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Editorial
Pediatric Vaccine Hesitancy and COVID-19

Heather A. Morgans, Jennifer E. Schuster, and Bradley A. Warady
Vaccine hesitancy has become increasingly prevalent and
was designated as one of the top 10 threats to global

health by the World Health Organization in 2019.1

Recognition of this issue increased throughout the
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COVID-19 pandemic as the availability of COVID-19 vac-
cinations was accompanied by a highly visible increase in
vaccine hesitancy.2 Determining the key drivers for vaccine
hesitancy and current attitudes regarding COVID-19 vac-
cines are essential to combat misinformation and optimize
vaccine uptake. Wang et al evaluated these attitudes in
parents of children with a variety of kidney disorders at
their center,3 the results of which are published in this
issue of AJKD. They found that a staggering two-thirds of
parents were unwilling or unsure as to whether they
would vaccinate their children against COVID-19. Those
who reported hesitancy toward general childhood vaccines
or influenza vaccines were more likely to also report
hesitancy toward the COVID-19 vaccine. Higher parental
education was associated with an increased likelihood of
COVID-19 vaccination, and themes of reasons for vaccine
hesitancy included concerns about vaccine safety, variation
in recommendations provided by health care professionals,
and the need for more information.3

Vaccine hesitancy as it relates to childhood vaccines
predates the COVID-19 vaccine and has been associated
with significant outbreaks.4 Along with the disbursement
of accurate information, social media has made possible
widespread and highly volatile misinformation regarding
vaccine efficacy and safety, which has likely contributed to
vaccine hesitancy and opposition. Add to that the influence
of the political landscape and an associated growing
mistrust in medicine and science, and one can understand
why the capacity to successfully achieve public health goals
for vaccination in an attempt to help curb the global
pandemic have been impaired.2,5 Interestingly, data from
the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
found that the influenza vaccine rate decreased among
children between 2020 and 2021. One potential expla-
nation may be vaccine hesitancy toward the COVID-19
vaccine, which may have secondarily influenced parental
decision making regarding other childhood vaccinations.6

Specific to COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy, concern about
rushed vaccine development, limited data on short- and
long-term vaccine side effects, the inclusion of a relatively
small number of children (compared with adults) in the
vaccine trials, and lower morbidity and mortality rates
associated with COVID-19–related illness in children are
additional contributing factors relevant to the vaccination of
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children.7,8 In a national telephone survey administered
during May 2022, 53.6% of parents reported that their child
was unimmunized and 33% reported that they probably or
definitely would not get their child vaccinated against
COVID-19.9 Most recently, the CDC has reported that 29.9%
and 60% of children aged 5-11 years and 12-17 years,
respectively, have been fully vaccinated against COVID-19.10

COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy is prevalent despite the
overwhelming evidence that the COVID-19 vaccine is safe
and effective.11 Most important, however, is the repeated
delivery of consistent, clear, and pertinent information
regarding SARS-CoV-2 and the COVID-19 vaccines from
trusted health care providers that is likely required to
further increase the COVID-19 vaccination rate. In the case
of the child or adolescent with kidney disease, the pediatric
nephrology team can assume this role. At the same time,
the associated expectation is that the nephrologist or a
colleague (eg, infectious diseases physician) has available
to them the most current vaccine-related information to
share with the patient and parent.7,8 Many organizations,
including the American Society of Nephrology, American
Society of Pediatric Nephrology, American Society of
Transplantation, and National Kidney Foundation, have
compiled information that has been made available online
and in print that is specifically tailored for those with
kidney disease. These resources can help health care pro-
viders give consistent information to patients and families
to avoid confusion and variation in recommendations.

Children with glomerular chronic kidney disease or who
have received a kidney transplant are at high risk for
infection-related complications because of their regular use
of immunosuppressive therapy. These children benefit
greatly from effective infection prevention strategies,
namely vaccination. COVID-19 vaccination has been shown
to elicit a detectable immune response in terms of antibody
production in these patients, although lower than what has
been exhibited by healthy children.12,13 While the decision
of whether to mandate COVID-19 vaccines for kidney
transplant candidates (children or adults) is a different dis-
cussion altogether and has recently been thoroughly
addressed in AJKD,14,15 the goal of decreasing vaccine hes-
itancy in this high-risk patient cohort is the same.

