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THE SUMMARY

In Afghanistan, the infant mortality rate was 115 per 1000 live births, the worst in the world, with a vaccination completion rate of less than 

50%. Years of conflict and deep rooted traditional biases meant doctors had to work without proper immunization history. Parents simply did 

not see merit in getting their children vaccinated or maintaining vaccine records. 

By identifying an existing cultural symbol of protection and giving it a new meaning, we created a new way for doctors to communicate with 

each other in absence of proper hospital records while encouraging the mothers to get their children vaccinated.

Over centuries, parents from across socioeconomic classes ensure their newborns wear a bracelet to protect them from evil forces. We 

reimagined the traditional bracelet to create a meaningful, ritualistic solution that is helping improve immunization status of children. 

The Immunity Charm – a simple thread with colored beads where each bead represents a specific vaccine, that has been administered and 

added to the bracelet. These tiny colored beads became a message between doctors to know the immunization history of child in absence of 

any hospital based physical records while creating empowering the health workers to persuade mothers on the benefits of vaccination. 



THE CONTEXT

Vaccines save the lives of 2 - 3 million children each year, but 1.5 million 
more could be saved if they were to receive all the required vaccines. 

Diseases that are rare in the developed world like measles, polio, 
diphtheria, and others, are far too frequent causes of child mortality in 
Afghanistan which has one of the world’s worst child health statistics:

HISTORY WILL JUDGE US BY THE DIFFERENCE WE MAKE IN 

THE EVERYDAY LIVES OF CHILDREN ~NELSON MANDELA

115
children lost for every 

1000 live births, worst in 
the world

>50%
vaccination 

completion rate, 
among lowest in the 

world

Afghanistan has been in a state of ongoing war & conflict for over a 
decade. Poor and rural areas are the worst affected. Everyday services 
are inconsistent & difficult to track.



THE PROBLEM

Given that most vaccines must be scheduled over the first few years of a child’s life, 
record-keeping is critical. Any parent would know that the single most important 

aspect of getting their new born vaccinated is maintaining the immunization record. 
While maintaining immunization history of children is a challenge in large parts of the 

world, in Afghanistan, it was far more acute due to on-going state of war and 
systemic displacement. 

There were no way of maintaining an electronic database as 86% of the population 
lived in remote areas with limited access to modern infrastructure. 

Doctors faced a lack of immunization history as parents did not maintain vaccination 
cards. They often got lost, or mothers simply stop showing up at the hospital.

A HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT FOR CHILD HEALTH

CONFLICT & DISLOCATION

TRADITIONAL BIAS & ILLITERACY
Vaccination is looked down upon with suspicion and skepticism in many cultures, but in the 

Islamic state of Afghanistan, there were deep rooted cultural biases against vaccination 
which was often perceived to be ‘western’.

Widespread illiteracy (62% illiteracy rate) coupled with lack of information and perceived 
conflict with traditional practices & beliefs meant that caregivers did not recognize the value 

vaccines have for the health and wellbeing of their children.



THE CHALLENGE
MAKE IMMUNIZATION MATTER BY OVERCOMING 2 

CRITICAL BARRIERS 

BARRIER #1

LACK OF RECORD KEEPING

We needed to make it easy for doctors and parents to maintain 
immunization history of the child in a country which was in an ongoing state 

of conflict. 

BARRIER #2

DEEP ROOTED CULTURAL BIAS

We needed to create a positively receptive environment for a conversation 
on immunization & persuade Afghan mothers to get their children 

vaccinated



THE STRATEGY

ROOT FOR LASTING BEHAVIOR CHANGE

THEY ARE BORN OUT OF CULTURE

People find it easy to adopt new behaviors when they ride on 
existing social norms and do not directly challenge closely held 

beliefs.

PILLARS OF SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOR CHANGE

THEY ARE EASY TO ADOPT

New behaviors must involve minimum effort on part of 
people so that the desired action becomes almost automatic 
and is no longer a choice.

INCENTIVE FOR REPEATED ACTION

The behaviors must have an incentive – either internal or 
external – which enables it to become a habit.

1. CULTURAL 
ORIGINS

2. ADOPTION 
EASE

3. REPEAT 
MOTIVATION 

At its core, vaccination is about protecting children. 

We set out to identify cultural markers of protection in Afghanistan.



THE DISCOVERY

TURNING THE EVIL EYE ON HARM

The “nazar” or evil eye is an ancient, deep-rooted traditional symbol 
of protection, with resonance across socioeconomic classes and 
educational levels. 

In Afghanistan and across South Asia, children commonly wear 
bracelets with a nazar charm given to them by their parents at time of 
birth to protect them from unforeseen harm.

NAZAR : A CULTURAL SYMBOL OF 
PROTECTION



THE SHIFT

ONE TRADITION TO COUNTER THE OTHER

TRADITIONAL CHARM IMMUNITY CHARM 

protects from life 

threatening diseases 

called Taveez protects 

from evil forces

Instead of trying to get moms to hold onto paper hospital records—which are hard to understand and easy to lose—the Immunity 

Charm leverages the existing tradition of talismanic bracelets meant to keep evil spirits away from children. 

At the same time, the Immunity Charm gives doctors at-a-glance information about a child’s vaccination record.



THE IDEA



WHAT IS IT

A simple bracelet comprised of a black thread and screw closure, it 
comes preloaded with a nazar charm and a series of black beads. At 
each immunization, coloured beads representing each of the EPI 
vaccine antigens are added to it.

