
COMMUNICATING ABOUT 
THE COVID-19 VACCINE
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The speed at which vaccines against 
COVID-19 have been developed is 
considered an extraordinary achievement, 
and it is widely agreed that the vaccine is the 
most effective way to defeat the pandemic. 
So why has it been such a great challenge to 
get the global population vaccinated? 

Response to the vaccine has varied greatly, 
from celebration and relief, to hesitancy from 
people with underlying medical conditions 
unsure of how the vaccine will interact with 
their condition, to outright refusal to be 
vaccinated. Some people have a strong fear 
of needles or the anticipated pain related 
to vaccination. In other cases, the fear is 
related to the possible side effects of the 
vaccine, while yet others have a mistrust 
of its ingredients, and fear not knowing 
what is going into their bodies. At the heart 
of many people’s hesitancy or refusal to 
get vaccinated is a lack of understanding 
about the vaccine, in large part due to the 
unprecedented spread of misinformation we 
have witnessed since the pandemic began.

Research says that in order to succeed in 
the global effort to vaccinate billions of 
people,  governments need to give priority 
to addressing the issues of mistrust that 
people have around not only the vaccine, but 
also the institutions that are responsible for 
rolling them out. In order for governments 
to offer relevant solutions and measures to 
encourage vaccination, they need to better 
understand people’s reactions. For any 
measure to be respected, authorities must 
know the underlying reasons people reject it.

As youth reporters, you may also face the 
challenge of people’s denial of COVID-19 
or their fear of the vaccine. Your main 
responsibility as journalists is simply to share 
credible information and to hear people 
out. We’ll only be able to tackle COVID-19 
vaccine hesitancy in South Africa when 
empathy meets evidence.

INTRODUCTION
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Vaccine: a simple, safe, and effective 
way of protecting people against harmful 
diseases, before they come into contact 
with them. It is a substance that is used to 
stimulate the production of antibodies and 
provide immunity against one or several 
diseases. Vaccines are usually administered 
through needle injections, but some can be 
administered by mouth or sprayed into the 
nose.

Vaccine hesitancy: refers to a delay in 
acceptance, or the reluctance of people to 
receive the recommended and available 
vaccines. 

Anti-vaxxers: people who are opposed 
to vaccination. Typically they are parents 
who do not wish to vaccinate their children. 
Other anti-vaxxers are people who believe 
that vaccines are unsafe and infringe on 
their human rights. They typically deny the 
existence or validity of the science supporting 
their use in the general population.

Immunity: protection from an infectious 
disease. If you are immune to a disease, 
you can be exposed to it without becoming 
infected.

Immunization: a process by which a person 
becomes protected against a disease 
through vaccination. This term is often used 

interchangeably with vaccination, but the 
‘vaccination’ and ‘immunisation’ don’t mean 
quite the same thing. Vaccination is the 
term used for getting a vaccine, whereas 
immunisation refers to the process of both 
getting the vaccine and becoming immune to 
the disease following vaccination.

Herd immunity: occurs when a significant 
portion of a population becomes immune to 
an infectious disease and the risk of spread 
from person to person decreases. Those 
who are not immune are indirectly protected 
because ongoing disease spread is very small. 
Herd immunity also protects those who are 
unable to be vaccinated, such as newborns 
and immunocompromised people, because 
the disease spread within the population is 
very limited.

COVID-19 vaccines: there are two types of 
vaccines currently available for COVID-19. 
The first type are messenger ribonucleic acid 
(mRNA) vaccines, which include Pfizer and 
Moderna, and then there is another viral 
vector vaccine called Johnson & Johnson. 

While the Johnson and Johnson vaccine only 
requires you to get one dose, Pfizer requires 
you to get two doses, but both mRNA and 
viral vector vaccines contain instructions 
that teach our cells how to create the spike 
proteins found on the surface of the virus that 
causes COVID-19. This allows our immune 

DEFINITIONS
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systems to recognize these proteins that don’t 
belong in our bodies and create antibodies 
to stop the virus from spreading and causing 
damage when we are exposed to it. Neither 
vaccine contains the virus that causes 
COVID-19. 

