
 

High-risk populations may not accept an HIV
vaccine, study finds

February 4 2010, By Enrique Rivero

(PhysOrg.com) -- While study participants were only moderately
accepting of an HIV vaccine overall, researchers hope social marketing
and education can help address some of the stumbling blocks to
acceptance.

HIV vaccines are considered the holy grail of AIDS research. The
availability of a safe and effective vaccine could prevent millions of new
HIV infections. Yet the simple availability of a vaccine is not enough to
ensure that it would actually be widely accessible and taken by people at
risk for HIV.

Though each year sees 2.5 million new HIV cases worldwide —
including 55,000 in the United States — questions about a vaccine's
effectiveness and potential side effects, and fears that it might encourage
risky behavior, could be stumbling blocks to widespread acceptance.

To address these issues, UCLA and University of Toronto researchers
undertook the LA VOICES study. LA VOICES used a unique cross-
sectional analysis to determine the acceptability among vulnerable
groups of a Food and Drug Administration-approved vaccine, should one
be developed. The researchers found that a vaccine's effectiveness would
have the greatest impact on its acceptability, followed by side effects and
out-of-pocket costs.

"An HIV vaccine would be the ideal means to control the HIV
epidemic," said principal investigator Dr. William Cunningham,
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professor of general internal medicine and health services research at the
David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA and the UCLA School of
Public Health. "Nevertheless, we know from vaccines for other diseases
that mere availability is not sufficient. The vaccine must be acceptable
and accessible to people, particularly those at highest risk, in order to
facilitate uptake."

The study, published in the December-January issue of the peer-
reviewed journal Health Services Research, relied on data from a random
sample of 1,100 high-risk Los Angeles County adults who were recruited
from STD clinics, needle-exchange programs and Hispanic primary
health care centers.

Using an innovative method called conjoint analysis, the researchers
gave participants cards representing vaccines with various
characteristics, such as 50 percent or 99 percent effectiveness; few or no
side effects; costs of $10 or $250; and one-year or 10-year protection,
and asked the participants to rate the acceptability of each. Participants
were, however, asked to make trade-offs designed to tease out the
vaccine characteristics most important to them. For example, one card
would describe a vaccine with 99 percent effectiveness but with minor
side effects and a cost of $250, whereas another would describe a
vaccine that would be only 50 percent effective but have no side effects
and cost only $10.

Participants were moderately accepting of an HIV vaccine overall,
giving it a mean score of 55 on a 100-point scale, a finding that, while
still positive, indicates that acceptability should not be taken for granted.
Vaccine efficacy — or how effectively it would prevent infection —
was the most important factor in boosting acceptability, followed by
possible side effects and out-of-pocket costs.

Also, 10 percent of at-risk adults indicated they would engage in more

2/4



 

risky behavior if they were vaccinated. However, on a positive note, they
were less likely to do so if the vaccine was only 50 percent effective
versus 99 percent effective, suggesting they would adjust their behavior
and expectations accordingly.

The study does have some limitations. For instance, it relies on the
participants' stated intentions, which are "imperfect proxies of
behavior," the researchers noted. Also, the findings may not be
applicable to other locations and populations, and the study may have
excluded other factors that could impact HIV vaccine use.

But the findings do suggest that educational and social marketing
interventions could help to increase the acceptability and uptake of HIV
vaccines that might be developed in the future, said lead study author
and co-principal investigator Dr. Peter A. Newman, an associate
professor at the University of Toronto's Factor-Inwentash Faculty of
Social Work, who holds the school's Canada Research Chair in Health
and Social Justice.

For example, Newman explained that the public usually equates
vaccination with complete protection against a disease. Education should
address this understandable preconception and promote the benefits of a
partially effective HIV vaccine, to be used in combination with existing
forms of prevention, like condom use.

"Interventions should aim to increase acceptance of partially effective
HIV vaccines, which may nevertheless have a very positive impact in
controlling the epidemic," Newman said. "This is particularly important,
as initial HIV vaccines may be only partially effective rather than
providing complete protection against HIV infection."

Behavioral interventions, designed for use alongside HIV vaccines and
targeted cost subsidies for low-income individuals, could also contribute
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to HIV vaccine acceptance, he said.
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