In addition to the creation of a uniform response from
health care providers regarding COVID-19 vaccine recom-
mendations, even more important is the need to regularly
use all medical encounters as an occasion to provide vaccine-
related education. Although it is easy to defer these discus-
sions to the next visit or the next provider, doing so results
in a lost opportunity to provide information and answer
questions of those who see their health care provider as a
valuable resource. As confirmed in the article by Wang et al,
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parents who are unsure about whether they will vaccinate
their child against COVID-19 are interested in hearing what
their health care provider recommends and may choose to
receive the COVID-19 vaccine if they are given the appro-
priate information. Peer-to-peer resources, either online or
as in-person forums designed to discuss COVID-19 vaccine
recommendations and experiences, can also be valuable.2,5

The study by Wang et al does have some limitations.
The timing of data collection from parents took place from
December 2020 to October 2021, while COVID-19 vac-
cinations for children aged 12-15 years and 5-11 years did
not receive emergency-use authorization until May and
November 2021, respectively. Current parental attitudes,
particularly of those parents whose children have a chronic
medical condition, may have changed following the wide-
spread availability of the COVID-19 vaccine for children at
least 5 years of age (and most recently for those as young as 6
months) and mounting evidence of the vaccine’s safety and
efficacy. Generalizability of the study results to the parents of
all children with kidney disease also comes into question, a
limitation acknowledged by the authors.3 Low participant
numbers in groups classified by type of kidney disease or
kidney replacement modality (dialysis and kidney trans-
plant), along with the study being conducted at a single
center and being survey-driven with a response rate of 39%,
may not produce results that are representative of the pedi-
atric nephrology community at large.

Regardless, the important takeaway message from the
publication by Wang et al is that children with kidney
disease, like all children, are affected by COVID-19 vaccine
hesitancy, the etiology of which is multifactorial. The call
to action for the medical community is to identify barriers
to vaccination so those barriers can be addressed in a
thoughtful and effective manner. Notably, it is imperative
that we formulate and regularly update uniform health-
literate recommendations tailored for patient groups such
as children with kidney disease that are readily available
and actively distributed by health care teams to help
encourage vaccination. Incorporation of responses to the
insightful questions and concerns relayed by patients and
families, such as those queried by Wang et al, is certain to
add value to the resources that are developed.
Article Information

Authors’ Full Names and Academic Degrees: Heather A.
Morgans, DO, Jennifer E. Schuster, MD, and Bradley A. Warady,
MD.

Authors’ Affiliations: Divisions of Nephrology (HAM, BAW) and
Infectious Diseases (JES), Children’s Mercy Kansas City; and
Department of Pediatrics, University of Missouri–Kansas City
School of Medicine (HAM, JES, BAW), Kansas City, Missouri.

Address for Correspondence: Bradley A. Warady, MD, Division of
Nephrology, Children’s Mercy Kansas City, 2401 Gillham Rd,
Kansas City, MO 64108. Email: bwarady@cmh.edu

Support: None.

Financial Disclosure: The authors declare that they have no
relevant financial interests.
2

Peer Review: Received July 14, 2022, in response to an invitation
from the journal. Accepted July 23, 2022, after editorial review by
an Associate Editor and a Deputy Editor.

