
 

Religious leaders are key to vaccination
efforts, expert says
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Amid news that the Biden administration will soon launch a wide-
reaching public relations campaign aimed at improving COVID-19
vaccine confidence and inoculation rates across the U.S., Rice University
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sociologist Elaine Howard Ecklund is available to discuss the role
religious leaders can play in encouraging their congregants to get a shot.

A recent front-page New York Times article focused specifically on how
religious institutions and leaders are doing just that. Ecklund, the
Herbert S. Autrey Chair in Social Science and director of Rice's
Religion and Public Life Program, has conducted significant research in
this area and agrees that scientists, doctors and public health
professionals need the support of religious leaders and organizations to
most effectively vaccinate people.

"Our research finds that religious leaders have considerable influence
around issues of science in many communities, but especially white,
evangelical Christian communities, those who represent more than 20%
of the U.S. population" Ecklund said. "In my book, "Why Science and
Faith Need Each Other: Eight Shared Values that Move Us beyond
Fear," I show that 34% of evangelical Protestants and about 17% of all
Americans say they would consult their religious leader with a question
about science, especially science that seems to have moral implications.
We in science need to be sure that religious leaders have accurate and up-
to-date information about vaccination to pass on to their congregations in
order to slow the rate of disease spread."

Ecklund said that between 40% and 50% of Americans belong to a
religious organization and nearly 130 million attend once a month or
more. She said faith leaders on the ground must connect vaccination
efforts to the norms and morals of their traditions.

"For example, the Rev. Gabriel Salguero, quoted in the March 15 New
York Times article, draws on the biblical parable of the Good Samaritan
to explain to his congregation that 'in getting yourself vaccinated, you are
helping your neighbor," she said.
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"The pandemic has laid bare and makes massive societal inequalities
inarguable," Ecklund said. "Religious organizations can be incredibly
effective in organizing people around a shared mission like vaccinating a
large group of people, especially in communities where religious leaders
are trusted authorities. This is why is it so important to have scientific
and religious organizations cooperating in intelligent and thoughtful ways
to get the vaccine disseminated."
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