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students, such as the student-led project Science Beyond
the West at the University of Pennsylvaniain Philadelphia.

Allthis work takes time, organization, funding and rec-
ognition of theimportance of incorporating perspectives
from researchers who have long been marginalized. This
doesn’t necessarily mean coming up with a fresh list of
‘unsung geniuses’ to add to the great-hero narrative. As
historian Patricia Fara, at the University of Cambridge, UK,
hasnoted, biographies of female scientists canalso perpet-
uate stereotypes. All fields of history are going through a
process of reflection and change. Science’s history should
be no different if women are to get the recognition they
deserve.

Dialdownthe
vaccinerhetoric

Vaccine confidence will be the casualty
of Europe’s war of words over the
AstraZeneca-Oxford COVID-19 vaccine.

n January, French President Emmanuel Macron
called the AstraZeneca-Oxford coronavirus vaccine
“quasi-ineffective for people over 65”, on the day that
the European Medicines Agency (EMA) recommended
approving it. Kate Bingham, one of the architects of
the UK vaccine-procurement programme, has since called
theremarks “irresponsible”, because the vaccine has been
recommended by regulators for use in people of all ages.

Although some 20 million doses of the vaccine devel-
oped by AstraZeneca, based in Cambridge, UK, and the
University of Oxford, UK, have been administered across
Europe, a political war of words has erupted over its safety
and efficacy. Such interventions risk increasing vaccine
hesitancy. Communication on vaccine safety and efficacy
must always be handled with extreme care.

Last week, more than 20 European countries paused
the vaccine’s roll-out for a few days after a very few cases
of blood clots were detected in people who had been
vaccinated. These were 7 cases of clots in multiple blood
vessels (disseminated intravascular coagulation) and 18
cases of clotting known as cerebral venous sinus throm-
bosis. Among the people affected, nine deaths had been
recorded.

The EMA, which is based in Amsterdam, reviewed the
evidence, and recommended thatinjections be resumed,
because the benefits of vaccination overwhelmingly out-
weightherisks. Butitisamendinginformation for patients
and health-care professionals to mention the rare cases of
clotting. The agency also saysit will continue to review the
risks of these conditions from the vaccine.

Theregulators are acting within their remit, as they need
to. The EMA assessed the evidence in response to concerns.
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Mistrustin
government
and
institutions
fuels vaccine
hesitancy.”
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The atmosphere is febrile as vaccines are distributed at a
speed and on a scale never seen before. Researchers are
rightly debating the risks and benefits of the pause, but
what countries don’t need is their politicians and policy-
makers offering opinions on safety and efficacy in parallel
to the work of independent regulators.

Vaccine hesitancy is of mounting concern around the
world, and Europeis now experiencingits third wave of the
pandemic. It'sbecoming clear from research that mistrust
ingovernments is a factor for those reluctant to be vacci-
nated.Inasurvey of 13,000 peoplein 19 countries carried
outlastjJune, health-policy researcherjJeffrey Lazarus at the
University of Barcelonain Spain and his colleagues found®
that people withlittle trustin government were less likely
than others to say that they would get a vaccine.

Mistrustin governments comesinmany forms.InFrance,
for example, vaccine hesitancy is associated with public
controversies involving the government and the phar-
maceutical industry® Researchers say that a loss of trust
coincided with the government overestimating the need
for vaccines against HIN1 swine influenza in 2009. A study?
published last year reported that people who do not vote
for the main French parties of government were less likely
to say that they would get the COVID-19 vaccine.

A more severe example of the impact that government
actions can have on public perception of vaccines stems
from a campaign by the US Central Intelligence Agency.
In 2011, Osama bin Laden, leader of the Islamist terror-
ist group al-Qaeda, was thought to be hiding in the city
of Abbottabad in northern Pakistan. To confirm this, the
ClAsetup aprogrammeinwhich staffvaccinated children
against hepatitis B to gain access to people’s homes*. This
violated the trust between people and their health-care
professionals, and set back vaccination effortsin Pakistan.

The knowledge that trust in governments is falling and
that mistrustin government and institutions fuels vaccine
hesitancy has also helped researchers propose interven-
tions to boost engagement. Authorities worldwide are
employing more-trusted individuals, such as people from
health care, research, trusted religious and community
leaders, and celebrities from the arts, entertainment and
sport, to encourage vaccine take-up.

In all countries, vaccines are approved through inde-
pendent regulatory processes. Crucially, these decisions
arebased on evidence fromstudies, independently of pol-
iticians and policymakers. When politicians speak out of
step, they potentially undermine those processes. And
when a regulatory process is undermined, that produces
arisk to vaccine confidence.

The world must emerge from this pandemic with as many
people as possible vaccinated. To achieve that, people in
politics must leave judgements on vaccination safety and
efficacy to the independent experts that they — and their
publics — have entrusted with making these decisions.
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Correction

The editorial ‘Dial down the vaccine rhet-
oric’ incorrectly stated that regulators
paused the roll-out of vaccines across
Europe. In fact, such decisions are made
by policymakers.

© 2021 Springer Nature Limited. All rights reserved.

Nature | Corrected 25 March 2021





