Journal of Population Therapeutics
& Clinical Pharmacology

RESEARCH ARTICLE
DOI: 10.53555/wa985s79

EVALUATION OF PUBLIC VIEWS AND PERCEPTIONS
TOWARD POLIO VACCINATION IN THE POPULATION OF
AJK

Sana Rehmant, Junaid Mushtag?, Sadaf Abrar?, Jawad Mushtag*", Attiga Khan®, Safia Rani®

IMBBS, FCPS Pediatrics, Senior Registrar Pediatric Medicine, University of Lahore Teaching
Hospital, sana.altafurrehman@gmail.com
2MBBS, Medical Officer, Muslim Hands Medical Centre, Islampura Jabbar, Gujar Khan,
junaidmushtag1322@gmail.com
3MBBS, Medical Officer, TWF Hospital Rawalpindi, sadafabrar13@gmail.com
*MBBS, BHU Hussainkot Rawalakot jwadmushtag5@gmail.com
> MBBS, House Officer SKBZ CMH Rawalakot attigakhan18@gmail.com
*MBBS, MO Umair Hospital Jhelum safiarani66077 @gmail.com

*Corresponding Author: Dr. Jawad Mushtaq
*Email: jwadmushtagb@agmail.com

ABSTRACT

Background: Polio remains a significant public health concern in many parts of the world,
including Pakistan, where it is a persistent issue despite vaccination efforts. Public views and
perceptions toward polio vaccination are crucial in shaping vaccination programs. In Azad Jammu
and Kashmir (AJK), understanding these perceptions is vital for improving vaccination coverage
and achieving eradication goals.

Objective: To evaluate the public views and perceptions toward polio vaccination in the population
of AJK, aiming to identify factors influencing vaccine acceptance and hesitancy.

Study Design and Setting: A cross-sectional survey was conducted in various districts of AJK
between August 2023 to January 2024. The study involved individuals from different demographic
backgrounds, including rural and urban areas.

Methodology: A structured questionnaire was administered to 110 participants. The survey
assessed knowledge about polio, attitudes toward vaccination, and barriers to vaccine acceptance.
Data were analyzed for patterns based on gender, age, education, and residence.

Results: The results indicated high awareness of polio vaccination (94.5%), with 80% of
participants acknowledging its importance in preventing paralysis. However, 25.5% reported
accessibility issues, and 20% expressed concerns about side effects. Religious beliefs and
misinformation also played a role in vaccine hesitancy, particularly in rural areas.

Conclusion: Polio vaccination awareness is generally high in AJK, but barriers such as
accessibility, fear of side effects, and misinformation hinder full acceptance. Targeted awareness
programs and improved vaccine delivery in rural areas are essential for increasing vaccination
coverage.

Keywords: Accessibility, barriers, immunization, polio vaccination, public perception, rural,
vaccine hesitancy
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INTRODUCTION

Poliomyelitis (polio) remains a significant public health concern, particularly in regions where
vaccination coverage is incomplete. It is a highly infectious viral disease primarily affecting
children under five years of age. The disease can lead to permanent paralysis and, in severe cases,
death.>? Despite global efforts to eradicate polio, certain areas, including parts of Pakistan, continue
to face challenges in achieving and maintaining high vaccination rates.® The global initiative to
eradicate polio, launched by the World Health Organization (WHO), United Nations International
Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), and other key stakeholders, has led to a dramatic decline in
polio cases worldwide. Between 1988 and 2023, the incidence of polio decreased by over 99%, with
cases confined to a few countries, including Pakistan.* Despite this progress, certain pockets remain
resistant to vaccination campaigns. In Pakistan, vaccine hesitancy, misinformation, cultural beliefs,
and logistical challenges in rural and underserved areas have hindered polio eradication. This
underscores the importance of understanding community-specific factors influencing public
perceptions of vaccination.®

