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Matt Jarvis considers psychological 
perspectives on the Covid-19 vaccination 
programme, and the reluctance of some 
to get jabbed

The Covid-19 pandemic has led to an 
unprecedented battle between human ingenuity 
and unconscious but no less ingenious viral 

adaptation. As this battle is waged in the public eye, 
a largely unseen but equally important battle is being 
waged for public support for the vaccine.

Although the UK ‘Opinions and Lifestyle Survey’, 
conducted in June and July 2021, shows that more than 
90% of UK adults were positive about vaccination, it 
also revealed wide regional variations (London being 
the most vaccine-hesitant) and much higher rates of 

vaccine hesitancy in black and Muslim populations. 
This risks a double whammy for those populations as 
they are at heightened risk of both death from Covid-19 
and resentment from other communities.

The spectrum of vaccine hesitancy
It would be a mistake to lump together the full range 
of cautious and negative opinions around Covid-19 
vaccinations as ‘vaccine hesitancy.’ At one end of the 
spectrum are appropriately cautious people with pre-
existing conditions that mitigate against taking the 
vaccine. In the middle are responsible but genuinely 
anxious people and those with heartfelt but misguided 
anti-vaccine views.

You may notice that I have used the term ‘vaccine 
hesitant’ and — up to this point — avoided more 
emotive terms like ‘anti-vaxxers.’ However, ‘hesitant’ 
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Activities
1 What are some of the methodological 

problems faced by researchers like Murphy et 
al?

2 Reflect on your own views and how you 
might be influenced. What social processes 
and individual differences can you identify as 
influences?

Weblinks

You can read about the findings of the ‘Opinions 
and Lifestyle Survey’ results regarding vaccine 
hesitancy here:  
https://tinyurl.com/rd353d8e

In August Nursing Notes reported a ‘tide of violence 
and abuse’ aimed at medical staff:  
https://tinyurl.com/cr97ftd9

In September anti-vaccine protesters attempted 
to storm the offices of the government agency 
responsible for vaccination:  
https://tinyurl.com/yseccfe4

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/psychologyreview

OCTOBER 2021

Find out more about our full  
range of magazines and online  
archives of back issues at  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines 

Did you like 
this article?

Tell us what 
you think

just isn’t descriptive of those at the extreme end of the 
spectrum. Some people have become committed anti-
vaxxers — usually with some elements of conspiracy 
theory — and at the extreme are those who harass and 
threaten NHS staff.

It is vital to understand and respond appropriately to 
different levels and types of vaccine hesitancy because 
an overly negative attitude to milder forms of hesitancy 
risks radicalising those individuals. Two social-
psychological concepts are particularly important 
here. Reactance takes place when people get angry at 
restrictions on their freedom of choice and rebel. Ironic 
deviance occurs when people reject pressure to conform 
because they believe the behaviour of the majority has 
been constrained by authority.

Social identity and the growth of 
hesitant communities
One of the fascinating and disturbing aspects of the 
Covid-19 pandemic has been the growth of anti-
vax communities. Sternisko, Cichocka & Van Bavel 
(2020) believe that we can understand the growth of 
these movements as a product of social identity. Once 
identified with a belief system, people become highly 
motivated to see those who hold the belief as not only 
right but superior to out-groups who hold different 
beliefs (social comparison). This in turn means 
that ideas that to the unaffiliated are identifiable as 
probably true become seen as attempts to undermine 
the in-group. This makes it extremely difficult to argue 
logically with committed anti-vaxxers, although there 
are numerous reports of high-profile individuals — 
often US radio hosts — who have changed their minds 
through experience of Covid-19 and implored their 
followers to have the vaccine.

Individual differences: who are 
the hesitant?
There is a tension in social psychology between 
those who emphasise the role of social processes like 
reactance and social identity and those who highlight 
individual differences. Some psychologists have looked 

for common characteristics in the vaccine hesitant 
and anti-vax communities. Murphy et al (2021) 
compared pro-vaccine, vaccine-hesitant and anti-vax 
people on a range of psychological characteristics and 
social attitudes. Both vaccine-hesitant and anti-vax 
participants tended to have less trust in both science and 
the state, higher levels of paranoia and religiosity and 
lower levels of conscientiousness and agreeableness. 
Vaccine-hesitant and anti-vax participants differed 
however in that they had lower levels of trust in health 
professionals and greater conspiracy beliefs.
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