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Findings:

• Confidence in what is being said about the seriousness of COVID-19 is
divided along racial and ideological lines.

• Expectations related to what defines a safe COVID-19 vaccine vary 
significantly by race.

• There is broad acceptance that the need to continue with COVID-19 
mitigation actions (e.g., masks and social distancing) will continue after the 
vaccines are being given.

Implication:

• Strategies for the successful control / elimination of COVID-19  must take 
into account differences based on ideology and race concerning the 
seriousness of the disease and the expectations of what defines a safe and 
effective vaccine.



VACCINE SAFETY

Overall, one quarter of Americans 
(24%) expect a vaccine deemed 
safe to have no side effects. The 
prevalence of this view varies by 
race:  35% for Black Americans; 
29% for Hispanic Americans; and 
20% for White Americans. 

Two-thirds (68%) of the public 
expect a safe vaccine to have a risk 
of side effects, although views on 
the degree of risk and the severity 
of possible side effects vary. 
Among this group, 40% expect that 
a very small percentage of people 
will experience mild side effects, 
15% expect mild side effects to be 
common, and 13% expect that a 
very small percentage of people 
will experience serious side 
effects. Eight percent are not sure.

Americans’ Conflicting Expectations for 
Vaccine Safety and Effectiveness 

A new survey shows that Americans have conflicting expectations when a vaccine is deemed 
safe and effective by public health officials.
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Percentage of responses when asked “which statement comes 
closest to your expectation when a vaccine is called safe?”

VACCINE EFFECTIVENESS

Americans are split on what is 
meant by an effective vaccine: 40% 
expect that it produces immunity 
and you will not get sick if exposed 
to the virus and 41% expect that it 
produces resistance and you have 
less chance of getting sick if 
exposed. Of the remainder, 11% 
expect that it reduces the severity 
of illness if you get sick and 8% are 
not sure.  The distribution of 
responses remains the same 
across ideology, education, age, 
gender, and race.
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Americans are split on whether an 
effective vaccine gives immunity or 
resistance

It produces immunity, you will not 
get sick if exposed to the virus

It produces resistance, you have less 
chance of getting sick if exposed
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Percentage of responses when asked “which statement comes 
closest to your expectation when a vaccine is called effective?”
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AMERICANS OVERALL

A majority of Americans (62%) 
believe COVID-19 is just as serious 
as they have been told by Dr. Fauci,  
medical professionals (56%), and 
the media (48%).  

The rest of the public is split in 
their belief that COVID-19 is either 
less serious or more serious than 
reported by the mainstream media 
(25% less/27% more), medical 
professionals (16% less/28% 
more), and Dr. Fauci (20% 
less/18% more).

PERSPECTIVES BY RACE 

Black Americans are twice as likely 
as white Americans to believe that 
COVID-19 is more serious than they 
have been told by the media (44% 
vs. 22%), medical professionals 
(53% vs. 22%), and Dr. Fauci (36% 
vs. 18%).  The majority of Black 
Americans (53%) believe medical 
professionals are understating the 
seriousness of COVID-19.

Hispanic and white Americans share 
similar views with small exceptions. 
Slightly more Hispanic Americans 
(68% vs. 61%) believe COVID-19 is 
just as serious as they have been 
told by Dr. Fauci. They also believe 
COVID-19 is more serious than 
reported  by the media (32% vs. 
22%) and medical professionals 
(30% vs. 22%).  [cont. on next page]
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The public’s beliefs about the seriousness of COVID-19 compared 
to what they have been told by the mainstream media (Media), 
medical professionals (Medical Pros), and Dr. Fauci. 
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Black Americans are twice a likely as 
Whites to believe the seriousness of 
COVID-19 is being underreported

Americans’ Confidence in Sources of COVID-19 Facts 
Divide Along Racial and Ideological Lines 

A new survey shows that Americans’ confidence in COVID-19 information from the 
mainstream media, medical professionals, and Dr. Fauci is divided by race and political 
ideology. 
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The public’s beliefs about the seriousness of COVID-19 compared 
to what they have been told by the mainstream media (Media), 
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Ju
st

 a
s

7

4

IDEOLOGICAL DIVIDE

Americans are polarized along 
political lines in their views of the 
seriousness of COVID-19 
compared to what they have been 
told by the media, medical 
professionals, and Dr. Fauci.

While about half of conservatives 
believe COVID-19 is just as serious 
as they have been told by medical 
professionals (52%) and Dr. Fauci
(48%), a large number believe 
COVID-19 is less serious that they 
are being told by the mainstream 
media (42%), Dr. Fauci (37%), and 
medical professionals (30%).

In contrast, the majority of liberals 
believe COVID-19 is just as serious 
as they have been told by Dr. Fauci
(77%), the mainstream media 
(62%), and medical professionals 
(60%).  Of the remainder, four-
fifths believe COVID-19 is more 
serious than they have been told.
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While 96% of liberals believe the virus is 
as serious or more serious than conveyed 
by Dr. Fauci, 37% or conservatives believe 
he is exaggerating the seriousness of the 
disease



A majority (53%) of survey 
respondents are definitely or 
probably willing to get vaccinated 
once a vaccine is available, with 26% 
definitely or probably not willing 
and 21% not sure. 

In response to a subsequent 
question that asked “If a number of 
public health officials, including the 
director of the CDC, said that a 
vaccine will not eliminate the need 
to wear a mask and social distance 
for the foreseeable future, will you 
get vaccinated?”, 50% responded 
“yes”, 27% responded “no”, and 22% 
responded “not sure”. 

Therefore, the drop-off in intent to 
get vaccinated is minimal, indicating 
that the prospect of having to wear 
masks and maintain social 
distancing after vaccination is not a 
deterrent to getting vaccinated.

Americans’ willingness to get vaccinated 
doesn’t diminish if they have to wear 
masks and social distance afterwards. 

Percentages of responses when asked:

Vaccine Willingness Unaffected by Prospect of 
Continued Mask Wearing and Social Distancing

A new survey shows that Americans’ willingness to get a COVID-19 vaccine is not diminished 
by the prospect of having to continue wearing face masks and engaging in social distancing for 
the foreseeable future after getting the vaccine. 
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SUMMARY OF METHODOLOGY

The survey was co-designed with,  and administered by, Edge Research and fielded 
November 18-24, 2020. Sample was provided by Dynata, a leading online research 
panel provider. A national random sample was invited to participate in the survey 
and quotas by age, gender, race, ethnicity, and region were maintained to ensure the 
sample composition is representative of the US Adult 18+ population. Where needed, 
weighting was applied to the data to balance the sample for demographic and socio-
economic characteristics. 

Sample size is 1,559. Uncertainties are ±2.5% at the 95% confidence level for data 
representing the whole sample, and no greater that ±5% for individual population 
segments. 

ABOUT ScienceCounts

ScienceCounts is a nonprofit organization committed to support science and 
scientists in order to fuel American job creation, drive economic growth, improve 
health care, ensure national security, attain energy independence, foster 
environmental sustainability, and enhance quality of life for all. We conduct opinion 
research and science communication activities to advance our mission.
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APPENDIX: QUESTIONS AND RESPONSES
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