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High public trust in 
vaccinations aids the 
acceptance of vaccine 
programmes and the 

spread of immunisation. 
This can help countries 

and communities achieve 
critical levels of vaccination 
and reach herd immunity 
against certain infectious 

diseases, such as measles. 
Trustworthy reporting on 

vaccines can help build and 
maintain this trust, leading 

to vaccination and saved 
lives.

Immunisation prevents 
2-3 million deaths a year 
(WHO) and vaccines have 

helped eradicate or almost 
eradicate some of the 

deadliest diseases known to 
humans.
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What to consider when  
covering vaccines

How we report on vaccines and vaccination programmes can 
affect public perceptions of vaccines and vaccine acceptance. In 
this field, our choice of words, narrative decisions, presentation 
of data and selection of sources are all crucial - not just 
journalistically, but from a public health perspective to ensure 
accurate information reaches the right audiences.

Why does this matter?

A freelancers’ guide for 
reporting on vaccines
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How the media depicts the 
side effects of vaccines can 
affect the success of global 
immunisation programmes.
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An emotive topic, 
vaccines and vaccine 

programmes are open 
targets for misinformation 
and disinformation. Anti-

vaccination campaigns 
often demonstrate effective 
communication techniques 

that engage uncertain 
audiences. Accurate and 
compelling reporting on 

vaccines is needed to help 
dispel such misinformation 

and actively combat 
disinformation. 

Data journalism is crucial when reporting on vaccines. If you 
aren’t confident in parsing and analysing data, find someone who 
is to help you. Go through figures, tables and appendices with 
them to make sure you aren’t missing something that the text of 
a research paper can’t convey or fully represent. 

When presenting numbers, ensure you understand their 
context when it comes to vaccinations and that your audience 
does too. For example, for some vaccines it’s not possible to have 
a definite number for how effective it is, the real figure will be a 
range; for others, perhaps more established vaccines or those 
with more long-term studies behind them, we may have more 
reliable information on their effectiveness. 

When it comes to reporting on immunisation rates, check how 
the rate has been calculated for the country you are reporting 
on. Is the data recent and does it cover the whole population or 
just a sample? Biases can creep in or official sources can offer an 
incomplete picture if there are multiple sources of information in 
a chain and just one turns out to be unreliable.

Dealing with vaccine data

If you aren’t familiar with research papers and handling data 
from clinical trials, take your time, read the information multiple 
times and consult experts, says freelance journalist Carol Isoux: 
“Before going to the Philippines [to report on a potential Dengue 
vaccine] I did extensive interviews with scientists who were 
experts in this disease and vaccinations and were outside of the 
team that worked on it. I also got their help to understand clinical 
trials data.”

Expert tip

Be really clear about the size and make-up of the groups used 
to test and trial vaccines. Include demographic details of who was 
involved to make it clear what has been tested and on whom, and 
to which parts of the population the results might apply.

Understanding trial sizes

Members of your audience may not be represented in the 
current data from a trial. “I try to make clear that having data 
on 3,000 people seems like a lot but, if you consider a human 
population, you are going to have multiple sub-groups of people,” 
says Yves Sciama, freelance science journalist and president 
AJSPI, the French association of science journalists 

“If there’s one sub-group for which the vaccine doesn’t work or 
for whom it has strong side effects we may not detect it or not 
detect it well [at this stage]. We won’t have a solid idea before 
hundreds of thousands of people have had it.”

Expert tip
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During the COVID-19 pandemic, public attention to vaccines 
and their development process is arguably greater than ever 
before. Every stage of testing, development and approval is being 
reported, including preliminary research findings which could be 
a breeding ground for misinformation or misunderstanding. It’s 
crucial to establish what stage scientists are at, what is known 
and what is still uncertain or unknowable at any given point in 
the process.

Reporters need to understand what different levels of clinical 
trials can tell us and what they can’t. GIJN offers some useful 
guidance on what different phases of vaccine trials might deliver. 
Include basic information in your reporting: how is the vaccine 
being tested and on how many people with which results.

Understanding the vaccine
development process

Expert tips

It’s a good idea to be more cautious at the early stages of vaccine 
trials, even when there’s pressure to be the first to report new 
developments. “Sometimes later is better because then you have 
the definite data,” adds Josephin Mosch, a doctor and freelance 
journalist who has reported on infectious diseases and vaccines. 
“Maybe prepare whatever you are working on so you are just 
waiting to integrate that final piece of information.”

“We have to warn the audience about a potential loss of objectivity 
but without casting doubt on all biomedical research,”  
explains Yves Sciama.

