
Whose recommendation is most likely to result in the uptake of COVID
vaccine? Yours.
by Patricia Huston MD MPH; William Hogg MD CM CCFP CFCP; Sharon Johnston LLM MD FCFP

During the COVID-19 pandemic, family physicians have had to constantly adapt to find ways to care for their
patients, keep their practices viable, and manage with great uncertainty the supplies of personal protective
equipment, regulations and constantly changing advisories. We are all tired. Yet, with the increased
transmissibility and severity of the new variants of concern, our role in getting out from under the crush of the
pandemic is as important as ever.

The uptake of COVID-19 vaccine is key to controlling this pandemic. Although provincial practices may vary,
restrictions will start to be lifted after about 75 per cent of those eligible have had their first COVID-19 vaccine,
and 20% their second (1). After that, the goal will be for all 75% to get the second vaccine. But first things first.
Vaccination rates depend on public willingness to be vaccinated. One approach that has been shown in study
after study to influence vaccine uptake: The recommendation from a trusted health professional (2-4) -
especially one's own family physician (5,6).

Canada's 40,000 family physicians can make a big difference in getting to that 75% uptake of first dose of
vaccine in a timely way -- by asking every patient 12 years and older during routine care about their vaccination
status and, for those who are not vaccinated, making a personal recommendation to do so. Why family
physicians? First, since you know your patients, you know how to reach them and have a therapeutic impact.
Second, a lot of vaccine hesitancy is about trust. People may distrust scientific evidence and governments - but
they trust their own doctor. Your recommendation can fill that trust gap (7). If each family physician sees on
average 20 people a day, this means we could reach 4 million Canadians a week.

This intervention can be done quickly. Simply ask: "Have you had the COVID vaccine?" If your patient says
"Yes", say "Great!", reinforce the need for the second dose, and ask them to spread the word, as peer
recommendation is another powerful influence on vaccine uptake (8). If your patient says "No", take a couple of
minutes to find out why. This could simply be an access issue, or their turn has not yet come up. Or it could be
vaccine hesitancy.

The basic strategy to address vaccine hesitancy is to listen, validate concerns and then, based on the concern,
offer information that could increase motivation to change (9). Some people underestimate the risk and
seriousness of COVID. They may tell you that COVID won't happen to them. Validate that as a common belief,
but then ask them to think of all the people with COVID in hospital and suggest those people didn't think it would
happen to them either. Point out the new COVID variants are even more contagious than the original strain (10).
Then reassure them that this can be prevented with vaccine. Your patient might think that COVID is not that
serious for most people. Validate that is true for some, then point out that even people with mild or no symptoms
can transmit COVID and, when they do, it is often to a family member. As vaccination rates go up, COVID cases
go down.

Misinformation in social media plays on a fear of side-effects and mistrust of government. If there are concerns
about the side-effects from COVID vaccine, validate that by acknowledging - as with any medication - very rarely
a serious side-effect can occur and there is a regulatory process that monitors this carefully. Recently, as the
mRNA vaccines have become more available, some jurisdictions have decided not to give AstraZeneca vaccine
as the first dose because of rare side effects (11). You may want to share that you have received the vaccine,
that you follow the public health updates regularly and you think vaccines are safe and can stop the pandemic.

Occasionally you will see a patient who is strongly against vaccines. Providing more information is unlikely to
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make a difference but knowing this may help you better manage future symptoms and risks. Make a quiet
statement about your perspective, identify where to find reliable information, and then leave it there (12).

We have a powerful opportunity to get our communities past the pandemic. Among adults polled in Canada, 78-
80% stated they intend to get vaccinated (4,13) - so the goal is within reach. Please take a moment to talk with
every patient you see about COVID vaccine. You can help Canada reach the 75% goal.
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