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Renewing nurses’ commitment to the global

challenge of childhood vaccination after the
COVID-19 pandemic

Renovagdo do desafio para a enfermagem global na vacinagdo infantil do

pds-pandemia da COVID-19

Between 2020 and 2021, the COVID-19 pandemic, caused by the Sars-CoV-2
virus, recorded more than 760 million cases, resulting in excess mortality with a
global death toll of 14.9 million people (range 13.3 to 16.6 million). The World
Health Organization (WHO) defines excess mortality as the difference between the
total number of deaths due to a crisis (such as the COVID-19 pandemic) and the
number of deaths expected to occur without the crisis. This difference also includes
the number of deaths directly related to that crisis and those indirectly associated with
it. Regarding the COVID-19 pandemic, the increase in vaccinated people worldwide
caused a decrease in hospitalizations and deaths. This development led the WHO to
declare the end of the pandemic on May 5, 2023 (WHO, 2023[RER1] [MOU2] a).
Out of the 4.4 million COVID-19 deaths recorded in the COVerAGE-DB database,
hosted, and maintained by the Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research
(MPIDR), 0.4% (> 17,400) occurred in individuals under 20 years of age, 53% in
adolescents aged 10-19 years, and 47% in children aged 0-9 years. These data indicate
that the direct impact of COVID-19 on child and adolescent mortality was limited.
However, the significant indirect effects of the pandemic on mortality are a cause
for concern. These effects are primarily due to the strain on healthcare systems, the
loss of family income due to unemployment, and difficulties in accessing healthcare
and immunization (UNICEEF, 2023).

The WHO uses the diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis (DTP) vaccine as a global
indicator of vaccination coverage. In 2022, 20.5 million children missed one or
more doses of DTP3, with 14.3 million receiving no doses (these children are de-
signated as zero-dose children). This number is an improvement compared to the
18.1 million zero-dose children recorded in 2021, but it is still higher than the 12.9
million zero-dose children recorded in 2019 (WHO, 2023b).

WHO Director-General Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus states, “These data are
encouraging and a tribute to those who have worked so hard to restore life-saving
immunization services after two years of sustained decline in immunization cove-
rage” (WHO, 2023Db).

The words of Dr Tedros prompt a reflection on the role of nurses in childhood
immunization in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, as nurses are one of the
most influential professional groups worldwide in implementing health promotion
strategies, such as vaccination, to combat disease.

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted many areas, including childhood
vaccination coverage. It should be noted that in 2019, before the COVID-19 pandemic,
18.4 million children did not receive immunizations. This number increased to 24.4
million in 2021 and exceeded 20.5 million in 2022 for routine immunizations (WHO,
2023b; UNICEE 2023; WHO, 2023a). The gradual improvement of vaccination
coverage highlights the ongoing need to intensify all efforts to rehabilitate, update, and
strengthen healthcare systems to improve children’s access to health services.
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According to data from the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), in 2022, Brazil
had a childhood vaccination coverage of 80.7% for measles and 77.2% for DTP3. It is worth noting that Brazil has
a universal healthcare system with a National Immunization Program that provides immunizations at no cost and
has a vast network of services throughout the country. Portugal, which also has a universal healthcare system, has a
coverage rate of 98% for measles and 99% for DTP3 (OECD, 2023).

Nursing professionals stand out among those who have worked and continue to work on the front line, developing
actions based on knowledge generated by the progress of science and the ongoing improvement of nursing education,
thus directly impacting vaccination adherence. Moreover, nursing professionals have broadened their participation
in vaccination services beyond the technical dimension of vaccine administration.

Based on OECD data, the International Council of Nursing (Bajnok et al., & International Council of Nurses,
2018) analyzed nursing professionals’ preparedness for vaccination in 15 countries. The results demonstrated nursing
professionals’ (a) commitment to providing information based on scientific evidence, (b) provision of health educa-
tion and counselling to increase public awareness of vaccination benefits and risks and dispel common vaccination
myths, (c) participation in immunization advisory committees, (d) monitoring of vaccination coverage through
surveillance and provision of reminders about vaccination and vaccine expiration dates, (d) active outreach, and (e)
participation in vaccine administration and (f) vaccine prescription.

Furthermore, the set of actions carried out for the general population is supplemented by additional actions aimed
at the child population, such as actively searching for children who had missed one or more doses of vaccination and
zero-dose children and making home visits for on-site vaccination of children treated at home, as well as carrying out
epidemiologic surveillance, providing health education to counter disinformation and vaccine hesitancy, organizing
public campaigns to educate about the false news circulating on social media, and promoting the development of
new studies and scientific research (Garett & Young, 2021; Peters, 2022; Russell, 2021).

The issue of vaccine refusal or hesitancy has led to the proposal of a new nursing diagnosis (Puche-Louzén &
Cantero-Gonzélez, 2023) “Risk of Refusal of Vaccination” or “Riesgo de Negativa a la Vacunacién,” based on the
NANDA International, Inc. taxonomy. The validation of animated infographics on the nursing process applied
to the survey of topics has also been conducted to aid health education (Ferreira et al., 2023; Puche-Louzdn &
Cantero-Gonzilez, 2023).

However, several warnings have been issued about nursing professionals who have chosen to be on the wrong side
of vaccination history by voicing their skepticisms or engaging in unethical and science-denying practices, such as
minimizing the risk of COVID-19 and encouraging vaccine refusal (Leung et al., 2022; Kelly & Jackson, 2022).
Nursing professionals must maintain an ethical balance between ensuring community health and respecting the
beliefs and rights of families to make decisions about their children’s health care. Families of children often struggle
to recognize false and contradictory information circulating in the media about the safety of childhood vaccination.
Therefore, nursing professionals promote moral agency by providing accurate information, clarifying the source of
misinformation, and engaging in dialogue that considers the importance of individual autonomy and community
health (Dinkins & Sorrell, 2021).

In the post-truth era, combating erroneous positions, such as vaccine misinformation, requires nursing professionals
to develop political skills and technical expertise. Advocating for equity and social justice is essential to community
empowerment and improving childhood vaccination indicators. Furthermore, confidence in the profession must
be promoted as nursing plays a fundamental role in vaccination coverage.
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