
 

Philosophical, moral beliefs tied to religion
determine vaccine acceptance
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Figure 1. (a) Analytical model of the structural equation model for longitudinal
flu vaccine model and (b) analytical model of the structural equation model for
longitudinal MMR and HPV vaccine models. The wave in which variables are
collected are shown at the bottom respectively. Exogeneous variables’
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covariances and error terms not shown. Reference category is Atheist. Credit: 
Journal of Health Psychology (2022). DOI: 10.1177/13591053221082770

Strong philosophical and moral beliefs associated with many religions
can contribute to vaccine hesitancy and reduce vaccination rates, a new
study shows. 

Researchers from four universities—including the University of
Michigan—examined attitudes and behaviors for three vaccines: flu,
measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) and human-papillomavirus (HPV). They
wanted to learn about the relationship with philosophical, spiritual and
moral beliefs. 

Published in the Journal of Health Psychology, the findings offered
guidance in how health agencies can encourage more people to get
vaccinations, including those related to COVID-19. 

News accounts in recent years have chronicled religious and public
health debates about taking vaccines. Few studies have looked at
religious affiliations, beliefs and attitudes about vaccinations and self-
declared vaccination rates in a large sample, said study co-author Hang
Lu, U-M assistant professor of communication and media. 

In 2018-2019, more than 3,000 adults nationwide completed four
surveys online and by phone regarding their attitudes and behaviors
relevant to the three vaccines. They represented diverse religious groups:
Protestant, Roman Catholic and Orthodox Catholic, Mormon, "Just"
Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist and Hindu, Unitarian, Other,
Agnostic, or Nothing in particular. 

The study asked, "Does your religion forbid its members from getting
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vaccines? and "Do you follow what your religion says about vaccines or
not? Only 3%—mostly Roman Catholics and Protestants—said their
religion did not permit the vaccine, and only half of those said they
followed that mandate. 

For philosophical views, such as "health is controlled by God,"
identifying as Protestant, "Just" Christian or Muslim had stronger beliefs
related to flu vaccines. Strong philosophical beliefs predicted weaker
intentions to encourage others to vaccinate against the flu, as well as a
hesitancy to get the vaccine themselves. 

When it involved moral beliefs, the opposite occurred: Stronger
intentions were present to get vaccinated and encourage others to do the
same. Moral beliefs were associated with positive attitudes toward the
flu and MMR vaccinations 

Lu and colleagues say that if health agencies want to increase vaccination
rates, the marketing strategy must change. Rather than targeting a
particular religious identity, which will elicit defensive reactions from
and create public stigma attached to certain religious groups, it is more
fruitful and ethical for public health messages about vaccination to target
these specific beliefs. 

"Public health messages could frame vaccination recommendations in
ways that highlight compatibility with (or absence of direct antagonism
toward) these beliefs," Lu said. 

  More information: Ozan Kuru et al, Religious affiliation and
philosophical and moral beliefs about vaccines: A longitudinal study, 
Journal of Health Psychology (2022). DOI:
10.1177/13591053221082770
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