Misinformation: false or inaccurate 
information that is created or mistakenly 
spread. Often the intent is not to deceive 
others, but rather contains no verifiable facts, 
sources or quotes. 

Vaccine mandates: when official policies 
are introduced to enforce mandatory 

or compulsory COVID-19 vaccinations. 
Introducing official policies that restrict entry 
for people into certain areas if they are not 
vaccinated, is a way of getting more people 
vaccinated - as well as a way to contain the 
pandemic. Unlike many countries around the 
world, South Africa has not yet introduced any 
COVID-19 vaccine mandates. 
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ARTICLE: 
“Raising Faith in COVID-19 Vaccines in Lesotho”
By Collins Boakye-Agyemang, 17 September 2021

TO GET YOU THINKING

Myths and misinformation around COVID-19 
vaccines are rife in Lesotho, where over 
85% of nearly 500 health workers surveyed 
recently report widespread misconceptions.

A survey covering five of Lesotho’s 10 districts 
showed conspiracy theories may be driving 
up fear, confusion and reluctance to get 
vaccinated in this highly religious society.

“My biggest fear was to be dragged into 
some cult and get the mark of the beast, 
so I watched and waited for others to get 
vaccinated to observe their health and 
behaviours,” says Mamookho Masamane, a 
church leader in the northern region of Leribe. 

It is estimated that over 90% of people in 
Lesotho are Christian, and religious leaders 
are loved, respected and followed. The 
church provides over 40% of Lesotho’s health 
services through a network of hospitals, 
health centres and nursing colleges. 

“We understand our calling is not just church-
based, but it is also community-based. We are 
trusted by people and what we communicate 
can influence their decisions,” says Mapoloko 
Mabena, Secretary of the Christian Council of 
Lesotho in the northern city of Butha-Buthe. 

With support from WHO and the Christian 
Council of Lesotho, the Ministry of Health is 
training religious leaders to spread life-saving 
facts on COVID-19 and COVID-19 vaccines.

“Prior to each training, participants are asked 
how much they know about COVID-19 
vaccines. Most say they have very limited 
information, while some say they have no 
information at all, so we’re working to build 
up this knowledge,” says WHO Immunization 
Officer Selloane Maepe. 

Source: afro.who.int

1. What are some reasons that you have heard in your community that prevent people from 
getting the COVID-19 vaccine?

2. Do you think religious institutions can help to communicate health messages?

3. Who in your community has the power to influence what people think about the vaccine?

4. How can the information shared about the vaccine change to make it more understandable 
to people in your community?

https://www.afro.who.int/news/raising-faith-covid-19-vaccines-lesotho
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RESOURCES

• UNICEF: Vaccines For All
https://www.unicef.org/immunization/vaccines-for-all

• UNICEF: 55% of young people say they will get the COVID-19 vaccine
https://www.unicef.org/southafrica/press-releases/55-cent-young-people-say-they-
will-get-covid-19-vaccine-unicef

• WHO: COVID-19 Vaccines
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/covid-19-vac-
cines

• WHO: How do vaccines work
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-do-vaccines-work

• CDC: Key things to know about the vaccine
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/keythingstoknow.html

• Bhekisisa Centre For Health Journalism: Speaking to the unvaxxed
https://bhekisisa.org/article/2021-10-05-gift-of-the-jab-6-tips-for-speaking-to-the-
unvaxxed/

• Theconversation.com: A researcher’s view on COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy: The 
scientific process needs to be better explained
https://theconversation.com/a-researchers-view-on-covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-the-
scientific-process-needs-to-be-better-explained-167681

• OECD: Policy Responses to Coronavirus (COVID-19)
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/enhancing-public-trust-in-covid-
19-vaccination-the-role-of-governments-eae0ec5a/