AJK, located in a politically sensitive and geographically diverse area, faces unique barriers to
effective immunization. Its rugged terrain and limited healthcare infrastructure complicate vaccine
delivery to remote communities. Furthermore, sociocultural dynamics, including religious beliefs,
gender roles, and misinformation spread through local narratives or social media, can significantly
impact public acceptance of vaccination programs. These factors make AJK a critical region for
assessing public attitudes and identifying gaps in knowledge, awareness, and trust toward polio
vaccination efforts.® Misinformation and vaccine hesitancy are not isolated phenomena but are often
rooted in deeper societal issues. Distrust of healthcare systems, political instability, and fears
regarding vaccine safety have been documented in many regions, including AJK.” The spread of
rumors, such as the false belief that polio vaccines lead to infertility or are part of a foreign
conspiracy, has contributed to resistance among certain populations. Addressing these
misconceptions requires an evidence-based approach to education and outreach tailored to local
needs and sensitivities.>® Community engagement and education play a pivotal role in the success
of vaccination programs. Understanding public perceptions and addressing their concerns through
culturally sensitive communication strategies is essential. Given the global urgency to achieve polio
eradication, this study holds both local and international significance. It contributes to the broader
understanding of vaccine acceptance and public health interventions in complex sociopolitical
environments. 1

Involving local leaders, healthcare workers, and religious authorities in advocacy can help build
trust and acceptance. However, there remains a lack of comprehensive data regarding the specific
perceptions and barriers faced by communities in AJK, which is critical for designing targeted
interventions. This study aims to evaluate public views and perceptions toward polio vaccination
among the population of AJK. By identifying factors contributing to vaccine hesitancy or
acceptance, the research seeks to provide insights that can inform policy and programmatic
decisions. The findings will help policymakers, healthcare providers, and organizations involved in
polio eradication to design context-specific strategies that address the concerns and challenges
unique to the region. By addressing the barriers to vaccination in AJK, the research has the potential
to aid in the eradication of polio, not just in Pakistan, but as part of the larger global initiative to
create a polio-free world.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This cross-sectional study was conducted was conducted in various districts of AJK from August
2023 to January 2024. The study included a total sample size of 110 participants. Participants were
selected using a non-probability convenience sampling method to ensure representation from both
urban and rural areas across AJK. The inclusion criteria for the study comprised individuals aged 18
years and above, residing in AJK for at least one year, and willing to participate. Those who were
unable to provide consent or had cognitive impairments that might interfere with their ability to
answer questions were excluded from the study.
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Data collection was performed through structured interviews using a pre-validated questionnaire.
The questionnaire was developed in English and translated into the local languages (Urdu and
Pahari) to ensure comprehension. It consisted of sections covering demographic information,
knowledge about polio, attitudes toward polio vaccination, and barriers or misconceptions regarding
vaccination programs. Before the main study, the questionnaire was pre-tested on a subset of 10
participants to assess clarity and reliability, and necessary modifications were made. Interviews
were conducted by trained fieldworkers in both community settings and healthcare facilities. Data
collection was carried out in person to ensure completeness and accuracy. Efforts were made to
include participants from diverse socio-economic backgrounds and different regions within AJK to
enhance the generalizability of the findings.

Participants were assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses, and they had the
right to withdraw from the study at any time without any repercussions. The collected data were
entered into a secure database and analyzed using SPSS software version 25. Descriptive statistics,
including frequencies and percentages, were used to summarize demographic characteristics and
responses to the questionnaire. Chi-square tests were performed to examine associations between
demographic variables and perceptions of polio vaccination, with a p-value of <0.05 considered
statistically significant. Results were presented in the form of tables and graphs to highlight key
findings related to public views, barriers, and misconceptions regarding polio vaccination.

STUDY RESULTS

The demographic characteristics of the participants (Table 1) showed a balanced distribution of
gender, with 52.7% males and 47.3% females. Most participants were aged 31-45 years (38.2%),
followed by those aged 18-30 years (32.7%). Regarding education, 34.5% had completed
secondary education, and 27.3% had attained higher education. Urban residents made up the
majority (56.4%), while rural residents accounted for 43.6%.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Study Participants (n = 110)
Characteristic Category Frequency (n) | Percentage (%)
Gender Male 58 52.7%

Female 52 47.3%
Age Groups (Years) | 18-30 36 32.7%

31-45 42 38.2%

46 and above 32 29.1%
Educational Level No formal education | 18 16.4%

Primary 24 21.8%

Secondary 38 34.5%

Higher education 30 27.3%
Residence Urban 62 56.4%

Rural 48 43.6%

Knowledge and awareness about polio vaccination were high among the participants (Table 2). A
significant majority (94.5%) had heard about polio vaccination, and 80% were aware that polio can
cause paralysis. Additionally, 89.1% reported that polio vaccination was available in their area,
indicating good accessibility in most regions.

