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Public Opinion: What Americans think about -- 

Health Policy, Climate Attitudes, Political 

Misinformation & Conspiracy Theories

Science Communication: Correcting misinformation 

about health and environmental topics

Political Psychology: How people formulate 

attitudes about politically relevant topics

Campaigns & Elections: STEM advocacy, voter 

turnout. 



Using the Science of Science Communication 
to Improve COVID-19 Vaccine Uptake
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I. The Problem
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Many Americans plan to refuse a vaccine for 

COVID-19 (between 1/5 to 1/3, depending on the 

survey).

Intended refusal highest among:

● Women (vs. Men)

● African Americans

● Political conservatives

From: Lunz-Trujilo & Motta 2020.
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Many Americans plan to refuse a vaccine for 

COVID-19 (between 1/5 to 1/3, depending on the 

survey).

Intended refusal highest among:

● Women (vs. Men)

● African Americans

● Political conservatives (but...)
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Many Americans plan to refuse a vaccine for 

COVID-19 (between 1/5 to 1/3, depending on the 

survey).

Americans’ vaccine preferences may not match the 

vaccine we ultimately get.

● Strong preferences for US vs. non-US made 

vaccines (including UK vaccines)

● Efficacy and risk (of minor side effects) 

expectations may be unrealistic 

● Even under ideal conditions, refusal levels 

>30%

From: Motta (n.d.) 



Why is Vaccine Refusal Problematic?
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A Perfect Storm?

1. Coverage: May need 40-60% of Americans to 

develop immunity (either through exposure, 

or a vaccine).

2. Efficacy: Final vaccine candidates may have an 

80% effectiveness ceiling. 

3. Non-compliance: Vaccine will be elective. 

Most Americans must choose to get it. 



II. How can we use the Science of Science 
Communication to Increase 

Vaccine Uptake?
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The Science of Science Communication
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1. Determine how many Americans hold views 

that are inconsistent with best available 

scientific evidence. (Survey Research)

2. Suggest/test the potential causes of those 

beliefs (Correlational Analysis; sometimes Longitudinal 

Survey Analyses).

3. Use what we know about why some people 

reject scientific evidence to inform 

communication interventions that correct 

misperceptions, change behavior, etc. 
(Randomized Controlled Trials).
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Message design features:

● Eliciting concern about personally getting sick

● Eliciting concern about getting others sick

● Eliciting concern about economic costs

● Avoiding “shaming” 

● Messages voiced by ordinary people (but 

experts may be effective as well).

● Mixed evidence on fact-based “debunking” 

● Stronger evidence for fact or logic based 

“de-bunking”
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April June Aug. Oct.

Medical 
Doctors

48 44 43 48

The CDC 38 31 32 33

Scientists 44 33 36 41

% of Americans who “Greatly Trust” each of the 

following groups to “do what is right.” 

Source: SciPol I-IV. Motta 2020.
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III. Initial Evidence: Effective COVID-19 
Vaccine Communication Strategies
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Surveyed 7,064 American Adults (demographically 

representative of the U.S. adult population).

Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT): assignment to 1 

of 12 pro-vaccine messages.

Messages varied along three dimensions:

1. Frames (personal health; collective health; 

and economic risks of not vaccinating)

2. Sources (experts vs. non-experts)

3. “Pre-bunking” information (highlighting rigors 

of expedited clinical trials)
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Surveyed 7,064 American Adults (demographically 

representative of the U.S. adult population).

Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT): assignment to 1 

of 12 pro-vaccine messages.

Messages varied along three dimensions:

1. Frames (personal health; collective health; 

and economic risks of not vaccinating)

2. Sources (experts vs. non-experts)

3. “Pre-bunking” information (highlighting rigors 

of expedited clinical trials)

Some Background Terminology:

Frames: the arguments messages make in favor of 

vaccination . 

Sources: the people who communicate pro-vaccine 

arguments

“Pre-bunking:” efforts to preempt and counteract 

potential concerns about vaccine safety. 



Visualizing Our RCT 
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Frame Source (Lay) Source (Expert)

Personal Health Risk
 
No Clinical Trial Info. 
vs.
Clinical Trial Info (Pre-bunk) 

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? Take it 
from Someone Who Had the Virus: That’s a Bad Idea.
 
