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Research overview and context

Minority Rights Group International commissioned
Verité Research to monitor social media to track
and understand content shared about Covid-19
vaccine confidence, uptake, and access across
Tamil, Muslim, and Sinhala ethno-religious groups
in Sri Lanka. Comprising 74.9% of the population,
the Sinhala community forms the ethnic majority
and Sinhala is considered their first language.
The Tamil and Muslim ethno-religious minorities
together comprise 24.8% of the population.! Tamil
is considered to be the first language of the Tamil
community as well as a majority of the Muslim
community of Sri Lanka. English, a link language
in Sri Lanka, is also used by 22% of Sri Lankans.?

The findings of this study are specific to the social
media monitoring conducted on Facebook, and
Twitter for the period 1January to 31 October 2021.
The social media listening platform Brandwatch and
social media monitoring platform CrowdTangle were
used to extract data, based on a tried and tested set
of keywords.

For this report, a sample of n=1,276 Facebook
comments and tweets (including replies to tweets)
were analysed with respect to their sentiment on:
(1) Covid-19 vaccine confidence, (2) reservations
towards the vaccine, (3) access to vaccines, and (4)
distrustin health and other government authorities
regarding the administration and dissemination of
information related to the vaccine.

Department of Census and Statistics, ‘Census of Population and
Housing 2012 - Final Report’, available at http://www.statistics.gov.

Ik/Population/Staticallnformation/CPH2011/CensusPopulation-
Housing2012-FinalReport [last accessed 8 December 2021].

Ashani Abayasekara, ‘Building a More English-Literate Sri Lanka:
The Need to Combat Inequities’, 23 April, 2018, available at https://
www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2018/04/23/building-a-more-english-
literate-sri-lanka-the-need-to-combat-inequities/ [last accessed 8
December 2021].

Facebook comments and tweets were selected for
evaluation on the basis of two criteria: (1)evidence of
sentimentrelating to the factors mentioned above,
and (2) ability to identify the ethnicity of the author
of the comment/tweet. This report, therefore,
limits its insights to the distribution of Facebook
comments and tweets among Tamil, Muslim, and
Sinhala social media users and is not representative
of the communities as a whole.

The sampling method also does not guarantee an
unbiased representation of social media users. It
is likely that those with higher levels of confidence
were less likely to comment on posts and would
therefore be under-represented in the sample.

However, the analysis needs to assume only that the
tendency to be active on social mediaand comment
is not biased by the ethnicity of the user. In which
case, the ethnic differences in the sentiments
expressed in the sample can be evaluated to reflect
differences in sentiment by ethnicity within the
wider population.

Sri Lanka commenced its Covid-19 vaccination
drive on 29 January 2021.° At the time of writing
this report, according to official statistics, 84% of
the population over 16 years of age had received two
doses of the vaccine.* Sri Lankan health authorities
have also recently commenced administering the

State Intelligence Service, ‘Covid-19 Vaccination Sri Lankan
Approach’, Presidential Secretariat of Sri Lanka, 24 August 2021,
available at http://www.presidentsoffice.gov.lk/.Documents/Con-
cept%»20Paper-COVID%2019_Vaccination-Sri_Lankan_Approach.pdf
[last accessed 29 November 2021].

Official website for Sri Lanka’s Operation Freedom Immunizing Sri
Lanka, ‘Vaccination Statistics’ available at https://covid19.gov.lk/
vaccination-statistics.html [last accessed 29 November 2021].
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booster vaccine (third dose) to frontline workers,
and to those aged 60 and above.®

Summary of key findings

Concerns relating to Covid-19 vaccine confidence
dominated online conversations across the sample
of Tamil, Muslim, and Sinhala social media users
while the degree to which these ethnic groups
had concerns varied. Meanwhile, issues of access
to vaccines, and distrust in authorities received
marginal traction.

= Of the total sample comments and tweets
analysed(n=1,276), 85% of the sample comments
and tweets were related to conversations on
Covid-19vaccine confidence, 36% on access to
vaccines, and 29% related to distrust in health
and other government authorities. 8

In comparison to Sinhala social media users, Muslim
and Tamil social media users are more likely to have
low to no confidence in Covid-19 vaccines.

Doubts over vaccine safety dominated conver-
sations among those with low confidence in the
Covid-19 vaccine.

Of the sample, Muslim social media users expressed
the most concern over the safety of Covid-19
vaccines.

Sinhala, Tamil, and Muslim social media users show
more confidence in the Pfizer-BioNTech and/or
Moderna vaccines than in the Sinopharm vaccine.

‘Booster dose from November 01..!, October 2021, Presidential Sec-
retariat of Sri Lanka, available at https://www.presidentsoffice.gov.
Ik/index.php/2021/10/22/booster-dose-from-november-01/ [last
accessed 29 November 2021].

