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Abstract
When situations occur in which unwanted events are rightly or wrongly 
connected with vaccination, they may erode confidence in vaccines and  
the authorities delivering them. 

This document presents the scientific evidence behind WHO’s 
recommendations on building and restoring confidence in vaccines and 
vaccination, both in ongoing work and during crises. The evidence draws  
on a vast reserve of laboratory research and fieldwork within psychology  
and communication. It examines how people make decisions about 
vaccination; why some people are hesitant about vaccination; and the factors 
that drive a crisis, covering how building trust, listening to and understanding 
people, building relations, communicating risk and shaping messages to  
the audiences may mitigate crises. 

This document provides a knowledge base for stakeholders who develop 
communication strategies or facilitate workshops on communication and 
trust-building activities in relation to vaccines and immunization, such  
as immunization programme units, ministries of health, public relations  
and health promotion units, vaccine safety communication trainers and 
immunization advisory bodies. 
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Introduction
Vaccines are some of the most efficient public health tools for promoting 
health and reducing the burden of infectious diseases. They also translate  
into significant socioeconomic returns (1) not only in child health and lower 
child mortality but also in poverty reduction, equity, production, education  
and strengthening health systems as a whole.

Vaccines are very safe. Nevertheless, vaccine safety receives public scrutiny, 
and rightly so. When situations occur in which unwanted events are rightly  
or wrongly connected with vaccination, they may erode confidence in vaccines 
and the authorities delivering them, and may ultimately put public health  
at risk. WHO recommends that Member States should:

• build population resilience against vaccine rumours and scares  
through ongoing activities;

• ensure a strong programme, well prepared to respond to any event  
that may potentially erode confidence;

• respond immediately to any such event with appropriate actions  
based on an assessment of the situation.

Together, this may prevent a situation from escalating into a crisis,  
or minimize the damaging effects of a crisis.

INTRODUCTION
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VACCINATION AND TRUST

Scope and purpose
This document was developed in response to a call from 

Member States for technical support and guidance in relation 

to building and maintaining confidence in vaccines and 

the authorities delivering them, both in ongoing work and 

during a crisis. Its development was guided by lessons learnt 

in countries and with the active engagement of national 

immunization managers and partners, primarily through 

subregional workshops held across the WHO European Region.

The purpose of this document is to present the scientific 

evidence behind WHO’s recommendations on building and 

restoring confidence in vaccines and vaccination, both in the 

course of ongoing communication efforts and during a crisis.

The evidence draws on a vast reserve of laboratory research 

and fieldwork within psychology and communication, and 

covers the following areas:

• how people make decisions about vaccination – how they 

perceive risk, and how their decisions are affected by their 

attitudes, social norms and culture;

• why some people are hesitant about vaccination and how 

this may increase the risk of a crisis;

• what makes a crisis, and how building trust, listening 

to and understanding people, building relations, 

communicating risk and shaping messages to the 

audiences may mitigate crises.

WHO’s practical guidance and recommendations in this  

field are set out in short form on pages 4-5 and are available 

in depth in the WHO online library (2). This document contains 

frequent references to relevant supporting documents  

in the library. These library references are clearly marked  

in yellow “read more” boxes such as the one below.

This icon indicates that you may find practical 
guidance and advice in the WHO online library  
euro.who.int/vaccinetrust

Target audience
This document was developed for stakeholders who want  

to gain an in-depth understanding of the issues surrounding 

communication and confidence-building in relation to 

vaccines and vaccination. It provides a foundation and 

knowledge base for those who are in charge of developing 

communication strategies or who facilitate training 

workshops on communication and trust-building activities  

in this area. Users of this document may include:

• immunization programme managers and staff;

• managers and staff in ministries of health;

• regulatory authorities for medicines, drugs and biologicals

• public relations and health promotion units;

• trainers offering workshops on vaccine safety and vaccine 

safety communication;

• media trainers;

• national and regional immunization advisory bodies.

KEY POINT

Theory and practice – where  
to find guidance
This document presents the theoretical background 

to support and guide communication and confidence-

building in relation to vaccines and vaccination, both in 

ongoing work and during a crisis.

It does not present the practical guidance in relation 

to these issues. Users seeking practical advice and 

guidance are referred to the WHO online library: 

euro.who.int/vaccinetrust
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