Communication response linked to Astra Zeneca suspension 
in some European countries
The aim of this document is to facilitate WHO’s support to health authorities and national immunization programme managers and support communication response to ensure and maintain trust in COVID-19 vaccination by addressing any concerns linked to the Astra Zeneca suspension.
WHO recommends that national health authorities & immunization programmes take the following immediate steps (in no particular order):
	[image: ]
	Response to Astra Zeneca suspension 
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	Coordinate and engage
	Engage response group
· Convene a rapid response team to be led by the Ministry of Health 
· Include experts from vaccine safety, regulation, vaccination programme, pandemic response, communication, behavioural insights and others. 
· Activate the crisis communication response team to manage communications
· Monitor public perceptions on Astra Zeneca vaccine
· Assign a dedicated spokesperson(s)
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	Communicate proactively   
	Inform media and key stakeholders
· Issue a ‘holding statement’ to the media – (outlining what is known, what is not known, and what is being done to fill in the gaps, actions or decisions taken by the government/immunization programme and why.  (See the sample messages below). 
Acknowledge uncertainty: explain that the situation is evolving as more information becomes available and explain that you will communicate this information in a timely way. 
Emphasize the precautionary nature of the suspension
· Inform in-country stakeholders: Institute of Public Health, National Immunization Technical Advisory Group, National Regulatory Authority, COVID-19 response coordination group, partners, other.
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	Communicate frequently  

	Prepare messages
· Develop messages as the situation evolves, update and share on a periodic basis
· Revise/adapt messages according to the information gathered (from public perception)

	
	
	Engage effective influencers
· Engage spokesperson and alliances (eg leading medical professionals, patient groups who can reassure and underline importance for this group to be vaccinated) that are trusted, have the necessary knowledge and are able to convey complex messages in understandable language

	
	
	Ensure credibility and trust
· Demonstrate honesty, express empathy, show respect, promote action and competency
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	Assess the impact
	Monitor the impact, review and revise 
· Assess the impact of communication messages/strategy and use this information to inform next steps/potential changes based on the collected information (new) or as evidences emerges 






Communication tips
· Build trust of the population through transparency, empathy, objectivity and competence. 
· Consider different channels and spokesperson for different audiences. 
· Convey what you know (the facts), what you do not know (yet), what steps/decisions the government has made and why, and when you will share information next.
· Describe the actions taken to gather more facts and to support those affected (if adverse events have been identified within the country). 
· Convey clear recommendations linked to continuation or suspension of the COVID 19 vaccine roll out. 
· Keep media informed; consider the media as an important ally: build relations, trust and mechanism for regular updates. 
Sample messages (as of 17 March – pending conclusive statements by WHO and EMA)
· In extensive vaccination campaigns, it is normal for countries to signal potential adverse events. This does not mean that the events are necessarily linked to vaccination. It also shows that our system to monitor vaccine safety works and that effective controls are in place. 
· It is important to remember that vaccination against COVID-19 will not reduce illness or deaths from other causes. Illness and deaths from other causes will continue to occur, including after vaccination, but are causally unrelated.  
· As of 17 March, over 300 million doses of COVID-19 vaccines have been administered since the start of the pandemic. No cases of death have been found to have been caused by COVID-19 vaccines to date. 
· [Ministry of Health] takes safety concerns very seriously. Thanks to a rigorous system of surveillance for any adverse events following immunization, blood coagulation disorders have been detected in very few people in the period following vaccination with the AstraZeneca COVID-19 vaccine in some countries in the WHO European Region. 
· While at this stage we have not seen any significant increase in frequency of the disorders at the broader population level across countries, a thorough investigation of cases that have occurred in [country] is ongoing.
· This data is now being collected and carefully reviewed by WHO and the European Medicines Agency (EMA). At this time, we do not know whether some or all of the conditions have been caused by the vaccine or by other coincidental factors. 
· [bookmark: _GoBack]We understand people’s concerns and will continue to share any updated information on this topic as soon as the review is finalized.
· For the moment, based on the evidence reviewed to date by the EMA, the benefits of the AstraZeneca vaccine in preventing hospitalization and death due to COVID-19 outweigh the risks of side effects. 
· While the evidence is being reviewed by EMA and WHO, we have taken steps to strengthen monitoring of vaccine safety. Our medical teams will report and technical experts will review any serious events among vaccinated persons with any COVID-19 vaccine. A thorough investigation will be initiated to assess whether it has any link to the vaccine. 
· Collaboration and communication at national and international levels remain a key part of the global COVID-19 vaccination rollout and safety surveillance mechanism.  It is also important that vaccination campaigns continue so that we can save lives and prevent severe disease from the virus.


