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• President Lincoln established the VA during 
the Civil War: “To care for him who shall 
have borne the battle, and for his widow, 
and his orphan”

• Updated: “To care for those who shall have 
borne the battle and for their families and 
survivors."

• Veterans Health Administration is 
America’s largest integrated health care 
system

• 1,244 healthcare facilities,
• 170 medical centers 
• 1,074 outpatient sites of care 

• 9 million enrolled Veterans each year
• 335,000 employees, approximately 30% are 

Veterans





Embedded 
Researcher 
in VA 
Healthcare

• By working together, researchers, 
decision-makers, and implementers have 
a better chance of identifying the most 
relevant and pressing challenges within 
the health system.

• The collaboration between these groups 
closes the ‘gap’ between them by creating 
understanding and buy-in to the need for 
research and the complexity of decision-
making processes for creating and 
sustaining change.

• A process of learning and iteration can 
help to continuously improve the health 
system to reach established goals and 
targets.

WHO, 2021
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“Learn quickly, (don’t be 
afraid to) fail quickly, 
and apply lessons to 
move forward quickly” –
Dr. Carolyn Clancy
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Problem Statement
• Despite widespread availability, some Veterans (and employees) 

are not willing to receive one of the 3 COVID-19 vaccines available 
to them

• 6-month Rapid Response project to support the National Center 
for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention undertaken from 
December 30, 2020-June 30, 2021

• VA Quality Enhancement Research Initiative (QUERI) Programs 
focused on improvement science have created Rapid Response 
Teams to support VHA Program Offices with critical, short-term 
needs, through a Memorandum of Understanding



• To inform the National Center for Health Promotion 
and Disease Prevention’s ongoing efforts to increase 
vaccine uptake across the VA Healthcare System, we 
conducted: 

• Interviews with Veterans and employees 
(January-June, 2021)

• A survey of the Veteran Insight Panel (March 12-
28, 2021)

• Analysis of All Employee Survey vaccine 
questions (August 2021)

• to use findings to support communication about 
vaccines

Goals of the 
Project



Part 1: Interviews with 
Veterans and Employees
32 Veteran and 31 employee interviews conducted January-June 2021







Directed 
Content 
Analysis 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005)



Function QUERI shared their coding framework; Bridge QUERI added to it





The Landscape of COVID-19 Vaccines is Constantly Changing

5 Types of Vaccine Hesitancy:
• Vaccine dissent
• Vaccine deliberation
• Vaccine distrust
• Vaccine indifference
• Vaccine skepticism





Moving to 
Vaccine 
Acceptance

• “If I was single, I probably wouldn't have got 
it, but because I'm married and have a kid at 
home and I gotta make sure, like I said, my 
wife’s out of work, so I gotta make sure I'm 
working. So, I didn't wanna- I just weighed 
the pros and cons and I said it’d be kind of 
selfish of me if I don't take the vaccine and 
then I get it [COVID-19], then people will 
have been like, oh you should have. You 
should have took this.” (Veteran)



Part 2: SHEP/Ipsos Veteran 
Insight Panel Survey
Fielded March 12-28, 2021





COVID-19 vaccination 
intent has soared across 
the world | Ipsos

Ipsos has been 
involved in 
ongoing
COVID-19 
vaccine surveys

https://www.ipsos.com/en/covid-19-vaccination-intent-has-soared-across-world


SHEP VIP 
Survey: 
4 Main Parts

About COVID-19 and the 
pandemic

COVID-19 vaccines

About your healthcare

About you
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Veterans who were "Not Sure" whether they will get vaccinated were more likely to describe their 
overall health as "Fair" or "Poor" and less likely to describe it as "Excellent" or "Very Good" than those in 

other vaccine intention groups.
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Reason for Not Getting COVID-19 Vaccine
(Or for Not Being Vaccinated Yet)

Hesitancy Type
Do you intend to get a COVID-19 vaccine?

Definitely 
Not

Probably 
Not

Unsure
Probably 

Will

I am concerned about side effects from the vaccine. Skepticism    
The COVID vaccine is new, so I want to wait a while 
before deciding.

Deliberation   

I prefer gaining natural immunity. Skepticism   

I prefer to use as few medicines as possible. Skepticism   
I do not trust the healthcare system to act in my 
best interests.

Distrust   

I do not trust vaccines. Dissent 
I am eligible for a COVID-19 vaccine but have not 
yet been able to get an appointment. Non-hesitancy 

issues related to 
policy and 

process/logistics



I am not eligible for a COVID-19 vaccine at this time. 

Getting a COVID-19 vaccine is too difficult. 

 Indicates that the reason was one of the top 5 most frequently endorsed in that vaccine intention group.

Thompson, D. February 28, 2021. The Atlantic Monthly



Reasons 
for being 
vaccinated

Among those vaccinated,
• preventing oneself from 

getting sick (57%) and 
• contributing to the end of the 

COVID-19 pandemic (56%) 
were top reasons for getting 
vaccinated. 



Trusted sources for those not 
vaccinated…

For Veterans unsure about vaccination, 
their VA provider was a top trusted 
source, compared to those who would 
definitely not or probably not get 
vaccinated (26% vs. 15%)



1. INVOLVE TRUSTED PROVIDERS: Veterans trust the VA and their VA 
provider as sources of information about COVID-19 vaccines
• What you can say to a Veteran about getting a vaccine really matters!

