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BACKGROUND/RESEARCH: Vermont has been named the healthiest state for several years, but childhood 
immunization rates have fallen over the past decade. The percentage of children entering Kindergarten with an 
exemption from vaccines has been climbing to between 6 and 7%, the second in the nation. The 2012 
legislative session saw a heated battle over removing the philosophical exemption, which ultimately did not 
pass. At the same time, pertussis cases were rising among school children, and by December, we all but 
declared an epidemic and held a one-day statewide Tdap vaccine  clinic to great fanfare. This highlighted the 
issue and silenced anti-vaccine voices … for the moment. Meanwhile, starting in May, Health Department 
communication and immunization staff started work with the creative agency HMC2 on a social marketing 
campaign. Based on national research, focus groups conducted by UVM in 2010, and in-house planning, we 
identified the need to focus on “fence sitters” – those truly undecided, questioning parents. In July, we held two 
focus group sessions with moms of young children and pregnant women, ages 25 to 40, who were undecided 
about vaccines. Key insights were confirmed: The right balance of information affects perception, today’s 
parents have little history with the diseases, alternative vaccination schedules are popular, healthcare 
professionals are trusted advisors, but they seek full information to make their own decisions. Our target 
audience was defined as well educated, middle to upper income women, who seek information online and 
through their community and social groups. In April 2013, we launched the OktoAskVT.org website as the 
centerpiece of our campaign. MATERIALS USED: Website, promoted via social media (Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube), paid online and TV ads, posters and news. Content was drawn from credible sources such as CDC 
and videotaped focus group discussions with Vermont women and a pediatrician. PLANNING: Our overall goal 
is to raise childhood vaccination rates by transforming vaccine hesitancy into confidence in the decision to 
vaccinate. Our communication strategy is to target the undecided, leverage healthcare professionals, create a 
positive, supportive and approachable brand, present information in a two-tiered fashion, acknowledge and 
address parents’ fears and concerns. To do this, we needed to create a safe place – the website – where 
parents can go to find information they can trust. In testing, the final creative platform and identity was viewed 
by focus groups as genuine, factual, balanced, serious, impactful and non-judgemental. Our social media 
strategy had four objectives: to engage, generate content, focus on fact-based messaging, and achieve a 
gentle, upbeat and personal tone of voice. EXECUTION: The key message is embodied in the ‘OK to Ask’ 
brand: “Parents have lots of questions about vaccines and no wonder. There’s lots to know, and it’s good to 
ask. Visit OktoAskVT.org for information and to join the conversation.” The website is designed to be mobile-
friendly and easy to navigate with loads of data, information and Qs&As delivered in a progressive fashion, 
from simple answers to more detailed and technical answers. The site draws on much of the extensive 
information CDC presents on its website. The top of the home page is a “rotating hero” that alternates links to 
CDC’s pertussis infographic, The Council on Foreign Relations outbreak map, ‘Talk’ videos featuring Vermont 
women talking with a well-known local pediatrician about a number of vaccine issues. ‘Ask’ has answers to 50 
of the most-asked questions. We recruited Vermont doctors and nurses to answer questions that the visitor can 
submit online. (Their bios are also provided.) ‘Ask’ also links to ‘Info’, where there is a large collection of 
Qs&As. Many are based on, directly from, or lead to, CDC as a most credible source of information. ‘History’ is 



an interactive timeline of vaccine history credited to the College of Physicians of Philadelphia, with added 
Vermont information. ‘Plan’ leads to the Vermont immunization schedule for children birth to age 18. ‘Talk’ 
brings the visitor to Facebook www.facebook.com/OktoAskVT Twitter https://twitter.com/oktoaskvt and 
YouTube www.youtube.com/user/OKtoAskVT. We also used paid TV and online ads and posters (with a QR 
code to the site) created from the videos and photos of women who participated in the formative research to 
promote the site. Posters were distributed by our 12 district offices around the state. BUDGET: $410,000 total 
budget – this includes $45,000 video production costs, $130,000 media ($70,000 TV + $55,000 online ads). In-
house experts and communication staff edited and proofed content for the site, and serve as social media 
administrators with the expectation that we will take over management after one year. RESULTS: Much 
research and upfront work went into optimizing key words, google ads, etc. to raise the site in google searches. 
Six weeks after launch, analytics showed steady, continual traffic and good engagement with the target 
audience: more than 90% of visitors are female, most between 25 and 49. Three months after launch, the trend 
is continuing. A number of questions have been submitted online. Facebook had more than 600 ‘Likes’ (900+ at 
three months), and started to have posts from parents looking for expert answers. The first anti-vax comments 
started appearing after about a month, containing a good deal of misinformation and spamming. To counter 
this, we focused on issues in the Vermont discussions (videos). We have also since modified our comment 
policy to prevent a takeover by anti-vax. Evaluation is continuing. It's too early to tell how to what extent this 
effort will help advance immunization rates. 
 
  