https://www.unicef.org/immunization/vaccines-for-all
https://www.unicef.org/southafrica/press-releases/55-cent-young-people-say-they-will-get-covid-19-vaccine-unicef
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/covid-19-vaccines
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/how-do-vaccines-work
https://bhekisisa.org/article/2021-10-05-gift-of-the-jab-6-tips-for-speaking-to-the-unvaxxed/
https://bhekisisa.org/article/2021-10-05-gift-of-the-jab-6-tips-for-speaking-to-the-unvaxxed/
https://bhekisisa.org/article/2021-10-05-gift-of-the-jab-6-tips-for-speaking-to-the-unvaxxed/
https://bhekisisa.org/article/2021-10-05-gift-of-the-jab-6-tips-for-speaking-to-the-unvaxxed/
https://theconversation.com/a-researchers-view-on-covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-the-scientific-process-needs-to-be-better-explained-167681
https://theconversation.com/a-researchers-view-on-covid-19-vaccine-hesitancy-the-scientific-process-needs-to-be-better-explained-167681
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/enhancing-public-trust-in-covid-19-vaccination-the-role-of-governments-eae0ec5a/
https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/enhancing-public-trust-in-covid-19-vaccination-the-role-of-governments-eae0ec5a/
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Many countries are observing increasing levels of distrust in governments’ capacity to handle 
the COVID-19 crisis. This has resulted in people complying less and less with public health-
related rules. Despite widespread recognition that COVID-19 is a critical issue to people all 
around the globe, many remain unwilling to be vaccinated. That said, there is also evidence to 
suggest that as more people are vaccinated, more will be inclined to accept vaccination. 

Trust in vaccines goes hand in hand with trust in the institutions responsible for vaccination. 
Lack of acceptance of vaccination may come from previous failures of health systems and public 
institutions to serve certain population groups effectively, which creates mistrust. In general, 
trust in institutions is critical for the effective functioning of society and acceptance of public 
policy, and particularly so during a crisis. Trust is defined as one’s belief that another person or 
institution will act in accordance with one’s expectations of positive behaviour. 

Providing educational resources to people also helps them understand the importance of 
COVID-19 vaccination and answers many of their questions about vaccination.

A good place to start is to let people know what to expect when getting 
tested. Here are some simple ways to communicate this process:

BUILDING TRUST AROUND 
COVID-19 VACCINATIONS

Most COVID-19 tests use 
swabs to gather samples. 

You can get your test results 
as quickly as 15 minutes or up 
to a few days, depending on 

the type of test you take.

Some testing locations may 
be crowded. While you are 
waiting to get your test and 

results, wear a mask and 
stay at least 6 feet apart from 

others.

WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN GETTING TESTED 
AT A TESTING SITE
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If you test NEGATIVE for 
COVID-19, the virus was not 
detected. You are likely not 

infected.

If you test POSITIVE take 
steps to protect others 

regardless of your COVID-19 
vaccination status: Isolate 
from others for at least 10 
days since symptoms first 
appeared. Avoid contact 

with other members of your 
household, including pets.

You may also make the choice 
to go and get the COVID-19 

vaccine, which was made 
available for young people 

aged 12 to 17 years, from the 
20th of October 2021 in South 

Africa. 

According to the Children’s 
Act, children in the 12 to 17 
year old age group do not 

require their parents’ consent 
to have a COVID-19 vaccine. 

In other words, a teenager 
can register and consent to 

being vaccinated without their 
parent’s permission.

Common side effects you may 
experience after receiving a 
COVID-19 vaccine are pain, 
redness and swelling on the 
arm where you got the shot.

If you are sore where you 
got the shot, you can apply 
a clean, cool, wet washcloth 

over the area and use or move 
your arm gently.

Side effects may make you 
feel a little sick or even make it 
hard to do daily activities, but 
they should go away in a few 

days.

Some COVID-19 vaccines 
need 2 shots to work. You 

should get the second shot 
even if you have side effects 
after the first shot, unless a 

doctor tells you not to. 

COVID-19 vaccines may not 
fully protect you until a week 
or two after your final shot. 
It takes time for your body 

to build protection after any 
vaccination. 
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DID YOU KNOW?

People who are fully 
vaccinated are able to get 
back to activities that they 
did before the pandemic. 
However they still still need 
to wear a mask, especially in 
areas that are crowded and 
not well-ventilated.

Being fully vaccinated and 
wearing masks maximizes 
protection against 
COVID-19 infection and 
reduces the chances of 
spreading it to others.

The benefits of COVID-19 
vaccination outweigh the 
potential risks.

People cannot get COVID-19 
from getting vaccinated.

BENEFITS

RISKS
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DID YOU KNOW?

