
Grounded Conversations: 
Strategies to Combat Vaccine Hesitancy
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I don’t trust providers

A negative healthcare experience 
does not have to be a provider’s 
fault:
● Disappointing/traumatic 

childbirth
● Insurance access issues
● Reactions to any medication

Negative healthcare 
experiences



I don’t trust providers



I don’t trust providers



I don’t trust providers



What’s the norm?

One study found that 
• quality of a relationship 
• frequency of communication 
Outweighed
• expertise
• authority
• knowledgePeer group 

influences



What’s the norm?



What’s the norm?



News & Social Media

I use some of our social media 
accounts to find trending 
misinformation, and now when I 
open our feed, I am flooded with 
vaccine misinfo.

Media or social media 
bubble



Cultural Competency

Many of the large measles 
outbreaks that we have 
seen happened in specific 
communities

Historical or cultural 
reasons
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Our brains make us weak
We are really terrible at assessing risk rationally



Emotions

Stories about harm and death 
coming to people after 
vaccination set off emotions, 
even when people approach 
them skeptically



Emotions

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1Na3C5N25RWmb0Flb_MXZ7fCZgeQJoFW_/view
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Predictions

People who are looking for a 
perfect outcome may be 
stymied into inaction when they 
are unable to predict what 
vaccination could do to them, 
and misinformation target them 
there.
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Addressing hesitancy
How to talk to someone who is unsure about vaccines



What the public hears

From them:
• Who are you going to trust?
• Scary things are happening
• It’s safer to do nothing
From us:
• That’s a conspiracy theory
• Those stories are lies
• Doing nothing is dangerous



What they should hear instead

We need to earn our way to becoming 
trusted messengers who:
• Work toward respect
• Have compassion for their concerns
• Have respect for their autonomy
• See them as competent 



The VFV method

ASK

ACKNOWLEDGE

AFFIRM

ANSWER

“What is your main concern?”Encourage the patient to be specific and 
name their hesitancy.“What is the one thing that concerns you most? 
Can you tell me more about it?”

Recognize that the person you’re talking to already has knowledge. 
“It’s clear you’ve really looked into this.”

That it’s ok to have questions. “That’s a great question, I heard that 
too so I looked into it.”

Get permission to share some facts. “Can I share with you the facts…” 
OR “Can I get you some credible sources so your research helps you 
make an informed decision.



What it looks like

“My son is a young man, and I 
am concerned that if he gets the 
vaccine, he is at risk for cardiac 
death.”



Ask

Probe deeper to build trust and learn more about the concern:
• Is the concern about cardiac problems your only concern?
• Can you tell me more about why you are worried about 

cardiac problems?
• If you felt reassured that there would be no problem, would 

you get this vaccine for him?
• Can you tell me what you understand about cardiac symptoms 

and this vaccine?



Acknowledge 

Build on common agreement and purpose:
• It’s really good you brought up this concern
• I’m glad you are so engaged in your son’s health
• You are correct that there is a slightly elevated risk of 

myocarditis and pericarditis, or swelling in or around the heart
• Your son is in the group of people who have this slightly 

elevated risk



Affirm

Affirm their journey to get answers and their ability to find a good 
reason to vaccinate:
• A lot of people had this concern because it has made news
• When the data first came out, a number of scientists were 

concerned about the risk and looked into the issue
• It’s completely normal to hear these stories and worry that 

your son could have a cardiac issue from the vaccine



Pause for permission

This is sometimes referred to as ask-offer-ask, but it is the most 
important part of answering a concern:
• Would it be okay for me to share some perspective about the 

risk of your son having myocarditis after the vaccine
• Would you like to discuss some of the scientific rationale for 

offering this vaccine to young men despite myocarditis being a 
risk?

• Can I tell you what I learned when I looked into the science 
surrounding this issue?



Answer

Presume that the parent has some working knowledge on the 
issue, but incomplete information about it:
• The mRNA vaccines do carry a small risk of myocarditis, but it 

often resolves on its own relatively quickly. Studies show that 
the risks of myocarditis from COVID far outweigh the risks of 
myocarditis from COVID vaccines.

• We’ve found now that in a very small percentage of young 
men, the vaccine can spur an immune reaction that causes 
this inflammation. The virus is much more efficient at causing 
this reaction. 



Possible follow-up

Re-engage the patient to elicit their opinions:
• What do you think about the risk of myocarditis in the vaccine 

versus the virus?
• Do you have any thoughts about the vaccine with this 

information?
• Do you have more questions?
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Prebunking
Inoculating others against misinformation



Inoculate against myths

Prebunking
It’s easier to tell people how and 
why myths are wrong before they 
hear them from a source they trust



Prebunking works!

