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VACCINE SUCCESS

• Vaccines given to infants and young children over the past two decades will 

prevent (over their lifetimes):

• 322 million illnesses

• 21 million hospitalizations 

• 732,000 deaths

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



WHAT VACCINES PREVENT

Source: http://www.voicesforvaccines.org/gallery/michelle/



YET PARENTS REJECT VACCINES

• In a 2016 Pediatrics study, 87% of 

pediatricians said they have 

encountered parents refusing

vaccines for their children.

• A 2015 Pediatrics study found 

that 93% of pediatricians were 

asked by a parent to delay or 

“spread out” vaccines.



IT IS NOT JUST REFUSAL

A 2010 Pediatrics study 

found 54% of parents had 

concerns about vaccine 

side effects.



VACCINE HESITANCY IS A SPECTRUM
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WHAT ARE PARENTS AFRAID OF?

Understanding fears that all parents might have about vaccines



FEARS ABOUT VACCINES ARE NOT NEW

• The anti-vaccine movement is as old as 

vaccines

• The particulars of the fears have changed, 

but generally, we have always been afraid 

of a medical intervention given to healthy 

people.



AUTISM

• Andrew Wakefield’s fraudulent 1998 

Lancet study (now retracted) still 

circulates today.

• Parents are made more afraid of having 

an autistic child than a child who catches 

vaccine-preventable diseases.

• Concerning vaccines, there is no 

correlation with or mechanism by which 

they could cause autism.



VACCINE INGREDIENTS

• Everything is made of chemicals.

• Vaccines contain mostly water/saline and 

micrograms of ingredients that help the 

body produce an immune response to 

diseases.

• Most of the ingredients in vaccines are 

things we encounter by breathing, eating, 

and generally existing in the world.

• Most ingredient fears are based on a false 

premise



TOO MANY, TOO SOON

• Vaccines prevent 14 potentially 

dangerous diseases when children 

are most likely to suffer the worst 

complications from them.

• Today’s vaccine schedule presents 

less of a challenge than the vaccine 

schedules in the 1980s.

• ~3,000 vs. ~130 antigens

• Babies encounter a larger immune 

challenge their first day of life than 

the entire immunization schedule 

presents.



VACCINES ARE NOT NATURAL

• Vaccines train the body’s natural 

immune system to respond to 

virulent pathogens.

• Many misunderstand that we have 

two immune systems: the innate 

and the acquired immune system.

• You can’t “boost” your immune 

system—and you wouldn’t want to.

• You can only acquire immunity to 

disease two ways: getting sick or 

getting vaccinated.



VACCINES ARE NOT NECESSARY

• Measles killed 450 children a year 

in the U.S. before the vaccine was 

licensed.

• 13 people die from measles every 

hour across the world now.

• Chickenpox hospitalized 10,000

people every year in the U.S. 

before the vaccine.

• Cervical cancer kills 4,000 women 

every year in the U.S.

• We prevent diseases that are 

worth preventing.



VACCINES DO NOT WORK

• Some believe that diseases were 

eliminated or decreased by hygiene and 

running water.

• Diseases decreased following vaccination 

programs in 1963, 1987, 1995, 2006, etc.

• While death rates did fall with the advent 

of modern medicine, too many people 

were still getting sick until vaccines came 

along.



HOW IS VACCINE HESITANCY 
FORMED?

It may be incorrect, but vaccine hesitancy is logical.



VACCINE HESITANCY IS A BYPRODUCT 
OF OUR CULTURE

“This ideology of individualist parenting is tightly bound to 

economic and social trends that privatize individuals and 

their bodies into informed consumers. Parents tout their 

commitment to informed individual choice as a way of 

expressing their commitment to their children, which 

overrides a commitment to community responsibility and 

social justice.”

Reich, J. A. Calling the shots: Why parents reject vaccines.



MOTHERS ARE JUDGED BY HOW THEY 
MITIGATE RISK ON THEIR OWN

• Motherhood is competitive, and 

our society judges mothers based 

on:

• The success and well-being of their 

children

• How well they fit into particular 

mothering tribes

• Their ability to inform themselves 

and make the so-called best choices 

for their children



NATURAL, INFORMED PARENTING IS 
VALUED IN OUR SOCIETY



HOW PARENTS GET INFORMED

“[T]he most predictive of 

parents’ vaccination decision 

was the percentage of their 

people network 

recommending non-

conformity” to the CDC 

vaccine schedule.

The Impact of Social Networks on Parents’ Vaccination Decisions

Emily K. Brunson

Pediatrics peds.2012-2452; published ahead of print April 15, 2013, doi:10.1542/peds.2012-2452



THE POWER OF YOUR PEOPLE

87%

13%

Parents vaccinating on-

schedule

People network

advising to follow

schedule

People network

advising to

disregard schedule

28%

72%

Parents delaying vaccines 

or foregoing some or all 

vaccines

The Impact of Social Networks on Parents’ Vaccination Decisions

Emily K. Brunson

Pediatrics peds.2012-2452; published ahead of print April 15, 2013, doi:10.1542/peds.2012-2452



HOW PEOPLE NETWORKS SKEW 
REALITY

Adapted from Kevin Schaul, “A quick puzzle to tell whether you know what people are thinking.” 

Washington Post.



HOW TO PROMOTE VACCINE 
CONFIDENCE

What actually makes a difference?



ASSUME PARENTS WANT TO PROTECT 
THEIR CHILDREN

• Presumptive recommendations see parent accepting vaccines 76% of the time.

• “It is time for your 12-year-old to get three vaccines today: the Tdap, the HPV vaccine, 
and the meningococcal vaccine.”

• Participatory recommendations saw parents accepting vaccines 3% of the time 
and completely rejecting them 83% of the time.

• “What are you thinking about the HPV vaccine today?”

• Recommendations have to be consistent across a parent’s experience at the 
clinic.

Opel et.al. Pediatrics 2013



USING EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES IN 
EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES



A FOOD-BASED STRATEGY

• Remember LEFSE

• Listen

• Empathize

• Facts + Story

• End



SEEK TO UNDERSTAND



FACTS PLUS STORY

• Parents are looking about facts about 

vaccines, but too much debunking can 

actually entrench misinformation

• Focusing on prevention of disease and 

putting risk in perspective might help 

parents

• Use stories to help parents understand.



BE A VOCAL ORANGE DOT

• Make vaccines a social norm in your 

community by openly discussing them.

• Flu shot selfies

• Outbreaks

• News items

• And encourage others to be vocal orange 

dots



DON’T FEAR SOCIAL MEDIA

• Use the same principles on social media 

you would use in a clinic: listen, 

empathize, and then facts + story.

• Find a pro-science community that suits 

you.

• Start conversations.

• Moderate your space according to your 

comfort.



CONTACT ME

Karen Ernst

info@voicesforvaccines.org

www.VoicesForVaccines.org/join-us

www.vaxtalk.org

www.Facebook.com/groups/VFVdiscussion

mailto:info@voicesforvaccines.org
http://www.voicesforvaccines.org/join-us
http://www.vaxtalk.org/
http://www.facebook.com/groups/VFVdiscussion