Ask whether the results of trials or research that’s been released 
have been peer-reviewed. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some 
research and papers were published without peer review or 
following an expedited peer review process, for example, in order 
to be published quickly in response to the virus’ rapid spread. 

You should also find out whether the research you are presented 
with has been published by a high-ranking scientific journal,  
low-ranking journal or just in a press release. The former is likely 
to offer greater credibility and authority. Look for primary 
sources, other sources and pieces of research to corroborate 
research findings announced by press releases alone.

Reporting on vaccine trial results

Expert tips

If research released has strong ties to the pharmaceutical in-
dustry it’s important to call this out, but be specific - don’t tar all 
research with the same brush. “We have to warn the audience 
about them losing their objectivity but without casting doubt 
on all biomedical research. We can’t just call for refusing private 
money,” explains Yves Sciama.

Be cautious, says Yves Sciama. When a vaccine promises a 
potential end or treatment for an infectious disease, the reaction 
can be too enthusiastic: “People almost turn into activists of the 
vaccine. I don’t think that’s how we should frame our work.”

In its guide to misinformation and vaccines, UNICEF recommends 
pairing scientific knowledge and facts with stories that “speak to 
the audience’s beliefs and values”.

Using only scientific language in your reporting on vaccines could 
be less compelling for your audience. Emotions are a very 
important tool - this is something the anti-vax movement knows 
all too well - and can help us reach audiences that are turned off 
by what could be perceived as drier or geeky stories.

Think about who might be the audience for your work: are you 
reporting for a general audience or for a specialist publication? 
This may affect the level of detail you give when explaining the 
methodology of trials, for example, or how you explain the 
efficacy of a vaccine. Writing for a scientific audience versus a 
more general audience will also affect what the most significant 
elements of the story are.

Words and stories matter

Expert tips

“You need the background, the right information, very good 
research, a storyboard and reliable sources - but to make a 
story compelling and fascinating you also need emotion and 
the individuals who are affected by the disease and vaccination 
programme. People can identify with their experience in a 
way that they won’t with a high-end scientist,” says freelancer 
Josephin Mosch.

Fellow freelancer Carol Isoux spent time with at least 12 
families affected by an allegedly unsafe Dengue vaccine in 
the Philippines. It helped humanise the story and brought in 
questions the audience might naturally have. In her reporting 
on the Philippines, the issue wasn’t just the vaccine itself; it was 
about the healthcare system and infrastructure available to its 
recipients. The vaccine was tested in circumstances that didn’t exist 
in the population receiving it. Consider all the factors at play in 
your story beyond the development or efficacy of the vaccine itself.

When reporting on vaccines, reporting from primary sources can 
be advantageous. Does your source material provide the details 
of the vaccine trial, such as its statistics, how the study is being 
conducted and where biases can live?

Do check the motivations behind a study or research and 
its funding. Ask difficult questions about its set-up to uncover 
potential biases or conflicts of interest. This applies to 
communications about research too. Even if a press release 
comes from a university or academic institution, for example, 
make sure you know any other groups involved in its production 
or distribution. If your reporting work is funded by any 
organisations, you’ll need to declare this too including any impact 
this may have had on your scope or editorial line.

Choosing to interview a scientist or expert who’s not been spoken 
to many times before can also give you another independent 
perspective.

Find the right sources

Be careful if editors ask you to find a balance of views when 
it comes to reporting on vaccinations. Giving an anti-vaccine 
voice the same platform as an immunologist or trusted scientific 
source is problematic. If an editor suggests balancing your 
sources in this kind of way, push back.

A good comparison is the principled stance taken by many 
journalists and news outlets on other divisive scientific issues, 
such as climate change. A couple of years ago the AP made an 
editorial decision to change how it refers to those who reject 
mainstream climate change science. If claims against vaccines are 
not backed by scientific evidence, they should be treated in the 
same way and not reported.

Dealing with anti-vaccination views

Vaccines can be an emotive issue and reporters covering 
them should be aware of the reactions this topic can raise in 
audiences. In addition to being open to misinformation and 
disinformation as a subject, the vaccine procedure can also evoke 
fear for individuals. As such, conveying their benefits alongside 
potential risks or challenges is important. This includes the 
images we use to illustrate articles, broadcasts and videos.

Responsible sourcing of images
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In addition to speaking to national and international health and 
science expert sources, talk to locals and health community 
workers to get their perspectives on the story too.

It’s also important to get comments on vaccines, vaccination 
programmes and vaccine trials from independent sources - those 
who have not been involved with their development - in addition 
to speaking to those who have been part of the process.