Some people have no side 
effects from COVID-19 
vaccines, and those that do, 
have reported that they go 
away within a few days.

Tens of thousands of 
volunteers were involved 
in clinical trials for the 
vaccines. Before they got FDA 
authorization, the clinical trials 
showed that the COVID-19 
vaccines are remarkably safe 
and effective before they got 
FDA authorization.

There is no evidence that 
COVID-19 vaccines cause 
fertility problems.

The COVID-19 vaccine works 
similarly to other vaccines 
that you get as a child. Germs 
such as SARS-CoV-2, the 
virus that causes COVID-19, 
invade and multiply inside the 
body. The vaccine helps stop 
this by teaching the immune 
system to recognize and 
make antibodies that fight the 
virus.

- some side effects
- no side effects
- but they will go away 
within a few days

YOU MAY EXPERIENCE:

CLINICAL TRIALS  
PARTICIPANT
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MYTH FACT

If I’ve already had COVID-19, I 
don’t need a vaccine.

While evidence suggests there is some level of immunity for 
those who have previously had COVID, it is not known how 
long you are protected from getting COVID-19 again. Plus, the 
level of immunity provided by the vaccines after having had 
COVID-19 is higher than the level of immunity for those who 
have had COVID but were not subsequently vaccinated.

Getting the COVID-19 vaccine 
means I can stop wearing my 
mask and taking coronavirus 
precautions.

The Center for Disease Control continues to monitor the 
spread of COVID-19 and makes recommendations for 
continuing to wear face masks, both for those who are fully 
vaccinated as well as those who are not fully vaccinated.

Getting the COVID-19 vaccine 
gives you COVID-19.

The vaccine for COVID-19 cannot and will not give you 
COVID-19. The COVID-19 vaccine does not contain the 
SARS-Co-2 virus, so you cannot get COVID-19 from the 
vaccine. The protein that helps your immune system recognize 
and fight the virus does not cause infection of any sort.

The COVID-19 vaccine enters 
your cells and changes your 
DNA.

The COVID-19 vaccines are designed to help your body’s 
immune system fight the coronavirus. The messenger RNA 
in mRNA COVID-19 vaccines like Pfizer and Modernadoes 
enter cells, but does not enter the nucleus of the cells where 
DNA resides. The messenger RNA is destroyed by the body’s 
enzymes within days.

BUSTING MYTHS
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Communicating around the COVID-19 vaccine can be a sensitive topic for both you 
and your listeners, so make sure that you address it in a way that respects the varying 
perspectives and circumstances of your listeners, as well as those who share their stories. 
If any incorrect information comes up in any of your shows, make sure that you correct 
it. Respect the confidentiality of all those who agree to participate. People may give you 
consent to share their stories, and then later change their mind. Be prepared for this, as 
consent can change. 

PREPARING FOR THE SHOW

ANGLES
• What needs to change about how COVID-19 vaccine 

information is communicated?
• Where do the fears and doubts about the COVID-19 vaccine 

come from?
• What do people need to know to take the COVID-19 

vaccine?
• How can young people play a role in educating adults about 

the COVID-19 vaccine?
• How do young people feel about the freedom to take the 

COVID-19 vaccine without their parents’ consent?

ETHICS AND CONSENT

Different ways to communicate about the COVID-19 vaccines
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CHOOSE 
AN 
ANGLE

WHAT DO PEOPLE NEED TO KNOW TO TAKE THE 
COVID-19 VACCINE?

• Talk about how early on during COVID-19 vaccine trials, surveys showed that more 
than two-thirds of adults around the world said they were willing to be vaccinated 
once the vaccine became available, but this didn’t translate into actual uptake. 

• Talk about how many people described as “vaccine hesitant” are in fact not 
completely resistant to get the vaccine, but waiting for the right nudge. Half of the 
people who are believed to be refusers are “vaccine ready” and actually sitting on the 
fence. 

• Talk about how the vaccine benefits an individual person’s wellbeing over the 
wellbeing of others, as research says that individuals are more likely to be concerned 
about  prioritising their own health over the health of others. 

• Talk about how there is overwhelming evidence that vaccines are safe and effective, 
but do not dismiss people’s fears. Show empathy when talking to people who are 
uncertain. 