Sample messages tailored to the country’s context

1) The Government of X country is following the situation very closely as well as the investigations being conducted by WHO and the European Medicines Agency on blood coagulation disorders detected in few people following vaccination with Astra Zeneca COVID-19 vaccine.
2) Thanks to a rigorous system of surveillance for any adverse events following immunization, blood coagulation disorders have been detected in few people in the period following vaccination with Astra Zeneca COVID-19 vaccine in some countries in the WHO European Region.   
3) Our country has a mechanism to monitor and investigate adverse events that may happen following the receipt of any vaccine.
4) We understand people’s concerns and will continue to share any updated information on this topic as we receive it.
5) Vaccination against COVID-19 will not reduce illness or deaths from other causes. Illness and deaths from other causes will continue to occur, including after vaccination, but are causally unrelated.  
6) As of 17 March, over 300 million doses of COVID-19 vaccines have been administered since the start of the pandemic. As per available information, no cases of death have been found to have been caused by COVID-19 vaccines to date.
7) Based on information available, the position of WHO is that the benefits of the AstraZeneca vaccine in preventing COVID-19, with its associated risks of hospitalization and death, outweigh the risks known risks of side effects. The vaccine safety committees of WHO and European Medicines Agency are reviewing the available evidence as they become available and will provide further recommendations.

Scenario 1: Continuation of AZ immunization (following from above)

1) The Government of X country takes vaccine safety very seriously and we are continuously monitoring for any safety signals of concern. Based on a careful review of the available information collected to date, there is no change to the ongoing COVID-19 immunization campaign in the country. By targeting the priority population groups as outlined in the national COVID-19 vaccine deployment plan, this campaign is saving lives by protecting those most vulnerable to the consequences of COVID-19 as quickly as possible and it is paving the way to contain this virus.
2) We understand people’s concerns and are committed to share transparently data on vaccine safety; we will carefully consider and communicate any further recommendations from WHO soon as these become available.  
3) In the meantime, monitoring will continue. Health care professionals have been reporting any serious or other events following immunization and these are carefully monitored jointly by the National Immunization Programme and the National Regulatory Authority (please insert the relevant authorities and agencies here as per the country setting). We encourage vaccine recipients to contact their health provider if you experience any uncomfortable or unexpected signs and symptoms.

Scenario 2: Suspension of AZ 
1) The Government of X country takes vaccine safety very seriously and we understand people’s concerns. Based on the available information on the blood coagulation disorders reported following the use of AstraZeneca (AZ) vaccine, as a precaution we have temporarily put “on hold” the immunization campaign using AZ vaccine while we continue to monitor for any safety signals of concern among those who have been vaccinated so far. 
2) The decision to resume the vaccination campaign with AZ will be let known to everyone once careful consideration have been made to such reported events and the conclusions of WHO’s vaccine safety committee are available. According to the available evidences, both WHO and the European Medicine Agency ascribe the benefits from vaccination far outweighs the risks. 
3) By targeting the priority population groups as outlined in the national COVID-19 vaccine deployment plan, this campaign is saving lives by protecting those most vulnerable to the consequences of COVID-19 as quickly as possible and it is paving the way to contain this virus.
4) In the meantime, monitoring will continue. Health care professionals have been reporting any serious or other events following immunization and these are carefully monitored jointly by the National Immunization Programme and the National Regulatory Authority (please insert the relevant authorities and agencies here as per the country setting). We encourage vaccine recipients to contact their health provider if you experience any uncomfortable or unexpected signs and symptoms.

Scenario 3: AZ via COVAX received and campaign start date to be determined

1) The Government of X country welcomes the receipt of Astra Zeneca vaccine from COVAX. Vaccine is one of the critical tools in our fight against COVID-19.
2) We are aware of reports of adverse events following immunization with Astra Zeneca COVID-19 vaccine from few countries and we understand people’s concerns.
3) We take vaccine safety very seriously. Our country has a mechanism to monitor and investigate adverse events that may happen following the receipt of any vaccine and this system will be functional during the COVID-19 vaccination irrespective of the vaccine products used.
4) We will keep the general public informed of the start date of the vaccination campaign and the modalities to access the vaccine.
5) We will continue to follow carefully the conclusions of WHO vaccine safety committee on the topic. According to the available evidences, both WHO and the European Medicine Agency ascribe that the benefits from vaccination far outweighs the risks. 
6) By targeting the priority population groups as outlined in the national COVID-19 vaccine deployment plan, this campaign is saving lives by protecting those most vulnerable to the consequences of COVID-19 as quickly as possible and it is paving the way to contain this virus.

Sample social media posts: 
· #Vaccinesafety is important & monitoring is ongoing for all vaccines. Vaccination will reduce serious illness and deaths caused by COVID-19 but it cannot prevent other illnesses from occurring.
· Data on identified cases of blood clotting following vaccination with #AstraZeneca vaccine are being collected & reviewed by @WHO & @EMA_News. Experts will conclude this week whether some or all the conditions were linked to vaccination or caused by other coincidental factors
· The no. of identified serious adverse events following #COVID19 vaccination has been extremely low among millions already vaccinated. 
With no indication so far of link to the vaccines, it is important that vaccination campaigns continue, to prevent severe COVID-19 disease/deaths.  
Or
[If vaccination in the country has been suspended]
However, as a precautionary measure, rollout of #AstraZeneca vaccine has been suspended temporarily pending the expert review. 
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