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In 1998, the renowned British journal 7he Lancet
published a report that linked cases of autism
and inflammatory bowel disease with the measles,
mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine. The article fell
like a bomb-shell in the scientific community and,
consecutively, among the lay public. After some time,
the physicians’ contraindication and/or the parents’
refusal to apply this vaccine to their children resulted
in several outbreaks of these viruses, especially
measles, which may have a great morbidity and
mortality. Subsequently, scientific studies and other
investigations revealed the misunderstandings in
that paper, which in 2010 was retracted by The
Lancet [1,2]. Unfortunately, the consequences have
remained and constitute one of the many motivations
alleged by groups opposed to vaccination. But this is
just one of the episodes that come to mind when it
comes to the subject of vaccination.

Fear of adverse effects is not the only reason
people reject vaccines. Vaccine hesitancy (people who
delay vaccination or refuse some types of vaccines)
and vaccine refusal (people who reject any type of
vaccine) may have several motivations other than
concern for safety, including philosophical or religious
principles, sociocultural aspects, low perception of
disease risk, questioning of vaccine efficacy, and
even medical advice. In some specific cases, some
vaccines may indeed be contraindicated, but eventually
doctors also follow false principles, believe in

Published: 2018/01/21

P4 Correspondence: eglago@pucrs.br

School of Medicine - Pontifical Catholic University of Rio Grande do Sul
Av. Ipiranga 6690 — Postal Code 90610-000, Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil

pseudo-scientific information, or are careless of
updating themselves [3-5]. It was also shown that
parents generally would like more information on the
vaccines indicated for their children [6].

Vaccine hesitancy and vaccine refusal are not recent
phenomena, they occur since the early days of the
advent of vaccines. In Brazil, for example, the episode
“Revolta da Vacina” (“Revolt of the Vaccine) was
famous. It took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1904, when
Oswaldo Cruz made the smallpox vaccine compulsory,
causing the population’s revolt. According to Guido
Levi [3], however, this episode was more due to the
violent manner in which the campaign was conducted
than to the vaccine itself.

In the last decades, radical anti-vaccine groups
have been gaining strength, especially in high-income
countries and in more educated groups. With the
advent of the Internet and social networks, the rapid
diffusion of false news is facilitated, widening
misinformation and bringing as a consequence
epidemics of vaccine-preventable diseases and even
risk of reintroduction of diseases already eradicated.
In the United States, for example, many cases of
measles have occurred in recent years in intentionally
unvaccinated individuals. In Brazil, there was a
significant decrease in vaccination coverage between
2009 and 2017, which is a cause for concern. Among
other reasons, vaccine hesitancy/refusal may be
involved in this phenomenon, since the advance of
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anti-vaccination groups has been observed in our
country [4,7,8].

In the field of ethics, the principle of autonomy is
invoked to guarantee the right of a person to refuse a
vaccine for reasons that are not scientifically justified.
However, vaccination denial can have consequences
for the population to which the individual belongs
(for facilitating the persistence and spread of the
microorganism) or, in the case of parents who reject
the vaccination of their children, the principle of
non-maleficence may supplant that of autonomy.
Interpretation of ethical principles and jurisprudence
on the right of parents to decide on the vaccination
of their children varies between countries [9, 10]. In
Brazil, a federal law and the Statute of the Child and
Adolescent determine as compulsory the vaccination
based on the National Immunization Program. Parents
or guardians who neglect or reject the vaccination of
minors under their responsibility may be criminally
indicted for abuse, neglect or omission [5].

Another issue that arises today is about the
attitude a pediatrician should have toward parents
who reject routine immunizations for their children.
Many pediatricians refuse to care for these families,
arguing that a lack of parental trust may undermine
the physician-patient relationship, or that unvaccinated
children may be a risk to other children in the waiting
room [5,11]. According to the Brazilian Code of
Medical Ethics, the physician has the right to waive
the care in the presence of facts that impair the
good relationship with the patient or his/her legal
representative [ 12]. However, the issue is controversial,
and others believe that the most correct attitude would
be to continue to provide care and try to convince
parents that the benefits of immunizations far outweigh
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the risks [5,11]. An Australian study also identified
difficulties experienced by primary care professionals
in dealing with parents who refuse to vaccinate their
children [13].

Although the advent of childhood vaccination is
considered the scientific achievement of the twentieth
century with the greatest impact on public health [14],
the issue of vaccine hesitancy/refusal continues. The
World Health Organization, recognizing the increasing
risk of this problem and the need for special attention,
has created, within the Strategic Advisory Group
of Experts (SAGE) on Immunization, a working
group specially focused on the subject, the SAGE
Working Group on Vaccine Hesitancy (SAGE-WGQ)
[15]. A systematic review on approach strategies has
concluded that the problem of vaccine hesitancy/
refusal is quite complex, and there is no single strategy
that can solve it. In general, multiple strategies work
better than the more targeted ones, which theoretically
would have a better cost-benefit ratio. One of the
major difficulties of more targeted interventions is
that many are delineated from a premise-based rather
than evidence-based approach [16]. In general, studies
agree that educational strategies are the most indicated,
and that it is important to listen to patients’ motivations
to make the message more effective [3-6,15,16].

A recent report from SAGE-WG concluded
that research on the reasons and degree of vaccine
hesitancy/refusal is important and can help inform
and refine the approaches to be implemented at both
national and subnational levels [15,16]. Within this
context, Scientia Medica publishes in this issue a
survey carried out in a region in the north of Portugal,
which identified cases of vaccine refusal in all social
classes and investigated their motives [17].
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