Table 2: Awareness and Knowledge About Polio Vaccination (n = 110)
Question Yes No Not Sure
Have you heard about polio vaccination? 104 (94.5%) | 6 (5.5%) -
Do you know polio can cause paralysis? 88 (80.0%) | 12 (10.9%) | 10 (9.1%)
Is polio vaccination available in your area? | 98 (89.1%) | 8 (7.3%) 4 (3.6%)

The attitudes toward polio vaccination were generally positive (Table 3). Most participants (70.9%)
strongly agreed that polio vaccination is essential for children’s health, and 58.2% expressed strong
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trust in the safety of vaccines. However, religious beliefs were a factor for some, with 45.5%
strongly agreeing and 27.3% agreeing that vaccination aligns with their religious values, while
14.5% remained neutral or disagreed.

Table 3: Attitudes Toward Polio Vaccination (n = 110)

Question Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly

Agree Disagree
Polio vaccination is important for children’s health. 78 (70.9%) 22 (20.0%) 6 (5.5%) 3 (2.7%) 1 (0.9%)
| trust the safety of polio vaccines. 64 (58.2%) 26 (23.6%) 12 (10.9%) | 6 (5.5%) 2 (1.8%)
Religious beliefs support polio vaccination. 50 (45.5%) 30 (27.3%) 14 (12.7%) | 12 (10.9%) | 4 (3.6%)

Barriers to polio vaccination were also identified (Table 4). The most frequently reported barriers
included accessibility issues (25.5%), fear of side effects (20.0%), and misinformation, such as
infertility rumors (16.4%). Religious misconceptions were reported by 12.7% of participants, while
14.5% cited a lack of awareness as a barrier.

Table 4: Barriers to Polio Vaccination (n = 110)

Barrier Frequency (n) | Percentage (%)
Lack of awareness 16 14.5%
Fear of side effects 22 20.0%
Religious misconceptions 14 12.7%
Accessibility issues (remote locations) | 28 25.5%
Misinformation (infertility rumors) 18 16.4%
Other 12 10.9%

To address these barriers, participants suggested various strategies (Table 5). The most common
recommendation was community engagement and awareness programs (61.8%), followed by
combating misinformation through media (54.5%). Improved accessibility in rural areas (49.1%)
and the involvement of religious and community leaders (38.2%) were also emphasized as critical
strategies to enhance vaccination campaigns.

Table 5: Recommendations for Improving Vaccination Campaigns (n = 110)

Recommendation Frequency (n) | Percentage (%)
Community engagement and awareness programs | 68 61.8%
Involvement of religious/community leaders 42 38.2%
Improved accessibility in rural areas 54 49.1%
Combatting misinformation via media 60 54.5%

DISCUSSION

Polio, a debilitating disease caused by the poliovirus, remains a significant public health concern
despite global eradication efforts. Vaccination has proven to be the most effective strategy for
controlling polio. However, public views and perceptions toward polio vaccination vary, influenced
by cultural, social, and informational factors.!*!? In Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK),
misconceptions, lack of awareness, and vaccine hesitancy have hindered vaccination campaigns,
posing challenges to achieving complete immunization. Understanding the public’s attitudes is
crucial for tailoring interventions to increase acceptance and participation.*® This study aims to
evaluate the public views and perceptions regarding polio vaccination in AJK, providing insights to
guide future health policies and campaigns.