Note: A single comment and/or tweet could be assessed for more
than one of the targeted areas of the study—i.e., for vaccine confi-
dence, access to vaccines or distrust in authorities. Therefore, the
total comments/tweets calculated within each category may exceed
the total sample of comments and tweets.

Ethnicity is a statistically significant
factor affecting the level of confidence in
Covid-19 vaccines in Sri Lanka

7

Of the sample Facebook comments and tweets(n=
1,081)assessed for Covid-19 vaccine confidence, only
28% expressed high confidence, and a little more
than half expressed low to no confidence’ (48%)in
the Covid-19 vaccine across the three ethnic groups
monitored.®

The Pearson's Chi-squaredtest wasusedtodetermine
whether ethnicity is a statistically significant factor
affecting confidence in the Covid-19 vaccine. The
test results (p value = 1.212e-08) indicated that
there is strong evidence to suggest that the level
of confidence in the vaccine is dependent on the
ethnicity of the social media user.

Both Muslim(49%)and Tamil(36%)social mediausers
were more likely to have low confidence compared
to Sinhala(24%)users. Thus, low confidence levels
were higher among social media users belonging
to ethnic minority communities, while a high level
of vaccine confidence was more prevalent among
social media users belonging to the majority Sinhala
community (42%)(see Exhibit 1).

Meanwhile, the three ethnic groups—Sinhala, Muslim,
and Tamil—had similar distributions of comments,
which expressed ‘no confidence’ in the Covid-19
vaccine.

Low confidence is defined as those who express some distrust or
skepticism towards any of the Covid-19 vaccines available. No con-
fidence is defined as those who express complete distrust towards
the vaccine and refuses to take/receive any of the Covid-19 vaccines
available.

Note: Comments and tweets that could not be assessed for confi-
dence in vaccines were not considered in the above analysis.
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Exhibit 1: Breakdown of vaccine confidence based on

ethnicity

SINHALA

MUSLIM TAMIL

Downward trend in low confidence,
continuous trend in no confidence

10

1

Since the commencement of Sri Lanka's Covid-19
vaccination drive in January 2021, there has been
a decrease in’low confidence’ levels across social
media users belonging to the three ethnic groups
(see Exhibit 2). This finding was consistent with Sri
Lanka's accelerated rate of vaccination for the period
ending September 2021.°

Meanwhile, social media users that expressed 'no
confidence’in the Covid-19 vaccine remained largely
constant with some significant spikes in March, April
and September 2021 (see Exhibit 3). Although Sri
Lanka's vaccination rollout commenced in January,
2021, vaccination of the public commenced largely
in March 2021. Hence, it is probable that the
spike seen in March-April corresponds to the new
conversations that emerged around this milestone.”
Sri Lanka commenced vaccinating its 20-30 year-
old population in September 2021 and the spike in
September could correspond to higher levels of
vaccine hesitancy observed in this age group."

See Verité Research’s Covid-19 Vaccination Scoreboard as of
27 September 2021at https://twitter.com/factchecklka/sta-
tus/1442492284428189701?s=20).

Dilan Udayanga, ‘Getting Vaccinated against COVID-19 in Sri Lanka:
All You Need to Know', 8 April 2021, available at: https://www.
durdans.com/getting-vaccinated-against-covid-19-in-sri-lanka-all-
you-need-to-know/ [last accessed 8 December 2021].

Chanka Jayasinghe, ‘Sri Lanka health authorities pled with young
people to get vaccinated’, 22 September 2021, available at: https://
economynext.com/sri-lanka-health-authorities-plead-with-young-
people-to-get-vaccinated-86359/ [last accessed 29 November 2021].

Exhibit 2: Low confidence in Covid-19 vaccines across
time January to September 2021

FEB

Note: Exhibit 2 also shows the percentage of the Sri Lankan population

Percentage of popuation that received at
least one dose of Covid-19 vaccine

65%

| —
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that received at least one dose of Covid-19 vaccine during January to
September 2021(Source: Official website of the Epidemiology Unit of
the Ministry of Health, Sri Lanka; available at https://www.epid.gov.lk/)

Exhibit 3: No confidence in Covid-19 vaccines across
time January to September 2021

Note: The study was conducted between 1January and 310ctober 2021.

