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Abstract:

The history of the anti-vaccination movement is long. It does not have a long tradition in
Greece. However, from the beginning of COVID-19 and even before a vaccine was
discovered, a significant portion of Greeks categorically stated their refusal to participate
in vaccination despite the deadly consequences of the virus. This is mainly due to the
misinformation they have received and the fact that they believed various conspiracy
theories that start with the dangers of vaccines and go as far as the belief that COVID-19
does not exist. These beliefs, in addition to being untrue, also carry a great danger. The
more people who refuse to be vaccinated because they think they are doing some kind of
resistance, the harder it will be to achieve the collective immunity needed to fight COVID-
19. The benefits of vaccination in preventing and protecting against communicable
diseases do not only concern the vaccinated population, but, through the immunity of
the community, the benefits extend to the whole population, as the transmission of
diseases is limited and even people who are not vaccinated are protected such as
pregnant women, immunocompromised individuals, and newborns.
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1. Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic has set an "alarm" in the health systems of all countries around
the world, while at the same time it is a multi-faced phenomenon, with economic, social,
political, and legal consequences.

It is now widely believed that the turning point in the evolution of the COVID-19
pandemic worldwide would come with the approval and availability of an effective and
safe vaccine. Large pharmaceutical companies, often in collaboration with universities
around the world, have worked at an unprecedented pace in this direction.
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Vaccines, however, have been the topic of conflict for several years between
scientists and all kinds of anti-vaccine movements, with the latter trying to either reduce
their usefulness or integrate them as part of a larger plan of a global * profound society
that tries to "control humanity". At this point, it should be noted that the value of vaccines
in the eyes of the vast majority of the health world is undeniable.

2. Material and Methods

This article uses the method of bibliographic review using secondary data. More
specifically, the methodology used is that of descriptive review. Descriptive or narrative
reviews present the results of research on a topic over a specific period, or the results of
new research in evaluative order, which are related to pre-existing knowledge.

3. History of the anti-vaccination movement

The first vaccine in history was against smallpox, which was created after the research by
the English doctor Edward Jenner in 1796, during the largest smallpox epidemic of the
18th century in England. In particular, Jenner vaccinated an eight-year-old boy with fluid
from the blisters of women who were milking cows, who were initially infected by the
disease, also known as vaccinia. The child then acquired immunity to smallpox, showing
new evidence for a cure. It should be mentioned here that the term vaccine is derived
from the Latin word Vacca (cow), whereas it was later used for all vaccines and not just
smallpox. In 1853, the first law on compulsory vaccination was legislated in London,
while almost simultaneously, before the end of the 18th century, the first anti-vaccination
movements began to appear (Wolfe &Sharp, 2002).

The first objections to childhood vaccines were expressed in London in 1869 when
the first smallpox vaccination movement was formed. Several years later, in 1974, a group
was formed in England consisting of parents expressing their concerns about the
pertussis vaccine. However, the first official statement against childhood vaccination was
made in 1998 by British physician Andrew Wakefield, who published an article in the
scientific journal "The Lancet", where he referred clearly to the association of the trivalent
vaccine (MMR) Crohn's disease in children. Wakefield collaborated with a team of
reputable scientists in the study of twelve cases of children with autism. The researchers
claimed in that study that, according to the parents, and scientifically substantiated
evidence, autism and gastrointestinal problems in children were directly linked to the
MMR vaccine as both the symptoms of autism and Crohn's disease appeared two weeks
after vaccination of eight out of the twelve children in the study. Wakefield extended this
aspect through the British media, expressing doubts about the safety of MMR, leading to
refusals to validate the results published by an independent scientific study (MacDonald,
2015).

In 2001, Wakefield’s scientists withdrew their support for a study they had
published with him in 1998 in the journal Lancet, believing that their data were
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insufficient to prove a reasonable link between the MMR vaccine and autism. In 2010, the
Lancet magazine itself withdrew the controversial 1998 publication, acknowledging the
enormous impact that this incorrect and mistaken study had on public health. Thus,
Wakefield's claims and scientific credentials were gradually misconstructed after
numerous scientific publications, in which it was obvious that the association between
the MMR vaccine and autism and gastrointestinal problems in children did not only exist
but may have been selfish. Wakefield made research on the provision of a measles single-
dose vaccine for which he had filled for a patent before publishing his study on MMR
(Taylor et al., 2014).