2. ASK QUESTIONS: Veterans express many different reasons for vaccine 
hesitancy 

• Take the time to honor each Veteran’s concerns, and tailor each conversation to the 
needs of the Veteran in front of you

• Veterans might be concerned about vaccine safety, they may have fears about the 
newness of the vaccines, or they may not trust government officials based on military 
experiences. These concerns are real

• Specifically outreach to Veterans who are known to have fair or poor overall health or 
mental health, as these groups are more likely to be unsure of whether or not to get 
vaccinated against COVID-19

3. USE VETERANS’ WORDS: Veterans who have been vaccinated against 
COVID-19 say they did this to protect others and themselves

• Draw on altruistic reasons for getting the vaccine, emphasizing benefits to family, 
friends and society

• Share other Veterans’ reasons for getting the vaccine

35

3 –Step Plan for Increasing Vaccine Acceptance Among Veterans
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Process Flow
• Each facility needs to decide who is going to have 1:1 conversations
• As Veterans have indicated that they trust their VA providers, we 

encourage facilities to give time to their providers to have these 
conversations

• Providers may be from primary care, geriatrics, mental health, or 
another service

• We recommend reaching out to Veterans who are known to have fair 
or poor overall or mental health because these Veterans are most 
unsure about getting the vaccine
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3-Step Plan for Increasing 
Vaccine Acceptance

• Actor: doctors, trusted clinicians

• Action: emphasize altruism, societal 
impact of vaccines, through 1:1 
conversations (more than one)

• Action target: vaccine knowledge, 
motivation, & acceptance

• Behavioral target: willingness to talk 
about vaccines; vaccines in arms

• Level: Micro

• Analysis: track 1:1 
conversations, vaccines administered

Proctor EK, Powell BJ, McMillen JC. 
Implement Sci. 2013 Dec 1;8:139. doi: 
10.1186/1748-5908-8-139.



Part 3: All Employee 
Survey Vaccine Questions 
A national census survey of workforce experiences, to provide voluntary and 
anonymous feedback to leadership
Fielded June 7-28, 2021, analyzed August 2021





• 247,430 VA employees completed the All Employee Survey, 
fielded between June 7-28, 2021, in the following 
occupation groups:

• Physicians: N=19,646 
• Nursing: N=70,976 
• Other Clinical: N=60,956 
• Administrative: N=73,531 
• Wage Grade: N=22,321

42

VA All Employee Survey COVID-19 Module

Pre-Decisional—Do Not Share



• My organization provided me with fact-based information about the COVID-19 vaccines.
• Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Disagree response options

• When did you receive a first dose of a COVID-19 vaccine?
• December 2020—January 2021
• February – March 2021
• April—May 2021
• June 2021 (AES survey fielded June 7-28, 2021)
• I did not take the vaccine

• If recommended by national guidelines, I will take a booster dose of a COVID-19 vaccine.
• Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree response options 

• If annual COVID-19 vaccination is required by VA as a condition of employment:
• I would accept the vaccine
• I would claim an exemption for health reasons
• I would claim an exemption for reasons other than my health
• I would consider seeking employment outside VA 43

VA All Employee Survey COVID-19 Module



Variable My organization provided 
me with fact-based 
information about the 
COVID-19 vaccines

Received a first dose of a 
COVID-19 vaccine

If recommended by 
national guidelines, I will 
take a booster dose of a 
COVID-19 vaccine

If annual COVID-19 
vaccination is required by 
VA as a condition of 
employment, willing to 
take vaccine

% State Population 
Administered 1 Dose of 
COVID-19 Vaccine

0.54*** 0.77*** 0.52*** 0.73***

COVID-19 adult case rate 
per 18+

-0.26 -0.36** -0.16 -0.29*

COVID-19 adult death rate 
per 18+

-0.30* -0.29* -0.15 -0.15

44

State-Level Vaccination, Case, and Death Rates with AES items

Spearman Correlation Coefficients

*** p<0.0001; **p<0.001; *p<0.05

There are strong associations between state vaccination percentage and AES items-- negative moderate 
associations between AES responses, COVID-19 cases and COVID-19 deaths may suggest that places that 
have more resistance to vaccination have higher case rates

CDC data from 6/6/21; N=52 states (DC, PR)
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My Organization Provided Fact-Based Information about 
COVID-19 Vaccines
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When Did You Receive a First Dose of a COVID-19 Vaccine?

50%
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1%

18%
Dec 2020-Jan 2021
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I did not take the vaccine
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18%
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No
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When Did You Receive a First Dose of a COVID-19 Vaccine?
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32%

Percent of Employees (by Occupation) who have not received a first-
dose of a COVID-19 Vaccine 

(out of 18% who reported not being vaccinated above)

Physician

Nursing

Other Clinical

Administrative

Wage Grade
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If Recommended by National Guidelines, I Will Take a Booster Dose of a COVID-19 Vaccine
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If Annual COVID-19 Vaccination is Required by VA as a Condition of Employment

73%

8%

10%
9%

I would accept the vaccine

I would claim an exemption
for health reasons

I would claim an exemption
for reasons other than my
health

I would consider seeking
employment outside the
VA
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Questions and Thank you!
Rani.Elwy@va.gov
rani_elwy@brown.edu
@ranielwy

mailto:Rani.Elwy@va.gov
mailto:Rani_elwy@brown.edu
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