While vaccine rates have since increased, the results demonstrate the
aforementioned trends in the level of confidence among social media
users at that point in time. Furthermore, data for the month of October
2021 has been omitted due to its relatively small sample size.
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Doubts over vaccine safety dominated
conversations among those with low
confidence in the Covid-19 vaccine

“@ng,rrﬁmrr Sie] CEwNRGET... (1pYe| Liewtemil -
QRIS FTHIQHD
[Translation: Are you only researching now?... You
have decided to kill/let us die]

- Tamil Facebook user

= ‘Low confidence’ levels were highest among the
sample of social media users who expressed
reservations over vaccine safety (64%) across
the three ethnic groups (see Exhibit 4). Rapid
development of vaccines, fear of side effects and
fear of the vaccine composition fueled safety
concerns over the Covid-19 vaccine across the ethnic
groups (see relevant qualitative findings).

Exhibit 4: Reservations towards Covid-19 vaccines by
‘low’ or ‘no’ confidence level

Doubt over
vaccine efficacy

Doubt over
vaccine safety

Conspiracy
related fears

Prefer

traditional medicine Others

= Reservations on ‘doubt over vaccine safety’ was
also dominant among those who expressed no
confidence'in the Covid-19 vaccine (44 %). However,
those who showed no confidence'in the vaccine also
appearedto be influenced more by their conspiracy
related fears (20%), preference for traditional
medicine (ayurvedic and home remedies)(12%), and
trust in natural immunity (3%), unlike those with low

LOW CONFIDENCE NO CONFIDENCE

confidence'.
Note: The reservation type ‘Others' for the low confidence' group also
includes the reservation types 'Unsafe for pregnant mothers'and 'Prefer
traditional medicine'as only less than 5% of the comments expressed
these two reservations. The reservation type 'Others'under the 'no con-
fidence' group includes the reservation types of ‘Affect fertility/sexual
functioning’, 'Religious reasons'and 'Trust in natural immunity' as these
reservations were expressed in less than 5% of the comments.

Relevant qualitative findings
(quotes from comments/tweets):

“@rj,g, eubdaen cLpeoll GLIT(H6IT eTeiienr? Bgeit Liesreutent
aaiten ’Qeng CUTBHeUSHTEL GBLIGBLD ailenerTeyseT eleiem?
Buuy spfleyeeien Fapawrs Csetel Gl (B alenmis

O _ _ _
UG, (pLLTaimamants e aIaIBBisGd  npyslim social media users expressed

most concern over the safety of Covid-19
vaccines

HOOWTL 195 CETemi(h ClFe060 Tnl MG

[Translation: What is the source material of this
vaccine? What is the background of this? What are the
consequences of getting these? We as an intelligent

society need to ask questions and understand it.
We should not be like fools and nod our heads for
everything. ]

- Muslim Facebook user

e DE & s 6D Do OB »HB D6
ol
[Translation: The vaccine itself contains a virus;
(hence)| for one will not take it]

- Sinhalese Facebook user

The distribution of comments and tweets expressing
reservations towards the Covid-19 vaccine are
relatively similar among the three ethnic groups.
However, Muslim social media users expressed the
most doubt over vaccine safety(46%)in proportion
to Tamil(36%)and Sinhala(34 %) social media users
(see Exhibit 5).
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Notably, Sinhala social media users advocated the
most for using traditional medicine (ayurvedic and
home remedies) instead of obtaining the Covid-19
vaccine (see Exhibit 5). Similar conversations were
absent among Tamil social media users despite the
tendency to use traditional folk medicinal treatments
within their culture.

Exhibit 5: Reservations towards Covid-19 vaccines by

Relevant qualitative findings
(quotes from comments/tweets):

€| ab rats! €)Anyone know about the side effects
of the vaccine after few years later;? £

- Muslim Facebook user

‘o0 8 Bdee ot DES®S i ®D 6zMNEGIN) BTED)

ethnicity gecd edel 12 B B8O @0 Ht BowE 6RGHE
DD 6mBRDOE3ENDE Boedn DHOBD DS @HODD &

200 ®E 65O€ cremsies mr DDOOH

CONSPIRACY
RELATED o 0 P o o
FEARS [Translation: | didn't get the vaccine and will never
get the vaccine. It's 12 days now since | got Covid, and
DOUBT OVER
VACCINE

R I have no complications. | used Ayurvedic meds and

didn't even feel as ill as | would have had | got a cold.

o I'still can't sense any smells, but that's it. ]

DOUBT OVER
VACCINE

SAFETY .
- Sinhalese Facebook user

PREFER
TRADITIONAL
MEDICINE

“@rj)g) SBULE BHeoeuBam Ol LBaT @l GgfluleumLd.
6leVdh@ UTBandshs wrgdfl GumiLrés

[Translation: Whether the vaccine is good or bad will
be known in the future. We were vaccinated like being

tested on rats. ]