The findings of this study demonstrate a high level of awareness and positive attitudes toward polio
vaccination among the population of AJK, aligning with several other studies while highlighting
unique regional factors. Our results revealed that 94.5% of participants had heard of polio
vaccination, and 80% were aware that polio can cause paralysis. This awareness aligns with the
findings of Shafique et al. (2021), who reported sufficient knowledge (65.1%) about polio among
individuals aged 18-30 years in Peshawar. Similar to their observation that urban residents had
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better awareness (50.5%) than those in outskirts, our study also noted higher awareness among
urban participants (56.4%).'4

Positive attitudes were evident in our study, with 70.9% of participants strongly agreeing that polio
vaccination is essential for children’s health. This reflects the findings of Ahmad et al. (2024),
where 95% of respondents demonstrated positive attitudes toward vaccines for pandemic
prevention.? However, unlike Khan et al. (2015), who noted a negative attitude toward polio
immunization in 84.8% of participants, the trust in vaccine safety was relatively high in our study,
with 58.2% strongly trusting the vaccines. This may indicate an improvement in public trust due to
consistent polio eradication campaigns.®®

Barriers identified in this study, such as fear of side effects (20%) and misinformation about
infertility (16.4%), are consistent with those reported by Kaleem et al. (2021), where 20.2% of
participants feared infertility, and 57.7% lacked trust in the government.!® Similarly, religious
misconceptions (12.7%) in our study were comparable to the findings of Khan et al. (2015), who
reported false religious beliefs in 39.06% of participants.’® Efforts to address such barriers, as
suggested by Ataullahjan et al. (2021), include integrating polio vaccination with broader
preventive health services and addressing social exclusion.®

The strong recommendations in our study for community engagement (61.8%) and combating
misinformation (54.5%) are also supported by the work of Saif-ur-Rehman et al. (2019), who
demonstrated the effectiveness of district-level administrative efforts in increasing awareness by
13% and belief in vaccines by 11%. Moreover, the suggestion to involve religious leaders is
reinforced by Saleh et al. (2024), who found that addressing community-level uncertainties and
conspiracies can positively shift public perceptions.6:1720

This study provides valuable insights into public perceptions of polio vaccination in AJK,
highlighting cultural and social barriers to immunization. It employs a community-based approach,
ensuring a diverse and representative sample. However, self-reported data may introduce recall or
social desirability bias, and the study's cross-sectional design limits its ability to establish causation
or track changes over time.

CONCLUSION

Our study highlights a high level of awareness and positive attitudes toward polio vaccination in
AJK, yet persistent barriers such as misinformation and accessibility issues remain. Targeted
interventions, including community engagement and addressing misconceptions, are crucial for
achieving polio eradication in the region.

REFERENCES

1. Badizadegan K, Kalkowska DA, Thompson KM. Polio by the numbers—a global perspective.
The Journal of infectious diseases. 2022 Oct 15;226(8):1309-18.

2. daSilva TM, S& AC, Prates EJ, Freitas Saldanha RD, Da Silva TP, Silva Teixeira AM, Beinner
MA, de Oliveira SR, de S& AT, Matozinhos FP, Vieira EW. Temporal and spatial distribution
trends of polio vaccine coverage in less than one-year old children in Brazil, 2011-2021. BMC
Public Health. 2023 Jul 14;23(1):1359.

3. Donalisio MR, Boing AC, Sato AP, Martinez EZ, Xavier MO, Almeida RL, Moreira RD,
Queiroz RC, Matijasevich A. Vaccination against poliomyelitis in Brazil from 2011 to 2021:
successes, setbacks, and challenges ahead. Ciencia & saude coletiva. 2023 Jan 16;28:337-.

4. Mediarti D, Rosnani R, Sukartini T, Arifin H, Kurniawati Y. Coverage and factors associated
with complete polio vaccination among Indonesian children aged 0-18 months. Children and
Youth Services Review. 2020 Nov 1;118:105399.

5. Sodhar IA, Mehraj J, Hussaini AS, Aamir M, Mahsaud J, Ahmed S, Shaikh AA, Zardari AA,
Rasool S, Chandio SA, Stuckey EM. Population movement and poliovirus spread across
Pakistan and Afghanistan in 2023. Vaccines. 2024 Sep 1;12(9):1006.

Vol.31 No. 09 (2024) JPTCP (3380-3385) Page | 3384


https://jptcp.com/index.php/jptcp/issue/view/79

Evaluation Of Public Views And Perceptions Toward Polio Vaccination In The Population Of Ajk

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

Sahitia S, Idris IB, Safian N, Ali RF, Shamsuddin K, Hod R. Barriers to Childhood
Immunization in Rural and Remote Areas: A Qualitative Exploration From the Perspectives of
Community Leaders in Sindh, Pakistan. Qualitative Health Research. 2024 Aug
27:10497323241263279.

