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Comment

Understanding the determinants of acceptance of COVID-19
vaccines: a challenge in a fast-moving situation
Michaël Schwarzinger and colleagues’ study1 on the
determinants of COVID-19 vaccine acceptance or refusal,
published in The Lancet Public Health, provides an interest
ing novel perspective that differs from those of the
many general population surveys thus far reported.2 The
authors’ experiment, conducted in July, 2020, assessed
the effects of various scenarios on participants’ intentions
to be vaccinated against COVID-19. These scenarios
were constructed by varying the characteristics of hypo
thetical COVID-19 vaccines (efficacy, risk of severe sideeffects, and country of manufacturer) and vaccination
strategies (herd immunity target and place of vaccine
administration). This design enabled them to distinguish
between systematic outright rejection of future COVID-19
vaccines (regardless of their characteristics) and vaccine
hesitancy, which was sensitive to these characteristics.
Their results might therefore be important in terms of
vaccination strategy.
One of the most notable results of this study is that,
assuming a campaign of vaccination administered at mass
vaccination centres and with communication about the
benefits of herd immunity, the investigators’ behavioural
model predicted that 29·4% (95% CI 28·6–30·2) of the
French working-age population were likely to refuse
COVID-19 vaccination outright, while vaccine hesitancy
ranged from 9·3% to 43·2% depending on vaccine
characteristics.
Schwarzinger and colleagues show that the margin of
variation of vaccine hesitancy depends on the potential
vaccine characteristics and point out that obtaining
sufficient COVID-19 vaccine coverage in working-age
adults will be key if the goal is herd immunity—a question
still under debate.3 Comparison of the results of their
study with the efficacy and safety of the marketed mRNA
vaccines4 suggests the features of these vaccines will
favourably affect vaccine hesitancy. Nonetheless, the
authors showed that this effect might partly be offset by
access constraints. The results regarding the location of
a vaccine’s manufacturer (the EU, the USA, or China) are
also topical given the current shortage of vaccine doses,
but also more difficult to use to anticipate population
behaviour in view of the rapidly changing situation.
For example, the agreement signed with Sanofi in late
www.thelancet.com/public-health Vol 6 April 2021

January, 2021, to make its factories in Europe available
for bottling the Pfizer vaccine could reassure some
individuals who are hesitant about vaccination.
Another important result about vaccination strategy
is that the study shows a high a priori acceptance of
COVID-19 vaccines among the youngest individuals
(aged 18–24 years), even though they are likely to be the
least affected by the health consequences of COVID-19.
Evidence from the international literature regarding
this finding is conflicting.2 This high acceptability in
young people, although perhaps counterintuitive from
the perspective of a somatic benefit–risk analysis, is
understandable from the vantage point of social factors
and mental health—consequences that are likely to be
most pronounced in this age group, whose lives have
been drastically disrupted by the pandemic.5,6 Vaccination
could be an unexpected source of hope for them,
evoking the possibility of a return to normal life. Because
vaccination of young people might be an effective path to
herd immunity, it is essential to understand this group’s
attitudes towards vaccination against COVID-19.
Importantly, the study provides evidence to sug
gest that messages highlighting the benefits in terms
of herd immunity might reduce hesitation about
COVID-19 vaccines. This is an important finding that
could guide communication to promote the vaccination
campaign (provided that vaccination is shown to reduce
transmission). This type of communication strategy
should, nonetheless, be tested in the field first because
adhering to collective objectives in theoretical exercises
might not translate into real-life behaviour. Moreover,
this line of communication should be done concurrently
with other strategies, particularly those—which appear
promising—aimed at tackling and debunking the false
information that thrives in these times of crisis.7,8
Finally, this study shows that most people are prob
ably not absolutely for or against COVID-19 vaccines.
Depending on their own profile and preferences, and
on the characteristics of the vaccines available, vaccinehesitant individuals might consider taking the vaccine
or delay it to get another vaccine. Health authorities
must anticipate these behaviours, especially since the
characteristics that influence them could change over time
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(eg, from efficacy, technology used, and availability date
early on in campaigns, to effectiveness against variants
and post-vaccination transmission as more evidence
emerges). To understand what will influence behaviours
in the months to come, quasi-experimental designs are
likely to remain useful, but additional tools are required.
Longitudinal approaches based on cohort follow-up
would be more powerful than cross-sectional surveys
to analyse the drivers of people‘s decisions to accept or
reject COVID-19 vaccines. It is also essential to include
health professionals among those whose opinions and
attitudes are monitored, given their influence on patients’
decisions, because they are also subject to uncertainty
about COVID-19 vaccines.9
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