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STS Prospectus

The sociotechnical component of the COVID-19 pandemic involves the public perception
of a potential COVID-19 vaccine. My STS topic is the global political impact of a potential
vaccine through the lens of a comparative study of China and the US. | want to specifically
examine vaccine development, diplomacy, cultural differences, and the deployment and
distribution strategies of both countries. This topic is perfect for STS investigation due to its
complicated nature, global impact, and wide-scale repercussions. The COVID-19 vaccine is the
ultimate example of a wicked problem since the solution of the problem is dependent upon how
the problem is framed, stakeholders have radically different world views and different frames for
understanding the problem, the constraints that the problem is subject to and the resources

needed to solve it are constantly changing, and the problem will never be solved definitely.

Research Questions

In order to find the proper scope for investigating my STS prospectus, | came up with
some questions that could help me frame the problem: How does the response to the COVID-19
vaccine vary among various social groups in China and the US? Why should we not accept the
claim that a COVID-19 vaccine will be the magic bullet? How do responses vary between

countries with strict and loose regulations such as China and the United States?

Literature Review

By conducting a literature review, | was able to gain additional insight into the effect of a
potential COVID-19 vaccine on global politics. | began by researching the public perception of
a potential COVID-19 vaccine. The article directly correlates to my STS prospectus research of

the political impact and perception of the COVID-19 vaccine since it discusses the acceptability



of the COVID-19 vaccine. The researchers found that 69% of participants were willing to get a
COVID-19 vaccine. Additionally, participants were more likely to be willing to get vaccinated if
they thought their healthcare provider would recommend vaccination or if they were moderate or
liberal in their political leaning. Participants were also more likely to be willing to get vaccinated
if they reported higher levels of perceived likelihood of getting a COVID-19 infection in the
future (Katz et al., 2020).

Transitioning to the federal government and pharmaceutical industry, the federal
government and the pharmaceutical industry continue to push for the rapid development and
deployment of a COVID-19 vaccine despite some public doubts. This article examines the
perception of bioinformatics and information published by public health officials. | found that
this study was perfect for my STS prospectus since it discusses in detail how the public interprets
information given by public health officials. Similar to the US federal government’s rapid
deployment strategy, this article examines how the development and deployment of a COVID-19
vaccine is essentially a race for a safe and effective vaccine. The author also discusses how
pharmaceutical formulation science plays an essential role throughout the development,
manufacturing, distribution, and vaccination phases of a COVID-19 vaccine. Viewing the
vaccine as a race could be incredibly helpful to study the impact of the COVID-19 vaccine from
the perspective of big pharmaceutical companies (Cui et al., 2020).

Overall, I discovered that the attitude towards a potential COVID-19 vaccine varies a lot
by social group. For instance, the public seems hesitant and even skeptical towards a potential
vaccine while the US government and public industry have an agenda to develop and deploy a
vaccine as soon as possible. In complete contrast to the US, China’s control of the COVID-19

pandemic has been strict and well-regulated. Restrictions in China are similar to those in place in



the US, however widespread public adherence is the key difference. A system of health codes is
woven into the fabric of everyday life such as assigned color-coded designations based on a
person’s health status, masks, temperature checks, and mass testing. The Chinese government
has been scrutinized for a lack of candor and negligence since the inception of the outbreak.
President Trump has been one of the most vocal critics, accusing Beijing of early failures that
intensified the spread of the virus (Baculinao & Talzaman, 2020). Despite any criticism, China
has done a phenomenal job of regulating and containing the spread of the virus, and unlike the
US, is not relying on a potential COVID-19 vaccine to act as a “magic bullet.” Based on China’s
stricter regulations and protocol during the pandemic, the Chinese government’s strategy is

entirely different from the US government’s strategy.
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STS Frameworks and Methods
There are many STS frameworks and methods available to frame my STS prospectus.
However, I found that Winner’s perspective is perfect for framing my STS prospectus since I can
directly examine the effect that a political artifact, a potential COVID-19 vaccine, has on various
social groups.

Invention/Design: The intention behind the vaccine is to mitigate the symptoms of



COVID-19 to either completely eliminate or lessen its effects. China and the US both have very
different stances towards the invention and design of a potential vaccine. The Chinese
government hasn’t disclosed their progress on vaccine development, whereas the US government
has quickened their testing process for vaccine development to deploy and distribute to the
American public as soon as possible.

Technical Arrangements and Social Order: The Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness
Innovations (CEPI) is working with global health facilities around the world to develop a
COVID-19 vaccine. The majority of potential vaccines are being developed by private industries,
however, there are also academic, public, and non-profit sectors involved in the production of a
vaccine. The organization and control of vaccines on a large scale (globally) have not yet been

achieved, but organization differs within the various aforementioned sectors.