Corey Miller is an accountant from Austin, TX, who 
suffered complications from the novel coronavirus in 
March 2020.

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? You’re 
Putting Your Health at Risk
 
 
Dr. Corey Miller is a Medical Doctor at the University of 
Texas – Austin

Economic Costs
 
No Clinical Trial Info. 
 vs.
Clinical Trial Info (Pre-bunk). 

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? Take it 
from Someone Who Lost Their Job: That’s a Bad Idea.
 
Corey Miller is an accountant from Austin, TX, who 
suffered job loss as a result of the novel coronavirus in 
March 2020.

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? Prepare 
for a Slower Economic Recovery
 
Dr. Corey Miller is a Professor in the Department of 
Economics at the University of Texas – Austin

Collective Health Consequences
 
No Clinical Trial Info. 
vs.
Clinical Trial Info (Pre-bunk).

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? Tell 
that to People who Depend on You to Get Vaccinated.
 
Corey Miller is an accountant from Austin, TX, who is 
currently undergoing chemotherapy treatments for lung 
cancer.

Thinking about Skipping the COVID-19 Vaccine? Prepare 
for More Deaths & Hospitalizations
 
Dr. Corey Miller is an Austin, TX based Pharmaceutical 
Consultant for Johnson & Johnson, a U.S. company 
developing a vaccine for COVID-19.
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About a 4-5% increase in vaccination 
intention
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Putting it All Together
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Recommendations
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Do…. 

1. Highlight the availability, ease, and cost of 

vaccination – especially when speaking to 

marginalized audiences.

2. Promote messages that emphasize the 

personal and/or collective health risks of not 

vaccinating.
a. Personal narratives that detail experience with 

the disease; highlight why the 

immune-compromised depend on widespread 

vaccination.

b. Medical assessments of risk and social 

consequences can also be effective (but 

evidence is more mixed)

Don’t... 

1. Shame people for failing to vaccinate

2. Assume that providing misinformed people 

with “the facts” will be enough to change their 

minds.
a. This may include efforts to highlight the safety 

and efficacy of vaccines produced under 

Operation Warp Speed.

b. Note that, even if we can change minds, that 

does not necessarily imply that we can change 

behaviors.   
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● In Aug, 36% of parents with children <18 

reported issues keeping up with routine 

vaccination scheduling (SciPol II: Motta 2020).

● As of Aug, 39% of Americans plan to vaccinate 

against seasonal influenza 

● Americans’ preferred coronavirus vaccine may 

not match what we ultimately get. That could 

influence vaccine uptake.

Concern about the pandemic, and willingness to take 

action to help others, have dropped off significantly 

in recent months. 
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● In June, 31% of parents with children <18 

reported issues keeping up with routine 

vaccination scheduling (SciPol II: Motta 2020).

● As of June, 41% of Americans plan to 

vaccinate against seasonal influenza 

● Americans’ preferred coronavirus vaccine may 

not match what we ultimately get. That could 

influence vaccine uptake.

Concern about the pandemic, and willingness to take 

action to help others, have dropped off significantly 

in recent months. 



Other Trends to Watch

Matt Motta, PhD  (Assistant Professor. Dept. of Political Science. Oklahoma State University).           matthew.motta@okstate.edu

● In June, 31% of parents with children <18 

reported issues keeping up with routine 

vaccination scheduling (SciPol II: Motta 2020).

● As of June, 41% of Americans plan to 

vaccinate against seasonal influenza 

● Americans’ preferred coronavirus vaccine may 

not match what we ultimately get. That could 

influence vaccine uptake.

Concern about the pandemic, and willingness to take 

action to help others, have dropped off significantly 

in recent months. 



Are “On the Ground” Conditions Shaping COVID 
Concern?
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● Some have argued that POTUS contracting 

COVID may have encouraged some Americans 

to take the disease more seriously.

● Others argue that a “second” or “third” wave 

will boost concern, thereby engendering 

support for a vaccine.

● I find little evidence of growth in concern in 

the aftermath of POTUS’ diagnosis

And while contraction rates were strongly associated 

with concern at the early stages of the pandemic, 

those effects have become more muted, lately.
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