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The answer is yes…and no. It depends… 

 

Personal and Public Obligations 

Freedom from oppression, the right to 

choose, and self-determination are bedrock 

values upon which our country was founded.  

They are also central building blocks of 

patient autonomy that physicians are 

obligated to respect. But rights of autonomy 

are not without limits. As members of 

society, we are governed by rules and laws 

created to control behavior and protect all 

members, especially the most vulnerable. We 

live with an understanding that our freedoms 

must be proportionately tempered if there is a 

possibility that others could be harmed by the 

choices we make (or do not make) daily.  

The recent pandemic has created an 

environment of fear and we have found 

ourselves in an existential crisis as a society.  

In response to the surge of critically ill 

patients and growing scarcity of resources, 

many health care systems have been forced to 

shift guidance of their practices from 

primarily patient-centric to an ethics of 

public health, where the greatest good can be 

provided to the greatest number. In some 

areas, rationing of critical care resources and 

altered standards of care have been necessary 

to treat and save as many as possible, 

knowing all cannot be saved. In addition, 

public health officials have encouraged or 

required face masks, distancing, and social 

avoidance proportional to the severity of 

situation and risk in each locale.   

 

Vaccine Hesitancy   

With the availability of effective vaccines, 

the public health concern now is whether, 

when and where vaccines should be required 

or just strongly encouraged in the interest of 

both individual and public safety. Lack of 

trust and resistance to vaccination are 

substantively making a mandate for 

vaccination problematic in terms of social 

acceptance overall. 

Most Americans (82%) support 

requiring measles, mumps, and rubella 

vaccines for healthy children to attend 

school. They see a high preventive health 

benefit, few side effects, and benefits of 

vaccination that outweigh potential risks.  

Yet, public concern about vaccines lingers 

and seem more evident in the present 

pandemic.  

First available were the mRNA 

COVID-19 vaccines that are 94–95% 

effective, with side effects minimal and gone 

in a few days. Still, while most U.S. adults 

overall (60%) say they will get the vaccine, 

50% of white evangelicals and 59% of black 

Protestants say they will not. Vaccine 

hesitancy is a serious problem and was 

ranked among the World Health 

Organization’s top 10 threats to global health 

in 2019, before the arrival of COVID-19.  
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Reasons for declining vary from ethical and 

religious concern about how they are made to 

concerns about safety.  

In a 2020 survey by RAND, over 33% 

of black participants said they would not get 

the COVID-19 vaccine, 25% said they were 

unsure, and only 40% indicated they planned 

to be vaccinated. Vaccine hesitancy stemmed 

from a general mistrust of the government's 

motives and transparency surrounding 

COVID-19. Additionally, Black Americans 

reported general mistrust of health care 

systems and skepticism of COVID-19 

vaccines stemming from a long history of 

discrimination and medical racism in 

healthcare.  These are troubling but not 

surprising observations that pose difficult 

barriers to surmount. From the lead author of 

the report: “Messaging about COVID-19 

vaccines should first acknowledge systemic 

racism as a justifiable reason for mistrust 

before providing transparent information 

about the vaccine, including specific 

information about efficacy and safety.”  

Albert Mohler, president of the 

Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 

encourages those who see vaccination as a 

personal choice, having consequences that 

affect only them, to think more broadly about 

the common good. He wrote, “The general 

principle of the common good comes down 

to benevolence, love, care for others, laying 

down personal priorities for the service of 

others.” While faith leaders like Mohler 

encourage voluntary vaccination, they stop 

short of supporting coercive efforts or 

requirements to get vaccinated.  

One issue of trust is that the vaccines, 

issued late last year by the U.S. Food and 

Drug Administration, were with Emergency 

Use Authorization (EUA). This raised some 

public concern about development being 

rushed and a Kaiser Foundation survey found 

that 34% would get it now; 39% would wait; 

9% would get it only if required for work or 

school; 15% would not get it.   

Individuals are more likely to distrust 

vaccine mandates under emergency use, 

often viewing it as ongoing medical research.  

Lawrence Gostin argues that broadly 

mandating COVID-19 vaccination under an 

EUA is problematic and unjustified because 

an EUA requires less safety and efficacy data 

than if fully approved. 

 

Consequences of Mandates                

Legal mandates implemented without wide 

and voluntary support from the populace may 

be seen as unfairly overriding autonomy and 

liberty rights. The resulting backlash of 

resistance may ultimately lead to diminishing 

rates of vaccination beyond what might 

otherwise occur. Mandates implemented in 

any setting should be done after thoughtful 

consideration of potential consequences. 

There should also be clear, respectful, and 

transparent communication with those 

affected as to the justification for mandating 

compliance and the overarching benefit that 

will result if all participate. Inviting trust, 

transparency, and garnering public support is 

critically important for public health 

maneuvers that require universal 

participation. 

 

Justifying Mandates   

Mandates may be indicated in certain settings 

that are both high risk and high value, one in 

which there is an ethical duty to provide a 

safe environment as well as critically 

important services. These include primary, 

secondary, and post-secondary education; 

health care facilities; and many businesses in 

which the personal autonomous right of 

refusal must be balanced with the right of 

everyone to work and thrive in a safe 

environment. Ethical justification for legally 

placing limits on personal freedom considers 

the proportional nature of risk involved, 

whether a precedent demonstrating that 

limitations on personal freedom have been 

successful, what restrictive level was needed, 
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the social and cultural context in which the 

restriction would occur (infrastructure 

sustainability), and whether there is sufficient 

access to the goods and services mandated 

(supply meets demand). This approach 

argues that some interventions are ethically 

justified if they preserve social stability, 

foster trust in government, and diminish the 

public health threat. 

 

What We Can Do    

We as health care professionals are also a 

critical resource. While we invite trust and 

encourage wellness, our professional gravitas 

can be leveraged to advocate for vaccination 

broadly. We can also encourage those 

vaccinated to likewise encourage others in 

their social networks to get vaccinated. 

Hopefully, as more are vaccinated, these 

conversations will become less threatening, 

more common, and social norms about 

vaccination will begin to change.  

As a people we are strong despite our 

differences. Our society was founded on the 

ideals of personal freedom, the need for 

unity, and concern for the less fortunate. As 

we turn the corner on this pandemic 

embracing these ideals with mutual respect 

will ensure our success as a society, as it 

always has. 
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