• Talk about other influencers and celebrities who have received the jab, as this may 
influence people to follow in the footsteps of people that they already admire. 
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FORMATS

INTERVIEW

Who do you talk to?

Someone who has had the vaccine before: a nurse, a doctor, any frontline worker, a 
counselor, a volunteer at a vaccine site

• What are some of the reasons why people don’t want to take the vaccine?
• What can you say to people to ease their fears?
• What support can you give to people who are hesitant?
• What can people expect when they take the vaccine?
• What are the benefits of getting the vaccine?

VOX POPS

Who do you talk to? 

Anyone in the community

• How do you feel about the COVID-19 vaccine?
• What are the reasons that you have or haven’t gotten the vaccine?
• How accessible are the vaccine sites in your community?
• What difference do you think the vaccine can make?
• What do you understand about how the vaccine works?

COMMENTAIRE AUDIO

Aim

To get someone’s opinion about a topic they care deeply about, and ask what they think 
needs to be done to solve the problem. 

Who do you talk to?
• Someone who has received the vaccine, someone who hasn’t received the vaccine, a 

teacher at school, a taxi driver, a healthcare worker, a parent, an elderly community 
member



15

AUDIO PROFILE

Aim

To get a first person account of someone’s experience. Audio profiles often aim to inspire. 

Who do you talk to?

• Speak to someone who decided to get the COVID-19 vaccine. Get them to tell the story of 
their experience from how they knew that it was the right step for them and the reasons 
why they found it important for their own health, to what their decision means for their 
community. You can also speak to someone in the community who administers the vaccine, 
either a volunteer or nurse who sees people coming in to take the vaccine everyday, and 
what they’ve come to learn about people’s thoughts, feelings and behaviours towards 
vaccinating. 

Questions you can ask for the audio profile:

• Tell us about the moment when you first found out that the COVID-19 vaccine was 
available in South Africa?

• What are some of the reasons that made you want to get the vaccine?

• How did your family, friends and community react to your decision to get the vaccine?

• What was your experience of getting the vaccine? What happened?

• What was the most challenging part of your experience getting the vaccine?

• What would you say to others who might feel fear or hesitation about the vaccine?

DID YOU KNOW?

Aim

To share exciting, simple and informative facts. These can be shared in the form of statistics, 
numbers or statements. This is a great format to wrap up the show, emphasise the take-away 
message of the topic and inform listeners about updated and verified facts related to the topic. 

‘Did you know’ examples for your show

• Did you know that the South African government has secured sufficient doses to vaccinate 
over 40 million people in South Africa?
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• Did you know that 24.5 million doses of the COVID-19 vaccine have been administered to 
the South African population? (Remember to update this number before you go on air.)

• Did you know that only 23.2% of the South African population have been vaccinated 
against COVID-19? (Remember to update this number before you go on air.)

• Did you know that as of November 18, 2021, Seychelles was the African country with the 
highest COVID-19 vaccination rate? Since the population of Seychelles is extremely small 
(below 100,000inhabitants) the country managed to vaccinate a large part of the popula-
tion in a limited period. 

• Did you know that some people have no side effects from COVID-19 vaccines, and those 
that do, have reported that they go away within a few days?

QUIZ

NOTE: Adding the quiz format to your radio show is compulsory. 

Aim 

To test and reward your audience’s knowledge on the topic. This format opens up engagement 
with your listeners, giving them an opportunity to respond to you and the topic. The quiz can 
also be presented through a live broadcast of your show via Facebook Live or Instagram Live. 

