
Unpacking Vaccine 
Hesitancy in the Era of 
COVID-19

Brittany Kimball, MD & Talitha Wilson, MD
Medicine-Pediatrics Residents

January 2020



Objectives

1. Become aware of historical trauma contributing to vaccine hesitancy
2. Understand common reasons for COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy
3. Develop strategies to address vaccine hesitancy and advocate for 

vaccination



Who are we? 
Brittany Kimball, MD
● 3rd year Internal Medicine-Pediatrics resident
● Former AmeriCorps VISTA member working in 

community health in Cedar-Riverside and Downtown 
Minneapolis

● Thanks to my partner Will Matchett, PhD--a virologist 
and COVID-19 vaccine researcher for input!

Talitha Wilson, MD
● 2nd year Internal Medicine-Pediatrics resident
● Former CDC worker focused on infectious disease 

management in Miami, FL
● Grew up in a small town in Alaska





CUHCC poll: If you were offered a free COVID 19 vaccine by your 
employer, would you get it? 
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7%
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CUHCC POLL: If not, what best describes the reason why?



Why might people be hesitant when it comes to a new 
medicine or vaccine in the US?



Historical trauma: an important factor contributing to 
broken trust
● In 1932 the US Public Health Service enrolled African American men with and 

without syphilis into the Tuskegee syphilis study without informed consent. They 
did not inform the men of their diagnosis. They trialed ineffective, sometimes 
toxic treatments on the participants. The study continued for 40 years, even 
beyond the advent of penicillin for treatment, without informing participants that 
they had a curable illness. The study didn’t end until 1972.

● In 2003 it was brought to light that DNA samples from members of the Havasupai 
tribe were being used by Arizona State University for research without consent

● In 2011, the CIA led a hepatitis B vaccination campaign in Afghanistan to collect 
DNA samples in order to identify family members of Osama Bin Laden 



History of vaccine misinformation





Concern: Was the vaccine development process 
rushed?
● New technology was what allowed the vaccine to be 

developed so quickly
○ There was a body of work from prior SARS virus research to build on
○ In the past, developing a new vaccine took a lot of time to learn about 

the virus enough to either attenuate a live version or create an inactive 
version

○ In the past, they also spent a lot of time determining appropriate 
adjuvants to stimulate an immune response 

○ mRNA technology allowed scientists to create an effective vaccine 
much more quickly

● The vaccine still had to go through all of the steps typically 
required for approval





Concern: Is this new vaccine technology (mRNA) safe?

● YES: The US Food and Drug Administration has determined that the two 
COVID-19 vaccines are safe and effective
○ This technology has been studied for decades for other viral infections
○ It is different than live vaccines -- no weakened form of the virus
○ The vaccine is free from materials from animal origin, cell-free process, without 

preservatives
○ Trials included more than 70,000 people who were followed for median of 2 months



Concern: Can the vaccine cause genetic changes?

● No: The vaccine does not enter the nucleus of the cell, where our DNA 
are kept
○ No effect on person’s genetic makeup
○ No COVID infection



Concern: Will the vaccine affect fertility? 

● No: There is no evidence that the vaccine affects fertility

● Based on the mechanism of action of the vaccine and safety profile in non-
pregnant individuals, the mRNA vaccines are not thought to cause increased risk 
of infertility 



ACOG’s recommendations for pregnant patients

● Symptomatic pregnant patients with COVID-19 are at increased risk of more 
severe illness compared with nonpregnant peers - increased risk of ICU 
admission, need for mechanical ventilation and ventilatory support (ECMO), and 
death reported in pregnant women with symptomatic COVID-19 infection, when 
compared with symptomatic non-pregnant women

● Vaccines currently available under EUA have not been tested in pregnant women. 
Therefore, there are no safety data specific to use in pregnancy.



ACOG’s recommendations for pregnant patients cont.

● ACOG recommends that COVID-19 vaccines should not be withheld from pregnant 
individuals who meet criteria for vaccination based on ACIP-recommended 
priority groups.

● COVID-19 vaccines should be offered to lactating individuals similar to non-
lactating individuals when they meet criteria for receipt of the vaccine based on 
prioritization groups outlined by the ACIP.



Concern: I’m undocumented--will my covid vaccine 
record be put in a national database that can be used 
by ICE?
● States are controlling vaccine distribution, so this may vary state-to-state

● Information on what MN will do to protect this information is limited at this time, 
but according to one interview: 

○ The Minnesota Department of Health said they 
will only be sharing date of birth, county and 
vaccine information to the Data Clearinghouse. 

○ State privacy laws protect this data



Concern: Vaccine side effects
● Pain at the injection site
● Reactogenicity side effects are common

○ Fever, chills, tiredness, and headache
○ Typically mild to moderate
○ Most commonly occur within 7 days after getting the vaccine

● Allergic reactions are very rare
○ People with a history of anaphylaxis can still get the vaccine
○ All people who get a COVID-19 vaccine should be monitored on-site. People with a history of 

severe allergic reactions should be monitored for 30 minutes after getting the vaccine. All 
other people should be monitored for 15 minutes after getting the vaccine.

○ Vaccination providers should have appropriate supplies for managing reactions
● These side effects a minimal compared to the risk of COVID-19 infection





7 strategies for addressing 
vaccine-hesitancy: 

It’s not one-size fits all





1)Education initiatives
● Minnesota Dept of Health vaccine training (Required at CUHCC, check email!)
● CDC web-based training course for COVID-19 vaccine



2) Mandated vaccination

● Govt can impose coercive policies for mandatory vaccination

● Withhold freedom/benefits, enact penalties

○ Mandates may be more punitive to disadvantaged groups who face 
barriers to vaccination

● Some public health experts have speculated that health care institutions 
may enact COVID vaccine mandate



3) Pharmacy-driven vaccination

● 9 out of 10 people in the US live within 5 miles of a community pharmacy

● Increased access & convenience, with less barriers than health care office

● ~25% of people get flu vaccines from pharmacy



4) Partnering with faith leaders & other community 
leaders
● 2000’s: Mayo Clinic worked with community center for East African immigrants. 

Focus groups discussed perceptions of TB; testing and treatment rates increased 

● 2017: MDH + Children’s Minnesota partnered with Imams during measles 
outbreak to advocate for vaccination within the Muslim Somali community

● Now: Community leaders are part of MDH COVID-19 task force





5) Use standing orders and nursing protocols

● Standing order protocols for health care workers can improve clinic 
vaccination rates   

● Allows for non-physician health care professionals to assess vaccination 
needs, give vaccines, and reduce missed opportunities

● CUHCC has standing orders for influenza vaccines and is working on getting 
these in place for COVID-19 vaccination



6) Presumptive yes communication technique



7) CASE Method
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Other resources to check out
●A Pediatrician’s Advice on Tackling COVID-19 Vaccine Hesitancy 

https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2020/12/15/coronavirus-vaccine-myths

●New York Times article about importance of regular vaccinations for kids.  
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/21/well/family/children-health-
pandemic.html

●Missouri State Health Dept COVID vaccine info (great content and website) 
https://covidvaccine.mo.gov/facts/

https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2020/12/15/coronavirus-vaccine-myths
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/21/well/family/children-health-pandemic.html
https://covidvaccine.mo.gov/facts/


Questions 

Talitha Wilson, MD - wils2331@umn.edu

Brittany Kimball, MD - kimba091@umn.edu

Will Matchett, PhD - matc0017@umn.edu
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