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Correcting public misperceptions about medical
doctors' opinions persistently increases Covid-19
vaccinations

A new research study shows that public misperceptions about doctors'’
views on Covid-19 vaccinations reduce willingness to get vaccinated. The
study documents that the vast majority of medical doctors in the Czech
Republic trust and support vaccination, but that there is a widespread
belief among the public that doctors’ opinions are divided and that only
about half trust the vaccines. Informing people that there is a broad
positive consensus among doctors persistently increases vaccination
uptake by the public. Thus, effectively communicating doctors’ true views
can play an important role in the fight against the Covid-19 pandemic.
The study was published in the most recent issue of Nature, a leading
scientific journal.

The authors of the study conducted extensive questionnaire surveys to identify the
medical community's views on vaccination against Covid-19, and then surveyed public
perceptions of doctors' views. Finally, they examined the effect of providing
information about doctors* actual views on individuals' decisions to get vaccinated.

"We found that clearly communicating the strong consensus of the benefits of
vaccination among doctors is a cheap way to persistently increase interest in
vaccination," summarizes one of the study‘s co-authors, Michal Bauer of CERGE-EI in
Prague.

The first survey took place in February 2021 among Czech doctors from all parts of the
country. It focused on identifying doctors' views of approved Covid-19 vaccines. Of the
10,000 doctors surveyed, a full 90% trusted the vaccines. Furthermore, 90% had
already been vaccinated themselves, or planned to be. As many as 95% of doctors stated
that they would recommend vaccinations to their healthy patients.

However, most of the Czech public was unaware of this consensus in the medical
community. This was discovered thanks to the second survey, which took place as part
of a ,Life during the pandemic® survey conducted in partnership with PAQ Research,
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which involved 2,101 respondents. Respondents estimated what percentage of doctors
trusted the vaccines and wanted to be vaccinated themselves. About 90% of the public
sample underestimated the level of support for vaccination within the medical
community. On average, people thought that only about 60% of doctors trusted the
approved vaccines and that only around 57% of doctors wanted to be vaccinated
themselves.

Medical doctors’ views of approved Covid-19 vaccines
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In March 2021, a randomly selected half of the respondents received correct
information about the opinions of doctors about vaccination, i.e., that 90% trust the
vaccines. The other half of the respondents did not receive this information. This
allowed the researchers to reliably estimate the role that knowledge of the real views of
the medical community plays in the willingness to be vaccinated. For the next 9
months, the researchers monitored the respondents to see if they got vaccinated.

The information provided not only corrected misperceptions about doctors' views on
vaccination, but also increased vaccination uptake by 4.5 percentage points. The
percentage of people who chose not to be vaccinated therefore fell by as much as 20%.

"The effect on vaccination was stable and lasting. Even a one-time provision of
information increased vaccination uptake for at least 9 months, and also increased
demand for the third dose, "explains study co-author Julie Chytilova of Charles
University in Prague.

The authors of the study believe that the documented public misperceptions about the
views of the medical community are likely caused by a journalistic norm, to provide
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equal time and space to opposing views on controversial topics discussed in media.
This practice attracts the attention of viewers and creates the appearance of an
objective journalistic approach. However, it can distort perceptions in the society about
the degree of dis/agreement among experts and undermine the ability to overcome
societal challenges. "Journalists should therefore try to provide information not only
about differences of opinions among experts, but also about how common different
views are,” says Chytilova. "The inaccurate public perceptions that experts are
divided, despite the fact that a broad consensus in fact exists, is very likely relevant in
a number of other areas, such as the climate change debate, and it may undermine
the societal support required to solve fundamental national and global problems,"
adds Bauer. The lessons from this study very likely apply to a number of other issues,
and the current pandemic is just one example of a more general phenomenon.

Original research paper: Vojtéch Bartos, Michal Bauer, Jana Cahlikova and Julie
Chytilova (2022): Communicating doctors’ consensus persistently increases Covid-19
vaccinations. Nature, June 1, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-022-04805-y
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Comments from colleagues about the study:

Stépan Jurajda: The exceptional scientific success of this team from the Economics
Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences and Charles University shows not only the
excellence of scientific work in economics at these workplaces, but above all, the crucial
role that empirical social sciences can play in helping to manage social crises. The main
problem of the epidemic was not the ability to develop vaccines, but the ability to set
up effective communication strategies that support the willingness of the public to get
vaccinated. Addressing the future societal challenges of aging, adaptation to climate
change and immigration, market regulation, misinformation, and the protection of
democracy will ultimately depend on the ability to inform public policies with useful
evidence. Unfortunately, the social sciences in our country have long been underfunded
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relative to other academic fields in international comparisons, and support of
excellence in this field remains very limited.

Filip Matéjka: This is an extremely useful result for current events, not only within
the context of Covid and, of course, not only for our country. My colleagues show that
the public uses exactly the information that would convince wise people. The
information is: what percentage of doctors have been vaccinated themselves and how
many of them recommend it to their patients. We do not need to be persuaded by
charismatic actors, nor do we need to have one voice for and one against in the media,
when 90 percent of experts are in favor. People understand clear statistics. I think this
is the first article ever written by Czech economists to be published in Nature. A great
success.

Daniel Miinich: This is a huge scientific success of Czech research. Only 108 articles
have been published with at least one Czech co-author in one of the world's most
prestigious scientific journals (Nature) in the last ten years. And in the field of social
sciences, this is the only article in which authors working in Czech research institutes
play a leading role.
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