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How to advise vaccine-hesitant parents

hysicians in the Lower Main-

land and on the southern end

of Vancouver Island immu-
nize a large proportion of BC infants
and children, and physicians in other
parts of the province are key inform-
ers about immunization even if the
immunization service is given by
a public health nurse. All providers
struggle with how best to approach
difficult conversations with parents
who are unsure about or opposed
to vaccination. Such parents span a
spectrum of vaccine hesitancy. They
may have questions that can be an-
swered easily, or they may be firmly
entrenched in their antivaccination
views. This article provides a brief
synopsis of guidelines for having
these conversations.

Physicians who have experience
talking with vaccine-hesitant parents
have developed a number of resources,'
and these resources have been summa-
rized in Immunize BC’s Immunization
Communication Tool for Immunizers,
available online or in print from your
local health unit.* Many studies have
shown that the strongest factor in parents’
decision to vaccinate their child is a clear
recommendation from a trusted health
care provider.

The majority of children are immu-
nized, and emerging evidence indicates
that starting the conversation with a posi-
tive statement that assumes the child will
be immunized (an opt-in approach) is
more successful. This simplifies a com-
plex decision, which appears scientific
on the face of it but which includes a
strong emotional component for the par-
ents (fear of hurting the child). Listen to
the parents’ perspectives and concerns in
anonjudgmental manner. The encounter
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is more effective when the information
is tailored to the parents’ needs, so ask
about their specific worries—what have
they read, seen, heard, or been told? Try
to explore what is motivating their deci-
sion. Is there an antivaccine family mem-

Many studies have
shown that the
strongest factor in
parents’ decision to
vaccinate their child is a
clear recommendation
from a trusted health
care provider.

ber who they don’t want to displease?
While many parents will cite concerns
about vaccine safety, they will decide to
vaccinate their child if they perceive a
benefit to the child. For parents, a benefit
to the child is a more important consider-
ation than a benefit to society as a whole.
Most concerns about vaccine safety
can be addressed by discussing the typi-
cal side effects associated with the vac-
cine, including local redness, pain and
swelling, or fever, and how to manage
these at home. Point out that serious
adverse events are very rare and that you
have taken the appropriate precautions to
identify contraindications to avoid pre-
ventable serious adverse events.
Research indicates that vague
responses do not engender confidence.
[llustration through stories about cases
of vaccine-preventable disease is more
helpful than providing statistics, but it
is important to define numerically what
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you mean by terms such as common or
rare, which may be used to describe the
risk of disease and its complications, and
frequency of an adverse event. Try not to
oversell immunization. Inform yourself
through the excellent resources available
in the journal Pediatrics®® and other
sources from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and the Cana-
dian Paediatric Society.!*!!

A different approach is required
for parents who are firmly opposed
to vaccinating their child; literature
suggests that providing standard vaccine
information and refuting misconceptions
may further entrench such parents in their
position. In such cases it may be prudent
to state your recommendation and leave
the door open for future conversations.'?

Finally, advise parents about the
guidelines and systematic reviews avail-
able in support of measures to reduce
infants’ and children’s experience of
pain associated with injectable vac-
cines.'*!

—Monika Naus, MD, FRCPC
Medical Director, Immunization
Programs and Vaccine Preventable
Diseases Service

References
Available at bcmj.org.



