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An ACT approach to Covid-19 Vaccine Uptake



Defining the Need for Integrated Care in Assertive 

Community Treatment

 Physical health conditions are more common among individuals with mental 

illness when compared to the rest of the population

 Accelerated mortality and medical burden compared with the general 

population - 10-25 years shortened life expectancy.

• Physical health conditions are often undiagnosed and undertreated in 

individuals with mental illness

• Smoking and low levels of physical activity are more common in 

individuals with mental illness when compared to the general population.

• Limited means to allow access to healthier lifestyle choices, for food and 

physical activity.

 Primary care and mental health providers struggle to deliver whole person 

care for the individuals that they serve. 
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Premature Death among People with Serious 

Mental Disorders

Early death among individuals with SMI are mostly due to chronic 
conditions such as cardiovascular, respiratory and infectious diseases, 
diabetes and hypertension.  Suicide is another leading cause of death.

The majority of deaths are preventable with more attentive checks for 
physical illness, side effects of medicines and suicidal tendencies.

From World Health Organization



Premature Death among People with Serious Mental Disorders
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From Walker et al.: Mortality in Mental Disorders and Global Disease 
Burden Implications.  JAMA Psychiatry, 2015.



The Need for Whole-Person Care
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High-performing Primary Care Clinics

‘Person-centered’ 
orientation

Comprehensive, 
team based care 

with coordination 
among providers

Continuous access 
to care

Use of evidence 
based practice

Quality 
improvement 

protocols



ACT Teams – Similar features to high-performing primary care clinics.

‘Person-centered’ orientation

Comprehensive, team based care with coordination 
among providers

Continuous access to care

Use of evidence based practice

Quality improvement protocols



Covid-19 risks in the SMI population

 People with serious mental illness (SMI) are at 

increased risk of being infected by coronavirus 

disease (COVID-19) and have higher 

subsequent rates of hospitalization, morbidity, 

and mortality.

Wang, Q., Xu, R. and Volkow, N.D. (2021), Increased risk of COVID‐19 infection 

and mortality in people with mental disorders: analysis from electronic health 

records in the United States. World Psychiatry, 20: 124-130.



Covid-19 risks in the SMI population

 In a paper released just last week, Nemani and 
colleagues looked at patients with a Covid positive 
test in a NY medical system.  They found that –
independent of demographic and other medical 
risk factors – a diagnosis of a schizophrenia 
spectrum disorder was associated with odds 2.67 
times higher for mortality from Covid-19.  Mood 
and anxiety disorders did not show an association 
with mortality.  In fact, in comparison with other 
risk factors, this group found that a diagnosis 
of schizophrenia ranked behind only age in 
strength of association with mortality.

Nemani K, Li C, Olfson M, Blessing EM, Razavian N, Chen J, Petkova E, Goff 
DC. Association of Psychiatric Disorders With Mortality Among Patients With 
COVID-19. JAMA Psychiatry. 2021 Jan 27. doi: 
10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2020.4442. Epub ahead of print. PMID: 33502436.
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Barriers to immunizations among individuals 

with serious mental illness.

 Annual influenza vaccination rates among 

people with SMI are as low as 22-28%.

Lorenz RA, Norris MM, Norton LC, Westrick SC. Factors Associated with 

Influenza Vaccination Decisions among Patients with Mental Illness. The 
International Journal of Psychiatry in Medicine. 2013;46(1):1-13.
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A Vaccine Uptake Approach for ACT

 Lean on motivational interviewing.

• Support the person in identifying their own reasons to 

choose to get the vaccine.

• Do not push too hard – if necessary, keep the 

conversation brief and ask permission to check in with 

the person at a future date.

Morganstein (2020): https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.pn.2021.1.32

Stacy Smith, M.Ed., LCMHC, member of MINT -

https://www.institutebestpractices.org/

https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.pn.2021.1.32


A Vaccine Uptake Approach for ACT

 Lean on motivational interviewing.

• Remember your OARS:

• Open questions: “What is your current thinking about the 

Covid vaccine?”

• Reflections: “So your biggest concern is…”

• Affirmations: “You’ve thought a lot about the vaccine.”

• Summary statements – “Let me see if I understand so 

far…”

Stacy Smith, M.Ed., LCMHC, member of MINT -

https://www.institutebestpractices.org/



A Vaccine Uptake Approach for ACT

 Provide education (with permission).

• Negative beliefs about safety and misconceptions that 

the vaccine itself can cause the illness may be held by 

people with SMI. 

• These beliefs should be directly addressed given both 

are predictive of vaccine hesitancy and avoidance in this 

population.

• Address vaccine education using straightforward 

language, not medical jargon, which has been shown to 

risk increasing skepticism.

Warren N, Kisely S, Siskind D. Maximizing the Uptake of a COVID-19 Vaccine 

in People With Severe Mental Illness: A Public Health Priority. JAMA 
Psychiatry. Published online December 15, 2020. 

doi:10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2020.4396



Where to get education or educational materials.

I like the CDC’s vaccination toolkits here:

• https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-

19/toolkits/index.html

Other potential sources of education include:

• https://www.covidcollaborative.us/

• Academic and other health system websites.

https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/covid-19/toolkits/index.html
https://www.covidcollaborative.us/


A Vaccine Uptake Approach for ACT

 Employ the full strengths of the team.

• The medical team within the team may be especially 

impactful here with the education piece, and potentially 

this is an opportunity for those team members to self-

disclose (whether they have received or would receive 

the vaccine) in a way that could be impactful.

• But other team members – such as peers – may have 

approaches that can complement the medical team and 

provide a perspective that may be more impactful for 

some individuals served by the team.

• Make this a team-wide effort.



A Vaccine Uptake Approach

 (But acknowledge that not all team members 

may be a fit to contribute to this effort.)

• Staff who are themselves skeptical or hesitant about the 

vaccine may not be a fit for education efforts.  They may 

still be strong supports to overcome barriers to 

vaccination for those individuals who choose vaccination.

• If the medical team within the team is hesitant, it may be 

an uphill battle.



A Vaccine Uptake Approach

 Individualize vaccine discussions and support 

overcoming barriers.

• Your team knows the individuals you serve so use that to 

tailor your approach.

• Support overcoming challenges with transportation to a 

vaccine administration location, barriers to scheduling or 

other barriers that might prevent a vaccine-ready 

individual from accessing a dose.



A Vaccine Uptake Approach

 Track progress across the team and set goals.

• Consider using any data / surveys about local uptake and 

local vaccine hesitancy to set goals for the team.

• Could consider goals for % of team getting direct 

education from the team and % completing the vaccine 

series.

• Local attitudes about vaccines and the Covid-19 

pandemic may be as influential (or more) on an ACT 

team member’s likelihood of vaccine acceptance as any 

other factor.
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Building upon a Covid-19 vaccine effort

 https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/index

.html

https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/index.html


Building upon a Covid-19 vaccine effort

 Smoking cessation efforts.

 Reduction of individuals served with poorly 

controlled hypertension.

 Reduction in individuals served with poorly 

controlled diabetes.

 Use of a registry as a population health tool to 

monitor physical health.



Building upon a Covid-19 vaccine effort

 Broadening use of motivational interviewing to 

impact behavior change beyond substance use.



Thanks.

Austin Hall

Austin_hall@med.unc.edu