Help people anticipate the kinds of myths 
they will be exposed to

● Sign up for our newsletter to learn what 
is trending now

● Make sure trusted experts in your 
community are given a big platform

● Flood the field! People believe myths 
because they are far more prevalent 
online than the truth is
○ SM Champions
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Give people a framework

When people have a 
framework of understanding 
how vaccines work, their 
first response may be 
checking a story against 
that framework.





12/3/19 34

Catchy Facts

In up to 1/3 of cases, the 
source of Hep B is unknown.
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Vaccine Positivity

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1c51nEMRxg5R9yENZvY2Inj6hFU5HJ-76/view


Social Math

Social math tells a story with data by showing large numbers in terms of 
time or place or making comparisons with familiar things



4A Method in Practice:
Strategies to Combat Vaccine Hesitancy



A Short Exercise
What makes someone easy to talk to?
- Identify a specific person in your life who is easy to 

talk to, and tell me two traits that make them so.

What leads to friction in a conversation?
- Think of a conversation you had recently that wasn’t 

so easy, and give one reason why.



Some small speech tips

Slow your pace.

Read this out loud: After vaccinations began, the number of Hib 

infections dropped to fewer than 50 a year. Many doctors who’ve 

trained in the past 40 years have never seen a case.



Some small speech tips
Simplify your point.

After vaccinations began, the number of Hib infections dropped 

to fewer than 50 a year. Many doctors who’ve trained in the past 

40 years have never seen a case. Now, parents who haven’t 

experienced the frightening effects of the highly contagious and 

fast-moving infection are increasingly opting out of vaccinating 

their kids against Hib.



Reflective Listening

Showing you understand before you respond
It helps people feel:
● heard
● respected
● less defensive

It prevents the conversation from turning into a debate



Helpful Phrases

Reflect the concern
● “It sounds like your biggest worry is ___.”
● “What I’m hearing is that you’re concerned about ___.”
● “So the part that feels most risky to you is ___.”
Reflect the emotion
● “That sounds really stressful.”
● “I can see why that would feel scary.”
● “It makes sense that you’d feel overwhelmed.”



The VFV method

ASK

ACKNOWLEDGE

AFFIRM

ANSWER

“What is your main concern?”Encourage the patient to be specific and 
name their hesitancy.“What is the one thing that concerns you most? 
Can you tell me more about it?”

Recognize that the person you’re talking to already has knowledge. 
“It’s clear you’ve really looked into this.”

That it’s ok to have questions. “That’s a great question, I heard that 
too so I looked into it.”

Get permission to share some facts. “Can I share with you the facts…” 
OR “Can I get you some credible sources so your research helps you 
make an informed decision.



Your Goal Isn’t to Win

It’s to stay in relationship
● Behavior change takes time and trust 
● Success can mean:

○ They feel respected
○ They return to talk again
○ You become a trusted source

● Keep goals reasonable
● Be open to more than one conversation



Closing With Everyone Winning

“I don’t know. I’m just not convinced.”
● “That’s okay. I’m really glad you told 

me how you’re feeling.”
● “I’m not here to pressure you. I care 

about you.”
● “If you ever want to talk again or want 

me to help sort through info, I’m here.”
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An unimportant conversation
To better prepare you for the one that matters.
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Vaccine hesitancy is a spectrum

AmbassadorConfidentHesitant
Against Uncertain 

middle

Apple



Reasons for Apple Hesitancy

● I am concerned about the ingredients in apples. Why do they 

have cyanide in them? Not putting that in my body.

● I don’t think they were properly tested. They’ve been around 

since before science even existed.

● I don’t trust Big Apple.
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The real conversation
Practicing from both sides of the table



I Believe in Vaccines

- Make clear that you personally think vaccines are a good thing 

and give your reason.

- I think it’s remarkable that Sweden is on track to nearly eliminate 

cervical cancer.

- I hear stories about Hib, but I’ve never seen it. That’s amazing.



One person is hesitant

● Come up with 1-2 stated reasons you’re worried about 

vaccines (eg I am worried about the aluminum in them)

● Come up with an unstated reason you’re worried about 

vaccines (eg I don’t really trust doctors)

● Spend a few minutes realistically preparing this character



The other will listen

● Ask

● Affirm

● Acknowledge

● Answer

Afterwards you’ll debrief. What were their concerns? What did 

the patient like & dislike about your approach?



Discussion

How did it go?

- Did slowing down and walking through someone’s concerns 

feel natural?

- What are some things that felt difficult, which you could still 

work on?
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The Broader Conversation
Making appeals to the public



Making a Testimonial

http://drive.google.com/file/d/1itC-8nWrtmhjtewnz8MakRzzUpmwbILT/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1MSvU8Kx32UIGnOYs6lnStsnAAUbjxG5S/view
http://drive.google.com/file/d/1GcLfltvVt2kruY_kuvzvOcwpR9a0hu7o/view
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