Bricks LF, Macina D, Vargas-Zambrano JC. Polio Epidemiology: Strategies and Challenges for
Polio Eradication Post the COVID-19 Pandemic. Vaccines. 2024 Nov 26;12(12):1323.

Habib MA, Tabassum F, Hussain I, Khan TJ, Syed N, Shaheen F, Soofi SB, Bhutta ZA.
Exploring knowledge and perceptions of polio disease and its immunization in Polio High-Risk
areas of Pakistan. Vaccines. 2023 Jul 5;11(7):1206.

Akhtar R, Mahmood N, Alam MM, Naeem M, Zaidi SS, Sharif S, Khattak Z, Arshad Y,
Khurshid A, Mujtaba G, Rehman L. Genetic epidemiology reveals 3 chronic reservoir areas
with recurrent population mobility challenging poliovirus eradication in Pakistan. Clinical
Infectious Diseases. 2020 Oct 1;71(7):e58-67.

Dharmapalan D, John TJ, Steinglass R, Hirschhorn N. Polio: Background and perspective on
how international travel can be made safe against polio. Therapeutic Advances in Infectious
Disease. 2024 Nov;11:20499361241298857.

Habib MA, Tabassum F, Hussain I, Jawed T, Syed N, Shaheen F, Soofi SB, Bhutta ZA. A
Mixed Method Study to Assess the Knowledge and Perceptions around Polio and Its
Immunization in Pakistan.

LeDuc S, Estrada S, Wiyeh A, Drain P. Routine immunization strengthening in Polio high-risk
geographies—Gender integrated approach. Gates Open Res. 2023 Feb 1;7(19):19.

Mshelia SE, Blackmore C, Archer R, Booth A. Factors influencing the implementation of
Global Polio Eradication Initiative in low-and middle-income countries: a qualitative evidence
synthesis. Journal of Global Health Reports. 2019 Nov 1;3.

Shafique F, Nayab H, Asim N, Akbar N, Shafi N, Manzoor S, Eeden FV, Ali S. Attitude and
perception towards vaccination against poliomyelitis in Peshawar, Pakistan. Revista de saude
publica. 2021 Dec 8;55:104.

Khan MU, Ahmad A, Ageel T, Salman S, Ibrahim Q, Idrees J, Khan MU. Knowledge, attitudes
and perceptions towards polio immunization among residents of two highly affected regions of
Pakistan. BMC public health. 2015 Dec;15:1-8.

Saleh W, Jami H, Kamran M, Kundi GM. Developing an attitude toward polio vaccination
scale and establishing its psychometric properties in Pakistani context for indigenous and
international researchers. International Journal of Health Sciences. 2024 Mar;18(2):38.
Saif-ur-Rehman S, Wajidi MA. Evaluation of Household Perception about Polio Immunization,
Prior and After the Direct Supervision of District Administration in Karachi. Annals Of Abbasi
Shaheed Hospital And Karachi Medical & Dental College. 2019 Mar 31;24(1):25-30.

Kaleem M, Waris SA, Kiran M, Shabbir F, Riaz R, Waris R. Concerns and perceptions towards
polio vaccination in the population of Rawalpindi, Pakistan. Rawal Medical Journal. 2021 Mar
19;46(1):176-.

Ataullahjan A, Ahsan H, Soofi S, Habib MA, Bhutta ZA. Eradicating polio in Pakistan: a
systematic review of programs and policies. Expert Review of Vaccines. 2021 Jun 3;20(6):661-
78.

Ahmad Z, Wasif S, Bailey ES, Malik MW, Ranjha MA, Baig MZ, Hussain F, Ali TM, Ahmed
H. Assessment of the Prevalence and Determinants of Vaccine Hesitancy in Pakistan. The
Open Public Health Journal. 2024 Mar 27;17(1).

Vol.31 No. 09 (2024) JPTCP (3380-3385) Page | 3385


https://jptcp.com/index.php/jptcp/issue/view/79