The Immunity Charm is aligned to WHO immunization schedule. At 
the end of 18 months, a complete Immunity Charm will have

4 red beads - OPV

1 yellow bead – Hep B 

3 blue beads - PCV

3 green beads - PENTA

2 purple beads – Measles

1 black bead- BCG

Use of distinct colour for easy & quick recognition

THE BEADS OF PURPOSE 



WHAT IS IT
A HUMBLE ANALOG BEADED BRACELET IN A WORLD OF 

HIGH TECH HEALTH

DOMINANT CONVERSATION IN 

HEALTH TRACKING

OUR SOLUTION TO 

TRACKING CHILD HEALTH 



THE PROCESS

THE MAKING OF IMMUNITY CHARM

• Medium-Density 
Fibreboard

• Light enough for 
health workers to 
carry

• Tough enough to 
brave harsh terrain 
& weather

• 100% eco-friendly

• Contoured beads to 
minimize contact 
irritability to skin

• Made of BPA free 
plastic

• Hypo- Allergic coated

• Absolutely safe for 
infants who love to 
taste everything

• Nylon & Polyester 
thread

• Soft & non-abrasive 
for delicate infant 
skin

• Strong & hard to 
not be broken by 
children who like to 
tug and pull 
everything

• World’s smallest 
screw clasp for 
repeated opening 
and closure

• Easy to use by 
Doctors on 
agitated, crying 
infants after 
vaccination



THE PROCESS

THE WORKING OF IMMUNITY CHARM

Healthcare workers provide 
The Immunity Charm to 
mothers to place on their 
newborn's wrist as a symbol 
of protection against 
disease.

Each time the child is brought for 
immunization, a color-coded bead 
corresponding to the specific 
vaccine received is added to the 
bracelet symbolizing the 
protective effects of the vaccine.

As the child receives additional 
vaccines against such diseases as 
measles, polio, diphtheria, and 
others, corresponding color-
coded beads are added to the 
bracelet.

1. 2. 3.

The Immunity Charm gives doctors immediate information about a child’s vaccination record & works as 
coded medical history between doctors.

Which means, even if medical records are lost or destroyed, doctors and nurses can ensure that 
infants are protected against diseases.



THE EXECUTION
DEPLOYING IMMUNITY CHARM IN THE COMMUNITY

All content was in English & Pashto for comprehension & monitoring

PARENT’S GUIDE

Brochure

POSTERS 

at health centers
FAQ BOOKLETS

TRAINING VIDEOS

IMMUNITY CHARM KIT

FOR HEALTHCARE PROVIDERS FOR LOCAL COMMUNITY

TRAINING SESSIONS

ON-GROUND SESSIONS

For local influencer 
onboarding



THE EXECUTION

ON-GROUND DRIVERS OF OUR INNOVATION

3 POWERFUL CHAMPIONS OF THE IMMUNITY CHARM

Healthcare 

Providers
Community

Mothers

In the Immunity Charm, 
healthcare workers found an 
additional and readily visible 
indication of a child’s 
immunization status that 
helped them communicate.

It was a simple device that 
required just one hour training 
program for them to start 
using it.

Mothers saw the charm 
as a symbol of protection 
against disease and as 
being a good mother 
among her peers

The Immunity Charm acted 
as a visible symbol to 
influential family and 
community members to 
encourage mothers to 
have their children 
vaccinated



THE RESULT

THE SPELL OF IMMUNITY CHARM

A SIMPLE, SCALABLE IDEA THAT IS SAVING CHILDREN’S 

LIVES

ONE BRACELET AT A TIME

Implementation Partners

Immunity Charm 
introduced in 3districts 
in India

Immunity Charm is on 
its way to be rolled out 
in Africa

After a successful pilot in 
Kabul, Afghanistan, the 
Immunity Charm is 
planning a roll out in 
other provinces

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Wish Foundation



THE RESULT

THE SPELL OF IMMUNITY CHARM

“This represents how powerful creative solutions to 
public health problems can be developed in partnership 
with the private sector. We look forward to expanding 
The Immunity Charm throughout Afghanistan based on 
its successes in further testing.”
~ Hamdullah Mohib, Afghan Ambassador to the U.S. 

“I’m really excited about the Immunity Charm, because it 
turns culture into incentive, and a bracelet into long lines 
of mothers and children at vaccine clinics” 
~ Peter Singer, Chairman of United Nations Innovation

"In Afghanistan, we are faced with 
many traditional biases against 
vaccinations. The Immunity Charm 
provides us with a simple and 
powerful tool that is based on the 
traditions in our communities so that 
we can create greater confidence in 
vaccines among mothers and their 
families. It's a wonderful idea that will 
save the lives of many children."
~ Dr. Shafiqullah Hemat, Director of 
Health Promotion at the Afghanistan 
Ministry of Public Health 

“It is considered as a tradition and people accept it 
easily.” 
~ Afghan Immam

“Demand for The Immunity Charm has been 
overwhelming with bracelet demand being triple 
what we had anticipated.” 

“Immunity Charm has stimulated conversations 
among mothers about vaccines, mothers never 
discussed vaccinations in detail, are now speaking 
about them with enthusiasm discussing which 
vaccines their children had received. Mothers are 
actually asking for the bracelet for their other 
children.”

“Immunity Charm has encouraged mothers who 
were wary of vaccinations, as women are comparing 
the bracelets on their babies and wanting to collect 
the different colours.” 

Field reporting by healthcare workers



THE JOY OF CREATION

It marries tradition with modern day health needs

It is design thinking leading to meaningful behavior change

It is effective storytelling that elevates immunization to culture

It is a solution based approach which communicates

It is inclusive in a time when technology is the newest dividing 

force

WHAT MAKES THE IMMUNITY CHARM A MEANINGFUL INNOVATION 