Quiz 1:
Question: Vaccines are a substance that….?
• Puts the body to sleep. 
• Stimulates the production of antibodies to provide immunity against diseases. 
• Makes all your red blood cells disappear.
• Makes it difficult to breathe.
The correct answer is B

Quiz 2:
Question: Vaccine hesitancy refers to….?
• Believing in the positive outcomes of vaccines. 
• Anger with authorities about lack of information.
• A delay in acceptance, or the refusal to vaccinate despite the availability of vaccine services. 
• Destroying all vaccine sites and clinics.
The correct answer is C



17

[INTRODUCTION:]
Host/Facilitator 1: HELLO beautiful 
listeners and welcome to today’s show! 
I am [NAME OF HOST] and you are 
listening to [NAME OF SHOW] on [RADIO 
STATION]. On today’s show we’ll be 
discussing what it is that people need 
to know in order to get the COVID-19 
vaccine. So far in South Africa, 24.5 
million doses of the vaccine have been 
administered and 13.8 million people 
are fully vaccinated. South Africa has 
been giving out the Johnson and Johnson 
vaccine, which many people call the ‘J&J’ 
vaccine - and this vaccine only needs 
you to get vaccinated once. The other 
vaccine is called Pfizer, and this vaccine 
requires you to go for two jabs. So that 
is why the number of vaccines given out 
is higher than the number of people who 
have been fully vaccinated, not everyone 
has returned for their second shot. But 
besides those who have gone to get the 
available vaccines, there are many people 
who haven’t had the COVID-19 vaccine 
at all. So we are curious to find out why 
people are hesitant to get the jab, what 
are your fears and what stories have you 
heard that make you feel uncomfortable 
about the vaccine? Let’s talk and find out 
what it is that people need to know before 

getting the vaccine. Let’s start off with an 
interview with [INTRODUCE PERSON BEING 
INTERVIEWED]. 

[PLAY LIVE OR PRE-RECORDED 
INTERVIEW].

[LINK:]
Host/Facilitator 2: What I learned from the 
interview is there are many people who 
don’t actually have enough information 
to make them feel safe enough to go for 
the COVID-19 vaccine. There is so much 
misinformation that is circulating on social 
media, which can be confusing for people, 
and they don’t know what to believe about 
the vaccine. Besides the people who get 
mixed information that makes them feel 
really scared or makes them question the 
vaccine, other people have shared some 
valid reasons about why they are hesitant 
to go and get the jab. Some people have 
mentioned being afraid of needles and the 
pain that you feel when you get a jab, and 
of course there are people who are really 
scared to experience the side effects of 
the vaccine. According to the Centers For 
Disease Control and Prevention, also known 
as the CDC - adults and children may have 
some side effects from the vaccine, which 
are normal signs that their body is actually 

HOW TO PRESENT YOUR SHOW
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building protection. These side effects may 
affect their ability to do daily activities, 
but they should go away in a few days. 
The other thing is that some people have 
no side effects at all, and according to 
research allergic reactions are rare. Let’s 
listen to the next story where we hear from 
someone who has had the experience of 
getting the vaccine. 

[PLAY PRE-RECORDED AUDIO PROFILE]
OR
[PLAY PRE-RECORDED VOX POPS]

Note: continue to give verified vaccine 
information as you play all your formats 
and remember to also add some quiz 
questions to your show.

[OUTRO:]
Host/Facilitator 1: Today’s show was 
really great because we got to listen to 
all the different perspectives that people 
have around what makes them hesitant 
to get the COVID-19 vaccine, and what 
more they need to know in order to feel 
confident about getting the jab. It is really 
important that everyone knows that the 
vaccine isn’t designed to prevent infections 
altogether, but it does help prevent severe 
disease that can lead to hospitalization 
or death. Not needing to go to hospitals 
to treat COVID-19 is a game-changer, as 
it means that the health system will not 

experience as much strain as it did with 
previous COVID-19 surges where many 
people died, or weren’t able to get beds or 
ventilators in hospitals. 

Host/facilitator 2: It also meant that other 
patients who had other life-threatening 
conditions were not prioritised in the health 
system, and were at high risk of getting 
infected with COVID-19. With that being 
said, being vaccinated does not mean that 
people are completely free of the risk of 
infection or transmitting the disease. While 
it does make it easier for you to get back 
to your everyday activities from before 
COVID-19, you still need to adhere to the 
safety measures by wearing a mask and 
keeping social distance. In general, sharing 
verified information and resources to 
people helps them better understand the 
importance of COVID-19 vaccination, and 
answers so many questions that people 
have. So thank you to all who have shared 
your experiences with us, and helped us get 
a picture of what we can expect, and why 
we still need more information about when 
it comes to vaccines. Let’s all move forward 
together! Bye all, until next time.




