
How to build trust 

through communication –

lessons learned from 

vaccines

Øyvind Ihlen

November 19, 2025

Department of Media and Communication, U of Oslo

Professor

h
tt
p
s
:/
/w

w
w

.s
k
ip

p
ri
c
h
a
rd

.c
o
m

/c
re

a
ti
n
g
-a

-h
ig

h
-t

ru
s
t-

c
u
lt
u
re

-f
o
r-

h
ig

h
-p

e
rf

o
rm

a
n
c
e
/



2

h
tt
p
s
:/
/f

is
tf

u
lo

ft
a
le

n
t.
c
o
m

/2
0
2
0
/0

7
/a

s
s
e
s
s
in

g
-t

ru
s
t-

in
-y

o
u
r-

w
o
rk

-r
e
la

ti
o
n
s
h
ip

s
.h

tm
l

How come she is agreeing 

to this? 
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TRUST*

* a psychological state comprising the 

intention to accept vulnerability based upon 

positive expectations of the intentions or 

behavior of another 
 (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 395)
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https://www.mycitymag.com/social-trust/


Plan

Trust and 
trustworthiness

Communication 
principles

In practice



Trust and trustworthiness
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TRUST-

antedecents

Trusting dispositions

Trustworthiness
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Competence
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Communication principles



2. Messages must be 

adapted to the drivers for  

hesitancy.

1. Hesitancy is legitimate.



3. Trustworthiness is 

situation-dependent.

4. When there is uncertainty, 

the speaker's character 

becomes more important.



What premises 

does this group 

accept?

What does this 

group value? 

What is trustworthy 

for this group?

5. It is imperative to 

analyze the target group
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/ Social – not a scientific problem 

Cultural – risks/benefits are judged differently

Political – distrust and disenfranchisement

Personal – experiences and bodies

Challenging since vaccine hesitancy is…



In practice



Willingness to vaccinate (Oct/Nov 2020)

N=2000, web panel



Reasons for hesitancy/refusal (Oct/Nov 2020)

79%

43%

43%

10%

8%

2%

2%

3%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

I am afraid of side effects of the vaccine

I am afraid the vaccine has not been developed securely

It is uncertain whether the vaccine provides sufficent protection
against COVID-19

The COVID-levels are so low, the vaccine is unneccessary

It is better to get infected and strengthen your immune system

I trust alternative health treatment

Use of vaccines are not compatible with my belief systen

It hurts/ I am afraid of syringes

Women, those at 

risk; highly 

worried

Low trust; 

supports 

conspiracies

Men; not worried

N=2000, web panel
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"The COVID-measures by far outweighs the threat"

Oct/Nov 2020

"The risk from COVID is exaggerated"

April 2020

Oct/Nov 2020

Completely agree Agree somewhat Disagree somewhat Completely disagree Don't know No answer

Competence: Position on statements (Oct/Nov 2020)

N=2000, web panel



4

4

8

7

25

21

52

51

10

17

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

"The health authorities are more preoccupied with their own
interests than the people' health"

"The authorities are hiding important information about the
corona virus"

Completely agree Partly agree Partly disagree Completely disagree Do not know No answer

Integrity and benevolence: Position on statements (Oct/Nov 2020)

N=2000, web panel



Concerns stemming from the vaccine: worrying 
women and those in the risk group, normal trust

Alternative 
treatment/ 
values: not 
particularly 
worried, low 
trust

The overall 
situation: 
men with 

few worries, 
normal trust

Implications Recognize the legitimate concerns, tailor messages 

towards the drivers, “ordinary” strategies to improve 

trustworthiness

Target opinion leaders
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• Caveat: Context – high trust and high vaccination rate

• Can communication do away with the challenge? Is it futile 

to reach the ideologically right-wing driven?

➢ Address people's different ethical, ideological, political 

beliefs, historical interpretations, and competing visions for 

the future



Summed up

Trust and 
trustworthiness

Communication 
principles

In practice
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