Taylor et al. (1999), also published an article in the medical journal Lancet in 1999,
where he concluded that Wakefield's link between this vaccine and autism was not
proven and that this scientific lack may have been made because of the age it was
administered. MMR vaccine coincides with the early diagnosis of autism in children. The
British Medical Journal in 2001 revealed evidence that one of the main conditions
Wakefield relied on was that 8 out of12 children who participated in his study had
inflammatory bowel disease. In 2015, despite the huge blow to his scientific issues,
Wakefield repeatedly supported his theory against the MMR vaccine, in public, ignoring
the fact that the British Court had then noted that there was no previous link between
vaccine and autism. However untrue Wakefield's allegations were, public opinion in
England had already been influenced by his statements, with immunization rates falling
from 90% to 70% in the late 1990s and 125,000 children in the late 1990s vaccinated for
MMR in the United Kingdom-based at the US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

The factors that led mainly to the decision of the parents to refuse the child
vaccination concerned both their own beliefs and some characteristics of the vaccines.
Regarding the beliefs of the parents, it became clear that the parents who did not
vaccinate their children showed great confidence in a good way of life and the strong
immune system that they had managed to empower their children through proper
nutrition, breastfeeding, and balanced psychosocial development. A typical example of
this view was the majority of parents in the study by Harmsen et al. (2012) who, however,
were people who embraced the principles of anthroposophy. As a result, it was relatively
expected from them to have an alternative approach to the issue of their children's health.
The well-being of their children as a non-vaccination factor was also highlighted by the
anti-vaccination parents in the studies of Bond & Nolan (2011). The refusal of vaccination
came from the religious beliefs and social stereotypes of the racial groups where the
parents were raised (Mupandawana & Cross, 2016). In this study, parents had a high rate
of rejection of the HPV vaccine as they believed it promoted unholy sexual behavior in
their daughters and it was not necessary as they believed that women in Africa were less
likely to get cervical cancer. Finally, a small percentage of parents in the study by
Witteman et al. (2015) and McNeil et al. (2019) stated that the reason they did not have
their children vaccinated with a particular vaccine was due to practical difficulties in their
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daily lives such as lack of time or money, which is related to the lack of infrastructure
needed to facilitate free access to public hospitals or health care providers.

Concerning vaccine distrust, the vast majority of anti-vaccine parents stated that
they considered the association of the MMR vaccine with autism and intestinal disorders
to be almost certain. Besides, most parents who did not allow vaccination for their
children for MMR believed that this triple vaccine, in addition to overwhelming the
children's immune system by forcing it to an abnormally high immune response, also
deprives them of the right to choose one, two, or more vaccines. Most parents who had
this opinion stated that if MMR had been included in their National Vaccination Program
through three different vaccines, they would certainly have allowed at least one of them
to their children (Evans et al, 2001). Finally, a serious reason for refusing vaccination was
the lack of consistent, reliable, and objective information on pediatric vaccination from
official and independent bodies as shown in the studies by Evans et al. (2001) and Glanz
et al. (2013) where anti-vaccine parents believed that they did not receive impartial and
up-to-date medical information from government agencies and health professionals who
often could not have been objective as they had financial benefits from increasing
vaccination coverage.

Regarding the role of health scientists in the vaccination decision, these studies
showed that the advice of health scientists was a catalyst in the decision of parents to
comply with the vaccination program. Of course, this correlation seemed to have a strong
dependence on the capacity of the health professionals but also on the way in which the
respective practitioner practiced science, which was a function of his beliefs about
vaccination and his general beliefs (Evans et al., 2001; Glanz et al., 2013).

Moreover, the health professionals who had the strongest influence on the positive
vaccination decisions of the parents were the pediatricians. Specifically, in the study by
Frawley et al. (2018), the majority of parents who had their children vaccinated were
consulted for vaccination mainly by general practitioners, or a smaller but significant
percentage of nurses and a very small percentage of pharmacists. In contrast, among
parents who did not trust vaccination, a large percentage trusted practitioners of Chinese
medicine, that is, alternative therapies. In the study by Chung et al. (2017), the influence
of doctors in the vaccination decision on parents who were in favor of vaccination
remained consistently strong over two years while, on the contrary, the influence of
nurses and pharmacists decreased. It seems that most parents trusted the doctor to a large
extent and less the other health scientists of classical or alternative medicine. Of course,
there was a small portion of vaccinated parents who stated that the doctors' advice to
vaccinate them discouraged them from having their children vaccinated. Those parents
were generally negative about the vaccine and had already formed an opinion about it
before contacting physicians (Glanz et al., 2013).
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4. The anti-vaccination movement in Greece and possible implications for the COVID-
19 vaccination