OTHERS

10 20 30 40 50
. Muslim . Sinhala . Tamil

- Tamil Facebook user

Note: The category ‘Others'includes the categories of 'Unsafe for pregnant

Sinhala, Tamil, and Muslim social media
users show more preference/confidence in
Pfizer-BioNTech and/or Moderna vaccines
than in the Sinopharm vaccine

mothers', Affect fertility/sexual functioning', 'Religious reasons'and 'Trust
in naturalimmunity'as only 2% of the comments or less, expressed these
reservations. Additionally, the preference for Pfizer over Sinopharm was
also evaluated as a category under reservations. As such, 18% of the
comments by Muslim social media users, 20% of the comments by Tamil
social media users and 29% of the comments by Sinhala social media

users expressed a preference for Pfizer over Sinopharm. However, these . .
P P P = Although the distribution of comments and tweets

expressing ‘selective preference/confidence™ are
relatively similar among the three ethnic groups
(see Exhibit 8), Sinhala and Tamil social media users
appeared to feel more strongly in comparison to
Muslim social media users on their preferred brand
of Covid-19 vaccine.

values have not been included in Exhibit 5 as they are analysed separately
under the section on 'selective confidence/preference’.

12 Selective preference/confidence is defined as those who express
some willingness to take/receive the Covid-19 vaccine, however, has
a preference over which vaccine they are willing to take/receive. 5
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Exhibit 6: Breakdown of selective preference/confidence in
Pfizer and/or Moderna vaccines by ethnicity

MUSLIM SINHALA TAMIL

Social media data indicates that ‘selective
preference/confidence’ levels are highest among
users whopreferred Pfizer and/or Moderna vaccines
produced by US companies over the China-
manufactured Sinopharm vaccine (73%), which was
widely administered in Sri Lanka. This was evident
across the ethnic groups. Accordingly, of the
comments that expressed ‘selective confidence/
preference’, 74% of Muslim social media users,
72% of Sinhala social media users and 55% of Tamil
social media users indicated their preference for
Pfizer and/or Moderna over Sinopharm. (Note: The
remaining 27% of comments that expressed ‘selective
preference/confidence’indicated reasons other than
a preference for Pfizer and/or Moderna vaccines).

Overall, the refusal to accept and/or lack of trust in
the safety and efficacy of the Sinopharm vaccine
stemmed from three main factors: (1) fears over the
quality of the Chinese manufactured vaccine, (2)
Sinopharm’s low rate of approval for global travel, and
(3) China's growing economic and political presence
in Sri Lanka (see relevant qualitative findings).

Relevant qualitative findings
(quotes from comments/tweets):

“ypfizeris only for VIP? Is (it) possible to vaccine
the public? Would prefer to have #Pfizer will it be
able to vaccine?

- Muslim Twitter user

“é))@ RE) O BB gred BTed O DO
6»608. B0 B Dt »eS 6ReHd 80 E@
BBeSey OO OO 3mBOG ORI I OJSO epee3 GO
ade @3 [ Translation: What China wantsto dois to
take over the country with debt by giving us useless
meds to destabilise the country by killing people]

- Sinhalese Facebook user

“a?mrrésasrms&l GIRIGLT 2 _MIHEHHE OHHSI
FSHBHTET DIFH QeUBILD  LDEWLDG> 6081600 SHIT 65T
[ Translation: When did the Chinese ever give you
medicine, that (what they gave as vaccines)is just
rainwater]

- Tamil Facebook user

Exhibit 7: Selective preference/confidence in Pfizer and/
or Moderna vaccines across time January to September
2021

13% 17% gl 1% 13% Al 31% QAN 21% Q@40 %
JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUN JUL AUG SEP

Note: The study was conducted between 1January and 31October 2021.
While vaccine rates have since increased, the results demonstrate
the aforementioned trends in the level of confidence among social
media users at that point in time. Furthermore, data for the month of
October 2021 has been omitted due to its relatively small sample size.
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Exhibit 7 points to an upward trend in the level of
selective preference/confidence in Pfizer and/
or Moderna vaccines among social media users
during the period under review. Notably, this finding
coincides with Sri Lankan health authorities decision
to commence Covid-19 vaccination among those
aged 20 and above.® Sri Lankan health authorities
have expressed concern that the youth in Sri Lanka
(across ethnic groups)tend to show a preference for
the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine due to a belief that it
has the highest efficacy.™

‘Vaccination of children aged 18 and 19 from October 21, Presidential
Secretariat of Sri Lanka, September 2021, available at: https://www.
presidentsoffice.gov.lk/index.php/2021/10/08/vaccination-of-chil-
dren-aged-18-and-19-from-october-21/[last accessed 29 November
2021].

Chanka Jayasinghe, ‘Sri Lanka health authorities pled with young
people to get vaccinated’, 22 September 2021, available at: https://
economynext.com/sri-lanka-health-authorities-plead-with-young-peo-
ple-to-get-vaccinated-86359/[last accessed 29 November 2021].
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