Recommendations for Reporting

on Poliovirus Outbreaks

A media guide for journalists writing about variant poliovirus

and polio eradication.

The media have an important role to play in
communicating about one of the most complex
challenges facing global polio eradication efforts: the
spread of variant peliovirus outbreaks in areas where
immunization rates are low. This guide is intended

to support media reporting on variant polioviruses

to ensure coverage does not inadvertently cause
vaccine hesitancy, mistrust, or other unintended
adverse consequences to public health and use of polio
vaccines. Vaccination efforts that achieve and maintain
a high level of coverage (85% or higher) within at-risk
populations are critical to stopping all forms of polio
and finally achieving eradication of the disease.

IANT POLIOVIRUS: ASKED
ND ANSWERED

What is variant poliovirus? Variant poliovirus is a
rare form of the virus that can occur if the weakened
strain of poliovirus contained in the oral polio vaccine
(OPV) circulates among under-immunized populations
for a prolonged period. If allowed to pass among
enough under-immunized people, the virus can regain
its ability to paralyze. While there are three types of
variant poliovirus - types 1, 2, and 3 - type 2 variant
poliovirus is the most prevalent form paralyzing
children today.

What causes variant poliovirus outbreaks? Variant
poliovirus outbreaks are caused by community-level
immunity gaps, where both routine immunization and
door-to-door campaigns have failed to reach some
children for many years. These gaps could be due to
several factors, such as weak routine immunization
programs, poor campaign quality, insecurity and conflict,
vaccine hesitancy due to misinformation, and issues
accessing high-risk groups such as mobile populations.

Wild Poliovirus (WPV)

Variant Poliovirus

Oral Polio Vaccine

Novel Oral Polio Vaccine Type 2 (nOPV2)

Inactivated Polio Vaccine (IPV)

*A note on terminology: The GPEI strongly
recommends using the term “variant poliovirus’,
as without significant context, the technical term
may cause confusion and undermine public health
efforts, notably uptake of polio vaccines in high-risk
communities.
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Where are outbreaks happening? Most variant poliovirus outbreaks are in Africa, although there are also

cases in parts of Asia and the Middle East. For the latest variant poliovirus case counts, see the GPEI's variant
poliovirus page.

How are outbreaks stopped? As with wild poliovirus, outbreaks of variant poliovirus are stopped by ensuring
every child is reached with polio vaccines through high-quality door-to-door vaccination campaigns. nOPV2 is
now the preferred tool to sustainably stop type 2 variant poliovirus outbreaks. Following its prequalification by
the World Health Organization (WHO) in December 2023, nOPV2 has become more readily available to countries.
As of November 2025, over 2 billion doses of nOPV2 have been administered in over 40 countries globally.

CTION VS. FACT

There are several common misconceptions about variant poliovirus, leading to the proliferation of
misinformation that can reduce vaccine confidence and contribute to hesitancy and refusals. Journalists who are
writing about polio can help to be a part of the solution and address these misconceptions in their stories.

X FICTION v FACT

A child cannot get variant polio from receiving OPV.

OPV is a safe, inexpensive, easy to administer and extremely effective vaccine.

Children living in places certified to be wild poliovirus-free must continue to receive
vaccination against polio
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EXAMPLES OF COMPREHENSIVE EDITORIAL EXPLANATIONS OF VARIANT POLIOVIRUS

These examples from published stories clarify that variant polioviruses can only mutate from the weakened virus
used in OPV in under-immunized populations. They also help underline that children cannot contract variant
poliovirus from receiving the vaccine.

“Vaccinated children can shed the weakened virus in feces, and from there it can sometimes find its way
back into people, occasionally setting off a chain of infections in communities with low immunization rates.
If the weakened virus circulates for long enough, it can slowly mutate back into a more virulent form that

can cause paralysis.”

“The viruses Sabin modified for his vaccine can spread from child to child. If they continue to find children
they can infect — if they passage through enough intestinal tracts — they can regain the power to paralyze.
This phenomenon is seen in places where there are too many unvaccinated children.”

MoresResources

Global Polio Eradication
Initiative website

GPEI Media.Centre

Africa Kicks Qut Wild
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