence trust
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Trust relationship in vaccination, Larson et al 2018
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Wellcome Global Monitor 2018 
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Wellcome Global Monitor 2018 
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Wellcome Global Monitor 2018 
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Kaiser Family Foundation https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/latest-data-

on-covid-19-vaccinations-by-race-ethnicity/
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https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-022-28200-3
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Main result: Greater vaccine hesitancy among minority participants



• Lack of knowledge on COVID-19?

• Access to health care?

• Discrimination, lack of trust, historic violence in the 

health care system

• “Deep-rooted and ongoing mistrust of the medical 

system among people of color and a lack of diverse 

representation in clinical trials may play a role in 

explaining this hesitancy” (Nguyen 2022:4)

Kutalek MedUni Vienna Trust in vaccines

How can this be explained?



• 1932-1972

• US Public Health Service, John 

Charles Cutler

• 400 African Americans (poor 

tenants) with Syphilis

• Persons in trial often could not 

read and write

• Aim: to investigate the „natural“ 

course of the disease when 

untreated

• Trial participants were not 

informed on the diagnosis, nor 

on the aim of the study 

• 2010 the US government 

apologized for these trials
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Tuskegee Syphilis Study, Alabama

Public domain: NAID 956104
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https://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/americas/10/01/us.guatemala.apology/index.html



• Knowledge on COVID-19

• Access to health care

• Discrimination, distrust

• Violent experiences with the health care system (Holt 

2021)
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Access to COVID-19 Vaccinations among Roma in 

Europe
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2017



• Peer education and trust building
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Restore trust among Roma community
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The Lancet: https://doi.org/10.1016/j. lanepe.2021.100289



• Broad spectrum of vaccine hesitancy

• Vaccine hesitant persons actively search for information, are 

generally a critical group

• Skeptical groups: teachers, anthroposophic groups (R. Steiner)

• Comprehensive information important, but often lack of time, 

lack of information among doctors and midwives, medical 

education needs to be improved

• Vaccine critical groups are better organized
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Results



• The „social life“ of medical interventions, of 

vaccinations

• Importance of local history and political economy

• Experiences of exclusion and mistrust are relevant
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What do these examples show us?



• Health care workers are the most important and trusted 

resource of information on vaccinations

• Understand local determinants of vaccine hesitancy 

(social, political, structural, „explanatory models“)

• Adequate communication is essential: patients often 

want more and detailed information, communicate in a 

non-patronizing way, use positive messaging

• More information/education on risk and the impact of 

infectious diseases on the immune system 

• Argument of ”herd immunity” often does not work

• Improve medical education: prepare health workers to 

better understand risks, to respond to “narratives”, to 

answer questions of parents
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Take-home messages