Publication Information: © 2022 by the National Kidney Founda-
tion, Inc. Published online month xx, xxxx with doi 10.1053/
j.ajkd.2022.07.003
References
1. World Health Organization. Ten threats to global health in

2019. Accessed July 6, 2022. https://www.who.int/news-
room/spotlight/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019

2. Larson HJ, Gakidou E, Murray CJL. The vaccine-hesitant
moment. N Engl J Med. 2022;387(1):58-65. doi:10.1056/
NEJMra2106441

3. Wang CS, Doma R,Westbrook AL, et al. Vaccine attitudes and
COVID-19 vaccine intention among parents of children with
kidney disease or primary hypertension. Am J Kidney Dis.
2022. doi:10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.04.011

4. Dimala CA, Kadia BM, Nji MAM, et al. Factors associated with
measles resurgence in the United States in the post-elimination
era. Sci Rep. 2021;11:51. doi:10.1038/s41598-020-80214-3

5. Marshall GS. Vaccine hesitancy, history, and human nature: the
2018 Stanley A. Plotkin Lecture. J Pediatr Infect Dis Soc.
2019;8(1):1-8. doi:10.1093/jpids/piy082

6. Leuchter RK, Jackson NJ, Mafi JN, Sarkisian CA. Association
between covid-19 vaccination and influenza vaccination rates.
N Engl J Med. 2022;386(26):2531-2532. doi:10.1056/
NEJMc2204560

7. Schilling S, Orr CJ, Delamater AM, et al. COVID-19 vaccine
hesitancy among low-income, racially and ethnically diverse US
parents. Patient Educ Couns. 2022;105(8):2771-2777. doi:10.
1016/j.pec.2022.03.023

8. Alfieri NL, Kusma JD, Heard-Garris N, et al. Parental COVID-19
vaccine hesitancy for children: vulnerability in an urban hotspot.
BMC Public Health. 2021;21(1):1662. doi:10.1186/s12889-
021-11725-5

9. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Covid-19 vacci-
nation coverage and vaccine confidence among children.
November 3, 2021. Accessed July 6, 2022. https://www.cdc.
gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/
children.html

10. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. CDC Covid Data
Tracker. Accessed July 13, 2022. https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-
data-tracker/#vaccinationsvacc-total-admin-count-pop5

11. Frenck RWJr, Klein NP, Kitchin N, et al. Safety, immunogenicity,
and efficacy of the BNT162b2 covid-19 vaccine in adoles-
cents. N Engl J Med. 2021;385(3):239-250. doi:10.1056/
NEJMoa2107456

12. Crane C, Phebus E, Ingulli E. Immunologic response of mRNA
SARS-CoV-2 vaccination in adolescent kidney transplant re-
cipients. Pediatr Nephrol. 2022;37(2):449-453. doi:10.1007/
s00467-021-05256-9

13. Haskin O, Ashkenazi-Hoffnung L, Ziv N, et al. Serological
response to the BNT162b2 COVID-19 mRNA vaccine in
adolescent and young adult kidney transplant recipients.
Transplantation. 2021;105(11):e226-e233. doi:10.1097/TP.
0000000000003922

14. Ross LF. COVID-19 Vaccine refusal and organ transplantation.
Am J Kidney Dis. 2022;79(6):771-773. doi:10.1053/j.ajkd.
2022.02.009

15. Ladin K, Flescher AM, Reese PP. COVID-19 vaccine mandates
for transplant patients: caring for patients versus turning them
away. Am J Kidney Dis. 2022;79(6):774-777. doi:10.1053/j.
ajkd.2022.01.421
AJKD Vol XX | Iss XX | Month 2022

mailto:bwarady@cmh.edu
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.07.003
https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019
https://www.who.int/news-room/spotlight/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra2106441
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMra2106441
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.04.011
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-80214-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpids/piy082
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMc2204560
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMc2204560
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2022.03.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2022.03.023
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11725-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11725-5
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/imz-managers/coverage/covidvaxview/interactive/children.html
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#vaccinationsvacc-total-admin-count-pop5
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#vaccinationsvacc-total-admin-count-pop5
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2107456
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMoa2107456
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00467-021-05256-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00467-021-05256-9
https://doi.org/10.1097/TP.0000000000003922
https://doi.org/10.1097/TP.0000000000003922
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.01.421
https://doi.org/10.1053/j.ajkd.2022.01.421

	Pediatric Vaccine Hesitancy and COVID-19
	References