It is a fact that the anti-vaccination movement in Greece does not have the dimensions it
has worldwide. One of the findings of the Dianeosis (2020) research that received much
publicity before the vaccines for COVID-10 were even released, was the large percentage
of Greeks who said that if there was a vaccine approved by the competent authorities,
they would not accept to have it. This percentage came up to 41.9%, more than 2 out of 5,
that is, and if one does, the reduction to the general population, about 4.6 million Greeks.
Those who said they would not be vaccinated and believe in conspiracy theories are
probably less likely to have heard them on television: those who would not have been
vaccinated report 14.5 points less on television as their main source of information about
the pandemic (45.3% versus 30.8% of those who would get the vaccine). Almost all the
lost trust in television is reaped by websites (+7.6 points) and social media (+5.3), where
many theories of dubious validity are spread from time to time (Dianeosis, 2020).

From the point of view of those who would not have been vaccinated in the
institutions involved in approving and distributing a possible vaccine, the picture is also
dire, compared to those who say they would have been vaccinated. Those who would
not do so trust the welfare state by 17.1 percentage points less and the European Union
by 20.1 percentage points less. Their confidence in scientists and technocrats, although at
a reasonable level (48.1%), compared to the rest collapses by 31.8 percentage points
(Dianeosis, 2020).

Their personal experience is also important. Initially, they consider that they are
at moderate, to high risk, 52.7% of the coronavirus. Although the percentage is
significant, it is 19.6 percentage points lower than the percentage of others who declare
the same. Those who would not get the vaccine are also less likely (by 14.5) to claim to
belong to the vulnerable groups - 18.6% believe so. But they are also 8.4 percentage points
less likely than others to (answer that) they know someone who got sick (Dianeosis, 2020).
One possibility is that they are less familiar with the virus because they have less personal
experience of the pandemic. The same hypothesis seems to be reinforced by the answers
of those who refuse to be vaccinated to questions about how much they have adapted
their behavior to the pandemic. Faced with a series of questions about behaviors that are
thought to pose a risk of spreading the virus, they answer in each case that they have not
reduced them. The majority of those who would not get the vaccine use the same means
of transportation and taxis as before, while also meeting friends and relatives with the
same frequency. They travel, go out to restaurants and bars and go to weddings the same
as before to a greater extent than the rest (Dianeosis, 2020).

About one in three Greeks, 31.4%, rate the pandemic as a threat with a score of 10.
In fact, the pandemic is not a threat to the distant future, but it concerns the present and
is much more urgent than other threats on the same list. Also, about 3 in 4, 73.9%, answer
that their daily life has changed quite a lot due to the pandemic. Soon after, most of those
who say that the pandemic upset their daily lives, state that they are in a worse mood,
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that they have different relationships with their friends, that they work differently, that
in 2020 they were more careful on their holidays and even worse than usual (Dianeosis,
2020).

5. Conclusions

It is an indisputable fact that the anti-vaccination movement has reached enormous
percentages worldwide with painful consequences for public health. Undoubtedly, the
vaccine against the new coronavirus was a conquest of science and then of all humanity,
as it will preserve the supreme goods of human life and health, while at the same time
restoring normality to everyday life.

The answer to the refusal of vaccination is not unequivocal. First, there is the easy
spread of false and dangerous news and opinions, especially through the internet.
Secondly, there is a lack of information about what a vaccine is and how it works. Third
and most important, the wrong management of older vaccines has created international
distrust of doctors, medical and scientific institutions. It is also important that there is a
denial of the seriousness of COVID-19 itself. The denial of COVID-19 is a global
phenomenon and has reached the White House, where US President Donald Trump had
downgraded the disease to “simple flu with low mortality”.

A psychoanalytic approach to the phenomenon is that in the face of such stormy
historical events as a pandemic, reflexive denial is embedded in human nature as a tool
to combat insecurity and protect oneself from shock. The problem, of course, is that
although this reaction is primarily human, when rationalization does not occur
gradually, unscientific irrationality prevails. It follows from the above that people who
are in denial do not consciously sabotage themselves and others. Denial is not voluntary.

It is the way their brain reacts when they are not psychologically ready to face something
difficult.
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