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New data published by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (“*CDC”) indicates that the
divide between rural and urban areas in COVID-19 primary vaccination coverage has more than
doubled in under a year. In April 2021, urban areas had 46% primary vaccination coverage among
people aged 5 years and older who received a dose of a COVID-19 vaccine during the time period
from December 14, 2020 through January 31, 2022, while rural areas hovered around 39%." By
January 2022, primary vaccination coverage in urban areas and rural areas increased to
approximately 75% and 59%, respectively.? In other words, the urban/rural COVID-19 vaccination
gap more than doubled in less than a year.

Adults in rural areas were nearly three times as likely as their urban counterparts to report that they
“definitely won't” receive a COVID-19 vaccine, and rural parents were approximately twice as likely

to report that their child will “definitely not” receive one.?® The CDC discussed several possible barriers
to COVID-19 vaccination® in rural areas that may be driving the gap further apart, including
historically low levels of vaccine confidence in rural areas for other routinely recommended vaccines.’
For instance, vaccine confidence appears to be linked with trust in the vaccine,® and vaccine trust is
associated with vaccine uptake.” Vaccine trust may have multiple dimensions,? including trust in the
healthcare system and individual healthcare providers.® A survey of factors influencing an

individual's willingness to receive a vaccination found that a recommendation from the individual's
healthcare provider mattered to more participants (73%) in making a vaccination decision than the
participants’ age (60%) or the opinions of a participant’s family and friends (38%).'° The CDC'’s new
data seem to confirm this, with nearly 76% of parents in rural areas stating their children’s healthcare
provider was their trusted source for vaccination information.'* Interestingly, nearly 40% of rural
parents also reported that their child’s pediatrician did not recommend a COVID-19 vaccine,
compared to 8% of urban parents.*? If rural areas historically have low levels of confidence in
vaccines and their trusted source of vaccination information is not actively recommending vaccination
or building trust in the vaccine, rural areas could continue falling behind in vaccination.

The CDC has launched several programs that can assist with building trust and vaccine confidence in
rural areas and other disproportionately affected populations. Two of these programs are Partnering
for Vaccine Equity and Vaccinate with Confidence. Partnering for Vaccine Equity offers federal
funding to state, tribal, territorial,and local immunization programs and health departments to support
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adult vaccination.®® It recommends that medical offices in socially vulnerable communities receive
larger percentages of vaccine doses to increase vaccine access in communities facing transportation
challenges and low socioeconomic status, noting that primary care providers are an important
influence on an individual's vaccination decisions.**

Vaccinate with Confidence, another ongoing joint effort by the CDC, local and state health
departments, and other local partners, is designed to enhance trust and confidence in COVID-19
vaccines in areas with low vaccination rates.*® Vaccinate with Confidence focuses on building
trust*® by working with local community leaders as well as educating and supporting local healthcare
providers.*” Both programs are intended to reduce disparity in COVID-19 vaccination coverage by
facilitating access to vaccines as well as supporting rural healthcare providers in encouraging
vaccination, both generally and for COVID-19 specifically. Such programs are another step towards
closing the vaccination gap between urban and rural populations as well as a potential resource for
rural healthcare providers.
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