
 

 

 

Vaccines, science and trust

Citation for published version (APA):

Penders, B. (2017). Vaccines, science and trust. Nature Microbiology, 2(6), [17076].
https://doi.org/10.1038/nmicrobiol.2017.76

Document status and date:
Published: 01/06/2017

DOI:
10.1038/nmicrobiol.2017.76

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
Taverne

Please check the document version of this publication:

• A submitted manuscript is the version of the article upon submission and before peer-review. There can
be important differences between the submitted version and the official published version of record.
People interested in the research are advised to contact the author for the final version of the publication,
or visit the DOI to the publisher's website.
• The final author version and the galley proof are versions of the publication after peer review.
• The final published version features the final layout of the paper including the volume, issue and page
numbers.
Link to publication

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright
owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these
rights.

• Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
• You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
• You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.

If the publication is distributed under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license above,
please follow below link for the End User Agreement:
www.umlib.nl/taverne-license

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at:

repository@maastrichtuniversity.nl

providing details and we will investigate your claim.

Download date: 22 May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1038/nmicrobiol.2017.76
https://doi.org/10.1038/nmicrobiol.2017.76
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/en/publications/73426e4b-5e38-4e83-8316-8254b66995ac


NATURE MICROBIOLOGY 2, 17076 (2017) | DOI: 10.1038/nmicrobiol.2017.76 | www.nature.com/naturemicrobiology 1

correspondence
PUBLISHED: 28 APRIL 2017 | VOLUME: 2 | ARTICLE NUMBER: 17076

To the Editor — Vaccines save lives. 
They are among the biggest successes in 
medicine and their safety and functionality 
are a widely shared consensus in science 
and society. This is made very clear in a 
recent Editorial on World Immunization 
Week 20171. Most, if not all, readers 
of Nature Microbiology will agree. 
Yet dissident voices exist and some 
are dismissive of science or blatantly 
anti-science, or even resemble conspiracy 
theories. However, citizens that are critical 
of vaccination are often well informed and 
well read, and are aware of the potential of 
vaccines. Their critique, which may lead 
to a decision to not vaccinate (or to opt 
for fewer vaccinations), draws from an 
uneasiness of vaccination as a practice.

Citizens encounter vaccination practices 
most notably as new parents, where they 
observe that they are expected to behave in 
a certain way: namely to comply. Most of 
them do so and their babies get the shots. 
Some parents resist initially and some offer 
lasting resistance. However, as Geelen et al. 
show, compliance does not mean full 
agreement with the way vaccination 
practices are organized2. One might even 
expect that a large part of those who do 
comply may potentially resist the next time, 
or offer discrediting narratives to other 
prospective parents.

Dismissal of science is not what informs 
this uneasiness, as Geelen et al. show. 
Vaccination rates in the Netherlands, 
where they performed their study, are 
high. Parents are expected to vaccinate 
their child, and practices are designed 
accordingly. Doctors or nurses in the 
National Immunisation Programme 
announce the shot and give the shot. 
Parents’ loyalty is assumed and they are 
disciplined to comply and offered almost 
no opportunity to ask (critical) questions or 
engage in conversations about vaccination. 
The scientific consensus that vaccines are 
safe and work is institutionalized into the 
vaccination practice to such an extent that 
every question mark is avoided and every 
critique is predetermined to be irrelevant. 
The result is a public who, while they may 
trust the safety and functionality of the 
vaccine, feels dismissed and ignored.

A vaccination office is not a laboratory. 
The scientific consensus on vaccination 
safety and functionality has a different 
meaning there. In order for scientific 
consensus to acquire public credibility and 
motivated loyalty through participation, 
it needs to be subject to public inquiry — 
inquiry which may sometimes be critical. 
If the conversation is avoided, or 
unidirectional, it denies a voice to parents 
and citizens at large. Vaccination practices 

are about convincing and enabling people 
to enhance their and their child’s future 
health — not the state enforcement of 
scientific consensus3.

Vaccines are safe and work. While 
the scientific credibility of that claim is 
irrevocable, the public credibility of the 
same claim requires a different type of 
work to maintain4. This work requires trust 
to be nurtured by allowing conversations 
between professionals and citizens — or 
as Geelen et al. phrase it: “experimenting 
with voice and exit”2. It requires a different 
role for scientific knowledge and expertise, 
humble instead of authoritative, inclusive 
instead of dismissive5. ❐
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