Decision Making: In the United States, much of the American population believes that
President Trump may pressure the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to approve the
emergency use of at least one COVID-19 vaccine. Public concerns have intensified even further
recently when Trump suggested in a tweet that the FDA is partaking in a “deep state” conspiracy
to sabotage the Trump campaign. By directly contradicting the statements of the Center for
Disease Controls (CDC) and FDA officials, Trump is further confusing the American public by

who is exactly in charge of deployment of a COVID-19 vaccine.

There is little information currently available about vaccine progress in China, but with
China’s current containment of the virus, a vaccine will only act as a secondary measure for
Chinese citizens. Due to varying degrees of compliance and contradictory statements made by
US government officials and health agencies, a potential vaccine in the US is being treated as a

“magic bullet” cure to the COVID-19 virus.



Deployment: As mentioned in the previous section, the deployment of a vaccine is
usually regulated by governmental health agencies such as the FDA and the CDC. However,
President Trump seems to be forcing his hand over the deployment of a COVID-19 vaccine. The
technology most certainly reconfigures social order and power. This leads to social unrest with
respect to statements made by governmental health agencies. In China, as aforementioned,
deployment isn’t a primary concern due to proper containment of the COVID-19 pandemic and

proper compliance with social distancing/preventative measures.

Broader Impact: When developed and deployed, the COVID-19 vaccine will have a
monumental impact. The world has not faced a pandemic of similar nature since the Spanish
Influenza over a century ago. The vaccine would be able to relieve hospitals and healthcare
practitioners all over the world of their current COVID situation. Economies would be able to

return back to their normal pace.

Due to a significant decline in COVID-19 cases in China, the Chinese economy has
slowly but surely rebounded. During the July to September quarter compared to the same months
last year, the Chinese economy has surged 4.9%. Additionally, Chinese companies are making
up a greater share of the world’s exports, manufacturing consumer electronics, personal
protection equipment, and other goods in high demand during the pandemic (Bradsher, 2020).
On the other hand, the US economy is recovering at a much slower rate and industries/businesses

are still reliant on financial assistance from sources like the US government.

Methods for Data Collection

Since my STS Prospectus topic is the global political impact of a COVID-19 vaccine in

China and the US, I think that an interview with students or a health agency in both of these



counties would provide me with much-needed insight about their respective countries’ attitude
towards the vaccine. Furthermore, by conducting interviews myself I would be able to get the
chance to get a firsthand feel for the opinions of some of these groups. Both of my parents work
for the FDA, so | could use them as a resource to set up an interview with health officials from

the FDA or big pharma.

For China, Professor Ku has very graciously offered to connect me to students at a
Chinese university and individuals responsible for helping develop the Chinese health code
during the pandemic. | think both of their perspectives will be particularly useful since there isn’t
much literature available about the Chinese government and public’s perception towards a

potential COVID-19 vaccine.

Document Analysis is also an integral source for my STS research. To gauge the
perception of certain groups within China and the US, I will have to rely heavily on published
studies and news articles that discuss the impact of the COVID-19 vaccine on public perception.
For my literature review, | found some studies that conducted surveys of the public with regard
to their opinions on the COVID-19 vaccine. | also found an article that discusses conspiracy
theories, expert disagreement, and the federal government’s agenda all with regard to the
COVID-19 vaccine. All of these secondary sources, which I cited in my annotated bibliography,
would be useful to analyze for my STS prospectus. Since | was not able to find much
information about the Chinese public perception on the vaccine from STS sources and databases,
I will have to expand the scope of my sources to news articles and published studies by Chinese

journalists and researchers to incorporate into my prospectus.

Timeline



After narrowing down my scope and research methods, I plan to more thoroughly
examine research and articles from my sources for the document analysis part of my research
collection while also conducting interviews as a primary source. Finding potential interviewees,
conducting, and transcribing interviews in both China and the US will likely take a few months
or so in total, so | plan to start the process now and finalize my findings from the interviews by
February. After all the document analysis and interviews have been conducted, I’'m presuming,
tentatively, by mid-February, I will work on writing my research paper and refining my findings.
Condensing and correlating my research to my research topics will likely also take about a

month, so | hope to conclude this entire part of the project by mid-March 2021.

Conclusion

The primary goal of my STS prospectus project is to evaluate the politicization of the
COVID-19 vaccine with respect to its reception among various social groups: anti-vaccine
protestors, large governmental health agencies, large institutions such as colleges, the general
public, and the government in China and the US. The pandemic is an unprecedented time for the
entire world, and by evaluating the reception of a potential vaccine, | plan to contribute to
categorizing the societal impacts of a vaccine. The expected outcome through document analysis
IS to see the diverse range of reactions due to how the vaccine is politicized and perceived.
Additionally, the interviews | plan to conduct with FDA employees, Chinese students, and
Chinese healthcare workers will provide valuable insight into a first-hand account of their
experiences. | want to maintain an objective stance when evaluating the reception of all of the
aforementioned groups with regard to a COVID-19 vaccine. My findings can help future
organizations, companies, governments, and media outlets gauge the public and societal

perception of a COVID-19 vaccine.
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