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While the implementation of mass 
vaccinations is a public health 
task, individual clinicians are 

critical for the success of any vaccination 
campaign. Psychiatrists may be well posi-
tioned to help increase vaccine uptake 
among psychiatric patients. They see their 
patients more frequently than primary care 
physicians do, which allows for patient 
engagement over time regarding vaccina-
tions. Also, as physicians, psychiatrists are 
a trusted source of medical information, 
and they are well-versed in using the tools 
of nudging and motivational interviewing 
to manage ambivalence about receiving a 
vaccine (vaccine hesitancy).1 

The “ABCs of successful vaccinations” 
(Figure) provide a framework that psychi-

atrists can use when speaking with their 
patients about vaccinations. The ABCs 
assess psychological factors that hinder 
acceptance of vaccination (A = Attitudes 
toward vaccination), practical challenges 
in vaccine access for patients who are will-
ing to get vaccinated (B = Barriers to vac-
cination), and the actual outcome of “shot 
in the arm” (C = Completed vaccination 
series). The Figure provides examples of 
each area of focus.

How to talk to patients about 
vaccines
“Attitudes toward vaccination” is an area 
in which psychiatrists can potentially 
move patients from hesitancy to vaccine 
confidence and acceptance. First, express 
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Figure

The ABCs of successful vaccinations
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B = Barriers to vaccination

A = Attitudes toward vaccination

C = Completed vaccination seriesFocus on psychological factors

• Rejects science and vaccines
• Distrust of government 
• Distrust of pharma industry 
• Doubt about vaccine efficacy 
• Doubt about need for vaccine 
•  Fear about adverse effects
• Misinformation about vaccine 
• “Wait and see” (late adopter) 
• Needle phobia

Focus on actual outcomes

•  Unable to secure 
appointment(s)

• Missed appointments
•  Confusion about booster 

shot(s)
• No reminder for 2nd (3rd) shot

Focus on practical obstacles

• Unclear scheduling procedure
• Transportation 
• “Hassle” (wait times) 
• Concerns about cost 
• Poor literacy 
• Opposed family member
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confidence in the vaccine (ie, make a clear 
statement: “You are an excellent candidate 
for this vaccine.”). Then, begin a discussion 
using presumptive language: “You must be 
ready to receive the vaccine.” In individu-
als who hesitate, elicit their concern: “What 
would make vaccination more acceptable?” 
In those who agree in principle about the 
benefits of vaccinations, ask about any 
impediments: “What would get in the way 
of getting vaccinated?” While some patients 
may require more information about the 
vaccine, others may need more time or 
mostly concrete help, such as assistance 
with scheduling a vaccine appointment. Do 
not to forget to follow up to see if a planned 

and complete vaccination series has taken 
place. The CDC offers an excellent online 
toolkit to help clinicians discuss vaccina-
tions with their patients.2 

Psychiatric patients, particularly those 
from disadvantaged and marginalized 
populations, have much to gain if psychia-
trists are involved in preventive health care, 
including the coronavirus vaccination drive 
or the annual flu vaccination campaign. 
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