Talk to a range of sources

Expert tips

“Often in developing countries, the good story isn’t with the 
officials or health institutions; or with those people who talk in 
very clean, bureaucratic sentences; or the people who aren’t 
going to read your piece,” says freelancer Josephin Mosch. 
Talking to local sources can give an essential platform to those 
on the frontlines and those experiencing, needing or seeking 
vaccination. These sources should be contacted in addition to 
specialists and experts on vaccinations.

When seeking expert health and science sources, Yves Sciama 
adds: “Don’t limit yourself to your own country [for sources]. 
It’s our natural way of working and it simplifies some things but 
there are also national ways of looking at problems. Get the 
views of high-level scientists who come from other countries. It 
adds to your workload but can help you catch an original idea.”

Government communications have weight when it comes to 
the acceptance of vaccines. As journalists, we need to scrutinise 
government actions but without undermining vital public health 
messaging. 

In any reporting on government rollouts, it’s important to 
understand and explain the tools that a state has at its 
disposal for implementing vaccinations. If you show what hasn’t 
worked then acceptance of vaccine programmes may be higher 
amongst your audience. 

GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance, provides this helpful four-point 
checklist for assessing countries’ vaccine readiness.

Reporting on governments’  
roles with vaccinations

Expert tip

When it comes to reporting on mandatory vaccinations, 
something compulsory can be frightening, says Joesphin Mosch: 
“Put everything in context and explain why the government is 
taking a certain action. You have the right to question things the 
government is doing but don’t judge a response too quickly.”

Assessments of a vaccine’s safety should be accompanied by 
information about what stage of development it is in and the 
extent to which it has been tested. Speak to your expert sources 
to understand what expectations of safety and efficacy are 
realistic at different stages of the development process.

Reporting side effects

Expert tips

Be careful about how you use the word safe - no medicine is 
100% safe, explains Jens Degett, President of the European Union 
of Science Journalists’ Associations (EUSJA).

If a vaccine has side effects, you can make this known in your 
reporting but underline that the risks are likely to be small. 
Explain how side effects might occur and why, and if the severity 
of the side effects you are discussing is low, make that clear to 
your audience. This will help the audience understand the full 
impact of the drug and ease their concerns. This transparency 
means your journalism cannot be questioned if vaccine recipients 
experience known side effects.

If your story requires reporting on an individual experiencing 
side effects, be sure to include information on the total number 
of people who have already been vaccinated as part of the same 
programme without any side effects. This adds necessary balance 
and factuality to the piece. The same contextual and data-led 
approach is equally important if pursuing a story on vaccine 
defects or multiple recipients experiencing side effects.
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Expert databases and sourcebooks

Find an Expert - Sabin Vaccine Institute

Science Media Centre expert database - Science Media Centre

Vaccines and Immunization - WHO

Infectious diseases and vaccines - World Bank

Global vaccine coverage databases - Global Health Observatory

COVID-19 data portal - EMBL-EBI

COVID-19 vaccine trackers - RAPS

Faculty directory - EMBL

VaxView - US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Databases - European Centre for Disease Control

Immunization data - UNICEF
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What will the impact of a vaccine be in the long-term?

Look beyond the short-term

Is a vaccine programme being used as a political tool in a 
developing country? Has the response to a disease become 
politicized? Are there any issues with corruption at a local or 
national level?

Look at the political angle

How is vaccine production changing to meet the need of a 
population or programme? What does this require logistically? 
Are new vaccine factories being built?

Look at scale

Who is most in need or seeking vaccination? What barriers or 
challenges could prevent them from being vaccinated? How are 
these overcome?

Look at the local level

Story development ideas

Resources

#VaccinesWork - GAVI: The Vaccine Alliance

European Union of Science Journalists’ Associations (EUSJA)

Association of Scientific Journalists of the Information Press 
(AJSPI)

Royal Statistical Society (RSS)

Vaccine Safety Net - WHO

Covering vaccines - Center for Health Journalism

National Association of Science Writers (NASW)

Vaccine Safety and Science - the Vaccine Knowledge Project

5 Tips to Help Journalists Report on Coronavirus Vaccines - GIJN

Vaccine Insights Hub - First Draft

The Vaccine Confidence Project

Online course on understanding COVID-19 - Johns Hopkins University

Tips for reporting on vaccines - WHO

Association of British Science Writers (ABSW)

Journalist Resource Hub on Vaccines and Information - Sabin

Vaccine IQ video guide - Sabin

Principles of COVID-19 vaccination communication - 
Center for Public Interest Communications

Image library for vaccinations - Self
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